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Introduction:
“There Were These Two Guys
in a Lunatic Asylum ...”

Superman and Lex Luthor, Kirk and Khan, Harry Potter and
Voldemort—epic rivalries are the lifeblood of sci-fi, fantasy, and comic
book franchises. None rise to the level of Batman and Joker, two
enemies who seem determined 7ot to kill each other because each gains
too much from what the other brings to their destructive dyad. Yet, the
Joker is more than simply a foil for Batman; he has his own goals that
would exist regardless of whether the Caped Crusader was in the pic-
ture. Truly, the Joker’s foil is Gotham, a city that represents Western
capitalist modernity at its most extreme, a city whose fate is as much
determined by the machinations of the criminal underground as it is by
the power games of billionaires like Thomas Wayne. Into this world is
born the Joker—not any of his alter-egos like Arthur Fleck or Jack
Napier—but the Joker himself. Joker could only be a product of an
environment that valorizes wealth and power to an extreme undreamt
of by the likes of Machiavelli, Nietzsche, or Billions’s Bobby Axelrod.
Joker is a crucial mirror to a world in which futile aspirations toward
law and order are revealed as the fantasies they are.

In Gotham, the Joker confronts normativity—the societal require-
ment to conform to established behavioral expectations. As a violent
counterresponse, the Joker avows to be “an agent of chaos.” And, if he’s
right that we’re all always just “one bad day” away from insanity, then
we see clearly that his inability to conform to societal expectations is
less the active decision of a moral agent and more an immediate effect
of the social conventions and established norms to which he’s had to
conform. Hence, the Joker’s greatest enemy is not, as one would think,
Batman, but the hypocrisy of societal conventions and norms. One
reason why the Joker finds affinity with Batman is that he’s
authentic—not as Bruce Wayne, which is just his mask (as aptly pointed
out by Rachel Dawes in Batman Begins), but as Batman. To a certain
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extent, Batman has embraced the Joker’s unforgiving attitude. Instead
of trying to understand and rehabilitate those who do evil, Batman
seeks to control Gotham’s criminal element by frightening them with
primal imagery—the same imagery that scared him as a young boy.
Gotham’s criminals are to be mastered as the children Batman perceives
them to be. Joker has the same infantilizing view of Gotham’s
citizens—criminal or otherwise—and thus sets up various tests—such as
the one involving ferries and explosives—to prove the claim that, when
pushed to their limits, so-called “civilized people” will “eat each other.”

Joker is not only a social outlier demanding assistance, an orphan
needing fatherly recognition, or a criminal monstrosity to be exorcized:
he’s also a philosophical puzzle demanding to be solved. Every philo-
sophically engaged person seems to have, or seems willing to develop,
an original view about Joker and his mysterious motivations. In the
chapters of this book, a team of philosophers “dance with the devil in
the pale moonlight” by taking on the Joker’s challenge, trying to show
that human beings can be good and decent even in an indecent
time—and that a “bad day” isn’t necessarily enough to transform a
rational human into a cynical maniac.
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It’s All Just a Sick Joke: Joker,
Batman, and the Absurd

Erich Christiansen

What if it was all just one big joke? What if, one day, you somehow
found out that nothing meant anything? What would you do? Would
you try to make it mean something, by doing things you believed in and
thought were right? Or would you double down on meaninglessness,
and embrace chaos?

This question is one way to look at the choices and actions of Batman
and the Joker. Each character embodies a different response to absur-
dity, one of the key ideas associated with the philosophical tradition of
existentialism. Batman and the Joker give us two starkly different
examples of how human beings can live—and existentialism can help
us see some of what is at stake here. This philosophy includes the asser-
tion that the world has no inherent meaning. There is no pre-given
reason for any of us or anything to be here.

That becomes a problem when we confront pain and injustice. We
ask: “What’s it all for?” We want justice to be part of the universe, the
way that the sun and moon and stars are: what Martin Luther King Jr.
referred to as the “moral arc of the universe.” But this becomes diffi-
cult, if not impossible to see.

Then what do you do? Do you deny that there can be any meaning
at all, and become a nihilist, like the Joker? Or do you try to do things
that will create a meaning for yourself and the world, like Batman?

Absurdity, Existentialism, and Nihilism

The best-known form of existentialism was given voice by French phi-
losopher Jean-Paul Sartre (1905-1980). In Existentialism Is a
Humanism (1945), Sartre argued that existentialism was the logical
conclusion of atheism.' If God doesn’t exist, then humans are free.
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If God created the world, then he also created me. Thus he had to have
already had in mind the kind of thing that I was. But if God didn’t cre-
ate me—then I’m free. If there’s no creator, there are no preconceived
notions of what kind of thing I am, what ’'m supposed to do, or what
my purpose is. I can go my own way in life, with my own goals and my
own values.?

And if there is no God to give meaning, then nothing in the universe
has any inberent meaning. The planets and everything on them and
anything between them don’t come with a pre-decided meaning—they
just exist. Values don’t come with nature; they have to be created by
humans.

These two ideas—that humans can choose to be whatever they want,
and that there is no inherent meaning—terrify many people who
assume that no meaning is therefore possible. They see existentialism as
nihilism—the belief in nothing. And if you don’t believe in anything,
what stops you from doing anything you feel like in the moment? What
stops you from robbing and killing and torturing? What stops you
from being—the Joker?

But Sartre emphasizes that the claim is only that there are no inberent
meanings or values—not that meanings and values are impossible. It
just means that we have to create them. We have to bring value into the
world by our actions—or it won’t be there. We do this through what
Sartre calls our “project”—the thing to which I decide to dedicate my
life, which gives meaning to both my life and to the world. And it’s the
only thing that does.?

Whether we realize it or not, all projects are universal. Sartre says
that we have a responsibility because, if the world will have the value
and the meaning that we choose it to have, then we are responsible for
creating it. If there is no god-created blueprint for what humans are,
then what humans are is the total of all of our actions. Every time I act,
I am choosing the world that I and everybody else will live in, because
my actions are creating the world that I and everybody else will live in.
“When we say that man chooses himself, not only do we mean that
each of us must choose himself, but also that in choosing himself, he is
choosing for all men. In fact, in creating the man each of us wills our-
selves to be, there is not a single one of our actions that does not at the
same time create an image of man as we think he ought to be.... Our
responsibility is thus much greater than we might have supposed,
because it concerns all mankind.”*

Existentialist philosophers see both why this might be freeing and
why it might be a problem. In the novel The Stranger by French-
Algerian novelist and philosopher Albert Camus (1913-1960), the pro-
tagonist Meursault speaks of “the benign indifference of the universe”
and of feeling “washed clean” by this revelation.’ This sounds—and
feels—like freedom. But in The Myth of Sisyphus, Camus points out
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the complexity of living in the kind of universe characterized by what
he calls “the Absurd”—which is the state of being without meaning. He
sees absurdity as both liberation and as trauma.

When we look at the universe, there is a part of us that badly wants
to see meaning already there.® But everywhere we look we see irratio-
nality, instead. “This world in itself is not reasonable.... But what is
absurd is the confrontation of this irrational and the wild longing for
clarity whose call echoes in the human heart.”” We want meaning, but
we don’t get it. One of the main ways that we realize we’re not getting
it is when we see that the universe isn’t fair.

A fundamental frustration is often born out of seeing death, particu-
larly if it is the result of senseless violence. The realization that we’re
going to die can make everything else we do seem useless. But how
much more so when it’s an unjust death? Mortality is hard to deal with
anyway, but it’s that much worse when death is the result of malice—
because things didn’t have to be that way.

For Sartre, death is what gets in the way of your project. Thus it’s
what makes life absurd.® “We have, in fact, every chance of dying before
we have accomplished our task, or, on the other hand, of outliving it ...
this perpetual appearance of chance at the heart of my project” is “the
nihilation of all my possibilities ...”° We have a life goal we’re out to
achieve, and suddenly, dumb luck intervenes, and we’re gone, and it
was all for nothing.

A common expression for this absurdity is to say “It’s all a big joke.”
Bruce Wayne and, in some versions, the Joker are both shaken out of
the illusion of a stable, meaningful world by the force of violence.
Considering the path that each one took in response to this can help us
answer a big question: How do you live with the absurd?

Death and Injustice on the Streets of Gotham

Both Batman and (according to The Killing Joke) the Joker were born
out of the pain of the absurd. As a result, it is what keeps both of them
busy: the Joker by trying to cause unjust deaths, and Batman by trying
to stop them. Their respective origin stories can help us see how they
both came face to face with absurdity, and the life path each one took
to deal with that reality.

Eight-year-old Bruce Wayne’s parents were robbed and killed in
Crime Alley by a mugger named Joe Chill. Bruce swore revenge against
criminals for the horror he had witnessed, and dedicated his life to
fighting crime—eventually becoming the Batman. In The Killing Joke,
an engineer at a chemical plant quit his job to pursue his dream of
doing standup comedy. He failed at it. To support his pregnant wife, he
took an offer to guide a gang through the plant so they could rob the



