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Abstract: Since the mid-1980s, numerous mainstream and indie American comic books have
presented realistic narratives which provide (tense coherence) a critical lens to view contempo-
rary social issues. As one of those social issues, police violence appears as a common theme in
mainstream and indie revisionary narratives such as The Punisher (1986), Batman: The Dark
Knight Returns (1987), and Black Kiss (1988). This paper challenges the view of the post-Com-
ics Code revisionary narrative merely as social critique by offering a Neocleousian reading of
Frank Miller and David Mazzucchelli’s Batman: Year One (1987). While a close reading of
policing in Year One offers an accurate portrayal of police-related issues—corruption, militari-
zation, and brutality—of the 1980s American metropolis, visualizations of violent encounters
between police and criminals arguably glorify and justify police power. American comic books
as cultural celebrations of violent policing, I borrow Mark Neocleous’ theory of police pow-
er—which describes policing as a militaristic state apparatus of maintaining status quo. Such
two-pronged analysis will demonstrate that while comics provide accurate lenses to view con-
temporary social issues, they nonetheless glorify and justify such problems, complicating their

political stance.
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A Brief History of the Revisionary Era American Comic Books

For many comics scholars, the 1980s has been a revolutionary decade for American
comic books with an emerging tendency towards realism in storytelling, in contrast
to the four decades prior. Such tonal and visual transformations in the American
comics industry both attracted an adult audience base and ensued transmedia
influence, evident from the movie adaptations of the most popular superhero
franchises such as Batman, Superman, Spider-Man, and other mainstream label
titles. The emerging trend of realistic and dark superhero narratives pioneered by the
revisionary writers such as Frank Miller, Alan Moore, and Grant Morrison elevated
the status of comic books from sheer entertainment to literary texts (Klock 118). For
the comics scholar Geoff Klock, the element of realism in the revisionary works of
the 1980s—such as Frank Miller’s The Dark Knight Returns (1986)—succeeded in
simultaneously breaking the tradition of the Golden and Silver Age comics while
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still making sense within the corresponding superhero universes (Klock 118).
Additionally, the expanding comics industry enabled a market for small-scale
publishers such as Image Comics, allowing for the publication of unpopular content
like violence, gore, and sexuality (Gonzalez 79-80).

Unlike the four-and-a-half-decade long tradition—also known as the
Golden and Silver Ages—of the ethically polarized superhero story, revisionary
superhero narratives of —what I would like to call—the “Diamond Age” introduced a
realistic superhero figure with a conflicted and morally ambiguous personality, who
was often placed in a dystopian setting, such as the revisionary Batman narrative
(Reynolds). As opposed to the Golden and Silver Age Batman story—which
typically followed a repetitive plot of Batman neutralizing criminals thanks to his
physical and tactical superiority—the Diamond Age revisionary Batman comics
offered rather realistic, dark, and socially responsible material with a conflicted and
cynical superhero figure (Klock 116-117). Alongside the reconstructed superhero
character, the revisionary comics further enabled social critique through realistic
plots. As Erica McCrystal’s compelling and extensive analysis shows, Gotham City
can be read as a literary subject of social critique—crime, socioeconomic divide,
racial and sexual discrimination—demonstrates well the revolutionary facade of
the Diamond Age superhero narrative (McCrystal 3, 5, 8, 156, 288, 311). Besides
the long-standing mainstream superhero stories of Batman and Superman, new
stories such as American Flagg! (1983)—a political satire—The Punisher (1986)—a
critique of vigilantism and militarism—and Watchmen (1987)—deconstruction
of the invincible-impeccable superhero—resonated with adult audiences with
complex plots, further enabling social critique (Pustz). As such, comics could and
should be considered as cultural and critical lenses to view various social issues of
contemporary realities.

As one of the notable social problems of the 1980s US—alongside social
decay, socioeconomic divide, and racism—police violence appears as a common
theme in the 1980s American comic books. Between 1955 and the early 1980s, a
set of restrictive regulations called the Comics Code Authority (CCA) prohibited
portrayals of such government-related issues and the representation of any
government body under a negative light. As the third item of the general standards
of the CCA, “Policemen, judges, government officials and respected institutions shall
never be presented in such a way as to create disrespect for established authority”
(Comics Magazine Association of America). Notably, the rise of underground comix
culture in the 1970s and 1980s initiated the trend of challenging the CCA through
the unfiltered narratives and visuals, further inspiring the mainstream labels to
produce such socially reflective material (Adkinson 2008).

While several late-Code era comics label openly promote militaristic
policing as a necessary method for peacekeeping and order maintenance (Moench
and Broderick; Dixon and Grau; Michelinie and Lim), revisionary works such as
Frank Miller and David Mazzucchelli’s Batman: Year One—as noted by several
comics scholars (Vanderbeke; Pustz; Chute; Hassler-Forest) —enable social critique,
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exemplified in Year One’s portrayal of police corruption, brutality, and militarization.
While Year One can be read as an allegory of such police-related problems of the
1980s US, I further claim that visualizations of police violence in the comic book
further glorify police power. As such, a close reading of Frank Miller and David
Mazzucchelli’s Batman: Year One will demonstrate that police-themed Diamond
Age American comic books—besides enabling social criticism—work to glorify
and justify state violence.

Published in 1987 as a four-issue mini-series, Frank Miller and David
Mazzucchelli’s Batman: Year One appeared among the first wave of revisionary
superhero stories. Gaining significant recognition with his Batman: The Dark Knight
Returns (1986)—a dystopian Gotham City story with a cynical, aged Bruce Wayne
returning from retirement to bring order to the crime- and chaos-ridden Gotham
City—Frank Miller preserved his innovative and post-Comics Code scriptwriting
in Year One published a year later. Through a dark and relatively realistic portrayal
of Gotham City, Miller’s and Mazzucchelli’s Year One offers a critical lens to view
issues within contemporary American law enforcement. While corruption of
authority, police brutality, and police militarization appear throughout the story as
the most notable material for police criticism, Batman: Year One complicates police
representation by glorifying police power through “copagandist” visualizations.
Jessica Hatrick and Olivia Gonzalez refer to the term “copaganda” as “both fictional
media that normalizes the power, presence, and violent practices of the police, and
to the media produced by police forces themselves” (Hatrick and Gonzalez).

To discuss the representation of police in Year One, I borrow Mark Neocleous’
theory of police power. For Neocleous, policing functions as a state apparatus to
maintain and fabricate socio-economic hierarchies, domestically through law
enforcement and internationally through military activities (Neocleous, Fabrication
of Social Order). To preserve status quo, “politico-legal coercion gets concentrated
in a centralized (and militarized) national unity while economic coercion gets
displaced onto the new regime of accumulation” (Neocleous, War Power, Police
Power 30). As Mark Neocleous suggests, reducing the concept of police to crime
prevention eclipses multiple other functions of police forces in maintaining social
control. In his retrospective analysis of policing, Neocleous argues that the need
for the creation and continuous empowerment of police transcend the confines
of crime prevention; law enforcement constitutes merely a portion of governing a
society as the act of policing further involves welfare, education, religion, and other
governmental functions. In his brief history of policing in Europe, Neocleous shows
that the raison détre of police involves governing a society rather than enforce the law
(Neocleous 2000, 1-21). Moreover, Neocleous argues that the primary goal of police
is to maintain the existing socio-economic hierarchies by way of regularly fabricating
such wealth-accumulation-oriented social structures. In his compelling analysis of
the British classic comics franchise Judge Dredd—which involves the ventures of
a fierce, iron-fist lawman in the dystopian Mega-City—Michael Molcher employs
the Neocleosian concept police power as a theoretical lens to decode the dystopian
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representations of policing (Molcher). In Year One, police violence, corruption of
authority, and vigilantism appear as symptoms of complex networks of police power
which transcend the confines of crime prevention. After demonstrating the accuracy
of Year One in portraying the contemporary police-related problems in the US, I will
turther discuss the aesthetics of the comic book as a reproduction and glamorization
of police power.

Batman: Year One as an Allegory and Critique of Police Corruption

In an interview with Christopher Sharrett, Frank Miller provides an accurate
description of the revisionary superhero narrative as reflection, critique, as well as
a celebration of police violence:

what made the whole superhero idea impotent was censorship. With fear on
from pressure groups, the industry adopted a self-censoring code. The code
through which most comics still pass insists on a benevolent world where
authority is always right, policemen never take bribes, our elected officials
always serve our best interests, and parents are always good and sound people.
They don't even make mistakes. The world we live in does not resemble the
world of the censors. I simply put Batman, this unearthly force, into a world
that’s closer to the one I know. And the world I know is terrifying. I don’t think
Dark Knight is pessimistic, because the good guy wins. (Sharrett in Pearson
and Uricchio 62)

Miller’s criticism of censorship further reveals his revisionary style which accurately
reflects the “terrifying” world in which government officials can be corrupt and
malevolent. He also arguably admits to celebrating authoritarianism, as he states
that in the end, “good guy [Batman] wins” (Sharrett in Pearson and Uricchio 62).
As such, Miller’s reflection on his writing style further allows for the argument that
Year One could be considered as a reflection of the 1980s US.

Published in 1987 as a four-issue mini-series, Batman: Year One offers
an origin story of the Batman character. Structured in a bisected storyline, the
plot alternates between Bruce Wayne becoming the Batman and Lieutenant James
Gordon’s struggle for maintaining ethical integrity within the Gotham City Police
Department. The story opens with Wayne and Gordon’s separate arrivals in the
Gotham City, Bruce Wayne returning from his twelve-year absence, and James
Gordon entering the city as a newly appointed lieutenant. Soon enough, James
Gordon’s righteousness disturbs the head of the Gotham City Police Department,
Commissioner Gillian Loeb. A corrupt police executive, Loeb—along with a city
councilman—forms an alliance with Carmine Falcone and his mafia family for
financial gain. Lieutenant Gordon is quick to detect and investigate corrupt activities
within the department, yet he is responded by Loeb and his right-hand Detective
Arnold Flass—a Vietnam veteran—with intimidation and blackmailing—with the



Critique and Glorification of Police Power in Batman: Year One 157

photos of Gordon having an affair with his assistant—which elevates to physical
violence as Gordon remains determined to eliminate corruption and corrupt
authorities from the department. To protect his interests, Commissioner Loeb goes
the distance of attempting to conspire to kill Gordon’s newborn son, yet Batman
saves the baby and the day. Meanwhile, Bruce Wayne goes undercover to fight
crime in the East End yet gets stabbed in the leg by a procurer and shot by a police
officer during a physical altercation with a prostitute named Selina Kyle, who later
becomes Catwoman. Wayne then manages to retreat to his car and escape to the
Wayne Manor. With the traumatic experience caused by the incident, Wayne recalls
his childhood trauma of witnessing his parents’ murder and becomes the Batman,
dedicated fight crime.

Batman’s continuous efforts to expose corruption within the Gotham City
Police Department antagonizes Commissioner Loeb who declares Batman as a
criminal, ordering the SWAT team to neutralize him. Cornered in an abandoned
building, Batman manages to evade the heavy assault fire and an airstrike that
demolishes the structure. Noticing Batman’s efforts to fight crime and corruption,
Gordon grows respect for him, and the two eventually come across, forming an
unofficial alliance, succeeding in collecting enough evidence to charge Commissioner
Loeb with cooperating with the criminal Falcone family. The story ends with Gordon,
now Captain, meeting Batman at the rooftop of the GCPD, talking about a potential
new threat named Joker.

Frank Miller’s dark style and realistic characterizations in Batman: Year One
are quintessential of his modus operandi, evident also in his famous Batman: The
Dark Knight Returns published also as a four-issue mini-series—a post-apocalyptic
Batman story which could be read as a potential social commentary on mass media
used as a manipulative state apparatus (Klock 116-135). Published during the Reagan
administration, both Miller titles allow for critical lenses to discuss social issues of
the contemporary US (Hassler-Forest 113). As one of such social issues present in
the 1980s US, police misconduct occurs throughout Batman: Year One in the forms
of bribery, collusion with criminals, and brutality. Police corruption continues to
constitute a serious concern in the US, as it did historically in the 1980s (Dincer
and Johnston). Criminologist Richard J. Lundman’s study indicates that since the
Civil Rights Movement era, police corruption showed a notable increase, including
police violence (Lundman 33). As such, Year One can be considered as a potential
social mirror to police corruption in the Reagan era American metropolis.

Literature on police misconduct locates the phenomenon “police corruption”
as an umbrella term which encompasses various types of wrongdoing within the
practice of law enforcement. Julian B. Roebuck and Thomas Barker’s typological
study defines police corruption as a police officer engaging in deviant, dishonest,
improper, unethical, or criminal behavior (Roebuck and Barker). In addition,
Lundman establishes police misconduct as the acceptance of money, goods, or
services by a police officer for personal gain (Lundman). However individual-
oriented and “pro-bad-apple-theory” these definitions appear, police researchers
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as well as internal police investigations such as the 1994 Mollen Commission
Report—which documented a considerable amount of systemic corruption within
the 1980s New York Police Department—show that corruption transcended the
individual actions and isolated incidents, and that incidents of police corruption
were symptomatic of larger systemic issues within the political economy of the US.

In the 1980s, crime rates in metropoles such as New York City were on
notable increase despite the strict anti-crime policies, including the famous
“zero tolerance” concept introduced by Rudolph Giuliani—a fierce advocate for
maintaining heavy police presence in the high crime rate precincts. Also known
as the “broken windows” model—astringent limitations on free movement and
intense scrutiny on public behavior—Giuliani’s controversial strategy succeeded
in reducing crime rates (Kelling and Wilson). While statistics showed promising
results on the decline of violent crimes, the strict police tactics exacerbated public’s
already damaged trust in police. A respondent to the authors of the article “Broken
Windows: The Police and Neighborhood Safety” stated: “Police is uncaring, thinks
that residents are animals who deserve each other” (Kelling and Wilson). Moreover,
Giuliani received further criticisms and public backlash for exchanging favors with
companies which provided political support to his party, as shown by Charles R.
Knoeber and Mark D. Walker (Knoeber and Walker, 1-2). As a cultural text, Batman:
Year One offers an accurate, allegorical account of the 1980s tough-on-crime policies
combined with corrupt government officials.

Common forms of corruption documented in the 1994 Mollen Commission
Report included police officers protecting drug trades on a commission-based
system (Mollen et al. 10). The report also shows that corruption in the NYPD evolved
into more aggressive forms during the two decades following the 1970 Knapp
Commission report. The formerly “grass-eaters”—police officers engaging in low
level corruption such as overlooking drug trades for low amounts of commission—
now transformed into the predatory “meat-eaters” by actively getting involved in
criminal activities such as orchestrating, overseeing, and protecting drug trades.
One of the most notorious cases of “meat-eating” was former NYPD police officer
Michael Dowd’s. Dowd and his partner Kenneth Eurell generated an approximately
4,000 dollars of weekly profit between the years 1987 and 1988, amounting to ten
times more than their regular weekly pay. During the hearing, Dowd admitted to
his collusion with the drug traders after being asked whether he was in allegiance
with the community or the drug dealers. Dowd confessed: “I guess I'd have to say
the drug traffickers” (Mollen et al. 31-31). In addition to the commission-based
collaboration between drug dealers and law enforcement officials, some “meat-
eating” police officers used physical violence for financial gain.

Unlike Michael Dowd’s case of providing protection for drug trafficking
activities, some other NYPD patrol officers such as Alfonso Compres behaved rather
aggressive and predatory, using physical coercion in their efforts to profit from
drug transactions. As the Commission shows, the pre-1980s drug trade protection
and bribery model evolved into more “invidious” tactics, highlighting that police
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officers now acted as criminals (Mollen et al. 2, 10). A former NYPD patrol officer,
Alfonso Compres demanded regular payments from drug dealers as a condition
to continue their drug trade without the risk of police intervention. In one of such
occasions, Compres fired his revolver handgun while in uniform, injuring the dealer
and stealing a package of cocaine from him. As a cultural mirror to such instances
of the 1980s aggressive, “meat-eating” police behavior, Year One presents accurate
portrayals of corruption through the characterization of Detective Arnold Flass.
Revealed through a flashback moment, Year One offers a fictional account of the
“meat-eating” case of Detective Flass, who oversees a cocaine trade in exchange
for a commission from the Gotham City drug kingpin named Jefferson Skeevers.
Several instances of Detective Flass’ corrupt behavior demonstrate reasonably well
the blurry lines of ethics in policing. Through such portrayal of ethics, Year One
reverts the traditional comic book representations of ethically polarized “good cops”
versus “bad criminals.” Such ethical polarization is most notable in Doug Moench
and Pat Broderick’s C.O.P.S. where criminals verbally associate their criminal
identity with evil. Conversely, the members of C.O.P.S. (Central Organization of
Police Specialists) connect crime prevention with good morals, emphasizing the
importance of abstaining from behaving like criminals.

Alongside the accurate portrayal police corruption in the 1980s, Year One
further mirrors the anti-corruption efforts in contemporary NYPD. Through the
characterization of Lieutenant James Gordon, Year One could be read as an allegory
of Frank Serpico’s solitary battle against corruption in the 1960s and 1970s. A former
NYPD officer and a whistleblower, Frank Serpico went public to reveal the widespread
corruption within the department. Serpico’s New York Times news story led to the
1970 Knapp Commission Report, which indicated a concerning level of misconduct
within the lower ranks of the NYPD (Burnham Al). Like the reaction and backlash
that James Gordon received from his fellow officials, Frank Serpico experienced
harsh treatment from his department, being viewed as a traitor and a rat. During his
hospitalization after the shooting incident, he received an anonymous condolence
card—a second one—printed “With sincere sympathy” on it, with a handwritten
note of regret that read: “That you didn’t get your brains blown out, you rat bastard.
Happy relapse” (Maas 110). Following the revelations on the corrupt activities of
the NYPD officers, Serpico received death threats, and he was assigned to then
one of the highest threat areas in Brooklyn, the 81st Precinct. Lacking assistance—
allegedly as planned—Serpico got shot below his eye through the door opening of
the apartment he was intending to make entry to conduct a drug bust on Carlos
Antonio Echevaria (Maas 53). In high resemblance to Serpico’s experiences, James
Gordon experiences blackmailing, death threats, abandonment, physical violence,
and treatment as a traitor and “rat” (Maas 53). Besides the accurate portrayal of
the anti-corruption endeavors in the 1980s NYPD, the treatment of the “rat” cop
figure in Year One further demands a Neocleousian reading. In the story, as well
as in contemporary reality, breaking the code of silence—or the Blue Code—poses
violent and life-threating consequences, further demonstrating another invisible
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facade of police power which targets individuals—including police officers—who
threaten the institution of policing.

Besides the accurate portrayal of corruption, Batman: Year One further
reflects the contemporary police violence present in the 1980s American metropolis.
Cities such as Los Angeles and the New York City hosted numerous instances of
brutal encounters—such as the Rodney King beating, no-knock raids with Armored
Personnel Carriers for low level marijuana possessions, and numerous police
shootings. Reflecting on the growing aggression in American policing, Radley Balko
writes:

Aggressive, SWAT-style tactics are now used to raid neighborhood poker
games, doctor’s offices, bars and restaurants, and headshops, despite the fact
that the targets of these raids pose little threat to anyone. This sort of force was
once reserved as the last option to defuse a dangerous situation. It’s increasingly
used as the first option to apprehend the people who aren’t dangerous at all.
(Balko xii)

Convergent with the routinized violent policing—that emerged with the
Reagan era War on Drugs (Cooper)—the “Us versus Them” mentality and culture
within the police departments further aggravated the relations between law
enforcement and civilians. “Us versus Them” refers to the alienation of civilians and
targeting them as hostile subjects rather than citizens to be served protected.' In his
testimony during the Mollen investigation following the question whether the NYPD
officers beat the arrestees, former NYPD official Bernard Cawley stated: “No. we’d
just beat people in general. If they’re on the street, hanging around drug locations.
It was a show of force.” When he was questioned about the possible motives behind
the beatings, Cawley’s response was: “To show who was in charge. We were in
charge, the police.” Cawley’s statement demonstrates well “Us versus Them,”
further signaling the perpetual efforts in maintaining territorial dominance of law
enforcement in public spaces. To recall Neocleous’ point, police power preserves
order—or dominance—through constant small- or large-scale physical coercions.
Preserving order through such physical dominance, police contemporaneously
fabricate order on each of the occasions of physical confrontation. As the cultural
text, Year One offers a reflective and critical lens to view “Us versus Them” mentality,
as well as the Neocleousian police power through Detective Flass.

Exhibiting a tough and intimidating outlook and attitude, Vietnam War
veteran Arnold Flass acts as the brute force of the Gotham City Police Department,
not refraining from employing physical coercion on his fellow officers, including

1 Major Reagan-era domestic policy changes such as the introduction of asset forfeiture, the
drug office enforcement, the 1981 Military Cooperation with Law Enforcement act, the second
amendment to the Posse Comitatus Act all exacerbated “Us versus Them,” militarizing domestic
policing and alienating public as enemies of police. Additionally, targeting drugs as the source
of crime and evil further legitimized the militaristic and violent means of fighting crime (Balko
139-175).
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Lieutenant Gordon, as well as Gotham City residents, such as an African American
teenager. During a routine car patrol with his partner Gordon, Flass abruptly
stops the car and gets out, making his way towards a group of teenagers. Revealed
through Gordon’s point of view, Flass grabs the teenager and tosses him into a
garbage container. After returning to the car, Flass proudly shows Gordon what
appears to be a retractable comb which he retrieves from the teenager, referring
to the item as “beauty” (Miller and Mazzucchelli (6). Although Flass believes he
confiscated a knife, he nonetheless shows complete lack of remorse—evident in
his facial expression—after Gordon informs him that “It’s a comb, Flass” (6). In
summary, Flass physically assaults and robs an underage citizen, committing a crime
as an acting police officer with no apparent regret for his criminal behavior.

Reminiscent of the current times, physical violence was amongst common
police-related social problems in the 1980s US. Year One offers multiple depictions
of police brutality, portraying the trigger-happy nature of patrol officers and SWAT
operators. During his East End undercover campaign, Bruce Wayne gets offered
paid sex by a prostitute, Selina Kyle, whom he suspects to be underage, thus refusing
the offer. With the involvement and insistence of the procurer, the verbal exchange
elevates to a physical altercation. Responding to the scene, one of the two police
officers calls for compliance and immediately opens fire, knocking Wayne down with
blood pooling under him. Handcuffed in the backseat, Wayne escapes the arrest and
retreats to the Wayne Manor after the patrol car collides with a truck. Contemplating
his failure, Wayne recalls the killing of his parents and decides to take revenge
on criminals for the unjust and untimely death of Thomas and Martha Wayne.
Besides serving as the inciting incident, Wayne’s shooting by police demands further
discussion on police-involved shootings in the US. In response the police officer’s
impatience and escalatory behavior the other police officer shows his disapproval
by saying “Hey, he didn’t move, man” to which the shooting officer replies: “He was
going to” (Miller and Mazzucchelli 14). The shooting officer’s trigger happiness in
Year One echoes numerous fatal shootings of unarmed civilians who pose no threat
to police officers, as in the killing of Susan Massey who was fatally shot by Illinois
Police (14).

Besides the casual, street level confrontations between patrol officers and
civilians, Year One further portrays the “paramilitarization” of American policing
through the GCPD SWAT, offering a critique of what Radley Balko describes as the
“rise of the warrior cop” (Balko xvi). SWAT—Special Weapons and Tactics—was
devised and established as a mass control unit during the Los Angeles Watts Riots in
1965. Ever since, the concept of a military-grade police unit has become increasingly
popular, and other states began forming their own SWAT teams. A leading police
scholar Pete Kraska’s ground-breaking nation-wide survey shows exponential
militarization—including the formation of SWAT teams, acquiring military-grade
equipment and weaponry, as well as the creation of a war narrative in the policing
language such as “War on Crime”—between the years of 1980 and 1995. What is
arguably the most striking finding in Kraska’s study is the proportionate growth of
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Paramilitary Police Units (PPUs)—SWAT teams—and “call-outs”—activating SWAT
teams for a specific purpose—the basis for which the majority of these call-outs were
for low-level crimes. As Kraska’s research shows, the use of SWAT teams contradicted
the initial purpose of SWAT which was response to terrorism, barricaded suspect,
civil riots, and other types of large-scale public threats (Kraska and Kappeler 6-7).
Such an example of a SWAT team responding to a low-level threat with excessive
force can be seen in Year One, in the part when Batman becomes a prime target for
the Gotham City Police Department.

Following Batman’s intervention of the dinner meeting of Commissioner
Loeb and the mafia leader Carmine Falcone, Loeb and Falcone resolve to eliminate
the caped crusader who “is costing us [the partnership between Loeb and Falcone]
money” (37). Loeb sends a SWAT squad after Batman, who manages to survive several
gunshot wounds, as well as the blast of the explosive dropped from a military-type
helicopter (45-46), Although real-life SWAT teams do not typically use war-grade
explosives on suspects, the GCPD SWAT’s militaristic and violent conduct can be
read as an allegory and critique of the contemporary police militarization in the
US. In his recount of a no-knock raid in his ground-breaking book titled Rise of the
Warrior Cop: The Militarization of America’s Police Forces, journalist Radley Balko
writes: “The SWAT team took position. The APC [Armored Personnel Carrier]
revved up some momentum, hopped the driveway, and punched a hole in the side of
the house ... Inside, they found two women and three children eating ice cream. No
drugs” Describing the later stages of the no-knock raids, Balko quotes the founder
of SWAT and former LAPD police chief Daryl Gates, who highlights the deterrent
impact of the battering ram attached to the front of the APC as “scaring the hell out
of everyone” (Balko 155-156).

Such aggressive policing tactics applied in 1980s Los Angeles and New
York City received no public scrutiny significant enough to change the Reagan
government’s perspective on anti-drug and anti-crime policies. By contrast, police
departments continued to receive exponentially increasing federal funds (Bumgarner
and Sjoquist). Besides the financial and politico-jurisdictional expansion of law
enforcement agencies, the Reagan administration reconceptualized the problem of
drug use as a threat to national security, assigning counterdrug operations to the
National Guard with an additional sixty-million-dollar budget passed in Congress in
1989 (Balko 158). Such continuous financial aids significantly empowered domestic
policing as federal funds have provided billions of dollars of fund to local police
departments. As such, powerbroking as discussed above further indicates the
invisibility of police power, which goes beyond incidents of excessive use of force
such as crushing the homes of innocent civilians with military-grade vehicles.

Finally, the final scene in the last issue of Batman: Year One offers a reasonable
context for the Neocleousian reading of police power. Following the confessions of
Detective Arnold Flass on the allegiance between Commissioner Loeb and the mafia
leader Carmine Falcone, Loeb finds himself in trial. What is intriguing, however, is
Batman’s claim that Loeb will most likely avoid prison because “Judge Norton is on the



Critique and Glorification of Police Power in Batman: Year One 163

case.” Batman’s insight into Loeb’s case implies a potential interest-based relationship
between the commissioner and the judge, and that personal interests supersede the
integrity of public institutions which are founded on the principle of justice. Like
the examples discussed above, Loeb’s trial demonstrates the surreptitious nature
of police power, evident in the protection Judge Norton provides for Loeb. Norton
and Loeb’s cross-departmental alliance further demonstrates that police power
surpasses the confines of law enforcement and crime prevention; Loeb leverages
his institutional safeguards and political capital to mitigate his punishment, further
demonstrating a symptom of invisible power of police. A real-life instance of such
interbranch influence of power can be observed in the incident of 1983 Altadonna
luncheon, a secretive meeting between government officials and a “mysterious
figure” who was suspected to be a crime family associate. Leonard Levitt, a veteran
journalist writing about the luncheon in his NYPD Confidential, states that Salvatore
Reale—the mysterious figure in the luncheon—was nicknamed “the Ambassador”
because he was “bringing people together” Levitt continues to write that the purpose
of the meeting was to provide the Gambinos family with control of four other crime
families (Levitt 21). While Year One offers a cultural mirror to corruption within
the 1980s American policing, it further enables a Neocleousian reading of police
power—particularly the “invisibility” of police power as I attempted to show.

Glorification of Police Power: A Visual Copaganda in Batman: Year One

Besides social critique, representations of law enforcement can and should be
understood as reproduction and normalization of police violence. As much as
Batman: Year One offers an allegorical account of police corruption and violence
present in the 1980s American metropolis, the story further enhances the image of
policing and reinforces state violence as a pillar of order and peace. Panels capturing
violent encounters between criminals and police officials glamorize coercive
methods of ensuring order, thus offering a visualized copaganda. In his War Power,
Police Power, Neocleous dedicates a chapter on the concept of “resilience,” which he
defines as the state’s strategic process of normalizing police violence through social
and cultural practices. In Neocleous” words, resilience “both engages and encourages
a culture of preparedness ... for an unknown disaster” (War Power 198). Through the
Neocleousian understanding, Batman: Year One could be read as a cultural source
of resilience, working to normalize police brutality by reproducing the moments of
violent encounters between the law enforcer and the criminal.

Year One introduces a world which—for peace and order—relies on the
politico-legal violence of the GCPD, as well as the extralegal violence of a wealthy
vigilante, Batman. Both Batman and the GCPD arguably function as the policing
agents who maintain and reproduce a capitalist order which constantly generates
class disparity and crime. As Erica McCrystal writes, Gotham City’s existence
“depends on class disparity to combat class disparity—a vicious cycle with no end
insight because it keeps the franchise going” (McCrystal 127). In such an ecosystem
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of sustainable crime and crimefighting, police serve as the guarantors of maintaining
the socioeconomic order of extreme class disparity, and policing becomes a necessary
evil, a legitimized state violence.

Alongside the spatial contextualization of crime and the American
metropolis, Year One visually glorifies police violence through abundant use of
onomatopoeia. In Year One, onomatopoeic complements to physical combat, muzzle
flashes, gunshots, and explosions arguably work to build a Neocleousian resilience
towards state violence. As Subir Dey and Prasad Bokil argue, onomatopoeias, or
the Sound-Symbolic Words (SSWs) function as instruments of spatial and temporal
manipulation, enhancing the visual narrative (Dey and Bokil). By combining the
visuals of violent encounters with onomatopoeias, Year One enhances and reproduces
police power. In Chapter One, Detective Arnold Flass physically assaults an African
American teenager—who is with three other white people. Besides offering a socially
accurate portrayal of violence on ethnical minorities, the scene further reproduces
anti-minority police violence, further glamorizing the brutalization of the teenager
through the onomatopoeic “WHUKK?” (5). A similar visual enhancement of
police brutality appears later in Chapter One where Bruce Wayne goes on a self-
assigned undercover mission in the East End. On Page 14, the top single panel
extending across the edges depicts the moment of police officer firing his firearm
before striking Wayne. The muzzle flash illuminates the officers face while the
onomatopoeic “KBLAMMM?” accompanies the shot. The following panel reveals
Wayne laying down on the ground with the two patrol officers standing over him,
briefing over the validity of the shoot (14). The shooting officer refuses to offer
Wayne medical aid until “he’s booked,” adding “I've run into a thousand like him.
Drifters. Who needs them” (14). On the same panel, the close-up to Wayne’s face
as he is “bleeding all over the seat” (14). Here, police violence is visualized through
the face of injured Wayne as the GCPD refuses medical aid. By refraining from the
ongoing violent act, Wayne’s arresting officer further engage in what sociologist
Johan Galtung defines as the “truncated violence” where the violence is structural,
visually elusive or absent (Galtung 170-171).

As a symptom of glamorizing and reproducing police violence, Batman: Year
One’s use of onomatopoeic sound effects persistently accompany the visualizations
of paramilitarized police brutality. In the action-packed Chapter Three titled “Black
Dawn,” Commissioner Loeb deputizes the GCPD SWAT team to neutralize Batman
for his anti-corruption efforts. Chapter Two ends with Branden’s SWAT team locating
Batman hiding in an abandoned structure. Not wanting to “miss the chance,” Loeb
calls in Captain Branden, who orders an airstrike on the building, blowing the roof
open with a massive blast as visualized in a full-page panel on page 46 (46). The
military-style shock-and-awe SWAT operation continues in Chapter Three with
Captain Branden’s squad infiltrating the building in search of Batman. The team
suspects Batman of trapping himself behind a metal door, opening a “precautionary
fire” with an AR-15-type assault rifle. The muzzle flash acts as a white background
for the onomatopoeic accompaniment of “BRAKABRAKABR” sound effect (53). In
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their further pursuit, the SWAT team spots Batman among the rubbles, immediately
opening fire, with muzzle flash and bullet impacts accompanying the onomatopoeias
“BRAKA BRAKA BRAKA BRAKA” (59). On page 60, the heavy fire becomes
visually overwhelming, the previously yellow color of the onomatopoeic “BRAKA”
turning red, and a stray bullet injuring a patrol officer holding the perimeter (60).
As Sean Guynes demonstrates, use of onomatopoeic words mobilizes the static
images through replacing adjectives (Guynes). As such, Year One’s generous use
of onomatopoeia systematically enhances the panels portraying police beatings,
shootings, and aerial assaults. Through onomatopoeic sound effects, Batman: Year
One glorifies and reproduces police power through visually glorifying the moments
of violent encounters between police and suspects. Such depictions of police violence
can further be understood as cultural agents of normalizing and glamorizing police
violence. In other words, Year One offers a visual copaganda of the 1980s” (para)
militarized policing in the US.

In the world of Batman: Year One, Gotham City relies on policing violence—
either of state or vigilantism—to avoid chaotic state and to maintain its socio-political
order. As the guarantor of such order, policing agents—the Gotham City Police and
Batman—use physical coercion as a safeguard for preserving status quo. Through the
Neocleousian lens, Batman: Year One constitutes a reasonable example of cultural
resilience against legitimized state violence.

Conclusion

As I attempted to show, Batman: Year One—contrary to its supposed subversiveness—
complicates comic-book representations of policing and police-related issues by both
critiquing and reproducing police power. While accurately reflecting the corruption
and violence inherent in the 1980s American policing, Year One further glorifies
and normalizes state violence through its depictions of corrupt and violent law
enforcement officers. Such comic book representations of police and policing enable
useful critical analysis and are relevant in the age of professionalized policing. As
American police forces continue their jurisdictional, political, and financial growth,
cultural representations of militaristic policing and police-related issues such as
police brutality and corruption demand further academic attention. Evident in
numerous devastating police killings such as George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, Susan
Massey, as well as SWAT teams’ no-knock raids and military-style conduct, American
police power and its cultural portrayals call for further critical attention. As a form
of cultural reproduction of police power, works such as Batman: Year One offer
retrospective and contemporaneous lenses to discuss police-related problems, as
well as the conceptual implications of policing such as security, crime prevention,
and political economy of order maintenance.
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