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Foreword

Paul Levitz

For much of his eight-decade history, the adventures of Batman were guided by editors who were secular men, and mostly written by a similar group. For over half that time, comic books in America labored under written and unwritten constraints that kept any overt mention of religion or religious figures restricted to a rare appearance conducting a wedding or a funeral. So why search for theology within the mythology of this character?

Perhaps because Batman has had such a singular grasp on the imaginations of the public? As the only fictional character to dominate the American zeitgeist three times (in 1966 after the launch of the television series starring Adam West, in 1989 via Tim Burton’s Batman film, and in 2008 with Christopher Nolan’s The Dark Knight film), he has demonstrated unmatched staying power. Surely considering the power of such iconography is legitimate to look at theologically.

Perhaps because Batman’s quest is the ultimately impossible one of a man struggling against all the forces of darkness? Is it not theologically interesting to consider why such a choice is made, and how such a life (albeit fictional) is lived?

And perhaps especially because of all the great folk heroes of American culture, Batman may be the darkest figure himself, turning the power of fear back on those who wield it to damage lives. He not only doesn’t turn the other cheek, he turns many of the tools of the offenders back on themselves, and in the process often gives them the opportunity to destroy themselves, even if he refrains from crossing the final moral boundary of being executioner.

For all these reasons, and more contained in this volume, it is worthwhile . . . perhaps even required . . . that scholars view the canon of Batman’s crusade through the lens of theological scholarship, religious and moral principles, and ponder whether they have been inspired by a higher power or are simply harmless amusement. As someone who can bear witness to Batman’s impact on the lives of readers, writers, artists, police officers, and lawmakers, I won’t offer a theological conclusion, but a grounded one: there’s a little Batman in all of us.
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Introduction

Batman as a Focus of Theological Enquiry

C. K. Robertson and Matthew Brake

It is 1939, and anxiety is growing in America. Having struggled through the Great Depression, the country’s citizens watch nervously as events in Europe appear to be moving inevitably towards war, led by a madman who rants and raves about the superiority of the Aryan race, the rise of the übermensch. Only a year before, a 10¢ newsstand magazine called Action Comics had presented a different kind of “Superman,” a Moses-like figure sent from above to save the people and stand up for the underdog. Now, in Detective Comics #27, another archetypal figure emerges, courtesy of Bob Kane and Bill Finger, a dark avenger who strikes fear into the hearts of criminals, “a cowardly and superstitious lot.” The Bat-Man is born.

It is 1969, and comic book readers open the pages of the November-released Detective Comics #395 to find a story by Dennis O’Neill and Neal Adams called “The Secret of the Waiting Graves.” Only a year has passed since the last season of the “Batman” television show, a three-year pop sensation (remember “Bam/Pow/Smash,” “Holy ______, Batman,” and of course the never-to-be- forgotten “Bat-shark repellent”). Now, O’Neill and Adams begin a historic run in the comics in which “The Batman” (definite article now obligatory) returns to his Gothic roots: minus Robin, with longer costume ears and flowing cape, working only at night, and facing darker, far more sinister adversaries. The Batman is back.

It is 1989, and movie posters everywhere depict the Bat symbol along with the words “Nicholson, Keaton, Batman.” Despite fans’ concerns prior to the June release regarding the casting of the comedian/actor from the surreal comedy Beetlejuice, most doubts are cast aside early in the film as a terrified thug caught on a rooftop and lifted up like a rag doll asks his assailant, “Who are you?” The two-word snarled response will be remembered and repeated countless times in the years to come: “I’m Batman.” The film reinforces what graphic novels by creators such as Alan Moore and Frank Miller were making clear. The Dark Knight is born again.

It is the 2020s, and Batman is 80+ years old and going stronger than ever. The depiction of the character varies greatly at times, with even the campy 1960s version finding a niche in which its devotees can enjoy it. But some crucial things remain, for the most part, consistent. A “superhero” who actually isn’t super, but instead the ultimate self-made man. Not a savior come down from the heavens, but a dark and violent figure with a dark and violent past who wages war against evildoers while striving not to succumb to his own inner demons. The character’s real superpower, it appears, is the magnetic quality that keeps drawing people back to him. In films, television series, animation, video games, toys and merchandising, and, of course, comic books and graphic novels, the character is seemingly everywhere. Batman is here to stay.

With such a rich history and remarkable depth of character, it is no surprise that Batman has been, at various times, the focus of scholarly examination. In 1971, Michael Uslan (who provided the Afterword for this book) proved himself to be a pioneer in academia with his accredited college course on comic books at Indiana University. Since then, many colleges and universities have followed his lead. The University of Victoria in Canada, for example, has been offering an elective course since 2013 entitled “The Science of Batman.” Far from being facetious or juvenile, the class uses “Batman as a metaphor for the ultimate in human conditioning,” utilizing the character and his fictitious adventures to explore “the multiple sciences behind exercise adaptation, musculoskeletal injury and concussion, and limitations of the human body and mind.”1 Award-winning poet Steven Leyva, whose course at the University of Baltimore entitled “The Evolution of Batman,” noted that “here’s a figure who seems to be able to say something and comment on society, but also reflect society in a recursive relationship.”2 There are other examples of courses focused specifically on the Dark Knight,3 and far more that include Batman as part of a broader look at comic books and their impact on contemporary literature and culture, such as “The American Graphic Novel,” at Columbia University’s Center for American Studies, taught by Jeremy Dauber and Paul Levitz.4

Outside the classroom, Batman has been the subject of an increasing number of scholarly articles and books across multiple academic disciplines. Neuroscientist E. Paul Kehr, PhD, the professor who initiated the “Science of Batman” course, based it in large part on issues raised in his earlier book, Becoming Batman: The Possibility of a Superhero,5 in which he considers the limits of human abilities and endurance, and the extreme training it would take to be a real-world Batman. Probing instead into the realm of the psyche, professor Travis Langley, PhD, asks provocative questions about our caped protagonist in his book, Batman and Psychology: A Dark and Stormy Knight,6 as does clinical psychologist Robin Rosenberg, PhD, in her book What’s the Matter with Batman.7 Langley also applies a clinical lens to Batman’s archenemy in The Joker Psychology: Evil Clowns and the Women Who Love Them.8 Media specialists Roberta E. Pearson and William Uricchio’s compendium, The Many Lives of Batman, includes several provocative contributions that explore how the character has been understood and depicted in different times and contexts.9 William Irwin and Mark White’s Batman and Philosophy weighs Batman and his morality against the teachings of history’s great philosophers.10 Even Nietzsche has been tapped as a philosophical entry point into the character (and his chief adversary).11

Curiously, though, theological and religious studies on Batman are harder to find.12 We say “curiously” because there is so much potential in the character and his fictitious world that can lend itself to theological enquiry. It is our hope that this volume shows the diverse directions in which such enquiry can go, and that this, in turn, will encourage further scholarly conversation about the Dark Knight (and the Clown Prince of Crime) along theological and religious lines.

This book has been arranged into four main thematic parts, each containing five articles. While it is hoped that this organizational approach proves to be helpful, at the same time we acknowledge that other thematic headings could have been used . . . and that one or more of the articles could fit under another area. Some might argue, in fact, that subsections are not needed at all. And, of course, there were other potential contributions that, excellent in their own ways, did not make it into this volume. In short, there is a degree of subjectivity in how this book is organized, not unlike various “greatest hits” lists that are produced about music, books, films, etc.

The four themes were chosen to reflect key areas of theological exploration, beginning with theodicy and the problem of evil, moving into the arena of ethics and morality, then to questions of justice and vengeance, and finally exploring deities and the Divine . . . all through a variety of religious lenses: Buddhist, Christian, Jewish, etc. Having organized the chapters in this way, we decided to balance the subjective elements in one small way by arranging the five articles in each part in alphabetical order by author. Again, we understand that other approaches to presenting the material could have been used, but as one of our stated goals is to encourage further theological studies of Batman, we look forward to seeing what form future presentations might take.

Part I: “Theodicy and Evil”



	Wesley D. Cray analyzes Bruce Wayne’s tragic life and asks whether Batman might well be viewed as an “Anti-Buddha.”

	Francesco Del Bianco draws from the biblical story of Job and its implications about misfortune and the absence of God in considering Alan Moore’s The Killing Joke.

	Katherine Kalaidis uses the character of the Joker to consider how to understand evil in a post-Christian context.

	John C. McDowell offers an examination of wickedness in Christopher Nolan’s film, The Dark Knight.

	Rafael Medoff explores how Batman has faced the Holocaust and its impact on Judaism.



Part II: “Ethics and Morality”



	Christina M. Knopf utilizes another villain, the Scarecrow, to explore Gotham City as a kind of purgatory.

	Drew McIntyre presents a fascinating analysis of pride versus the need for Sabbath in the landmark “Knightfall” series.

	Andrew Kuzma explores the way that stories morally shape us by examining Grant Morrison’s Batman: The Return of Bruce Wayne.

	John Thompson brings a Buddhist perspective to the ethics of Batman, presenting him as the “Bat-Bodihisattva” (and presents an interesting contrast to Cray’s essay in Part I).

	Joseph Turner offers a glimpse into the “cardinal virtues” of Batman as seen in Frank Miller’s seminal works on the character.



Part III: “Justice and Vengeance”



	Ryan Haecker explores Batman as a counter-revolutionary reacting to a revolutionary Gotham City.

	Peter Herman white privilege and power in Jim Starlin’s The Cult.

	Randall M. Jensen considers whether Batman’s conflict is indeed a just war or simply an ongoing act of revenge.

	Clint Jones engages in a broad sweep of comics, films, and games to address the question of whether Batman might be more of a false messiah than Gotham’s savior.

	Joshua Wise taps into the earliest years of Batman as well as his depiction in today’s games as he probes into the issue of atonement.



Part IV: “Deities and the Divine”



	Armond Boudreaux asks if theistic belief or atheistic denial is more likely to be a foundation for Batman’s war on crime.

	Vernon W. Cisney examines the demonic theology of the film Joker.

	Stephen Garner approaches Batman by employing negative theology and a sense of never truly grasping the transcendence of the Divine.

	Michael D. Nichols focuses on Batman as an embodiment of punishment, especially when contrasted with the character of Superman.

	Michael Anthony Novak counters the trend of speaking of superheroes as gods by analyzing Batman’s changing perception of Superman’s nature in the Dawn of Justice film.



Framing these parts are a Foreword from former DC Comics President and Publisher, Paul Levitz, and an Afterword from Originator and Executive Producer of the Batman film franchise, Michael Uslan. The impact that each of them has had on the character cannot be overstated, and their respective reflections are appropriate bookends to the eclectic collection of articles contained herein. We express our sincere appreciation to all the contributors for their sometimes playful, sometimes provocative, but always fascinating pieces that comprise the mosaic that is this book.

Our only disappointment is in many ways born out of the popularity of the character himself. After 80+ years, you would think that there would be little new that could be said about him. But the fact remains that in today’s comic books and graphic novels there are new facets of the character, new faces behind the cowl, new possibilities never before considered that are all being explored. These stories are being written and illustrated by a new generation of creators, some of whom are not old enough to recall when Adam West’s batuisi dance was first seen on television screens throughout the country, or when Denny O’Neill and Neal Adams subsequently returned Gotham’s Guardian to his darker roots.

Likewise, on the silver screen, The Batman presents viewers with yet another interpretation of this iconic figure, and has people debating whether Robert Pattinson’s depiction of Bruce Wayne and his nocturnal alter ego resonates more with people today than that of Christian Bale . . . or Michael Keaton and Ben Affleck, who reprise their respective roles in DC movies. All this proves to longtime fans and neophytes alike that The Batman is indeed alive and well. Unfortunately, these written stories and film depictions are appearing so fast that we do not have articles ready to explore them. If we waited to seek out even more contributions, then we might well discover that new interpretations arise that demand even more exploration.

So, perhaps it is enough to say that this collection of essays that you have before you is an important part of a conversation that is ongoing precisely because of the new interpretations that each generation brings to it, from 1939 to 1969 to 1989 to today . . . and beyond. As you read the pages that follow, may this fascinating caped and cowled octogenarian continue to inspire deep theological engagement.


Notes

1. See https://www.uvic.ca/calendar/undergrad/index.php#/courses/rJSgEd6XV.

2. See https://gizmodo.com/meet-the-professor-whos-going-to-teach-a-college-course-1827375233.

3. Consider Rice University’s “Introduction to Batman: The Darkness as your Ally.” See https://courses.rice.edu/admweb/!SWKSCAT.cat?p_action=CATALIST&p_acyr_code=2014&p_onebar=batman&p_mode=AND&p_submit=.

4. See https://americanstudies.columbia.edu/content/spring-2021.

5. Published 2008 by Johns Hopkins University Press.

6. Published 2012 by John Wiley & Sons.

7. This intriguing book, self-published in 2012, is appropriately subtitled “An Unauthorized Clinical Look Under the Mask of the Caped Crusader.” In it, Dr. Rosenberg examines Bruce Wayne and his alter ego through several different psychological lenses, considering if he might be characterized as having dissociative disorder, depression, obsessive-compulsive disorder, posttraumatic stress disorder, or antisocial personality disorder.

8. Published 2019 by Sterling.

9. Routledge Publishing, 1991.

10. Published 2008 by John Wiley & Sons, and subtitled “The Dark Knight of the Soul.”

11. C.K. Robertson, “The True Übermensch: Batman as Humanistic Myth,” in B.J. Oropeza’s edited work, The Gospel According to Superheroes (Peter Lang Publishing, 2005). Matthew Brake later presented a paper arguing that the “übermensch” motif is better suited to Batman’s arch-nemesis, the Joker.

12. We should note with great appreciation, however, the impressive books that have emerged in recent years about superheroes in general and theology or religion. These include B.J. Oropeza’s aforementioned volume, The Gospel According to Superheroes, James McGrath’s edited compendium Religion and Science Fiction (Pickwick Publications, 2011), and Greg Garrett’s revised and expanded Holy Superheroes! Exploring the Sacred in Comic Books, Graphic Novels, and Film (Westminster John Knox Press, 2008).











PART I

Theodicy and Evil










1


The Karmic Tragedy of Bruce Wayne

Batman as Anti-Buddha

Wesley D. Cray


B-Man and the B-Man

Perhaps you’ve heard the story of a man—called a prince by some—who, despite being born into wealth and privilege, was exposed at a young age to the suffering of the world. Subsequently, that man made a vow to do whatever it would take to eliminate that suffering. Neither god nor magician nor superpowered, supernatural being, this mere human nonetheless reached the pinnacle of human prowess, single-mindedly driven by his purest of vows.

If you have heard the story of this man—as you likely have—you’ll probably agree that it might be misleading to speak of the story of this man. There are, indeed, countless such stories, told across generations and cultures and inspiring innumerable individuals toward deeds mostly virtuous though, unfortunately, at times vicious. Accounts of this man’s nature, his character, and his philosophies change to reflect those who are telling the stories, leaving questions about his real nature, his real character, or his real philosophy more than a bit vexed. Nonetheless, this multitude of stories has inspired—and will certainly continue to inspire—academic research, award-winning films, more visual art than you could catalogue, and most other modes of reflection available to us, ranging from comic books to theological essays. Indeed, it is no overstatement to claim that this multitude of stories has irreversibly changed the world.

If you’re reading this chapter, in this book, you probably know exactly who I am talking about: the B-Man! And it might be just a bit insulting to assume that you haven’t yet seen through my clever rhetorical conceit: the “B-Man” is two men. If the above description called to mind Bruce Wayne, Prince of Gotham (though only figuratively, since Gotham isn’t a monarchy), you’ve certainly read me right: I’m talking about the Batman. But if those same words also called to mind Siddhartha Gautama, Prince of Kapilavastu (though not really, since Kapilavastu wasn’t a monarchy), then you’ve also read me right: I’m talking about the Buddha. As this two-in-one tale demonstrates, the parallels between the Buddha and the Batman can be quite striking.

I contend in this chapter, though, that these parallels are actually quite misleading. I’ll argue, in fact, that philosophically speaking, the World’s Greatest Detective is about as far away from the Buddha as one could get; we might even allow ourselves to call him an Anti-Buddha. Once I’ve given you some compelling reasons to conceive of our Dark Knight as an Anti-Buddha, I’ll offer further discussion about how engaging with a multitude of Batman stories under this particular lens enriches our understanding of the most tragic of Bruce Wayne’s tragedies. It’s not that his parents were murdered, or even that he routinely dresses in an expensive bat-suit so he can go out and punch the often impoverished and marginalized henchmen of career supervillains, with no regard for civil rights or due process. Instead, the real tragedy of Bruce Wayne is that he seems willfully incapable of coming to terms with those most profound teachings of the Buddha: the Four Noble Truths and, more fundamentally, the doctrine of non-self.

Before you read any further, an important note of caution is in order: later this chapter, I’ll briefly but freely discuss some plot elements from various Batman stories, with a particular focus on the runs scripted by Grant Morrison (2006–2013, across various titles), Scott Snyder (2012–2016, in Batman Vol. 2 and various follow-ups), and—to a lesser extent—Tom King (2016–2019, in Batman Vol. 3 and scheduled follow-ups), as well as Neil Gaiman’s two-shot “What Ever Happened to the Caped Crusader?” (in Batman #686 and Detective Comics #853). If you are spoiler-averse, please consider yourself alerted.



The Dharma and the Dark Knight

During the 52 series (2006–2007), covering the events following Infinite Crisis (2005–2006), the big-name heroes of the DC universe took a bit of a sabbatical. In issue #47, we learn (and are reminded later in Batman #673 and #676) that the Dark Knight had been in the city of Nanda Parbat, engaged in a meditative practice known as Thögal. Derived from the Dzogchen (“Great Perfection”) school of Tibetan Buddhism, Thögal is described by Alfred Pennyworth as “nothing less, as I understand it, than a complete rehearsal, while living, of the experience of death.”1 This all suggests, of course, that Batman has some pretty deep familiarity with (the in-story version of) Buddhist traditions—no surprise, given how often it is has been established that he has a pretty deep familiarity with almost everything. After all, to continue with Alfred’s speech:

Master Bruce has a very clear idea of human perfection toward which he constantly strives. The absolute physical mastery of the top martial artists, gymnasts or yogins . . . the logical and deductive skills of master philosophers, forensic scientists and detectives . . . the understanding, discrimination, and moral clarity of ultimate zen adepts . . . need I continue?2


With that generous characterization in mind, Bruce clearly knows about the dharma, the name given to the teachings of the Buddha. To be sure, most Westerners these days have at least some exposure to these teachings. They aren’t exactly well-guarded secrets, hidden away in esoteric and impenetrable texts. The dharma—at least some versions of it, and at least to some degree—has undoubtedly worked its way into popular culture across the globe. But to make sure that there is a shared conception undergirding the discussion to come, I’ll take a few moments to offer an understanding of the dharma.3

The first four bits of wisdom the Buddha shared are collectively known as the Four Noble Truths. Let’s start with the first: there is suffering. This is not the toe-stubbing, someone-broke-up-with-me, lost-my-job kind of suffering, but existential suffering: the suffering that goes along with the absurdity—recognized or left unfortunately unnoticed—of a seemingly endless cycle of birth and death.4 Suppose the world works in an orderly, karmic fashion such that what we do in this lifetime gets its value and meaning from what it earns us in the next lifetime. But then, the same holds true for that lifetime, and the one after that, and the one after that, ad infinitum. If there is no end to this cycle, then there is no ground to the value and meaning of any lifetime, including this one. Acknowledging this fact, we are faced with a perhaps starkly depressing picture of the world. If, on the other hand, we deny it, we suffer delusion. And, ultimately, you don’t even have to embrace a full-on framework of reincarnation and literal endless cycles to accept this First Noble Truth: that whole picture can be taken as a heuristic for the futility of even a sober and naturalistic conception of moment-to-moment existence.

Thankfully, the Buddha provides hope through the Second Noble Truth: there is the origination of suffering. That is: suffering comes into existence in dependence on causes.5 What this means is actually rather simple: this existential suffering doesn’t just spring from nowhere. With careful thought and observation, we can reliably determine the chain of cause-and-effect that brings it about. And once we determine those causal origins, we can start to do something about them. That, then, is the Third Noble Truth: there is the cessation of suffering. In other words: all future suffering can be prevented.6

So far, this might sound just like Batman. With the murder of his parents at the hands of (depending on who you ask) Joe Chill, young Bruce discovered the suffering of the world. He came to realize that this suffering has a cause: crime. And then he decides to do something about it: punch it! Scare it away! At first glance, then, it might seem that our Caped Crusader is totally on board with at least the first three of the Four Noble Truths.

But such an assumption would be overly simplistic. Without denying that the deaths of Thomas and Martha Wayne were indeed tragic, the Buddha would tell us that they still constitute instances of surface-level suffering, rather than the deep existential suffering that is the real focus of the First Noble Truth. Crime of all sorts does cause real, genuine suffering, but even in a better world, completely devoid of crime and villainy, the existential suffering that concerned the Buddha would remain. Because even in a world without a need for Batman, we’d still face either meaninglessness or delusion. So, while Bruce’s attempt to prevent future suffering is perhaps laudable, it is misguided insofar as it is insufficient to prevent existential suffering.

To see why, we turn now to the Fourth Noble Truth, an aspect of the dharma with which Master Bruce seems to fare quite poorly. This final Noble Truth makes good on the promise of the Third: there is a path to the cessation of suffering. And no, it’s not the path of punching, or of intimidating, or of a deploying a bunch of fancy (and expensive!) Bat-gadgets. Instead, the path that prevents future suffering—including existential suffering—is the Eightfold Path: the path that consists of right view, right intention, right speech, right action, right livelihood, right exertion, right self-possession, and right concentration.7 The Buddha taught that the real alleviation of existential suffering comes along only with the right—that is, most effective—beliefs about
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Reading Batman as Anti-Buddha


“People get angry about him leaving Julie Madison, and they ask me, ‘Why can’t he be happy?’ But he is happy,” notes Snyder. “The great love of his life is Gotham City, and his great happiness is preventing this thing that happened to him from happening to other people. It’s selflessness in its purest form.”12
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