
mid light violin music and the clinking 
of expensive silverware, four people 
gather to discuss what has been on 

Gotham’s mind for months—Batman (The Dark 
Knight). Who is he? Who gives him his authority? 
How can one man stand above everyone else—a-
bove the law—and be celebrated for it? As the 
music builds, Harvey Dent, Gotham’s newest Dis-
trict Attorney, tirelessly defends the vigilante but 
finally relents that “You either die a hero, or live 
long enough to see yourself become the villain.” 
Christopher Nolan’s The Dark Knight (2008), the 
film this scene is from, explores the blurred and 
thin line that marks the boundary between super-
heroes and their villains. Worldwide, the movie 
grossed over $1 billion, and many consider it 
among the best superhero movies ever made 
(“The Dark Knight”). However, if Adilifu Nama’s 
definition of a superhero as someone who is 
“heavily steeped in affirming a division between 
right and wrong” and “operates within a moral 
framework” is correct (7), Batman does not qual-
ify. In the movie, Batman physically assaults pris-
oners, destroys public property, and hacks into 30 
million Gothamites’ cell phones (The Dark Knight). 
A better label for the movie would be that it is 
among the best anti-hero movies; psychologists 
Michael Spivey and Steven Knowlton define an 
anti-hero as “not always motivated by such noble 
principles and […] frequently placed in the posi-
tion of choosing among several evils” (54). From 
1938, the year of Superman’s creation, up until 
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1986, our comic book heroes, according to comic 
book legend Stan Lee, showed “courage, integ-
rity, honesty, and compassion.” However, these 
superheroes also introduce us to the concept of 
casual violence. After the 1986 publications of 
Batman: The Dark Knight Returns by Frank Miller 
and Watchmen by Alan Moore, our beloved comic 
book superheroes became overshadowed by anti-
superheroes: dark and violent superheroes with 
questionable morals and motivations. Mark Vo-
ger, a writer and graphic designer, created the 
name for this new era of “unkinder, ungentler 
comic book heroes”: The Dark Age (1). Superhe-
roes and subsequent anti-superheroes desensi-
tized us, and now, when we see a violent news 
story or movie, we rarely bat an eye. Many police 
officers seem to have taken our acceptance of 
casual violence for granted, as evidenced by the 
increase in police brutality cases and police-
related deaths in recent years. By 2008, our “su-
perheroes” played into our love for “realistic” 
portrayals, with characters appearing as broken, 
scarred, and/or mentally unstable. The Dark 

Fan cosplaying as Batman, as the character appears in the 
movie Batman v. Superman: Dawn of Justice (2016).



Knight only perpetuated our descent into dark-
ness, driving us further into the clutches of vio-
lence. We have become a broken and violent soci-
ety; and anti-superheroes are the only characters 
we can really understand. Early superheroes in-
troduced us to casual violence, and we gradually 
accepted their actions as necessary and even en-
tertaining; and this entertainment factor drove 
comic-book writers to create darker, more violent, 
and more realistic storylines that readers identi-
fied with, eventually culminating in the prolifera-
tion of the anti-superhero. 

In 1938, Jerry Siegel and Joe Shuster created a 
new breed of hero—the superhero—who repre-
sented the pinnacle of morality and justice. Su-
perman took the world by storm, as “pure and 
chaste and good as a knight of old” (Wright 192). 
He was a role model that everyone in Depression-
ridden, war-fearing America could accept. Su-
perman’s kind and helpful personality remained 
a mainstay, though the same cannot be said for 
the original temperament of his darker friend, 
Batman. The Dark Knight hit the scene in 1939 as 
a “noir vigilante” who “executed criminals with-
out compunction with twin-six guns” (Anders 
19). However, just one year after his inception, his 
creators Bill Finger and Bob Kane bequeathed 
Batman a child: Robin, the Boy Wonder. Almost 
overnight the dark and twisted Batman became a 
father, and the “dark-toned stories fell out of fa-
vor in lieu of more lighthearted fair” (Anders 19.). 
At the time, Americans could not accept such a 
dark and violent character. We were still a hope-
ful and optimistic people, and we needed some-
one to remind us of that during the Depression 
and subsequent world war. Americans wanted 
heroes that spread hope and morality, exempli-
fied by the creation of various comic book issues 
featuring superheroes parading into Europe and 
winning World War II. Captain America was even 
conceived during this time period, embodying 
our over-patriotic and optimistic attitude. All 
these one-note parental superheroes supplied us 
with the simple and “easy-to-understand world-

view” (Comic) that the World War II propaganda 
period demanded. In early comics, the superhero 
is clearly good and must stop the clearly evil ad-
versary. But in order to foil the villain’s plot, su-
perheroes would often resort to violence. Even 
Superman was not immune to using force, as evi-
denced by Action Comics #10 where he is seen 
punching a plane—with a human inside it (Shus-
ter). Superheroes normalized violence and made 
it seem casual: Superman lazily grabbing Hitler 
around the neck and dragging him over an ocean 
(Shuster, “How”); Batman beating up The Joker 
(Kane); Captain America socking Hitler in the jaw 
(Kirby). Even though these early heroes were not 
dark, they still perpetrated violence and set us on 
the path to desensitization. 

By 1986, years of good-natured superhero 
violence coalesced into a dark and twisted brutal-
ity, the likes of which the world had never previ-
ously seen. As Mike Richardson, founder of Dark 
Horse Comics, said in the documentary Comic 
Book Superheroes Unmasked (2005), “the traditional 
innocence of superheroes went out of the market 
at that point.” Batman: The Dark Knight Returns 
and Watchmen had arrived. Frank Miller, the 
author of The Dark Knight Returns, described his 
comic as “giving Batman his balls back” (Comic)—
and he certainly succeeded. The comic’s panels 
are rife with guns, blood, broken bones, and 
death. Miller follows the life of an aging Batman, 
who is forced out of retirement because of un-
precedented levels of violence in Gotham. Bruce 
Wayne returns to crime fighting in a brutal night-
long siege of Gotham’s criminal popula-
tion—hospitalizing dozens—and completely dis-
regards Gotham’s Finest, at one point telling the 
police “These men are MINE,” while quickly run-
ning off to deal out his own extra-legal justice (F. 
Miller). Not long after, The Joker makes his tri-
umphant reappearance when he murders at least 
a hundred people with his trademark laughing 
gas. The Joker-Batman showdown ends with The 
Joker snapping his own neck to frame Bat-
man—and the story only gets darker from there. 
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The United States is hit with an electromagnetic 
pulse from a Soviet nuclear warhead, courtesy of 
Superman attempting to divert it. America soon 
sinks into all-out chaos, in which a proto-fascist 
Batman attempts to regain control. Superman, at 
this point the president’s pet, attacks Batman and 
engages him in a fight that seemingly kills Bat-
man and almost claims Superman’s life (F. 
Miller). That same year, Alan Moore wrote 
Watchmen, in which he took the mental instability 
and violence that was increasingly apparent in 
comics and turned it into a social commentary. 
His message: Superheroes are “people that you 
trust with your lives, and nobody should do that. 
You really need to trust yourself” (Moore qtd. in 
Comic). Moore’s heroes, the Watchmen (Ror-
schach, Nite Owl, The Comedian, Doctor Man-
hattan, Silk Spectre, and Ozymandias), range 
from morally ambivalent (e.g. Doctor Manhattan) 
to completely psychotic (e.g. Rorschach). The 
graphic novel follows the superheroes’ less-than-
perfect lives, cataloguing rape, the Vietnam War, 
nuclear accidents, prison and civilian riots, and 
the violent murder of over three million peo-
ple—an act planned by one of the “superheroes,” 
Ozymandias (Moore). Watchmen changed the way 
writers would create comics forever. As Paul Le-
vitz, president of DC Comics, said, “You went 
home and you ripped up whatever you had done 
that week and just said ‘No…There’s more I can 
do’” (Comic). The comic book world was changed 
forever. Artists had to step up their illustrations, 
and writers had to ramp up their stories. Feel-
good stories of Superman saving Metropolis 
would no longer cut it—readers began expecting 
complex and dark storylines. Readers craved the 
realism and gray-areas that Watchmen and The 
Dark Knight Returns created. Watchmen and the 
new Batman were not the same as our heroes of 
old. They broke through the superhero mold and 
created their new niche: the anti-superhero. 

Americans came to prefer a dark, twisted, 
mentally unstable anti-superhero over a moral, 
honest, kind-hearted superhero, and the evidence 
lies in the characters themselves. The years fol-

lowing 1986 saw the creation of Cable (1990), 
Gambit (1990), Deadpool (1991), Spawn (1992), 
Hellboy (1993), and countless other characters 
that fall into the anti-superhero category (“List”).  
As author Bradford Wright says:

We couldn’t accept a goody-goody coming 
down and doing things just because they 
were good; but we could accept someone 
who felt some twisted emotional need to fight 
evil. And we could accept it with violence 
and accept it with irony. (Comic)

In the 1960s and 1970s, we rose up against our 
own government, protesting war, racism, and sex-
ism—and our government responded with vio-
lence. Between two world wars, a depression, 
various Cold War skirmishes, and the growing 
social movements back home—America grew up. 
We got too serious for Superman’s tame stories. 
We made the anti-superheroes a reflection of our-
selves: twisted, dark, cynical, mistrustful, and 
violent. The government’s use of violence, com-
bined with the violence we saw in the news, mov-
ies, and comic books,  created an ambivalent atti-
tude towards brutality. It became normal and 
commonplace, altering the very fabric of our soci-
ety’s mental health. Our involvement in Vietnam 
took a toll on our collective psyche as it was a war 
many protested and a whole generation con-
demned. It was also the first war America ever 
lost. We came to see the corruption and amoral 
attitude of our government, and we lost faith in 
the moral superiority that early superheroes 
touted. When the 1980s rolled around and we 
reached the height of the Cold War, American dis-
illusionment seemed to reach its zenith. In fact, in 
1980, American trust in the government was at 
25%, lower than it had ever previously been 
(“Public”).  Americans were no longer innocent 
and ready to lap up the vanilla adventures of Su-
perman. We wanted substance. We wanted com-
plexity and flaws. We wanted anti-superheroes. 

However, social critic and comic book ex-
plainer (he aims to “make complex ideas a little 
more accessible through the captivating medium 
of comics”) Scott Niswander seems to imply that 
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the heroes of the Bronze Age (1971–1986), who 
were “striving for cultural relevance,” gradually 
faded into the anti-superheroes of the Dark Age. 
He agrees with the opinion that there is no defini-
tive end to the Bronze Age, rather “every single 
title and publisher had their own stopping point, 
years separate from each other, that then pushed 
them into the Modern (Dark) Age” (Niswander). 
However, his argument proves problematic, as it 
does not take previous superheroes and violence 
into account. It also gives most of the credit for 
the creation of the anti-superhero to the cultural 
shifts that took place during the Bronze Age. 
While I certainly agree that the turbulent atmos-
phere of the ‘60s, ‘70s, and ‘80s played a large 
part in the development of anti-superheroes, es-
pecially of their psyches, the superheroes created 
the path to violence and put us on it. When Su-
perman made his first appearance in 1938, radio 
was king. The difference between the radio and 
comic books, though, is that you cannot see any-
thing. Hearing violence and seeing violence are 
two completely different things. While movies 
were around, it was Depression-era America, and 
most people would rather not spend what little 
money they had on moving pictures. In fact, by 
1933 the U.S. Ministry of Commerce reported that 
“cinema attendance [had] dropped by 56% since 
1928” (“Timeline”). Televisions were hardly rele-
vant: by 1946 only around 6,000 households even 
owned them (Stephens). The only way people 
could have actually seen violence was if they saw 
it in the streets or in the pages of a comic book. 
According to many psychologists, “observational 
learning and desensitization” are typically re-
garded as the key causes of long-term effects, 
such as increased aggression, from exposure to 
violent media (Krahé et al. 631). Psychologists 
Barbara Krahé and her fellow researchers define 
observational learning as “the acquisition of cog-
nitive structures that promote specific behaviors 
from observing others perform similar behaviors” 
(631). Essentially, if a child sees Batman and Su-
perman rough up enough villains in their comic 

books, that child might believe that those violent 
actions are normal and acceptable. In turn, obser-
vational learning can cause desensitization, or a 
“gradual reduction in responsiveness to an 
arousal-eliciting stimulus” (Krahé et al. 631). This 
observational learning is key, as merely hearing 
violence does not necessarily lead to desensitiza-
tion. People need to see the violence. Desensitiza-
tion is especially common in regard to violence 
because “violent stimuli lose their capacity to 
elicit strong emotions the more often the stimulus 
is presented” (Krahé et al. 631). If a child contin-
ues to read the moral, yet violent, comics of the 
1940s, he/she will become more and more desen-
sitized to violence. The innocent comics of the 40s 
and 50s would have desensitized most Ameri-
cans, as approximately half the population came 
into contact with comics (the Detective Comics 
Group, alone, reported sales of over 700,000 com-
ics, when the American population was only 
around 130 million) (J. Miller; “US Population”). 
Psychologists have also found that repeated vio-
lent stimuli can lead to sensitization to violence; in 
other words, the more some individuals see vio-
lence, “the more they like watching it” (Krahé et 
al. 631). All of these factors (observational learn-
ing, desensitization, sensitization) taken together 
suggest that comics could have made us more 
prone to, and more accepting of, violence. It is no 
wonder that comic books and their superheroes 
became progressively more violent, as we became 
addicted to violence and needed more stimuli to 
be entertained.

Christopher Nolan’s The Dark Knight exempli-
fies our ambivalence about violence and our in-
creasingly murky morals. Nolan’s Batman is simi-
lar in tone and personality to Miller’s—he is dark,  
flawed, and loves to use violence and fear against 
his enemies. In Miller’s The Dark Knight Returns, 
Batman suspends a criminal upside-down off the 
tallest town in Gotham (68); in Nolan’s The Dark 
Knight, Batman does exactly the same thing to 
The Joker. In The Psychology of Superheroes, Chuck 
Tate writes that Batman “appears to only have 
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one strategy—the threat of violence either pre-
ceded by or followed by actual violence” (143). 
However, the Gotham Police Department never 
stops Batman. In fact, it makes sure that it gets in 
on the violent—and illegal—action, too. When 
The Joker is in police custody, the police officers 
allow Batman to conduct his own “interrogation” 
of The Joker, and turn a blind eye when Batman 
physically assaults their prisoner. The Gotham 
police force does not care what happens to the 
people in their custody; one officer says to The 
Joker, “I know the difference between punks who 
need a little lesson in manners, and the freaks like 
you who would just enjoy it” (Dark Knight). That 
same officer then proceeds to assault The Joker, 
almost immediately after Batman’s “interroga-
tion,” saying, “I know you’re gonna enjoy this. 
I’m gonna have to try to enjoy it even more” 
(Dark Knight). It is illegal for a police officer to 
physically abuse an inmate, even if that inmate is 
taunting him/her. Gotham’s police force demon-
strates an extreme moral deficiency. Not only are 
its officers abusive, they are also uncaring about 
the less dangerous prisoners. When one man 
stumbles to the bars of his cell and cries out 
“Please… My insides hurt,” the officer on guard 
replies, “I don’t really care…You’re out of your 
mind, pal. Back off” (Dark Knight) Only after the 
prisoner collapses does the officer finally call a 
medic. By that point though, it is too late and a 
bomb in the inmate’s stomach goes off (Dark 
Knight). Gotham’s police force continues to show 
that they are not Gotham’s finest—in fact, they 
are quite possibly Gotham’s most corrupt, vio-
lent, and morally ambivalent. Their actions pose a 
stark comparison to the Superman of the 1940s 
and his strict moral code. 

Today, police brutality and neglect is a com-
mon occurrence, and we do almost nothing to 
stop it. In 2015 alone, cops were responsible for 
1,300 deaths, and approximately “every seven 
hours” a cop kills an American citizen (“Stats”). 
Perhaps one of the most famous examples of po-
lice abuse, and one that actually prompted some 
Americans to protest, was the murder of Freddie 

Gray on April 19, 2015. After Baltimore police of-
ficers arrested Gray, they put him in the back of a 
police van—and then the controversy began. The 
order of events is unclear even today, but Gray 
entered the van alive and left it dead. Baltimore 
police admitted to several breaches of conduct: 

Gray was not seat-belted after being placed in 
a transport van, a violation of department 
policy; Gray was not offered medical atten-
tion, despite several requests; and officers did 
not call for an ambulance when he was ar-
rested, as they should have. (Hermann and 
Cox)

Like the Gotham police force, Baltimore officers 
did not seem to care about what happened to 
their charge. Not only did they not follow proce-
dure but they denied an American citizen medical 
attention when he requested it. There is also the 
possibility that they physically assaulted Gray, 
leading to his death. However, it is the police 
abuses that the media does not sensationalize that 
are the most shocking. Rikers, one of America’s 
most notorious prisons, has a mile-long abuse 
record. For starters, within a five-month period, 
Rikers had 62 confirmed cases “in which inmates 
were seriously injured by correction officers,” ac-
cording to New York Times writers Michael Win-
erip and Michael Schwirtz. One of these cases 
involved a mentally-ill inmate, who “officers 
pulled…into his solitary-confinement cell” (Win-
erip and Schwirtz) and beat unconscious, a situa-
tion that almost mirrors The Joker’s. Rikers also 
has a habit of denying inmates proper medical 
attention. Judy Jean Caquias, who had a history of 
liver disease, received several lab tests and blood 
work at Rikers, which found that her liver was 
stressed. Instead of sending Caquias to a special-
ist (which they should have), “they prescribed 
her Tylenol 3 and iron, both dangerous for peo-
ple with liver problems” (Eichelerger). She 
quickly became delusional and disoriented, and 
her vital systems began failing. Only after all 
that occurred and she was on the brink of dying 
did Rikers send her to a hospital. At that point 
though, it was too late. Caquias died less than 
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two months into her incarceration (Eichelerger). 
Again, the similarities between the dystopian, 
corrupt, crime-ridden Gotham and America are 
too close for comfort. Perhaps the reason we 
readily identify with Batman and other anti-
superheroes is because we are essentially living 
in their violent, amoral world.  

Everywhere we look in comics, it is anti-
superhero after anti-superhero. While Marvel 
movies are typically fun summer popcorn flicks, 
their biggest franchise, The Avengers, is a grab-
bag of anti-superheroes in the comics: Iron Man, 
a billionaire tech-genius who nearly kills an “in-
nocent bystander while piloting the armor 
drunk” (“Iron”); The Hulk, a gamma monster 
who cannot distinguish friend from foe when he 
is enraged; Thor, a spoiled and temperamental 
demigod who kills his brother, Loki (“Thor”); 
Black Widow, a former Russian spy who has a 
history of carrying out assassinations (“Black”); 
Hawkeye, a bow-and-arrow expert who was 
first introduced as a villain and later attempts to 
kill Norman Osborn (“Hawkeye”); and even 
Captain America, a soldier-out-of-time who 
eventually questions his role in the American 
government, prompting him to leave behind the 
Captain America mantle and become Nomad 
(“‘a man without a country’”) (“Captain”). If 
that is not dark and violent enough though, 
simply look to Marvel’s first Netflix superhero 
series. Daredevil is just as dark and violent as The 
Dark Knight, if not more so. Daredevil (Matt 
Murdock) beats up and terrorizes criminals, 
while Kingpin (Wilson Fisk, Daredevil’s main 
adversary) brutally murders multiple people 
(Daredevil). However, the biggest evidence of the 
anti-superhero trend is Man of Steel (2013). In 
Zack Snyder’s “superhero” movie, America’s 
shining star of truth, justice, and morality, Su-
perman, does the unthinkable—he murders 
someone with his bare hands (Man of Steel). To-
day, even the previously incorruptible Super-
man is forced into the anti-superhero category. 
As Spivey and Knowlton say, an anti-hero is 

“frequently placed in the position of choosing 
among several evils” (54). Superman could either 
murder Zod, or let Zod kill an innocent family. 
Instead of finding a solution whereby no one 
would end up dead, as previous Supermans 
would have done, our new Superman opts for the 
anti-superhero route of killing the enemy (Man of 
Steel). Long gone are the days of moral perfec-
tion and Superman, when Americans’ biggest 
problems were a revolving door of one-note evil 
villains. It is the age of the anti-superhero. It is 
every man for himself, and everyone admits to 
possessing a dark side.

Without superheroes, we never would have 
reached the place we are now—a place where vio-
lence reigns supreme and cruelty is expected. Su-
perheroes gave us our first look in popular cul-
ture at how violent the world can be and that we 
can use that violence to solve all of our problems. 
At first, we used violence as a last resort, like the 
early Superman and Batman. But then we used it 
as a back up. And now we use it all the time. As 
writer John C. Wright states, “Human psychology 
has two basic reactions to images of darkness and 
horror: the first is to be horrified…the second is to 
be curious what it would be like to horrify” (182). 
Americans were horrified in 1939 when Batman 
killed criminals and, to alleviate our horror, they 
gave him a child to protect and nurture. But, 
gradually, the superhero’s well-meaning violence 
infiltrated our consciousness. Combined with the 
violent societal upheavals of the ‘60s and ‘70s, we 
became desensitized. Americans moved on to the 
second reaction: curiosity. We wanted the dark-
ness and the violence; it called out to us. As Brad-
ford Wright says about the 1980s Daredevil, “The 
humanity came from this place of Daredevil being 
so flawed and kind of broken” (Comic). Ameri-
cans began to define humanity as intrinsically 
possessing some kind of flaw. We saw the dark-
ness in ourselves and, instead of recoiling in hor-
ror, accepted it and pulled it out into the sun for 
all to see. We accepted the anti-superhero’s brand 
of brutal justice, with the majority of us silently 
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allowing cops to “clean up the cities” by neglect-
ing the law. Now we must ask ourselves: How 
much darker can we go? Will we continue to em-
brace our inner demons, hastening our dark and 
violent descent? We must acknowledge that vio-
lence cannot solve all of our problems, and that 
maybe our darkness is not an advantage. Frank 
Miller said that Batman believes that “entropy is 
the natural state of existence” (Comic); but do we?   
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