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Abstract 

The new “Joker” movie, directed by Todd Phillips, was released in 2019 and brought a 

range of fervent and controversial discussion both in critics and audiences. Nevertheless, 

the “Joker” persona is tightly associated with comics and the superhero movie genre, 

and usually depicted in a particular way. However, the new movie differs in vital points. 

This study aims to explore the differences that lie between the “Joker”, and his depiction 

in the superhero genre. In order to investigate this inquiry, we conducted an exploratory 

research, and used latent content analysis. From our results, we extrapolate that the new 

movie constructs a more humane and approachable image of the “Joker”, as opposed to 

the “nameless” and “cold-blooded” villain. Simultaneously, we concluded that the movie 

adopts a more realistic and less entertaining approach towards violence, a prominent 

characteristic in superhero movies. 

 

Keywords: Joker, Arthur Fleck, killer clown, media ecology, superhero genre, 

supervillain, CGI, advanced technology, content analysis, violence. 

 

1. Introduction 

 

Directed by Todd Phillips, and released in 2019, the “Joker” starring Joaquin Phoenix, is 

the latest most prominent example of a modern version of representation for villain 

characters. It is a movie that has become an international sensation, with audiences and 

critics expecting both a huge success, but also the possibility for a controversial impact 

(Rose, 2019; Canva, 2019). The film as a main subject of analysis is deemed important, 

not only because of its recentness, but also of the fact that it has raised such concerns 

amongst reviewers in terms of the messages transmitted and the actions it may inspire 

(ibid). Based on the aforementioned worries, this study’s research considers the main 

differences between the new “Joker” film and  Superhero genre movies. 

 

In order to best approach this subject from a media and communications perspective, we 

refer to media ecology theory. It is considered the most appropriate basis for this subject, 

since it concerns all media forms, and examines the interaction between media and 
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humans (Postman, 2000). Another important characteristic, which connects to our 

decision is the media ecology relationship to technology. Firstly, it is considered the 

mechanism through which forms of media achieve social change and impact society (Islas 

and Bernal, 2016). Furthermore, according to Marshall McLuhan, one of the originators 

of the theory, technology is presented as synonymous to media (McLuhan, 1964). The 

“Joker” is a film technology byproduct, hence a part of media, and thus has the 

aforementioned characteristics. 

The thesis goes on to discuss the superhero genre, in order to make connections with the 

movie, and understand the main aspects. The reason for this choice is the origin of the 

“Joker” himself, as the villain appearing in Batman narratives since 1940 in the Batman 

#1 comic book (Goodwin and Tajjudin, 2016; Canva, 2019). The research is primarily 

interested in the concept of CGI, which seems to be a huge part of superhero films for 

over twenty years (B. Davis, 2018), and has initiated the “cinema of attractions” into 

modern blockbusters (McSweeney, 2018). The common superhero movie characteristics 

include an abundance of advanced technology to create the superhuman illusion 

(Miettinen, 2012), and a pattern in superhero narratives which consists of a noble, selfless 

mission, superpowers, and identity expression through costumes and codenames 

(Weston, 2013). The “Joker” as the protagonist expresses his identity and personality 

through a costume and codename, but lacks in the superpowers department, and his 

mission is not noble, but that of revenge. The most important characteristic though, and 

part of our analysis, remains that of technology and CGI usage. 

Nonetheless, the research would not be complete if we did not focus on the “Joker” 

persona as well. The analysis aims to present previous versions of the character, in order 

to discover common traits and differences. It is mentioned that the lack of the character’s 

origin is what has made him so popular in the first place (C. R. Davis, 2014). This is the 

part where the two subjects connect, the new film adaptation offers the “Joker” a past, 

with the intention of focusing more into the psychology of the character, than just his 

appearance and actions (B. Davis, 2018). So, an analysis between the two representations, 

the previous ones and the new one, is necessary in order to examine the possibility of 

common ground and deviations in the narrative. 

Lastly, we consider the concept of violence, which is the main feature of our analysis. A 

noticeable fact to anyone who has seen the movie, is that the “Joker” storyline is one that 
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contains a large amount of violence. This outlook, along with the fears of negative impact 

on the audience, is what led us to mainly discuss this subject and analyze it. Of course, as 

Wanner (2016) suggests, it is not uncommon for a superhero story to include violent 

scenes. Often the violence works as a justified action of punishment towards the villain 

of the story for narratives which contain the repetition of crimes along with the trauma 

that follows them (Bukatman, 2011). It is important to note at this point, that besides 

superhero violence, which befalls the category of entertainment violence, there is also 

realistic violence (Goldstein, 1999). This particular dichotomy is what we also focus on 

in the matter of violence, connecting it with the use of technology, and exploring the 

subject through the “Joker” movie. 

Thus, we developed our research question as:  

“What are the main differences between the new “Joker” movie and the established 

characteristics found in the Superhero genre?”.  

In order to answer this question, we are testing the hypothesis that the “movie deviates 

from the established representation of the famous supervillain”. Therefore, we conducted 

exploratory research, used content analysis following the Neo-Positive paradigm, and 

created categories in which we arranged data (scenes, quotes etc.) collected from the 

movie. We interpret the data and categories further in the analysis and offer our findings. 

We believe that, by starting with the subject of violence, representation, and technology, 

the analysis will open a road into exploring further characteristics in the film, such as that 

of social and political underlying messages. 

In terms of the structure of the paper, we start with the theoretical background which 

unfolds in the second chapter. It is separated into four different subchapters the first of 

which discusses media ecology theory. Following that, the second theoretical part 

concerns the Superhero genre, and the third part offers further insight on previous 

representations of the “Joker”. Lastly, we delve into the concept of violence, and explore 

the representation of violence in superhero films, as well as in the social world. In chapter 

three the reader may find the research methodology, and in chapter four we present the 

findings of this research, as well as further analysis along with examples. The research 

continues with chapter five, which includes the discussion part of this analysis and chapter 

six, which contains the conclusion, as well as information on further research. Of course, 

in support of research values, and in order to preserve the openness, it is possible to find 
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the data, along with an easy-to-understand graph, and a copy of the analysis codebook in 

the Appendix. 

 

2. Theoretical Background 

2.1 Media ecology theory 

Media ecology is a multidisciplinary field that is intertwined with a variety of domains, 

namely history, linguistics, education research, economy (Newton, 2008; Scolari, 2012), 

political and social organization (Grosswiler, 2001). The theory emphasizes the ways in 

which communication media affect human perception, conception, sentiments, values and 

culture (Scolari, 2012; Islas and Bernal, 2016). As Postman describes, the word “media” 

is placed in the front of the term “ecology” to demonstrate that the theorists are not 

interested in media in a superficial manner, but “in the ways in which the interaction 

between media and human beings gives a culture its character and, one might say, helps 

a culture to maintain symbolic balance” (Postman, 2000, pp. 10-11). Possibly the clearest 

definition of the term, is the one in Gencarelli’s analysis who cited Postman, and where 

it is explained that: 

“Media ecology is the study of information environments. It is concerned to 

understand how technologies and techniques of communication control the form, 

quantity, speed, distribution, and direction of information; and how, in turn, such 

information configurations or biases affect people's perceptions, values, and 

attitudes” (Gencarelli, 2000, p. 93). 

Media ecology theory, according to Sternberg (2002), can be distinguished into two 

intellectual traditions. The author describes both of them in his article, using the metaphor 

of the Yin and the Yang to approach those traditions. Specifically, the two perspectives 

differ in their conception of the object of study. The Yin part of media ecology, as noted 

by Sternberg (2002), studies environments as media. In this particular concept, media 

ecology focuses on interpersonal communication, and is related to the social impact of 

language and other dimensions of interpersonal communication (ibid). Moreover, the Yin 

tradition focuses on aspects of social environments, and their study as information 
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environments, and reflects on the ways that people understand social environments 

through them (ibid).  

On the contrary, the most established and well-known approach, refers to the study of 

media as environments and focuses mainly on mass and intrapersonal communication 

(ibid). The author calls it the Yang part of media ecology, and it is associated with the 

possible cultural and psychological ramifications that technologies of mass and 

intrapersonal communication may have (ibid). The Yang tradition places the emphasis on 

the technological aspects of media, as well as their cultural and psychological impact 

(ibid). Although the two traditions differ, they are also complementary to each other and 

their elements can be integrated to the study of communication (ibid). 

To understand thoroughly the concept of media ecology theory, it is essential to refer to 

some of the theorists that are entangled with the genesis and the development of the term. 

To begin with, Levinson (2000) pinpoints the significant importance of McLuhan’s 

contribution to the field, with his work in the 1950s and ΄60s, which emphasizes how the 

stages of human history were made possible by media and communication, and the way 

that media determine the viewpoint and actions of both people and society. In the same 

vein, Newton (2008) and Levinson (2000) state that it was in 1964 when McLuhan in his 

influential book, “Understanding Media”, created a fertile ground for elaborating the 

transformational nature of media, in terms of media, user and culture. Specifically, in 

“Understanding Media”, McLuhan placed communication at the core (Levinson, 2000) 

and established the terms “media” and “medium” as, not only the domain’s fundamental 

notions, but also usually synonymous terms to technology (Stephens, 2014; Strate, 2004). 

A concrete demonstration of this relation is McLuhan’s (1964) inductive  reasoning. The 

author creates connections between the different media, electricity, mechanization etc., 

and discusses progress and evolution (ibid). Simultaneously, he introduces the idea that 

since all of these factors are connected, then technology is the driving force behind the 

change (ibid). Hence, media are considered almost synonymous terms to technology 

(ibid). 

Ιn fact, the role and significant importance of technology is centric to McLuhan's work of 

media ecology theory, a notion that is portrayed by his famous maxim “medium is the 

message”. Media technologies play a fundamental role, both in how, and what we choose 

to communicate, along with the way we are thinking, feeling and perceiving society 
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(Strate, 2004). Strate (2004) bases this opinion on the idea that media  technologies extend 

to humans, their abilities and the human body. The article also draws from Levinson’s 

presentation of McLuhan’s ideas, to state that they accurately describe the features of 

online communication and digital technology (ibid). In the same spirit, Islas and Bernal 

(2016), by presenting McLuhan’s approach, describe the media as an expansion of human 

senses, in which case communication technology displays the fundamental factor of 

social change. In that essence, a part of media ecology is the analysis of the impact of the 

various media, through technology, to society.  

Αccording to the above, media ecology is fundamentally concerned with the way that 

media and technology shape and form society and culture (Ruotsalainen and Heinonen, 

2015; Islas and Bernal, 2016). This interplay is also portrayed in the influence that 

technology and culture scholars have in the media ecology domain (Grosswiler, 2001). 

Also, Postman explicitly states that a medium is a technology within which a culture 

grows, “that is to say, it gives form to a culture’s politics, social organization, and 

habitual ways of thinking” (Postman, 2000, p. 10; Strate, 2004, p. 3). Gencarelli states 

that in this fashion Postman explicates thoroughly, and expands the media ecology theory 

(Gencarelli, 2000). In fact, in his book Postman categorizes cultures into three types 

according to their use of technology, ”tool-using where technology is limited, 

technocracy where technology is on the rise, but still in competition with other social 

institutions, and technopoly where technology monopolizes the culture” (Strate, 2004, 

p.19). Strate (2004) explains that, although the connection with certain types of 

technology is not made in the above reference, these three cultures match oral, print and 

electronic media. 

In terms of technology, Scolari explains in his essays, that in media ecology theory, the 

development of a medium is a collective process of different factors, “consumers, 

producers, political institutions, economic groups, technology companies and so on” 

(Scolari, 2012, p. 213; Scolari, 2013, p. 1421). Additionally, the author outlines the 

inherent relation between media and technology, when stressing that every medium has 

an interface, namely a human-computer interface, and simultaneously every medium is 

an interface, namely a technology-technology interface (Scolari, 2012). The author delves 

more into this approach, and justifies that interface is the place where the audience 

interacts with the media and other audiences in a “coevolving” process (ibid). The above 

correlates with later work by Scolari (2013), in which he explains that each new medium 



 

9 

is a combination of “previous technological devices, languages, and 

production/consumption grammars” (Scolari, 2013, p. 1423). Taken from this particular 

perspective, each new medium is another interface of various material and symbolic 

elements, personal experiences and combined meanings (ibid). The author goes on to 

explain that techno-species, i.e. different types of technology, can combine to make a new 

interface and, in that way, produce new technologies (Scolari, 2013). Thus, the interface 

is the place in which evolution of media or technology is taking place. 

In order to delve more into the concept of the evolution of media, we turned to Scolari’s 

(2013) work, which also examines the relationships between one medium with the rest of 

the media, in the context of an ecology. According to the author, media can be seen either 

as environments or as species that interact with each other (Scolari, 2013; Scolari, 2012). 

Regarding media as environments, researchers turned to the analysis of technology and 

how it creates environments that impact the people who use it (Scolari, 2013). 

Contrariwise, by considering media as species within an ecosystem, an analysis brings 

forth the relationship between the media (ibid). Scolari (2013) quotes McLuhan’s 

approach of this concept: 

“No medium has its meaning or existence alone, but only in constant interplay 

with other media. […] Radio changed the form of the news story as much as it 

altered the film image in the talkies. TV caused drastic changes in radio 

programming, and in the form of the thing or documentary novel. (2003, pp. 43, 

78) This interpretation of the ecological metaphor could be defined as the 

intermedia dimension of media ecology.” (in Scolari, 2013, p. 1419) 

To underline the above, the author also quotes Gitelman & Pingree (2003), who expressed 

the opinion through their research that “all media were once new media” (in Scolari, 

2013, p. 1420). Scolari (2013) continues his argument, by referring to an opinion 

expressed by Park, Jankowski, and Jones (2011), stating that through the study of the 

history of media we can reconsider the concept of “newness”. Just as in biological 

models, media are species that “fight” for survival, or adapt to their environment (Scolari, 

2013). The author describes the evolution process as one of three stages, the first of which 

is the phase of Emergence, and describes the first appearance of a new medium in the 

media ecology (ibid). At first, media emerged as inventions or discoveries, but later on 

new technologies were an improvement of old mediums, repurposed to be used as forms 

of communication (ibid). 
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The second phase that Scolari (2013) comments upon, is named the Dominance phase, 

and in the same way as in biological ecosystems, is described as the stage in which a 

medium receives a hegemonic position in the media ecology. The author is making an 

empirical argument, drawing from experience of the 20th century media, and explains 

that this process may require up to 20 years for a medium to reach a central position and 

influence others (ibid). In this stage, and after a period of instability, the medium becomes 

culturally accepted, constructs agendas, and may even impact social conversations, 

reaching the point where it is considered an essential element of culture (ibid). The last 

phase is the one of Survival/Extinction, and refers to a significant challenge in the life of 

every medium, it is the point where a medium either undergoes changes, and adapts to 

the new circumstances, or becomes extinct (ibid). 

What can be deduced from the above analysis, is that media follow a process of evolution 

within a media ecology environment. Scolari (2013) mentions that the aforementioned 

phases can overlap with each other, in the sense that a new medium may emerge, another 

may be taking its dominant position at the same time, while an old medium may be 

struggling to adapt. However, the author points out that during this evolution process, a 

medium is in constant interaction with the rest of the media in its environment, as they all 

develop in parallel (ibid). Scolari comes to the conclusion that “the media establish 

relationships with the other media that coexist in the same ecology - both the old media 

fighting for their survival and new media in the emergence phase” (Scolari, 2013, p. 

1433). 

Following up on the influential position of media, the media that rise to a hegemonic 

position, Strate claims that they are the stages in which human agency takes place, and 

that these environments “define the range of possible actions we can take and facilitate 

certain actions, while discouraging others.” (Strate, 2008, p. 135). Expressing a similar 

opinion with the aforementioned by Scolari, the author also argues that content in the 

media is what takes place within an environment, and technological advancements are 

the factors that change the environment, as well as its effects (Strate, 2008). In that sense 

“culture emerges out of particular media ecologies” (Strate, 2008, p. 135). More 

specifically, “cultures are formed within media, rather than media simply being produced 

by cultures” (ibid). 
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Another opinion illustrating the evolving process of media is expressed by Ruotsalaine 

and Heinonen (2015), who elucidate that media ecology perceives the role of media, not 

only as channels of communication, but as changeable social environments comparable 

to psychical social environments. This analogy justifies the name “ecology”, and refers 

to media as study environments, while underlining their structure, content, and impact on 

society as distinctive characteristics (Scolari, 2012; Islas and Bernal, 2016). Islas and 

Bernal (2016) also underline in their article, the way in which Logan expands the 

definition of ecology, by connecting environments to ecosystems. More specifically, 

Logan (2007) describes the ecological system, or otherwise called ecosystem, as a 

biological system consisting of a natural physical environment and the living organisms 

that live and act in it. In that analogy, the media ecosystem encompasses human beings 

along with the media and technology that surrounds them, and starts to include language 

in the mix, as the instrument used to code communication (ibid). 

What is crucial to point out, is that the media effects differ between the different media, 

the environment, and the technology used in every given situation (Islas and Bernal, 

2016). A major characteristic of this process is language, as the codifier of the message, 

and the medium with which perception takes place. McLuhan has explained it in the past, 

by stating that “language is a form of perception, indeed, that languages are organs of 

perception” (in Islas and Bernal, 2016, p. 196). Overall, such is the influence of 

technologies, that as Strate (2004) highlights how audiences have been provided with 

extravagant expectations, that have in turn resulted in manufactured illusions of reality.  

 

2.2. Superhero genre under the lens of media ecology 

Before delving more into the superhero genre, it is essential to try to grasp what a genre 

is. The term seems to have manifold nuances. First, critics identify genre categories based 

on perceived structural patterns in texts, explaining that these texts exist historically 

within particular literary contexts (Bawarshi and Reiff, 2010). Bawarshi and Reiff (2010) 

refer to Carolyn Miller’s definition of genre which outlines a more societal approach. In 

particular, Miller draws on the work of Burke, Black, Bitzer, and Campbell and Jamieson 

in rhetorical criticism, and on Schutz’s work in social phenomenology (Bawarshi and 

Reiff, 2010). The author arrives at an understanding of genres as socially derived, 
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intersubjective, rhetorical typifications that help us recognize and act within recurrent 

situations (ibid). B. Davis (2018) explain that genres, although are not perceived as 

unified collections of narratives and patterns, they continually grow, often splitting and 

taking different directions, to be reinterpreted and reinvented  

Νonetheless the social nature of genre, recent studies of genre and new media, attempt to 

bring into light genres and genre systems are  not only shaped by activity systems, social 

groups, and organizations - whether academic, workplace, or public - but by medium 

(ibid). Researchers are using genre as a tool to explore how communicative practices 

across contexts are influenced by new media (ibid). These studies seek to explore how 

established print genres are imported into a new medium, or how genre variants  or even 

new genres, develop and emerge in electronic environments (ibid). 

Moving from the general definition of genre, to the specific superhero genre, it is essential 

to highlight its characteristics, and its historical development, in order to get a deeper 

insight. First, Hatfield et al. (2013) state that the distinctive characteristics that outline the 

superhero genre, generated by the comics, contain common patterns. Weston (2013) and 

Darowsky (2014) highlight some of them, in their three aspects of the superhero genre: 

mission, powers and identity. The mission is always selfless, to fight against evil for the 

benefit of society, without promoting a personal agenda, “the mission is what makes the 

superhero heroic” (Weston, 2013, p. 224). Powers are defined as the aspect which gives 

the hero and heroic action the element of “super”, and identity is expressed through 

costumes and codenames, to differentiate the superhero from the rest (ibid).  

Some superheroes will maintain an unspeakable power, and thus, their extraordinary 

power will be in visible contrast with their surroundings and the mundane nature of their 

alter-egos (ibid). Furthermore, the stories have a mythical essence and make use of 

science and myth in order to create a sense of wonder (ibid). As Darowsky (2014) 

underlines, superheroes follow similar patterns as ancient narratives, with the exception 

that the characters often have superpowers and costumes to dissuade from the traditional 

adventurer. These patterns are thoroughly elaborated and analysed by Campbell (2008) 

and in his influential book “The hero with a thousand faces' ' wherein the author pinpoints 

the power of myth and storytelling, beginning from the ancient times to contemporary 

era, and drawing myths from a variety of cultures. 
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According to Rollin (1970), there are three types of heroes that are connected to the 

superhero genre. The first type is the hero resembling a divine being, a superior being 

whose story seems like that of a myth or a god. The second type is the romantic hero, 

superior to other men, but still human, he is powerful, virtuous and finds himself in the 

profile of the modern Batman (ibid). Lastly, the third type according to the author, is the 

hero with the leading personality. A person of authority, passion and commonly subject 

to social criticism, the hero is more human than superhuman, but he is considered a hero 

mostly because of his personality traits (ibid). 

The superhero genre is not limited to a single medium, but can be found in films, TV, 

gaming, and comic books (Darowsky, 2014). However, unlike new media channels, 

comic books are the medium in which superhero stories are most dominant, which 

resulted in them being identified as mostly superhero genre material, although this is not 

always guaranteed (Phillips and Strobl, 2013; B. Davis, 2018). It is one of the most 

identifiable genres, regardless of the fact that it always involves subgenres in the 

narrative, such as action, supernatural, war and science-fiction (B. Davis, 2018). 

However, it is important to note that B. Davis mentions in his article, how comic books 

altogether should not be synonymous to the superhero genre, promptly stating that “a 

medium itself is not a genre”, but a unique form of storytelling (B. Davis, 2018, p. 12).   

Darowsky (2014) presents the birth, growth and evolution of the genre, starting from its 

inception in 1933, with the first published comic book. Cruz (2018) also provides a 

historical background, and mentions that, from 1942 to 1945, most comic creators worked 

for the Writer’s War Board (WWB) for the U.S. government. Taking that into 

consideration, and according to Cook and Frey (2017), comic book superheroes may be 

considered cultural artifacts and insightful representations of the context in their time of 

production and introduction to the public.  

The comic books that were initially created had the intention of being used as propaganda 

in favour of the Allied Powers during the 2nd World War. Paul Hirsch (2014) is quoted 

in Cruz explaining that “beginning in April 1943, the WWB used comic books to shape 

popular perceptions of race and ethnicity, as well as build support for the American war 

effort” (in Cruz, 2018, p. 19). With their characteristic popularity, lack of subtlety and, 

as Edwardson mentions, their young readership, comic books were the primary medium 

for the spreading of ideologies, symbols and propaganda (Cruz, 2018; Edwardson, 2003). 
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At the time, DC came up with its first major superhero characters, Superman, Batman, 

Wonder Woman, Golden Age and Flash, some of which are still of the most famous 

superheroes both in print and visual media (Darowsky, 2014; Hatfield et al, 2013; 

McSweeney, 2018). Firstly created as comic-book heroes, they continue to have a wide 

presence on television, movies and the American and European popular culture, that 

ensures their recognition beyond the superhero comics to the modern superhero 

productions (Reynold, 2013, in Hatfield et al., 2013).  

According to Wurtz’s (2011) analysis, the superhero genre has gained a new role within 

the twentieth century in American culture. As Hatfield et al. (2013) claim, America 

entering the 2nd World War, has given the superheroes a whole new boost, inspiration to 

create new enemies and a platform to propagate patriotic feelings, such as with the 

introduction of Captain America. In the 1940s however, there was a bulk decrease and 

only three main superhero figures made it to the 1950s, while by the 1970s and onward 

the superhero genre was around only because of its most committed readership, what 

Reynolds (2013) calls “a dinosaur refusing to keel over and die” (in Harfielt et al, 2013, 

p. 100). It is important to note here, that this time period corresponds with Scolari’s (2013) 

explanation of the Survival/Extinction phase of mediums. In fact, the author states that it 

is possible for a medium, to build its own niche audience, and survive in an environment 

with other media species, a process he calls Simulation (ibid). 

By the late 1960s, most of the sales in comic books rested on DC’s superheroes, Superman 

and Batman, with the help of the first films and TV series (ibid). Marvel gained the 

initiative for about 20 years with the introduction of their new characters, but around the 

1980s DC reasserted itself as the leading publisher, incorporating more fantasy, horror 

and crime elements, revamping the genre, and introducing the Reboot, a process of 

regeneration, resurrection and rebirth of narratives (Hatfield et al, 2013; Proctor, 2013). 

What is evident from the dynamic changes in the comic book medium is that, due to its 

challenging and ever-changing nature, it similarly affects consumer-culture in all forms 

(McLuhan, 1964).  

Around the 1980s was the time that Darowsky (2014) calls the Deconstruction Era, when 

most dark anti-heroes were firstly introduced and/or became popular. The narratives 

began to change, and an emergence in superhero movies deriving from comic books made 

its appearance (ibid). In the same vein,  Bukatman (2011) claims, superhero movies have 
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a range of impressive characteristics, such as “kinesis, immersion, weightlessness, bright 

colors, urban locations, fluidity, kaleidoscopic perception and masquerade” (Bukatman, 

2011, p. 119). With these elements, it is not difficult to understand why action films are 

a dominant part of comic books and comic book movies (B. Davis, 2018). B. Davis (2018) 

recognizes their popularity in one particular trait, comic book movies are a combination 

of elements, a hybrid. The author considers this to be the reason for their rising 

prominence in the film industry (ibid). Since the 2000s, we have observed a huge increase 

in superhero films and television shows produced, bringing with it a high rise in cinema 

audience numbers, ticket sales etc. (McSweeney, 2018). At the same time, Bukatman 

(2011) underlines the rise of superhero movies as the herald of  superhero comics’ 

replacement. 

The film industry itself has changed in the last twenty years, and superhero films with the 

help of technological development, as Cook and Frey (2017) state, an element that 

superhero films tend to have a lot of. According to Miettinen (2012), the increasing 

popularity of superhero blockbuster movies can be connected with the technological 

innovations on film, and their ability to create the illusion of superhuman action. Even 

after the rise of the superhero genre in the film industry though, it is a thematic that is still 

regarded dubiously (B. Davis, 2018; Proctor, 2013). Bukatman (2011) in particular 

expresses a controversial position on superhero films, by characterizing the cinematic 

superhero a computer-generated incarnation of the comic superhero, and stating that the 

combination of live action and CGI is a fundamental problem with the genre. He furthers 

this explanation, by claiming the superhero protagonist is missing a “real body”, and 

connecting superhero films to the development of even more advanced CGI technologies 

(ibid).  

In fact, technology has become such a big part of the genre, that it is visible in the movies 

used by superheroes, such as Batman, who paints a positive light on the use of technology 

and gadgets (Chambliss & Svitavsky, 2008). To highlight that, Chambliss and Svitavsky 

(2008) explain that Batman’s effectiveness requires the use of his gadgetry, whose 

equipment is often “tailored” to his needs and holds the “Bat” prefix, making it part of 

his superheroic identity. Thus, it is understood that comic book movies do not adhere to 

the same rules and design as other films, they instead have very distinctive characteristics, 

such as weaponry (B. Davis, 2018).  
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Within the comic book narrative, Phillips and Strobl (2013) indicate that superheroes are 

often seen as navigating all paths of justice, some even outside the lines of law, in order 

to achieve their virtuous goals. Reyns and Henson (2010) also point out the nature of 

superheroes’ actions as crime fighters, although the types of crime may vary depending 

on the narrative and hero background. Darowsky (2014) expresses how the superheroes’ 

image and nature should be easily identified, which correlates with the common traits that 

superheroes share, often leading into a stereotypical representation and cultural 

understanding. 

Going deeper with the analysis, it is necessary to highlight another parameter that is 

introduced by Pizarro and Baumeister (2013). The authors recognize that, in the superhero 

movies, the audience is surprisingly and paradoxically equally fascinated by 

supervillains. Ewald and  Richardson (2017) describe concisely the etymological origins 

of the word villain, and highlight that it derives from the word “Village”. In the beginning, 

it was understood as the average ruralness. Gradually, it ended up meaning “a rebellious 

troublemaker”. Nowadays, we clearly correlate the word “villain” to the one that is evil 

or the hero's antagonist (ibid). Moreover, these diametrically opposed sides of moral good 

and moral bad are clearly predefined by actions and intentions which eventually diversify 

the heroes from the villains (Pizarro and Baumeister, 2013; Kane, 2018). Miettinen (2012) 

underscores a characteristic viewed as crucial to that diversification, which is the apparent 

motivation of the hero being overshadowed by an “unpleasant obligation” towards saving 

the community from violent actions. 

Also, Pizarro and Baumeister’s (2013) analysis outlines the unrealistic nature, and the 

loudness of the battle between good and evil in the superhero genre, which tends to move 

towards exaggeration. For instance, in the real world they are not villains or “evildoers” 

that dress in black, and although they commit a bad act, there are indeed normal people 

that try to solve their problems (ibid).The author also present the tendency people have in 

judging and hating supervillains, albeit popular figures (ibid). According to the Pizarro 

and Baumeister’s (2013) viewpoint, those sentiments are associated with human and 

social psychology, but as Kane (2018) mentions, they are also results of human bias and 

conception that beauty is correlated with a tendency towards good and trust. In overall, 

stories about good and evil are bound with human nature and have been reproduced 

throughout the centuries (Pizarro and Baumeister, 2013). Both heroes and villains are 
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social types that express cultural values compatible with the societal perception of 

admirable, along with societal presupposition on deviant (Weston, 2013).  

The above notion corresponds with the opinion expressed in Chambliss and Svitavsky 

(2008) about how popular culture is the medium to promote cultural cohesion. For 

example, these days the superhero icon is a deeply recognizable cultural symbol in 

America with vast meanings (Miettinen, 2012). Elaborating further Miettinen (2012) 

expresses the elevation of the superhero to a national icon as based on two major beliefs:  

“the belief that superhero comics are quick to reflect changes in America’s 

national identity and ideology due to their status as a “disposable commodity” 

with a very slim profit margin that allows them to be “highly responsive to 

cultural trends” and the overarching belief that American popular culture as a 

whole somehow mirrors from year to year the deep social responses and evolution 

of the American people in relation to the fate which has overtaken the original 

concepts of freedom, free individuality, free association etc.” (Miettinen, 2012, 

p.12). 

As it seems, the superhero identities are commercialized and consumed as popular culture 

items, and end up embodying ideals and symbols, to the point of making nationality itself 

a cultural product (Miettinen, 2012). The author also includes the example of Alan Moore, 

a comic book writer from the UK, who admits to have been submerged into the American 

popular culture from a very young age, because he got to learn his social morals from the 

superhero “Superman” (Miettinen, 2012). However, the connection of the superhero 

genre to society can become tricky, especially since it is suggested by Miettinen (2012) 

that the American society has seen an increase in authoritarianism within its popular 

culture. 

 

As it is obvious from the evolution and the constant development of the genre, we may 

perceive the superhero genre as an ecosystem, following Logan’s (2007) perception on 

environments and ecosystems. According to Logan’s approach on the ecosystems’ 

characteristics “language and media can be treated as though they are living organisms, 

because of the fact that they replicate themselves, and because of the way in which they 

evolve and compete with each other for survival” (Logan 2007, p. 6). Τhe author 

highlights that media and technology evolve similarly to biotic organisms (Logan, 2007).  



 

18 

 

Furthermore, Logan (2007) describes that the characteristics of an ecosystem's evolution 

derive from the co-evolution of their constituents through interaction with each other  and 

regardless of their nature, biological or media-based. Genres and ecosystems share the 

common characteristic of the evolving process, as B. Davis (2018) explains. A similar 

idea is expressed in Israelson, stating that “genres are dynamic systems” (Israelson, 2017, 

p. 352). The author expresses the opinion that genres can be considered ecosystems, 

which is underlined by the example of American superhero comics. As it is explained, 

they "function as ecosystems, evolving over time, affecting and being affected by the 

environments and systems to which they are coupled” (Israelson, 2017, p. 353). 

Therefore, we can extrapolate that the superhero genre can be seen as an ecosystem to be 

analyzed and studied through media ecology. 

 

2.3. The many faces of “Joker” 

“Homophobic nightmare”, “force of chaos”, “Batman’s madding opponent” (Jürgens, 

2014) “schizophrenic clown”, “crazy”,  “whackjob'', “mad” (Goodwin and  Tajjudin, 

2016), “freak”, “clown”, “strange” and “terrorist” (Camp et al. 2010) are some of the 

descriptive dubs of the “Joker”. The character was initially introduced to the audience in 

the pages of Batman #1 in 1940 (Goodwin and  Tajjudin, 2016; Canva, 2019). His weirdly 

unique style of bizarre green hair, white complexion and grin was inspired by Conrad 

Veidt in the film “The Man Who Laughs”, and by images that the artists Bill Finger and 

Jerry Robinson saw at an amusement park (Goodwin and  Tajjudin, 2016).  

 

Since then, the “Joker” has been depicted in various forms in comics, and presented as 

lab assistant, comedian, gangster leader and bank robber (ibid). His appearance is 

disheveled, unkept, his face white with green messy hair and an overemphasized and 

enlarged “cut” grin outlined in red, odd tongue movements, and crisis of laughter when 

facing threatening situations, or bringing about destruction, an appearance that gradually 

becomes more and more unconventional (Camp et al., 2010; Jürgens, 2014). The common 

ground that numerous writers agree upon, is that “Joker’s” existence is interdependent 

and intertwined with Batman’s presence, both in comics and films (Wurtz, 2011). As we 

have mentioned previously, the analysis of the genre of which the Joker is part of is that 
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of an ecosystem. Therefore, based on Logan’s (2007) theory of ecosystems and their 

expansion, the Joker acts as an ever-evolving constituent of the ecosystem, changing 

representation by representation, and changing the media ecology along with it. 

 

Considering the evolution of the Joker persona, it can be understood that the clown feature 

entangled with malice and violence is not a breakthrough. Specifically, Jürgens (2014) 

creates an interesting argument when he explains that, the archetype of the circus as a 

reproductive force of anarchy, and the clown as an anthropological figure, are common 

features in all cultures. In his analytical description, the author states that, due to the 

various identities mixed by cultures, media and eras (e.g picaros, jesters, pierrots, 

harlequins etc.), the clown’s nature is ambivalent, and thus difficult to define (ibid). It is 

those multiple depictions regarding his origins and its namelessness, that make Ewald and 

Richardson (2017) state that the character has no humanity. In the same vein of explaining 

the historical origins of the “Joker's” persona, Jürgens (2014) mentions that violent 

clowns can be traced back to the circus-pantomimes of the 20th century, and they are 

recognized for their significant force of violence. Jürgens (2014) considers the “Joker” a 

modern manifestation of the malevolent circus clown, as pronounced by his hyperbolical, 

aggressive actions, ungraceful and almost mechanical body movements, loud, grand and 

dangerous with hints of cruel humor. In other words, the “Joker” is a “neo-modern” clown 

of violence (ibid).  

 

According to Jürgens’ (2014) analysis, malevolence, deformation and violence are the 

significant characteristics of the circus clowns, and his historical analysis depicts that. 

Indeed, the author refers to Debureau’s corpo-eccentrical clown-theater of the 

Funambules pierrots, wherein the protagonists punched each other in front of the 

audience, to state moral deviance by exaggerating in terms of corporal expressions. 

Towards the end of the 19th century, pierrot and clown were almost synonymous, due to 

the Hanlon Lee brothers who introduced an even more brutal and hyperbolic pantomime 

with garish makeup (ibid). In the last quarter of the 19th century, the pantomime has 

evolved into a field of experimentation for avant-garde writers, and clown characters were 

presented as more catastrophic, spooky and pathologic (ibid). The violence and the 

grotesque representation are two features tightly  associated with Batman’s “Joker”. The 

author makes an insightful alignment between the “Joker” and the “enforced laugher” 

Gwynplaine in “L’homme qui rit'' by Victor Hugo (ibid). From there on, violent clowns 
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visibly appeared in many books, novels and comics, such as the famous novel and later 

film adaptation of Stephen King’s "IT", while the killer-clown figure entertained himself 

with violent activities across different genres of horror and gothic (ibid). 

 

Regardless of the historical and cultural roots of the clown, the “Joker” figure arose a 

series of controversial viewpoints, some of which are leaning towards his psychological 

status that is expressed in the films. As McLuhan claims, movies are the “realization of 

the medieval idea of change, in the form of an entertaining illusion” (McLuhan, 1964, p. 

310), This concept further underlines the connection to media ecology with the concept 

of changes occurring in the narrative. However, it is important to highlight that film 

cannot be considered a single medium (McLuhan, 1964). Instead, the author perceived it 

as a collective form of art, a group of individual elements, such as sound, acting, lighting 

etc. (ibid). In the case of the Joker, the image of a schizophrenic, mass-murderer with no 

empathy and zero sympathetical sentiments presented in the movie “The Dark Knight” 

(Camp et al., 2010), is a cumulative result of his physiognomy. The character is seen in 

“The Dark Knight'' claiming conflicting stories as to the physical disfiguration of his 

mouth, such as violence of his alcoholic father who cut him, or self-mutilation to 

sympathize with his wife who had similar marks from an attack (C. R. Davis, 2014). 

According to C. R. Davis (2014), the mystery of the character's origin and appearance, 

along with his actions, is what made him so popular to the public.  

 

It is significant to mention here that, the viewers seem to have a specific predisposition 

towards the physical and behavioral appearance of the characters. On one hand, Camp et 

al. (2010) explain that viewers perceive the characters based on their sayings, doings and 

their appearance and interestingly the interaction with other characters. Thus, from recent 

analysis of media depictions, it can be found that there is a tendency in “othering” people, 

using both language and images, especially in the context of madness (Camp et al, 2010.)  

For instance, in the case of  the “Joker”, behavioral response to his depictions, relates to 

Freud’s definition of the “Uncanny”, something which is both familiar and unfamiliar, 

agreeable and intimately known, but changed into something alien and threatening 

(Lydenberg, 1997). This can reflect upon the way viewers perceive and understand its 

character. 
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On the other hand, the categorization is not only in terms of behavioral tendencies, such 

as violence, but also in terms of physical appearance of characters, helpfully assisted by 

settings, lighting and editing, to promote a particular understanding (Camp et al, 2010; 

Plantinga 2010). A similar physical interpretation can be found in Kane (2018), where it 

is mentioned that human bias is what allows us to associate goodness with beauty, and 

therefore physical attractiveness with trustworthiness. It is unfortunate however, that this 

type of adaptation leads to a sidelining of disabled individuals in the real world (ibid). 

Similarly, Plantinga (2010) mentions that the film industry and its various adaptations 

can reinforce an association of evil with physical ugliness, therefore educating the viewers 

on misleading stereotypes (Plantinga 2010; Goodwin & Tajjudin 2016). 

Contrary to the common conception of the “Joker'', a new psychological movie was 

directed by Todd Phillips and released in 2019, starring Joaquin Phoenix as Arthur Fleck 

(“Joker”). The movie was triumphant, both critically and commercially while raising 

concerns with its controversiality (Rose, 2019; Canva, 2019). The main character of this 

production, as opposed to previous film adaptations, is the “Joker”, or Arthur Fleck, who 

is depicted as a poor civilian and a tragic figure, working to make ends meet in a violent 

Gotham neighborhood (Cooper, 2019). Arthur faces a series of horrible events: he is 

harassed and beaten, he is betrayed when found keeping a gun that he had been given 

from a coworker for his own protection while acting as a clown entertainer at a children’s 

hospital, the same coworker that gave him the gun. As a consequence, he loses his job, 

fails to find further employment or pursue his stand-up comedian career, while at the same 

time facing mental illness and losing access to city-funded counseling, as well as 

medication (ibid).  

Concluding from the above, we are already witnessing a change in the depiction of the 

character. As Boscaljon (2013) mentions, in one of the most famous previous adaptations 

“The Dark Knight”, the “Joker” is conveniently portrayed as a chaotic figure, an 

inherently evil persona with no evident purpose, destruction is both the means and the 

goal (Boscaljon 2013; C. R. Davis, 2014). Adding to that, Kane (2018) refers to how this 

type of narrative is handy to reassure that the problem is that of inherent evil or disability, 

and does not derive from society itself. This new movie defies that logic. C. R. Davis 

(2014) mentions in his article that there is no alternative to the “Joker” than that of the 

“anarchic jester”, a strange and mysterious evil with no backstory. The new movie 

produces just that. Arthur’s insanity and violent behavior, as Cooper (2019) claims, is a 
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byproduct of an indifferent society, a society that has ultimately created the villain. It is 

this repercussion of indifference that is highlighted by the “they don’t give a shit about 

people like you” statement of  the social worker to Arthur.  

In the same spirit, Cooper (2019) indicates how the city of Gotham is showcased through 

the eyes of the “Joker”, a social wasteland full of violence, “a sort of twisted funhouse 

mirror of our own society”, a place where crime goes unnoticed when concerning low-

class civilians, where theft and harassment are an everyday part of reality. According to 

the author, had Arthur had a different upbringing, or a different parental environment, he 

would have probably turned out completely different (ibid). In a confusing time, Arthur 

discovers his mother’s letters explaining how Thomas Wayne is his father, and asking 

him for help, a notion that he passionately denies when coming face to face with Arthur, 

and proclaiming his mother insane, while punching Arthur in the face (ibid). This 

confrontation leads him to find out more of his past through his mother’s file, which he 

steals in an attempt to understand what has been hidden from him, and where about he 

finds out of his adoption, neglect and harassment by her and her boyfriends, that 

eventually caused the damage to his brain (ibid). The relation between Thomas Wayne 

and Arthur Fleck is left ambiguous (ibid), and when Arthur is called by his role model 

figure Murray, to be in his talk show, after a failed attempt in comedy due to his 

pathological laughing disorder, only to be made fun of again, the line between sanity and 

insanity is passed, the comedy becomes horror and the “Joker” kills the host (Cooper, 

2019). 

As B. Davis (2018) mentions, this film adaptation is a prominent example of cinematic 

versions of the “Joker”, where the intention is to delve more into his psychology. C. R. 

Davis (2014) also highlights in his article, that there are previous adaptations of the 

“Joker”, in which Batman shows an incredible amount of violence and force, punishing 

him for his crimes. These films embrace what Jürgens (2014) explains as the chaos in 

society, the “Joker” is the chaos that resulted into crime and into Batman’s parents’ death. 

The inherently evil nature allows Batman to have justification for his actions (Wurtz, 

2011). A controversial opinion though, would be that of Weston (2013) “heroes can 

become public enemies overnight, but equally villains can become heroes'' (Weston, 

2013, p.228).  
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This notion is seen in the movie as Arthur becomes the protagonist of the narrative, the 

icon of a demonstration against neglect and oppression, and follows what McLuhan 

suggested as the problem of the loss of identity, a dive into violence, frustration and 

ultimately the forming of his new identity as the “Joker” (Strate, 2008). The immediate 

worry though, since the release of this new film, has been whether that portrayal would 

lead to real life copycats of the “Joker” (Cooper, 2019). Other commentators worry about 

the nature of the film, whether it is a mirror held in the face of society, or a glamorized 

representation of a killer (Canva, 2019). In fact, the film is reviewed as follows: “what a 

gloriously daring and explosive film “Joker” is. It’s a tale that’s almost as twisted as the 

man at its centre, bulging with ideas and pitching towards anarchy” (in The Guardian, 

Brooks, 2019). 

However, Todd Phillips has answered questions in terms of the violence portrayed in the 

movie. Specifically, he mentions that realistic depictions of violence in movies, should 

be considered a positive characteristic, because it changes how immune we have become 

towards it (Canva, 2019). Lastly, The Warner Bros. studios have also released a 

statement, explaining that the film is by no means an endorsement to violence, or to 

elevate the “Joker” into the status of “hero” (ibid). Nevertheless, Joaquin Phoenix’s 

representation of the “Joker” has been unlike all others of this particular character, making 

him less cartoonish and situated upon near-realism, to the point it becomes disturbing to 

the audience (ibid).  

2.4 Aspects of violence 

In the following sections, we present the concept of violence in two different settings, in 

order to capture the differences between the violence intertwined with the superhero 

genre, its origins, and the more realistic approach that is adopted in the “Joker” movie. 

Thus, the first section refers to the superhero genre setting, where we elaborate on 

entertainment violence and the unrealistic nature of it. In the second section, we briefly 

describe violence from a social and political setting, as well as psychological parameters. 

 

2.4.1. Violence in the superhero genre 
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Violence is not a new invention. On the contrary, it can be found in storytelling ever since 

the ancient Egyptians, from 2000 B.C. to 44 A.D., with the central narrative of Osiris’ 

murder (Rauch et al., 2012). The Romans also enjoyed violent entertainment through 

gladiator games and the concept of the arena (ibid). In contemporary society, violence 

has been transferred into the media, and has become a common theme (ibid). Violence is 

also a constant theme to be found in comic books, especially where the prevalent idea of 

the story is connected to crime (Tan & Scruggs, 1980). In fact, Tan & Scruggs (1980) 

present examples from early research in their article as well as findings, like that of 

Graalfs in 1954, that resulted in an amount of 27% of comic books at the time portraying 

violence with one in seven being physical. Adding to that, the Di Fazio research findings 

are also displayed, which contained representation of violence in comic books during the 

ages of 1946-1950 and 1966-1970, and showcased that "peaceful resolution of conflict 

was one of the values least often portrayed in both time periods” (Tan & Scruggs, 1980, 

p. 579). The research on the subject however, has been long standing, especially with the 

technological innovations available. Muller et al. (2020) present a more recent study, in 

which the positive and negative themes in superhero films are examined. The results 

deriving from that study showcase that negative themes, especially acts of violence, 

severely exceed positive acts (e.g. lethal weapon use, physical violence, bullying, torture, 

murder etc.) (ibid). According to Wanner (2016), it is rare for a superhero story not to 

include violence, since especially in comic books, it serves as a visual focus for multiple 

pages. In fact, Mikal Gilmore is quoted in Wanner expressing the opinion that “it's almost 

as if the medium [of comics] had been designed to invite contemplation of brutal action 

and physical conflict” (in Wanner, 2016, p. 177) 

Τhus, we extrapolate that the notion of violence is tightly associated with the superhero 

genre. Another factor that justifies this assumption is that the majority of superheroes 

share the same story of being orphans who lost their parents as a result of an act of awful 

and sudden violence, as Kvaran (2017) states. A similar notion can be found in Bukatman 

(2011), where the author states that superhero films have turned towards the idea of 

trauma, and the repetition of that narrative, in an effort to provide justification and 

background for the violence. The author of course recognizes that the storylines derive 

from the comic books themselves, however he draws the line where the effects of trauma 

become a constant theme as a way to compensate for the painlessness and weightlessness 

of the film as a digital product (ibid). Kvaran (2017) who parallelized the superhero genre 
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with Western movies, argues further that the superhero genre reinforces specific patterns, 

and among them is the one of violence as a mediator to solve problems.  

Phillips and Strobl (2013) go deeper in the analysis, and present the argument that comic 

book narratives of superheroes are termed as a place in which the audience can settle 

moral dilemmas. Here, the violent graphics and fight scenes are seen as retribution and 

punishment, which evokes various emotions depending on engagement level, from 

resentment, to approval of violence in the name of justice, or even the sadistic 

gratification in others suffering (ibid). To further support the above notion, the authors 

include opinions of readers such as “All justice is based somewhat on revenge” and “It 

feels good to punish” (Phillips and Strobl, 2013, p. 7), while people seem to accept what 

they consider legitimate according to the characters’ idiosyncrasy, instead of the nature 

of the crime (Phillips and Strobl, 2013). Likewise, the superhero genre has introduced the 

justified violence narrative into the vigilante’s cause, the hero which takes the law in his 

own hands, so much so that it has become part of popular culture in America to consider 

that violence “natural” (Miettinen, 2012). Despite the overpowering amount of violence, 

it is worth mentioning that there have been some few pacifist superheroes in the last years, 

as Wanner (2016) insightfully underscores. However, their narratives proclaim that when 

the superheroes renounce the notion of violence, they are faced with challenges because 

of this decision (ibid), which leads the audience to understand that if the superhero chose 

to be violent the challenge would not have been presented.  

Nevertheless, violence is a visible characteristic of the superhero genre (Muller et al., 

2020). In fact, protagonists seem to engage in a significantly larger amount of violence 

than antagonists, which would contradict the common idea that the protagonist, as the 

“good guy”, is less violent (Muller, 2020). Rauch et al. also note in their study, that male 

characters are often portrayed as more violent than females, who are more prone to 

persuasion techniques, and appear more compassionate (Rauch et al., 2012; Goldstein, 

1999). 

According to Atkin (1983) there are two distinct aspects of perceived reality which affect 

the conception of violence: (a) whether the portrayed events, setting and characters exist 

and, (b) the similarities perceived in terms of social and physical environment. The author 

explains that the violence need not reflect true-to-life aggressiveness and consequences, 

however the effects may be different on the audience if the circumstances are perceived 

as similar to real-life frustrations (ibid). Following up on this notion, the author perceives 
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that aggression is given a justification without having to go through the penalties, and that 

“aggressive stimuli emotionally excite viewers and instigate previously learned patterns 

of aggression” (Atkin, 1983, p. 616).  

Fictional representations are less arousing, and result in less attention, involvement and 

identification (ibid). Contrariwise, actions that are judged to be realistic portrayals of the 

audience’s environment are perceived as more violent, which induces a stronger response 

and increased aggressiveness (ibid). This agrees with the notion from Rauch et al. (2012), 

where it is expressed that the frequency and realism of violence can cause further 

intensity, especially considering examples such as gun violence, car chases, blood, and 

sexual harassment, since they are characteristically more graphic and sadistic. A similar 

idea is expressed in Van Ooijen (2011), where the author makes the argument that images 

that are less attractive, such as those of documentary nature, produce different attitudes 

and feelings as opposed to their fictional representations. In fact, the lack of 

accompanying technology, such as different cues which relate to the fictional (e.g. 

musical score, dark environment etc.), seems to entirely change the aesthetical depiction 

of the film, as well as the reaction of the audience (ibid). Similarly, Atkin (1983) 

concludes that realistic violence has a larger impact than fantasy violence, offering the 

example of violent incidents in the news as opposed to fantasy entertainment. 

Goldstein (1999) takes the idea of violence further, by expressing the opinion that violent 

entertainment is a varied attraction consisting of images of violence, death etc. Such 

imagery is considered to offer the viewer an array of feelings, from excitement to social 

acceptance of how justice should be enacted (Goldstein, 1999). The author suggests that 

a lot of people are attracted to violent images, but a small amount of them require it in 

entertainment (ibid). However, for the vast majority, violence is a means to an end, 

consumed, talked about, and studied (ibid). Regardless of what the audience is looking 

for in violence, the author claims that there is an undeniably exciting characteristic in its 

portrayal, which is what most sensation-seekers are looking for (ibid). Entertainment 

violence ends with the victory of the “good guys” enacting punishment over the “bad 

guys”, therefore the audience considers the violence justified (ibid). With the addition of 

background music, camera angles, special effects and editing, violence becomes a product 

of consumption (ibid). 

However, violence is not always an attractive entertainment. Realistic violence, 

depending on personal disposition, can be both disgusting and depressing, conjuring 
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feelings of grief, disgust, or more disturbingly bliss (ibid). As Pizarro and Baumeister 

(2013) state in their article, the moral satisfaction of entertainment violence evaporates 

when violence stops being entertaining. The representation of immorality becomes a 

caricature of the real thing, since as opposed to superhero narratives, in the real world 

violence is not accompanied by loud, unambiguous cues (Pizarro and Baumeister, 2013). 

2.4.2. Violence in the social world 

Albeit a political philosopher, Žižek appears to have a few connections to film studies, 

which interests us in the sense that we are exploring, analysing and discussing a film. In 

fact, he has done some work on rethinking Lacan’s philosophical approach, but also the 

concept of film theory itself, and connecting it with other branches including post-Theory 

(Flisfeder, 2011). In order to understand what can be theorized as violence and how 

violence occurs and is represented in contemporary society, we therefore turn to Žižek’s 

elaboration in his book Violence (2008).  

The author draws a distinctive line between subjective and objective violence. The first, 

simplest and most visible to define and recognize (Van der Linden, 2012; Zirnsak, 2019), 

is subjective violence, and it refers to direct acts of physical violence and terror (Zirnsak, 

2019). Subjective violence in its most basic form is enacted by social agents, crowds 

driven by fanaticism or evil individuals that generate physical violence through their 

bodies (e.g. hitting and kicking) or extension of their bodies (e.g. shooting) (ibid). 

Regarding the spectrum of psychological violence, the imposition against the victim is 

also explicitly enacted by the perpetrator (ibid). Furthermore, subjective violence tends 

to come suddenly, leaving the victims in shock, and often under the veil of fear (Van der 

Linden, 2012). As Zirnsak (2019) underlines, the ignorance of the true causes of 

subjective violence, not only undermines its importance, but it also translates as 

participation in the conditions that perpetuate and make this violence possible. 

Τhe second form of violence is called objective (Žižek, 2008), and it is inherent to the 

system (Zirnsak, 2019). Following Žižek’s (2008) analysis, Zirnsak (2019) underscores 

that objective violence is ambiguously visible. The causality behind it derives from the 

way we are overwhelmed by stories of violence through the media, which prevents us 

from understanding the underlying causes of subjective violence (ibid). Objective 

violence includes physical violence and the threat of violence, and supports relations of 

domination and exploitation (ibid).  
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Objective violence has two subcategories, the first of which is called systemic violence 

(Zirnsak, 2019). This form of violence is described as “the often catastrophic 

consequences of the smooth functioning of our economic and political system” (Zirnasak, 

2019, p. 6). Αs Van der Linden (2012) explicates in the critique on Žižek, the agents of 

systemic violence, do not generate or utilize force. Contrariwise, they create fertile 

ground, or sustain the prerequisites, the institutional rules that restrict the opportunities 

of victims (ibid). The second form of objective violence is symbolic violence, and it is 

found in language (Zirnsak, 2019). Specifically, when Žižek reflects on language, 

violence and non-violence, states that:  

“What if, however, humans exceed animals in their capacity for violence precisely 

because they speak? When we perceive something as an act of violence, we 

measure it by a presupposed standard of what the “normal” non-violent situation 

is – and the highest form of violence is the imposition of this standard with 

reference to which some events appear as “violent.” This is why language itself, 

the very medium of non-violence, of mutual recognition, involves unconditional 

violence” (Žižek, 2016, p. 2).  

Another type of violence is presented by Benjamin. Divine violence, as it is called, is 

considered necessary in order to overcome situations of oppression (Guzmán, 2014). In 

Guzmán’s article, one can view the paradox of violence as a necessary need in society, 

and is always enclosed between the means/end relation (ibid). The author studies 

Benjamin’s examples of two categories of violence, law-making and law preserving, the 

first type imposes the law thereby founding a state, and the second maintains it (ibid). 

The author however, notes that even this type of “necessary” violence, is never fully 

justifiable, unless the conditions demand for something to be imposed and/or maintained. 

Benjamin is quoted claiming that “All violence as a means is either law-making or law-

preserving. If it lays claim to neither of these predicates, it forfeits all validity. It follows, 

however, that all violence as a means, even in the most favorable case, is implicated in 

the problematic nature of law” (in Guzmán, 2014, p. 51). The author then connects these 

types of violence to power, expressing Benjamin’s idea that being able to create the law, 

is being able to create power and justifications, therefore it is considered a notion of 

violence (Guzmán, 2014). In divine violence the main principle is justice, and justice can 

only be achieved with power (ibid). 
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Divine violence is then categorized into two different kinds: pure, immediate violence, 

which occurs in the present and aims to destroy the law with only temporary effects, and 

revolutionary violence, the highest manifestation of divine violence, whose goal is to 

overthrow the law, and thereby the state (ibid). While divine violence is considered by 

Benjamin to be necessary given human society circumstances, it is not a notion that is 

often recognized (ibid). 

 

Besides the social and political setting of violence described above, an important element 

to consider when analyzing and exploring violence, is psychological violence. King 

(2012) presents four ways that violence is utilized. First, the author refers to violence as 

a mediator to achieve something. This form of violence derives from the gratification of 

immediate needs (for instance power, influence etc.) and it is little concerned for the long-

term utility of these needs. The second type of violence is entangled with the ego and 

refers to a response of wounded pride. The misguided attempt to do the right thing is the 

third form of violence and it is justified as an imperative or “the end justifies the means” 

regardless of whether it is acceptable from the moral creed (ibid). Lastly, the fourth type 

of violence that King (2012) outlines is pure sadistic violence. Nonetheless relatively rare, 

this type of violence leads to extreme expressions of human cruelty that goes beyond the 

aforementioned cases.  

 

3. Research methodology 

This chapter includes three sections wherein we present our research approach, the chosen 

research methodology and the ethical considerations and limitations that emerged in our 

study.  

3. 1. Research approach  

The objective of this study is to identify differences and common features between the 

depiction of the super villain in the superhero genre and the controversial, more societal, 

realistic approach that is portrayed in the new “Joker” movie. To identify the meaning 

that is attached in the messages, and in order to explore the possible interpretations, we 
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conducted a qualitative exploratory analysis. Exploratory (or as otherwise called 

descriptive) research, as defined by Ritchie et al. (2013), is the most suitable approach 

when identifying and exploring understanding of particular social phenomena. Therefore, 

we believe that this function is the most appropriate for the purpose and the development 

of our research. 

Furthermore, in terms of the research paradigm, we followed the interpretative approach. 

The primary reason for this choice is associated with the philosophical origins and the 

nature of this approach. First, Blaikie and Priest (2017) notes that interpretivism 

emphasizes the explanation of a social phenomenon that needs to be understood. In 

alignment with that, we consider this paradigm suitable for our research, since we explore 

violence, which is a social phenomenon, under the scope of a specific medium, which is 

the movie. Although, for instance, the neo-positive paradigm may have been suitable 

considering the quantitative nature of content analysis (ibid), we chose to approach the 

movie under the lens of the interpretive paradigm that focuses on reading and 

understanding the underlying meanings.  

Moreover, as Blaikie and Priest (2017) highlight, the interpretive paradigm adopts 

different assumptions. The ontological stances are binded with the idealism, and this is 

related to the epistemological stances of constructionism. As the authors underscore, 

social reality coexists with social actors and researchers that constantly produce and 

reproduce interpretations of everyday life (ibid). In that essence, our perception and 

reflection upon the “Joker” movie is tightly associated with the way we as individuals 

perceive and interpret the social reality and structure. 

It is essential to mention here that one of the distinctive characteristics of the interpretative 

paradigm is, that the theory emerges from the constant interplay between data and ideas 

(ibid). In alignment with that, we attempt an iterative and closed approach to the film, 

based on a continuous interaction between that data of the film, the variety of ideas, and 

meanings that are presented in the film but also our preconceptions.  

In order to first explain and understand the data, we are using an abductive logic of 

inquiry, which when referring to our paradigm of choice, aims to generate social scientific 

understanding and provide explanations of concepts(Blaikie and Priest, 2017). In our 

research we are using the interpretive paradigm, in an effort to identify underlying  forms 
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of violence, and generate concepts and descriptions, with the objective of establishing a 

relationship with forms of violence as portrayed in the new “Joker” movie.  

 

3.2. Data collection and analysis method  

For the purpose of this study, the understanding and analysis of the “Joker” film in 

relation with the superhero genre, a qualitative latent content analysis was conducted. 

Content analysis is considered one of the numerous research methods to analyze text data 

(Hsieh and Shannon, 2005). In particular, content analysis is presented by Macnamara 

(2005) who followed the thought of Neuendorf, as the fastest growing technique into the 

realm of mass communication research over the past 20 years. Αccording to White and 

Marsh (2006), there are manifold and nuanced definitions of content analysis, that mainly 

reflect its historical development and origins. For our study, we adopt the definition 

provided by Macnamara (2005) who respectively cited Bergen :  

“Content analysis … is a research technique that is based on measuring the 

amount of something (violence, negative portrayals of women, or whatever) in a 

representative sampling of some mass-mediated popular form of art” 

(Macnamara, 2005,  p. 2).  

Krippendorff (2004) pinpoints that content analysis is a research technique that provides 

new insight and a deeper understanding of particular phenomena under study. It is also 

widely used to study and analyze a broad range of “texts”, from transcripts of interviews, 

to the narratives and form of films (Macnamara, 2005). The aim of our study is to identify 

differences and common patterns between the superhero genre and the “Joker” film. In 

alignment with the above, we consider content analysis as the most suitable research 

technique to address and explore our  research question. 

Moreover, content analysis can follow both a qualitative and quantitative approach. 

Macnamara (2005) defines and describes thoroughly the differences between these two 

different approaches, and elaborates on their strengths and weaknesses. Specifically, the 

author states that quantitative content analysis gathers data regarding media content 

(topics or issues) determined by key words in context, circulation and frequency (ibid). 

However, the author presents the viewpoint that it is invalid to assume that quantitative 
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factors, for instance the size and the frequency of the media messages, are the major or 

the only key features that determine the media effect. Furthermore, a considerable 

drawback of quantitative content analysis is its insufficient nature to capture the context 

within which the text becomes meaningful and insightful (ibid).  

On the contrary, qualitative content analysis explores the relationship between texts and 

audience, while underlining the “polysemic” aspect of the meaning of the media texts 

(ibid). However, it goes beyond that to delve into further understanding regarding media, 

audience and contextual factors (ibid). A similar notion is recognized by Hsieh and 

Shannon (2005), when they claim that content analysis that embraces a qualitative 

direction, goes beyond the counting word to investigate underlying assumptions, and to 

examine language with the objective to classify large amounts of text into an efficient 

number of categories. Even though a more interpretative aspect to approach the text, 

qualitative content analysis does however come with weaknesses. Macnamara (2005) 

highlights that, since it mainly depends on the research readings and interpretive 

perspective, it lacks objectivity. Overall, it is presented as a time-consuming approach 

and thus it usually includes small samples (ibid). This is the major factor that makes  this 

approach unreliable according to some researchers. As a general note, quantitative content 

analysis can produce reliable findings, whereas the use of qualitative may prove 

impossible to produce scientific reliability, yet it is essential to understand the deeper 

meanings of media texts (Macnamara, 2005).  

To mitigate those weaknesses, both Macnamara (2005) and Krippendorff (2004) suggest 

a combination of those two as the ideal approach. In particular, Krippendorff (2004) states 

that the distinction between qualitative and quantitative is a mistaken dichotomy, while 

Mayring (2000) argues that qualitative content analysis attempts to preserve the strengths 

of quantitative analysis. By taking those suggestions and arguments into consideration, 

we conducted both quantitative and qualitative content analysis. The ultimate goal is to 

conduct research that provides not only reliability, but also an interpretative insight that 

reflects upon the uniqueness of the text. Thus, we believe that this approach served our 

purpose well.  

As mentioned above, our purpose is to uncover the underlying assumptions, capture 

patterns, parameters of the text and actors' quotes in an effort to extend our analysis into 

an interpretive level. Thus, our analysis is at a latent level that, and as opposed to manifest 
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content analysis, is used to capture the meanings behind the lines (Riffe et al., 2005). 

Furthermore, following the arguments of Mayring (2000) when explaining the logical 

inquiry, we combined both inductive and deductive analysis. More specifically, we first 

contacted inductive content analysis in order to identify overall themes and underlying 

patterns, and then we followed the deductive logic, namely the quantitative approach, in 

order to code the material and present the findings.  

By following Mayring’s (2000) systematic approach, we first determined the categories 

and matched the category with the text, not vice versa. Therefore, we believe that we were 

able to increase the systematicity of the content analysis (Macnamara, 2005). In the next 

step, we created the code book developing variables and attributes. We assigned the 

variables in the codebook categories and used inter-coder reliability to test them. Lastly, 

we moved on to the coding phase, where we assigned grammatical features in each 

category, and quantified the data by measuring the percentages of each category, in order 

to observe the patterns and connections (see graph in the Appendix).  

3.3. Ethical consideration and constraints   

Ethics are fundamental when conducting a research, because they shape the quality of the 

research and affect its results (Ritchie et al. 2013). Taking that into consideration, we 

follow the appropriate guidelines for ethical results as portrayed by Resnik (2018). By 

following his guidelines, we attempted to design a research based on the values of honesty 

throughout all phases, openness in terms of sharing methods, results, and data, and 

carefulness in an effort to minimize the possibility of errors. 

According to Clarke (2007), the choice to design a research based on the interpretive 

paradigm may be proved problematic in the essence of objectivity. Contrariwise, it is a 

paradigm that inherently includes stances of subjectivity, and as Clarke (2007) 

underscores cannot be considered a substantial source of contribution to social analysis. 

We are aware of this drawback of designing and conducting research using the 

interpretive paradigm. Nonetheless, it is predominantly focused on subjectivity, and the 

paradigm leaves space for interpretation and reflection, a vital substance for 

understanding and presenting a movie. We approach the “Joker” movie as an “empathetic 

observer” (Blaikie and Priest, 2017), who attempts to depict some area of social life, and 

presents how this is experienced. Specifically, in this case, we aim to present the “Joker” 

persona development in the artificial social setting provided in the movie. 



 

34 

Moreover, as Wiles et al. (2008) highlight, it is possible for individuals to be affected by 

their moral outlook and ideas, perceptions and experiences. In the same vein,  Mcnamara 

(2005) and White and Marsh (2006) express that complementary readings and possible 

interpretation bias, can affect the conception of the meanings in qualitative research. 

Therefore, due to the interpretive nature of our analysis, and considering the fact we are 

dealing primarily with qualitative data, we aim for as much an unbiased approach as 

possible. In order to achieve that, we followed the suggestion from Vaismoradi et al. 

(2013) regarding intercoder reliability and the degree individual researchers agree with 

peer researchers in terms of the coding and data classification process.  

At the same time, we aimed to diminish the drawbacks of using a qualitative approach, 

namely the lack of scientific regard and credibility, as well as the lack of interpretive 

dimensions that lie in the quantitative approach (Vaismoradi et al., 2013). To create a 

balance, and ensure both the interpretive nature of the analysis but also its credibility, we 

have decided to incorporate both types of analysis, qualitative and quantitative content 

analysis, into our framework. 

However, there is a significant constraint entangled with our study that we need to 

mention. First, as Mcnamara (2005) highlights, we are aware that the small sample may 

affect reliability of our results and prevent us from generalizing them. However, due to 

the time constraint, our analysis included one movie, and mainly aimed to create a fertile 

ground for possible further analysis. In that essence, the main objective of this research 

is not to provide generalized results, but to explore and bring to light the relationship 

between the superhero genre and the new “Joker” movie. 

 

 

 

 

4.  Presenting the findings 

The following sections present the findings that derived from the content analysis of the 

“Joker” movie. We explored three predetermined codes, which correspond to the three 

main categories of our research. These are: Violence, Lack of Advanced Film Technology 



 

35 

and Representations of the “Joker”. The following sections elaborate on those categories 

in detail.  

4.1. Violence 

Violence is the most prominent characteristic that penetrates the whole movie. We 

defined violence as the intentional use of force or power with the objective to harm 

oneself, or another person, and/or the community. The results may be visible, such as 

injury or death, or take a more implicit form, such as psychological trauma. To clarify the 

different dimensions of violence, we created five subcategories, namely physical 

violence, psychological violence, symbolic violence, systemic violence, and lastly 

revolutionary violence. According to the findings of the analysis we extrapolate that, 

physical violence is the most prominent form throughout the movie and usually 

accompanied with other forms of violence as well.  

 

First, we recognized and explored physical violence, as the apparent and more visible 

form of violence. It includes actions such as hitting, slapping, stealing of personal 

property, as well as other types of physical abuse. According to our data, the incidents 

that can be categorized as physical violence in the “Joker” are 25, a number that represents 

37,31% of our data. For instance, the first, and maybe the most clear representation of 

raw physical violence, takes place in the beginning of the movie. We see Arthur working 

in front of a store waving a commercial sign. The sign is then stolen and thus concerns 

theft of private property, even if it did not belong directly to Arthur who was using it for 

his work. The audience is then witnessing him being assaulted and beaten by the five 

young boys that stole the sign in an alley. A second example of brutal physical violence, 

can be seen when Arthur is being abused by three well-dressed, seemingly drunk strangers 

on the train. He is held down and beaten savagely for no apparent reason. Οverall, 

physical violence and abuse is tightly associated with the plot, its characters, as well as 

the environment of the movie.   

 

A second type of violence, which is persistent in the film, is symbolic violence. When 

referring to that, we imply actions which are based on the use of language such as 

criticism, diminish of one’s abilities, name-calling etc. Our findings showcase the 

appearance of symbolic violence 17 times, a number that refers to the percentage of 

25,37%  of our data. For example, in the aforementioned scenes, we have also identified 
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the dimension of symbolic violence along with the physical abuse. Specifically, 

statements such as the following by Arthur’s assailants in the alley “Come on! Beat his 

ass up! Come on. This guy's weak! He can't do anything! Harder! Harder! Beat him up! 

Take his stuff!", demonstrate the use of language as a way not only to insult, but also to 

undermine the ego and question the identity of the recipient. Furthermore, we recognize 

that language may have underlying assumptions regarding the difference between 

economic classes and social status. This fact is made obvious by the scene where Thomas 

Wayne speaks on television about the clown killer on the train saying: "Those of us who 

have made something of our lives, will always look on those who haven't as nothing but 

clowns.” The above message may be interpreted in a twofold manner. Firstly, Thomas 

Wayne’s words can seemingly be insulting towards clowns as a profession, considering 

it pejorative. However, his words may have another underlying context to them. 

Specifically, that of a class system in which Thomas Wayne is part a high class, in 

comparison to people with less resources. 

 

However, this last example can also be characterized by its accordance with psychological 

violence. In particular, it may be considered a form of bullying for lower class people in 

relation to our definition. Psychological violence is a category featuring the action of 

subjecting and exposing another person to behavior that may cause psychological trauma. 

As a matter of fact, scenes that include psychological violence appear 16 times, reflecting 

a percentage of 23,88% of our data. A prominent example may be the scene where 

Arthur’s boss at “Haha’s” states that, a lot of the people he is working with call him a 

freak, they do not feel comfortable around him and think he is weird. However, the 

epitome of psychological violence in the film is encompassed in the scene where Bruce 

Wayne is portrayed as a young child, standing alone on top of his parents dead bodies 

after their brutal murder by a stranger in a clown mask. The psychological trauma 

underlined in this scene is already known to us, by the storyline of Batman. The scene 

itself holds great power in the narrative, as it is a life changing moment for the child and 

seals the relationship between “Batman” and “Joker”. What is important to recognize is 

that, although the “Joker” is not the murderer in this particular situation, the events that 

unfold are a result of his actions and his influence on the public. 

 

The next two categories are connected in the sense that they represent two opposites. The 

category of systemic violence is connected to mental and economical forms of violence 
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that are mainly detonated by institutional processes, actions and practices. It represents 

the 17,91%  of the data and appears 12 times in the movie. As can be seen in the beginning 

of the film, "the building industry and landlords today expressed concern over the latest 

increase in heating oil prices." In this scene the journalist is remarking an increase, which 

not only came as bad news to the public, but an additional burden in an already 

impoverished and neglected city. That may demonstrate the power that legal authorities 

have to shape the societal and economical structure. Another example can be found in the 

scene where Arthur discusses the condition of society with his therapist (social worker), 

who explains that the lack of employment and low income can affect peoples’ attitudes. 

The lack of economic resources provided by the state, and the limited help given by legal 

authorities, becomes obvious when Arthur loses his access to social counseling and 

medication. In this scene, we are witnessing first-hand a state that does not offer support 

to its citizens. 

 

Contrary to systemic violence, certain types of violence in the film can easily be 

recognized as revolutionary violence. This form is defined as actions performed, usually 

by the public, with the goal of overthrowing a law, state, political structure etc. This type 

appears 14 times within the movie, and refers to 20,90% of the data. Noticeable examples 

of revolutionary violence are often seen in the film in the form of the garbage strike 

mentioned in the news in the beginning of the film, the riots mentioned throughout, the 

demonstration with the clown masks in front of the City Hall, and the burning and 

destruction or public property by demonstrators. However, revolutionary violence can 

also be part of the act of accepting violence as the answer to injustice. For example, the 

image of the clown killer is romanticized by the people. “I think the guy that did it is a 

hero” is an expression that showcases the endorsement of the killer, forming him into a 

vigilante in the minds of the poor people. 

 

To summarize, we extrapolate that the use of raw and brutal physical violence is a 

distinctive characteristic of the “Joker” movie. Nonetheless, physical violence is the most 

prominent form of violence that we can recognize, and it is usually accompanied, or 

intensified by other forms of violence, such as psychological, the second most visible 

form, or symbolic violence. This fact explains how the “Joker”, although a movie that 

presents direct brutality, is not merely a splatter movie that portrays violence for the sake 

of violence as an entertainment form. Contrariwise, it captures the forms of violence that 
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derive from other parameters, such as social and political aspects. Of course, it is a movie, 

and it does not necessarily depict explicitly or interpret directly the social and political 

reality (neither is it our purpose to perceive a movie as a standard of reality). On the 

contrary, it outlines a dystopian city where crime is the rule and not the exception. Yet, 

we can deduce that the movie draws some inspiration, although exaggerating at times, 

from our social world. Violence is a visible social phenomenon after all.  

4.2. Technology 

 

This category investigates the lack of CGI and/or other technological features in the 

movie. Specifically, in this category, we showcase the contradiction between the analysed 

movie “Joker” and the superhero movies that use advanced technology as a prominent 

tool to intensify scenes of violence and probably make them more enjoyable for the 

audience.  

 

Our analysis and interpretation demonstrates that the “Joker” is a movie that expresses 

and presents violence in a raw and realistic manner, deriving from human anger and more 

importantly without the use of any technological tools. According to the analysis, 10 

scenes were found to include raw violence in the forms of crimes and abuse, which refers 

to 14,93% of the data. As such, the movie seems to aim to demonstrate the beastly side 

of violence, and remove the “technological enhancements” that usually make it 

entertaining. In accordance with that, we identify that there are plenty of violent scenes 

in the movie, but even the more intense ones are presented as the raw and brutal images 

they are. For instance, scenes that portray violence by the angry citizens that aim to 

overthrow the regime and the state in the end of the movie or the multiple scenes that 

Arthur Fleck has been beaten and bullied, are concrete examples of scenes that emphasize 

the psychical and realistic dimension of the violence. Overall, the “Joker” cannot be 

characterized as a movie that aims to be known for the use of CGI or fancy graphics to 

impress the audience. It is not an action movie in that sense. On the contrary, it portrays 

the dirtiness, filthiness and deprivation of a social structure that detonates or resonates or 

justifies violence to some extent.  

 

Therefore, we identified that the use of technology in the “Joker”, contributes to create a 

gloomy and depressive ambiance with the sense of abandonment and deprivation in the 
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air, from the beginning of the film to the very end. In that essence, the environment also 

depicts the imbalanced psychology and depressed representation of the protagonist. A 

concrete example can be found in the scene that Arthur visits his therapist (social worker). 

The dull, almost black background, makes the contrast between black and white even 

more visible. In the “Joker” technology sets the prerequisites for the audience to transfer 

the feeling of the environment, not to entertain but to intensify them. 

 

To summarize, this section describes thoroughly the lack of advanced technology in the 

“Joker”, and brings to light technology as a mediator for creating a gloomy environment 

for the purpose of the movie. The rotten and abandoned sensation, with the help of drab 

colour and musical background contribute to construct gradually this essence.   

4.3. Representations of the “Joker” 

In this part of the analysis we are considering the different violent acts, as depicted in the 

“Joker” movie, of the sadistic killer clown or the human behind the mask, Arthur Fleck. 

In order to examine the crimes, we separated them into two categories, the first of which 

refers to the illegal actions that Arthur did under the famous Joker clown costume and/or 

face paint. The second presents the scenes that Arthur has committed illegal actions, but 

not as the killer clown.   

First, the scenes that represent Arthur as a killer clown appear 5 times in the movie, 

according to our analysis, and refer to 7,46% of the data. It is important to note that crimes 

do not just refer to murderous actions. For example, we have included in this section the 

scene where Arthur is dressed like a clown and performing in a children’s hospital. While 

dancing around and singing, he drops a gun that he has been carrying. The gun was given 

to Arthur by a coworker for his own protection, because the protagonist was sometimes 

working on the street where he was attacked and harassed. However, in this case the gun 

got him in trouble, and his coworker betrayed him in an effort to protect his own job. This 

is one of the first crimes we see Arthur commit in the movie as a clown, gun possession 

in a completely unfitting environment with children. 

This crime is quickly followed by a more gruesome one, that will become the turning 

point in Arthur’s existence. After being fired, and still in clown costume, we see the 

infamous train scene, where three random well-dressed men that seem to be drunk are 
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assaulting him. For the first time Arthur uses the gun and shoots the two of the three in 

defense. However, that is all it takes for someone’s mentality to snap, especially if that 

someone already has a mental instability.  

In this particular case, and although he has scared his third assailant enough to run away 

from him, we witness another murder. We have included these murders as separate 

events, because they take place in different settings, two are on the train as mentioned 

previously, while the third is committed outside, when the train has stopped. It could be 

said that Arthur is having a rage fit at the moment, a possibility that we have witnessed 

previously in the movie, as the third murder was not done in defense, but as an act of 

revenge. The concrete evidence is that he exits the train hunting down his third assailant 

and shoots him multiple times. It is significant to point out that, while this crime is one of 

the first gruesome murders in this movie, it seems to hold more significance, as we also 

see Arthur running away in panic and into a bathroom. There he performs a sort of soft 

dance, which seems to relax not only his nerves, but also his troubled mind. He appears 

unsettled by the night’s events. However, it could also be interpreted as a transition stage 

of his “Joker” persona taking control. 

Moving further in the film, we see the protagonist facing a lot of hardships that his mind 

cannot sustain. It is important to note at this point, that we are talking of the actions of a 

harassed man who has grown into psychological trauma, a mentally ill person without 

medication. Of course, this cannot justify his brutal actions completely. Arthur is starting 

to visibly turn into his “Joker” persona, dying his hair green, painting his face, wearing 

his red suit. The following crime is the most horrifying scene in an already quite 

disturbing movie in many contexts. The fourth “Joker” crime is that of the murder of his 

former coworker Randall. In particular, Randall is the one that first gave Arthur the gun 

and then went on to betray him and get him fired. We have considered how significant 

that detail is, because Arthur does not hurt his other coworker, a dwarf who has also been 

made fun of multiple times, because he has “always been nice to him”. The crime is an 

act of suppressed rage against his former coworker, and the scene is very raw and brutal. 

He stabs him multiple times with a pair of scissors, and then goes on to break his head on 

the wall. The violence in this murder is quite extreme and seals the replacement of 

Arthur’s identity by that of the “Joker”. 
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The last scene we refer to in this category, concerns the murder of the host Murray 

Franklin on live television. Arthur has been invited to be on the show a few weeks back, 

when a video of him doing stand-up comedy went viral, and Murray made fun of him. He 

agrees to go, and we see the full clown makeover, red costume, green hair, and face paint. 

He has embraced the “Joker” identity, and left Arthur Fleck behind. He asks to be 

introduced as the “Joker”, which is a name deriving from Murray himself, when he made 

fun of him on his show.  

The scene following includes the “Joker’s” confession to the murder of the three people 

on the train, as he scolds society for their indifference towards the low-class people 

offering himself as an example. He then goes on to note how people are awful towards 

each other, and then blames the host himself, openly saying that he was brought there 

only to be made fun of. Arthur screams at the host: “What do you get when you cross a 

mentally ill loner with a society that abandons him and treats him like trash? You get 

what you fucking deserve” and shoots him. What is important here is not only the nature 

of the crime, a cold-blooded murder while remaining completely calm about it afterwards, 

but also the fact that this quote becomes iconic in a series of crimes committed by other 

people. It is essential to highlight that  both the intensity of illegal actions committed by 

the “Joker”, as well as their violent nature, have gradually increased throughout the 

movie. This fact could demonstrate the transition to the “Joker” persona, and the birth of 

the killer clown.    

The second category includes the illegal actions Arthur has committed through various 

scenes on the film while not wearing his clown costume or face paint. This category 

appears, similarly to the previous one, 5 times and refers to about 7,46% of the data. The 

first of the four refers to about the same time as the gun incident mentioned above, as 

Arthur is seen in multiple places in town (train, schools etc.) stalking his neighbor, who 

he seems to be attracted to. We see multiple scenes of them together, but later come to 

understand them as just the imagination of his troubled brain, which makes his actions 

even more disturbing. This imagined relationship is what follows the second scene of 

illegal action, when he breaks into her apartment and she recognizes him. We understand 

explicitly that she was afraid of him. The feeling further intensifies when Arthur motions 

with his fingers to point a gun at his head. Of course, breaking and entering someone’s 

home is an illegal action, but we are left without knowledge of what happens inside the 

apartment after that. 
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The third crime Arthur commits is one of theft. He is visiting Arkham State Hospital and 

talking to the security guard, in an effort to understand his mother’s past. When he learns 

his mother has been charged with categories of abusing her child, and is told he cannot 

have access to her file, he takes it by force. He runs off and hides to read it. It is important 

to note that the revelations from this crime is what triggers the sequence of crimes to 

follow. Arthur feels betrayed, abused and we witness him in a laughing crisis, while 

crying, realising what has happened to him.  

The fourth crime is perhaps the most mentally disturbing even though it does not share 

any of the bloody characteristics of the “Joker’s” murders. After learning about his past 

from his mother’s folder in Arkham State Hospital, the abusive relationship at home, the 

horrible conditions and violence of which he was recipient, the laughter crisis which 

appears to be trauma from physical abuse caused to his brain as a child, he murders his 

mother. The crime takes place where his mother is currently hospitalized. Arthur feels 

betrayed from her behavior and chokes her with a pillow. The entire scene along with the 

statement “I haven’t been happy one moment of my entire fucking life” feels very tragic, 

as the audience witnesses a man’s descent into madness.  

The last crime we witness by Arthur is in the last scene of the movie. He has already 

embraced his “Joker” persona; the switch has been turned and he is now the killer clown 

even without the costume. He is seen interrogated in a hospital facility, laughing about 

something the audience cannot see. When asked why he is laughing, he replies “You 

wouldn’t get it”. We see him in the next scene walking out of the room unaffected, almost 

happy, the only indicator for his crime being the bloody footprints left on the floor. Our 

interpretation of the scene is that he has been laughing at his imminent crime, the murder 

he is about to commit. Disturbing as that may sound, the “Joker” has previously confessed 

to Murray on TV before he killed him, that he considers the murder of the three people 

on the train to be funny. 

The two representations of Arthur Fleck focus on whether or not he has embraced his 

killer persona. In the scenes where the “Joker” is still “dormant”, we notice Arthur’s 

crimes are less violent, and he is having a hard time dealing with the fact he shot three 

people at first. He is always portrayed as a quiet person and appears somewhat nervous. 

However, when he embraces his persona, the crimes become more and more violent, his 

movements change, his walk, demeanor, and entire presence changes. He is now more 
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confident, and even puts on a show at times. When he walks out of his apartment to go to 

Murray’s show he appears somehow determined, he has a purpose. 

All in all, the protagonist presents a disturbing dual personality effect. On the one hand 

we see a timid person who appears weak, and on the other hand we have his alter ego, the 

person who is fed up with being weak, neglected, abandoned, and abused. The protagonist 

is not only the representation of a mentally ill person or a serial killer, but that of a tragic 

figure, someone to feel pity for, a man condemned to laugh even when he needs to cry. 

His figure is dubious and controversial, swinging between reality and a world of 

imagination that he created. Throughout the movie, the “Joker” is gradually becoming 

less humane and more threatening.  

 

5.  Discussion 

The “Joker” persona was usually portrayed as a force of chaos (Jürgens, 2014), an 

inherently evil person, a herald of destruction (Boscaljon 2013; C. R. Davis, 2014). 

Contrary to this perception and depiction, the new “Joker” movie directed by Tom 

Phillips adopts a more realistic and logical approach, emphasizing more on the character’s 

development (Cooper, 2019), an element that was missing before. We set the movie under 

the lens of media ecology, and attempt to identify potential differences between the 

superhero genre, and subsequently the depiction of supervillains, and the new movie. In 

order to reflect and answer this inquiry, we formulated the following research question 

“What are the main differences between the new “Joker” movie and the established 

characteristics found in the Superhero genre?”. In our study, we identify that violence is 

a prominent characteristic, and a common pattern that penetrates both the “Joker” movie 

and the superhero genre. The difference lies in the motive, the reasoning and the way of 

expression. The following sections discuss these parameters in detail. 

5.1 The “Joker” movie under the scope of media 

ecology 

The concept of media ecology theory describes the interrelation of media and technology, 

and the way that these two affect culture and society (Ruotsalainen and Heinonen, 2015; 

Islas and Bernal, 2016). By setting the movie under the theoretical lens of media ecology, 
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we aimed to achieve a thorough and stable understanding of the “Joker” as an evolving 

constituent in an ecosystem, as well as its connection to technology, and how these factors 

change the media ecology. 

  

In our analysis we follow McLuhan’s (1964) conceptualization upon technology and 

media, as well as their tight association. We also base our analysis on Logan’s (2007) 

expansion of the media ecology theory, by considering the superhero genre in the context 

of an ecosystem. Οur findings demonstrate explicitly that, the change of one 

representation in the movie, namely the “Joker” constituent, can bring about more 

changes in the whole genre, and that technology plays a fundamental role in the way that 

movies are presented, and shape a specific environment. Although the director has not 

focused on the use of CGI, technology shapes the environment in which the protagonist 

acts, and theoretically transmits sentiments that may enact thought-provoking questions 

to the audience.  

 

Furthermore, media ecology theory was instrumental in helping us approach the movie, 

and speculate upon its impact on modern society. In saying that, we mean that media 

ecology theory was a framework that helped approach the “Joker”, and consider it under 

the scope of ecosystems and the interconnectedness they create. Thus, according to our 

analysis, the movie may lead to a reflection upon modern society. Although it may not 

necessarily formulate the perception people have about society and culture, the “Joker” 

still brings to the forefront some social and political parameters (as much as a movie can). 

Moreover, we perceive the “Joker” as a persona that traditionally belongs to the superhero 

genre, and is a cultural artifact (Cook and Frey, 2017). In that sense, we believe that it 

borrows and presents stereotypical characteristics about the way society perceives 

deviants, and categorizes “evil”. Simultaneously, considering the expected “turbulence” 

and controversy that the “Joker” brings to the audience regarding violence, anarchy and 

criminality, we can speculate further upon the impact of the movie on society. Likewise, 

if we take into consideration the prominent depiction of “evildoers”, we may contemplate 

on the way that the media contribute to constructing the human bias regarding beauty, 

and its apparent correlation to a tendency for good as well as trust as Kane (2018) argues.  
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5.2 The killer clown and the “realistic Joker” 

Τhe “Joker” does not follow the usual norms and patterns of a superhero movie. In fact, 

according to our analysis, the “Joker” differs even from the established depictions of 

supervillains in the superhero genre, as well as the depiction of killer clown in superhero 

movies. We conclude that the main distinctive characteristics which make this movie 

diverge from the “usual superhero path” are: the deeper development of the hero’s identity 

and personality, and the lack of CGI and intensive advanced technology in the 

presentation of violence, therefore changing the media ecology and the ecosystem of the 

genre itself. 

 

As a matter of fact, the “Joker” seems to apply more, although still not entirely 

compatible, to Pizarro and Baumeister’s (2013) analysis that diversifies the imaginary 

supervillains from the real villains that have flesh and bones, and try to surpass their 

issues. Under this scope, the newest “Joker” depiction in the movie is not that of a 

common supervillain that threatens the superhero. Nor is it the depiction of an inherently 

malevolent person that, as Boscaljon (2013) states, is seen in his most famous adaptation 

“The Dark Knight” committing crimes with no apparent purpose, desires disorder and 

craves for destruction. On the contrary, it is the representation of a person that, before 

committing unspeakable crimes, is in real emotional pain, “has not been happy one minute 

of his entire fucking life”, and is in need of medical support.  

 

Moreover, another distinctive characteristic that plays a fundamental role in the 

character's development, is that of his identity. The “Joker” this time has a name, he is 

Arthur Fleck, and he lives in a dirty apartment, in a deprived neighbourhood with his sick 

mother as his only companion, an outcast of society (Cooper, 2019). Our movie analysis 

showcases that, this time the “Joker” has a visible psychological existence and personal 

background. Therefore, the audience can comprehend his origins, and follow his story 

which is building slowly and methodically through a series of his life’s events.  

 

From this perspective, the “Joker” is not a “nameless” figure merely disattached from 

human nature as Ewald and Richardson (2017) underscore for his previous depictions. 

His nature is not as ambivalent as Jürgens (2014) states, regarding the historical and 

cultural origins of the clown character either. Instead, the “Joker” persona is closest to a 
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human it could reach, and more realistic than ever presented in superhero movies. Yet, it 

still remains unfamiliar and threatening, an “uncanny” figure swinging between reality 

and delusions, good and unspeakably evil as Lydenberg (1997) describes it.  

 

The significant difference here, is that society and the political system seem to detonate 

the “Joker’s” behavior. It seems clear in the movie, that the development of the character 

is merely the result of a system that neglects him and other “people like him”. Although 

Arthur states he “is not political”, the “Joker” draws inspiration from the darkest political 

and societal issues, such as poverty, ignorance, acceptance, criminality and discrepancies 

between the different economic classes. Possibly the only red thread between the movie 

and the superhero genre, is the depiction of evil and the appearance the character adopts 

towards the end of the movie.  

 

On one hand, the “Joker” encompasses some of the key features that society judges as 

deviant. Τhat can be reasonated by the fact that both supervillains and superheroes are 

cultural artifacts (Cook and Frey, 2017), and thus draw their characteristics from 

established opinions. On the other hand, we see that towards the end of the movie, he 

fully adopts the“Joker” figure, with the bizarre green hair (Goodwin and  Tajjudin, 2016) 

and face paint, and embraces the dark “Joker” nature. Still these are not sufficient 

characteristics to classify the movie in the superhero genre. We perceive the change and 

acceptance in the appearance of the “Joker” as a benchmark of the character.  

 

It is significant to mention here, that our analysis regarding the “Joker’s” movement and 

gestures, is in opposition to what Jürgens (2014) describes as the stereotypical 

presentation of the “Joker”. Therefore, the cruel humor and hyperbolic mechanical body 

movements are not the prominent characteristics of the new “Joker”. Contrariwise, our 

analysis demonstrates a person without humor whatsoever, who seems to unsuccessfully 

seek a career as a stand-up comedian. Concerning his movements, they seem rather 

delicate, especially if we take our example from the bathroom scene, where he performs 

a soft dance, probably in order to calm his nerves. In alignment with all the above, we 

extrapolate that the “Joker” persona in the movie is more realistic and “tangible”, and 

does not directly correlate to the established characteristics in the superhero genre. 

Perhaps it draws some inspiration out of it, but its substance remains different.   
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The other distinctive characteristic that diversifies the “Joker” from the superhero genre, 

and thus brings him closer to reality, is the use of advanced technology CGIs. The 

importance of technological factors is of high significance, considering the tight 

association of CGI and the recent superhero movies that B. Davis (2019) correctly 

emphasizes. Our analysis states explicitly that the “Joker”, possibly due to the realistic 

approach that the director adopts, does not use CGI, but instead the movie illustrates 

images of raw and brutal violence. Hitting is realistic, it seems painful and definitely not 

entertaining as it can sometimes be perceived in superhero movies. Thus, our findings 

demonstrate the opposite of the literature (see e.g. Cook and Frey, 2017) regarding 

contemporary superhero movies. Our analysis clearly brings up the role of technology as 

a mediator of creating an environment wherein violence is prominent, and has different 

nuances, but also pragmatic. CGI could possibly give to the movie a superficial essence, 

in the sense that, if it was prominent in the movie, it would be considered a reflection 

upon contemporary society, as many people state (see e.g. Canva, 2019).  

 

Thus, the role of technology in the movie is to demonstrate the environment that “Joker” 

lives in. Also, it aims to make it appear depressing from the very beginning, as well as 

melancholic, with a veil of abandonment to cover the protagonist and the city. Light and 

music contribute to generate and transmit this sentiment. The role of technology is not 

trivial in the movie, as it conveys perfectly the sense of decay to the audience. However, 

it is different from the “entertaining” CGI used in the superhero movies. Αfter all, the 

“Joker” is a movie that can lead viewers to reflect upon the idea that “violence begets 

violence”.  

  

5.3. Violence: The prominent characteristic 

Violence is the primary most recognizable characteristic in superhero narratives (Muller 

et al., 2020). It is also a phenomenon that implicitly or explicitly exists in the social world. 

Violence was a distinctive feature in the “Joker” movie. However, the film seems to 

reflect extensively not only upon violence, but also making underlying assumptions on 

what detonates it and how it is expressed. The key differentiator in our study is that 

violence is presented raw, realistic and not entertaining, as opposed to the advanced CGIs. 

While throughout the plot it is easy to understand the motives for violent acts, it is not 

possible to excuse the actions. 
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Firstly, our analysis is in alignment to Bukatman’s (2011) statement that violence often 

derives from a dramatic storyline that is followed by trauma. More specifically, the 

“Joker” follows a similar narrative, by showcasing the story of a mentally ill individual, 

who has suffered harassment and abuse. This condition has essentially led to the “Joker’s” 

psychological trauma, and eventually to an explosion of violent behavior. The findings 

also follow a similar interpretation that appears in Phillips and Strobl (2013). Therefore, 

we conclude that the violent scenes can be perceived and translated, to some extent, as 

the answer for moral dilemmas and subsequently serve as either retribution or 

punishment.  

On these grounds, we understand that the violence in the movie does not correspond to 

the expected representation of violence in superhero films, which usually refers to 

entertainment violence. Considering what Goldstein (1999) states regarding the enhanced 

images of violence, which often appeal to the audience’s acceptance of social justice, we 

extrapolate that the sense of violence in the “Joker” contradicts this predominant 

representation. According to our analysis, the violence in the film is far from the 

entertainment violence, that always ends with the “good guys' ' prevailing upon the “bad 

guys' '. Under this scope, violence in the “Joker” is not the consumer product in the sense 

that Goldstein (1999) underlines it. On the contrary, according to our viewpoint, the 

violence in the “Joker” is more in alignment to Atkin’s (1983) approach. We perceive the 

violence portrayed in the film as events which hold similarities to familiar images from 

reality. Therefore, the violence feels more realistic, which also agrees with the depiction 

of it in Rauch et al. (2012). 

The element which we consider deems the film its disturbing quality, and produces this 

aggressive, raw effect, is the lack of CGI. In alignment with Van Ooijen’s (2011) 

perspective, we have come to realise that the lack of special effects and editing, intensifies 

the emotions of the movie. According to our findings, the film portrays a large variety of 

violence in all forms, which we have categorized into five different subtypes. An 

interesting conclusion that we came to, was the extensive use of physical violence in the 

film, a form we correlate with Žižek’s subjective violence (Zirnsak, 2019). There is a very 

large number of scenes where people are harming each other, even to the point of death. 

Also, the depictions are always raw, showcasing the results of the violence inflicted, such 

as bruises. 
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On the other hand, physical violence comes with the cost of possible psychological 

trauma. For this reason, we made the choice to include psychological and symbolic 

violence, which we consider to be evident in the movie especially accompanying the 

physical type. Those types of violence correlate with King’s (2012) theory on 

psychological types of violence , and Žižek’s (Žižek, 2016; Zirnsak, 2019) theory on 

symbolic violence accordingly. We comprehend that, sometimes the relationship between 

psychological violence and the other forms is that of cause and effect. However, 

psychological violence, along with another form, may be the cause and the effect at the 

same time, such as when the “Joker” is being bullied and called names in the beginning 

of the film. Specifically, we believe that the extensive use of negative language towards 

him (e.g. “weak”, “weird”, “freak”), seems to affect the protagonist's personality, to the 

point of developing psychological trauma. 

Another characteristic which is evident on the data is the political/social aspect of violence 

as portrayed in the film. In particular, we have recognized several instances where 

violence was inflicted with the backdrop of social/political drama. Firstly, there are many 

instances where the political system is connected to violence, which therefore correlates 

with Žižek’s systemic violence, and holds the same characteristics and category in our 

research. This form has a deeply political base, according to our understanding, and 

explains the condition in which Gotham city is portrayed.  

In particular, forms of neglect, high unemployment rates, and an abundance of crime on 

the streets, showcases a city unable to provide security for its citizens. In that sense, 

Thomas Wayne is looking to change all that by becoming mayor of the city. However, we 

still have our doubts as to Thomas Wayne’s conception of low-class people, as he has 

showcased some forms of violence towards them himself, either by diminishing them or 

by insulting them. At this point in the research, and as most of the information has been 

given, we believe that someone can start developing questions for further research, as the 

film provides a fruitful background for several types of research and analysis. 

In response to this political type of violence, the movie offers another form which is also 

political, with the difference that it aims in overthrowing a political structure. We call this 

form revolutionary violence in the analysis, and consider it a result of systemic violence. 

If one considers the riots, strikes and demonstrations in the movie, it is easy to connect 

them to the wretchedness of the citizens’ lifestyle. In this section we refer to Benjamin 
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and divine violence, whose highest manifestation is revolutionary violence, and works as 

a means to overcome oppression (Guzmán, 2014). The definition presents similarities 

with the portrayal of revolutionary violence in the movie, and it is often associated with 

physical violence.  

All in all, it is understood that the movie contains several different forms of violence. The 

scenes all appeal to the viewers conception of justice, and urge him to choose a side, or 

decide for himself, which side of justice is justified. Of course, no form of violence is ever 

justified in our opinion. However, it is possible that the audience can be caught up in the 

moment and look to support certain situations and characters. Although, it is said that this 

was never the intention of the film, to turn the “Joker” into a hero, there are many which 

would possibly consider him as such, after this portrayal. From our point of view, the 

movie offers a vast range of elements to be studied, and can be taken into consideration 

in order to avoid possible real-life copycats. 

However, this is not the only consideration one receives from the film. Specifically, 

feelings that derive from the film, especially considering its similarities to real life, offers 

the audience an opportunity to consider the less fortunate. In every society, there are 

people struggling to make ends meet. While a controversial opinion, and even if it is never 

fully justified, one may find himself agreeing with Benjamin in one claim. Sometimes, 

revolutionary violence become necessary (ibid), especially when it concerns people’s 

lives, mental health, as well as their right to work, and live decently 
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6. Conclusion and further research 

The objective study was to identify substantial differences between the new “Joker” 

movie and the common patterns that are dominant in the superhero genre. With this study, 

we attempted to address the following research question“What are the main differences 

between the new “Joker” movie and the established characteristics found in the 

Superhero genre?”. To address this question, we set the movie under the lens of media 

ecology, in order to get a sound insight on media and technology, as well as their impact 

on culture and society. We conducted an exploratory research and used content analysis 

to capture the underlying themes and meanings in the movie. Our findings clearly indicate 

a positive correlation with the hypothesis that the “movie deviates from the established 

representation of the famous supervillain” 

Differences, such as the well-outlined development of the character, which overcomes the 

superficial depiction of the supervillain, or the effort to set the movie into a world far from 

a fairy tale, and the lack of CGI when portraying violence, have been continuously 

highlighted. We deduce that, although the “Joker” movie did not create a character from 

scratch, it provided a new insight, and enforced a new path of reflection upon the 

psychological and social background of the “Joker” persona. Thus, we believe that our 

research provides a new insight in approaching superhero movies and their protagonists, 

along with the characters that classify as supervillains. Of course, we do not aim to jump 

to quick generalizations, and we are aware of the constraints of our sampling. Yet, we 

firmly believe that this study could be proved helpful for researchers that seek primary 

understanding of how a supervillain can have more than one depiction, as well as a more 

humane one.  

To expand this discourse in a broader scope, a comparative content analysis between the 

“The Dark Knight” and the “Joker” can be performed in order to explore common features 

and discrepancies, considering the fact that both movies are perceived as the most famous 

and controversial depiction of the “Joker”. Moreover, a sentiment analysis in different 

social media regarding the response towards the “Joker” could prove rather insightful, in 

order to measure and understand the impact that the movie had on the audience.  
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