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Nolan, Christopher (Producer & Director). (2008). The Dark Knight [Motion Picture]. United 

States: Warner Brothers Pictures. 

 

Introduction of Movie, Characters, and Story Line: 

 

The Dark Knight is set in the present day in the fictitious locale of Gotham City, which seems to 

be loosely modeled after Chicago (but with some elements of New York City as well). It is set in 

the alternate reality of a comic book universe where multi-billionaire Bruce Wayne (Christian 

Bale), who lost his family as a young boy to a violent mugging, vows to fight crime as the 

masked vigilante Batman. The problem of crime in Gotham City is complicated by the fact that 

not only is there a powerful presence of organized crime, but the legal authorities are riddled 

with corruption as well. The film begins by introducing the gang of a new criminal, the villain 

known only as The Joker (played by Heath Ledger), as they rob a bank owned by one of the mob 

families in Gotham City. Further complicating matters is the fact that various residents of the city 

have donned the costume of their hero Batman and are attempting to fight crime in his persona. 

Two bright rays of light emerge early in the film: Batman is assisted by one of the few non-

corrupt policemen of the city, newly promoted Lt. James Gordon (Gary Oldman). Also, the new 

district attorney in Gotham, Harvey Dent (Aaron Eckhart), seems to be on the “right side” of the 

fight for Gotham. Together, this “trinity” works together to rid Gotham City of its criminal 

element. 

 

Observations Regarding Postmodern Philosophy: 

 

Loss of meta-narrative in favor of alternative “local narratives” to convey story-telling (29:40 

– 31:45; DVD scene 8; 49:00 – 52:03; DVD scene 13): In the first of these scenes, The Joker 

explains the origin of his scars to a mobster. He tells the story of how his father attacked his 

mother one night with a knife, and then turned on his own son (himself). The Joker’s father says 

to his son, “Why so serious? … Let’s put a smile on that face.” Later in the movie, The Joker 

seems prepared to tell the same story to a minor character at a fund-raising dinner for Harvey 

Dent (he places his knife in the character’s mouth in much the same way as he does to the 

mobster in the earlier scene). This time, however, he is confronted by one of the main characters, 

Rachel Dawes (played by Maggie Gyllenhaal), and recounts a different story to her. In this new 

account, he tells of how he once had a beautiful wife who became indebted to loan sharks. They 

carved her face, and in order to make her smile again, he took a knife to his own face. Horrified, 

his wife left him. “Now I see the funny side,” he says. “Now I’m always smiling.” 

 

In both instances, the viewer is left with the impression that The Joker has not revealed the actual 

story behind his scars (or maybe he has!), but instead fashions different stories in different 

contexts for different purposes. In the first, he invokes the image of an authority figure (his 

father) cutting the face of a subordinate (his son), just before he kills the mobster with a knife 

and takes control of his gang. In the later scene, he is confronted with the “beautiful” Rachel and 

proceeds to tell about his beautiful wife (whose face was subsequently scarred). In each case, 

there is no overarching meta-narrative, only local stories which The Joker crafts to suit the 

particular situation. 
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Hopelessness of a completely postmodern worldview (along with problems of a completely 

modernistic worldview) (53:53 – 55:21; DVD scene 14): Bruce Wayne is discussing the 

motivation of the criminal element of Gotham City along with his butler Alfred (played by 

Michael Caine; Alfred functions much like Batman’s “conscience”). When Wayne comments 

that he had not expected the mob to “cross the line” by turning to a vicious criminal like The 

Joker, Alfred responds, “You crossed the line first, sir. You squeezed them; you hammered them 

to the point of desperation. And in their desperation they turned to a man they didn’t fully 

understand.” In response, Wayne states, “Criminals aren’t complicated, Alfred. We just need to 

figure out what he’s after.” Alfred tells Wayne, “Perhaps this is a man you don’t fully understand 

either.” Alfred then tells Wayne a story from his days in Burma to make the point that some men 

aren’t after anything reasonable or logical. “Some men just want to watch the world burn,” he 

says. 

 

In the exchange, Batman and The Joker function as symbols of two opposing worldviews. 

Batman embodies a modernistic view of the world, where he attempts to use reason to logically 

analyze and determine the motivations of his opponent. For him, The Joker is a problem to be 

solved, and once he solves it, he will be able to rid the city of this criminal. The Joker, on the 

other hand, demonstrates the dangerous possibilities of an unbridled postmodern view of the 

world. He is not motivated by anything other than his immediate wishes and desires for the 

moment (which seem to change on a whim throughout the course of the film). In the end, The 

Joker simply wants to watch Gotham City burn. The film serves as a warning that a completely 

postmodern worldview can result in total nihilism. Modernism, however, cannot solve this on its 

own, and Batman discovers he must alter his own viewpoint in order to solve the riddle of The 

Joker. 

 

Loss of identity (1:23:31 – 1:24:37; DVD scene 22): The Joker has no identity at all. He has no 

background, no fingerprints. Even his clothes are untraceable. Notice, however, the number of 

knives that have been confiscated from him; the knives are symbolically tied to his scars, which 

serve as the outstanding marks of his “identity,” even though that itself is hidden. This seems to 

convey the postmodern notion that no one can know his true self. There is no sense of self in the 

character of The Joker. Given the fluidity of his background stories (which change over the 

course of the film), perhaps The Joker is not even aware of his own self-identity. Also note that 

while Batman has an identity (and a background), he chooses to hide that identity (even though 

his true identity is known to a few, such as Alfred, Rachel Dawes, and Lucius Fox). 

 

Rejection of objective standards (1:05:56 – 1:06:30; DVD scene 17): Batman confronts a 

mobster (played by Eric Roberts) who reveals Batman’s weakness: he has “rules,” whereas The 

Joker has none. The way for Batman to stop The Joker is to remove his mask and reveal his 

identity; if he does not, The Joker will simply keep on killing. The postmodern Joker is not 

bound by the same objective standards as the modernistic Batman. The suggestion is that for 

Batman to defeat The Joker, he must submit to the The Joker’s “rules.” 

 

(1:27:12 – 1:30:50; DVD scene 23): In the interrogation room at the police station, Batman 

engages in a battle of wits with The Joker. The scene begins with Batman seemingly in control of 

the situation, but it quickly becomes clear that The Joker has already outsmarted the hero. The 

Joker first notes that things have changed permanently since Batman has arrived in Gotham, and 
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they can never go back to the way they were before. Batman assumes the villain simply wishes 

to kill him. The Joker laughs at this and says, “I don’t want to kill you! What would I do without 

you?” The Joker tells Batman that he should stop pretending he is like other people in society; 

both men are “freaks” to the police and civilians, and that when Batman has outlived his 

usefulness, they will get rid of him. Batman insinuates that The Joker is a monster; the villain 

responds, “I’m not a monster; I’m just ahead of the curve.” He explains that both he and Batman 

live outside of the rules of society, and states, “The only sensible way to live in this world is 

without rules.” The Joker also asserts that even society’s rules become disposable in times of 

trouble and “when the chips are down, these civilized people will eat each other.” The scene 

concludes with The Joker revealing that he has captured both Harvey Dent and Rachel Dawes 

and placed them at different locations in the city; both are attached to bombs that will explode at 

the same time. Batman must choose which one he will save; he cannot save both. His “rule” is to 

preserve life and not to kill, but to keep that rule he will have to break that rule this evening. 

 

This scene conveys The Joker’s disdain for rules imposed by society. Not only does he reject 

society’s objective standards, he forces Batman to also “violate” his own self-imposed rule. 

Furthermore, he indicates that although Batman is viewed by some to be a hero, others view him 

as a freak (a “deconstruction” of Batman’s heroism). There is more than a hint of the isolation 

and loneliness of both hero and villain in this scene. Even though they are both a part of society, 

they are different and isolated from society. The Joker wishes to live in a world without rules, 

and he desires to drag others into that same world. The Joker maintains the view that when 

pushed, even civilized people will abandon their rules and resort to chaos. 

 

(1:47:30 – 1:51:08; DVD scene 29): In this scene, The Joker confronts Harvey Dent in a hospital 

room. The Joker maintains that he exists to upset the plans of the “schemers” of the world, like 

the mob and the police. He tells Dent, “Do I really look like a guy with a plan? You know what I 

am? I’m a dog chasing cars; I wouldn’t know what to do with one if I caught it. I just do things.” 

He describes his way of upsetting the plans of those in society, saying, “Introduce a little 

anarchy, upset the established order, and everything becomes chaos. I’m an agent of chaos.” 

Once again, The Joker makes it clear that he is opposed to any objective standards of society, 

and he actually exists to destroy such standards. 

 

Death of main character(s) (1:30:50 – 1:36:14; DVD scene 24): Batman races to save his 

former girlfriend Rachel Dawes, while Commissioner Gordon and the police try to save D.A. 

Harvey Dent. Both have been bound and placed in different locations of Gotham City, strapped 

to bombs in rooms with numerous drums filled with gasoline. Both Rachel and Harvey realize 

their dire situation, and they are able to communicate with one another (via a 

telecommunications device provided by The Joker) while they contemplate their deaths. Harvey 

assures Rachel that she is the one who Batman will save. Rachel is also confident of this, but also 

wishes to reassure Harvey and tells him she accepts his proposal of marriage. As the timer on the 

bomb counts down, Batman arrives just in time … to save Harvey. Rachel’s face registers 

surprise as the bomb explodes, killing her. 

 

While the scene of Rachel’s death is the most notable death scene in The Dark Knight, it is not 

the only “death” that occurs in the movie. The Joker fakes his own death (complete with body 

bag) in order to kill a rival. At least two imposter versions of Batman are killed. Commissioner 
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Gordon “dies” trying to protect the mayor, but reappears later in the movie to help capture The 

Joker (saving Batman’s life in the process; here, the movie “lies” to the viewer, making the 

viewer believe that Gordon actually is dead). In their final confrontation in the film, The Joker 

does not kill Batman (he has already said he does not want to do this, as Batman is too much fun 

for him to live without), and neither can Batman bring himself to kill The Joker (saving him from 

a fall). Ironically, Batman is forced to kill Harvey Dent at the end of the film in a fall; he violates 

his own rule (not taking a life) in order to preserve the life of another, and Batman himself 

suffers a dangerous fall in the process (though he does not die). Death is not as predicable or as 

“final” as we would think in this movie. 

 

Distrust of technology (1:55:45 – 1:57:02; DVD scene 31): Frustrated in his attempts to locate 

The Joker and protect the citizens of Gotham City, Batman (in costume, not as Bruce Wayne) 

breaks into his own company in order to use a technological invention of his assistant Lucius Fox 

(played by Morgan Freeman). All of the cell phone conversations in the city will be 

simultaneously accessed and filtered to Batman, functioning much like an advanced form of 

sonar. Batman describes this as “beautiful,” but Lucius calls it “unethical and dangerous.” It is an 

example of the dangerous potential of technology gone awry. Lucius firmly states, “This is 

wrong.” Batman ignores him, setting aside his own ethical standards and absolutes in an effort to 

catch The Joker. Yet, even Batman does not entirely trust this use of technology, as he does not 

take control of it himself but relinquishes it to Lucius. 

 

This scene demonstrates both the modernistic delight in technology coupled with the postmodern 

distrust of it. Technology serves the purpose of solving a problem, but it does so with ethical 

ramifications. Batman demonstrates that even his own modernistic assumptions are changing as 

he combats The Joker – in this case his own “rules” are bent because of the immediate pragmatic 

needs of the situation. Even the one who is (mis)using the technology does not ultimately trust it 

(or himself). 

 

Rejection of moral absolutes in favor of the immediate needs of the individual community 
(2:00:13 – 2:02:48; 2:09:50 – 2:13:10; DVD scenes 33 and 35): The Joker has threatened the city 

of Gotham with bombs placed around the city. Escape is impossible except via two ferries 

leaving the city. On one ferry are ordinary citizens; on the other are some of the city’s worst 

criminals. As they leave Gotham, both ferries soon discover that bombs have been placed on 

board. Each ferry, however, also has the detonator for the bomb on the other ferry. If the people 

on each ferry want to live, they will have to blow up the people on the other ferry. If neither ferry 

acts, The Joker will detonate both ferries at midnight. Predictably, the inhabitants of both ferries 

begin to panic. Both groups overwhelmingly wish to sacrifice the lives of the other ferry to save 

their own. The civilians decide to have a vote to determine whether to carry out the deed; the 

convicts threaten to take the detonator by force. In both cases, the civilized rules of society are 

ignored in the interests of the immediate need of the individual communities on each ferry. The 

Joker describes the situation he has created as the “battle for Gotham’s soul.” However, in the 

end, no one is able kill the inhabitants of the other ferry. The civilians vote to kill the convicts, 

but no one is brave enough to carry out the deed. On the ferry of criminals, one of the convicts 

acts more nobly than the civilians by throwing the detonator overboard, thereby removing the 

temptation. 
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This is a key scene in the movie. It demonstrates how moral absolutes such as preserving life can 

become twisted and distorted when sufficient pressure is applied. The “civilized” passengers of 

one ferry are perfectly willing to kill the convicts on the other ferry; the only reason they do not 

is because no one is brave enough to do it. This seems to suggest that people only follow moral 

absolutes when it is personally beneficial to them or their community. In this case, the needs of 

the community at that moment outweigh any moral absolutes imposed by the whole of society. 

 

Destruction of idealistic expectations (2:17:35 – 2:19:54; DVD scene 37): This scene combines 

the “trinity” of heroes in Gotham (Batman, Gordon, and Dent), but ends in less than ideal 

circumstances. Harvey Dent (now known as “Two Face”) has been horribly disfigured, and he 

wishes to extract revenge on those responsible for the death of Rachel Dawes. He blames both 

Batman and Gordon, and he is holding Gordon’s family hostage, threatening to kill Gordon’s 

youngest son. Batman intervenes, and he laments that Dent was the best of the three of them. 

Since Dent is now the one pointing the gun at the others, it seems that The Joker has won and has 

brought down “The White Knight” and “Face of Gotham,” Harvey Dent. Dent comments to 

Batman, “You thought we could be decent men in an indecent time. Well, you were wrong. The 

world is cruel, and the only morality in a cruel world is chance.” Dent then proposes to flip a 

coin to decide the fate of Batman, Gordon’s family, and himself. 

 

Because Batman wears a mask to hide his identity and exists on the fringes of society, he had 

hoped that Harvey Dent would be the unmasked hero who could lead Gotham (notice how 

through much of this scene, the viewer sees Dent’s good profile, while his disfigurement is 

obscured by shadows). Now that ideal has been destroyed by The Joker. Harvey, the former 

district attorney, no longer relies on the law but on chance to solve problems. Dent has 

abandoned morality, he has resorted to killing in order to seek revenge, and he has ceased to be 

Gotham’s hero. 

 

Untidy ending (2:20:58 – 2:24:24; DVD scene 38): The movie ends with a distressing scene. 

Harvey Dent is dead and Batman is badly injured. With Dent’s death, the hope for Gotham City 

also dies, so Batman concludes. He says, “The Joker cannot win. Gotham needs its true hero.” 

That hero must still be Harvey Dent. Batman decides to play the part of the villain so that Dent 

can remain a hero. “I’m whatever Gotham needs me to be,” he says. The film ends with Harvey 

Dent being proclaimed as a martyred hero, while Batman is pursued as a wanted criminal by the 

police. In symbolic fashion, the bat signal is destroyed by Commissioner Gordon, the one law 

enforcement figure who knows “the truth.” 

 

The untidy ending of The Dark Knight once again demonstrates a postmodern rejection of the 

meta-narrative in favor of a local narrative that meets the needs of the moment. In this case, truth 

is viewed as secondary to the needs of Gotham City. “Sometimes truth isn’t good enough. 

Sometimes people deserve more,” Batman muses. In the end, Batman becomes very much like 

the postmodern Joker in evading the truth of the situation. It is Commissioner Gordon’s young 

son, however, who seems to realize that there is still truth in the situation, even as Batman is 

being chased by the police: “He didn’t do anything wrong.” But Batman determines that the truth 

of the situation must be deconstructed, since it is more beneficial for Gotham City to believe a lie 

than the truth of what actually happened. 


