
Dual Vengeance: Batman, Goetz and the American Vigilante

Thesis

In 1984 Bernhard Goetz is accosted inside a NYC subway car and shoots his would be attackers

in response. The event is a turning point for American society in addressing rampant urban crime, and 

Goetz is seen as heroic vigilante figure. This subject is chronicled in  Quiet Rage: Bernie Goetz in a 

Time of Madness, by clinical psychologist Lilian B. Rubin. Later, writer Frank Miller publishes 

Batman: Year One, in 1987 a retelling of the origin of the popular comic book character. This work 

features a twin narrative with the newly mantled Batman struggling to become vigilante and avenge the

death of his parents while Lt. James Gordon a noble police officer fights against rampant corruption in 

their shared home of Gotham city. 

Batman, Gordon and Goetz share connections as the real-world issues surrounding Goetz as a 

vigilante figure clearly influence the ways in which Miller chooses to depict his origin for Batman. An 

exploration of the genesis of these characters through Goetz by way of artistic renditions of the former 

and testimony about the latter provide insight into the motivations that drive the actions of these men. 

The methods utilized by Goetz and Batman as vigilantes, and the level of violence they each intend to 

effect is revelatory. Finally Miller's realistic tale of societal corruption being combated by a masked 

vigilante and the result of Goetz's violence urging social reform can be seen as divergent in probable 

outcomes. The conclusion drawn is that the case of Goetz has affected not only the society he exists in, 

but future fictionalized depictions of vigilante justice as well. 

The nature of vigilantism is that ordinary citizens of a democratic state can operate outside the 

boundaries of legality and exact justice for the alleged benefit of society. America was inundated with 
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this idea throughout the decade of the 1980's with the real life polarizing figure of Bernhard Goetz, a 

New York City vigilante and the newly re-launched comic book vigilante, Batman, in Frank Miller's 

landmark work, Batman: Year One. The case of Goetz, as chronicled in Lillian B. Rubin's work Quiet 

Rage: Bernie Goetz in a Time of Madness, and the reaction of the public to his violent deeds, can be 

seen as having a direct causal relationship with fictional depictions of vigilantes. Miller's Batman 

expresses this relationship to Goetz by contrasting their origin of impetus, methodology in violence, 

and levels of social effectiveness. 

In the introduction to the hardcover edition of Batman: Year One, Denny O'Neil, storied writer 

for DC comics details the problematic nature of their editorial board of commissioning writer Frank 

Miller to pen a full reboot of their then nearly half a century old Batman franchise: 

The writers and artists assigned to the task had quick and clear ideas about how to update 

Superman and Wonder Woman, but Batman was a problem. He was fine just as he was. The 

origin that Bob Kane and Bill Finger had created in 1939 was a perfect explanation of how and 

why Batman came to be, why he continued his obsessive crusade, and perhaps more important, 

it mirrored the fears, frustrations and hopes of a readership coping with the realities of 20th-

century urban life. (O'Neil Introduction).

By the time the first issue of Batman: Year One would hit the newsstands in 1987, the idea of 

vigilantism had become firmly implanted in the American psyche by the violent and disturbing events 

surrounding Mr. Bernhard Hugo Goetz. O'Neil continues:

So DC's editors decided, Batman's origin should not be changed. But it might be improved. It 

could be given depth, complexity, a wider context. Details could be added to give it focus and 

creditability. Bruce Wayne's struggles to become the thing he was trying to create, the Batman, 

could be dramatized. (O'Neil Introduction) 

Certainly any reader in 1987 would be approaching Miller's revived origin of Batman with an 
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entirely new context in light of the case of Bernie Goetz, a man once dubbed by New York city media 

as “The Subway Vigilante” (Rubin 5). To gain a better understanding of Frank Miller's grim, 

uncompromising reboot of the Batman mythology, one must look to events that occurred beneath the 

streets of a 1980's New York City that shocked the country and prompted a dialogue in the media on 

the role of the private citizen in delivering social justice.

On December 22nd, 1984, Bernie Goetz boarded a subway car at the Manhattan 14th street 

station. Minutes later, four youths would be struggling to survive, each having been shot by this citizen 

turned alleged crime-fighter. While there is some contention over some minute details of the event, 

what Rubin details in Goetz's testimony to Officer Foote of the Concord police department is thus: 

Goetz enters a subway car with twenty-two passengers. Minutes after leaving the station, he is asked by

one of a group of four black males seated nearby how he is doing. Moments after that the same youth 

stands over him, hand in pocket in a gesture of mock-threatening, and asks him if he would give him 

five dollars. Through Foote's recollections, Rubin explains: 

“That was bullshit.,” Bernie told Foote. “ I knew that they didn't have a gun there. These guys 

aren't that stupid; that's just part of the game.” In fact, he[Goetz] explained that by then he 

already knew he would use his gun: “I already laid down my pattern of fire.” (Rubin 36) 

Goetz proceeds to fire five shots at the four youths, wounding three and permanently crippling 

the fourth. In his testimony to Officer Foote, Goetz is quoted as saying, “If I had more bullets, I would 

have shot them again and again and again” (Rubin 38). This sentiment reveals a complete picture of 

Bernie Goetz. He is a man seething with rage at the injustices he has witnessed, perceived and 

experienced during his adult residence in New York City and is looking for a conduit to begin 

extracting social justice. In the aftermath of the shooting, this slight, unassuming man confirms with 

other passengers that they have not been wounded by a stray, hollow tipped round from his .38 pistol. 

Satisfied they have not, he exits the train, up through the subway station into the night. 
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In the preamble to chapter two of Batman: Year One Miller writes, “CHAPTER TWO: WAR IS 

DECLARED “ He[Wayne] has trained and planned and waited eighteen years. He thinks he’s ready” 

(Miller 25). While this may be the entrance to the second act of Year One, it handily describes Goetz, a 

man who has been mentally preparing for years for his specific conflict. He has transformed in the 

wake of violence from put-upon citizen to social avenger. The ramifications of this war are significant 

for him and the characters of Year One alike. 

In discussing Frank Miller's work on Batman: Year One, it is crucial to look at an illustration 

depicting the origin of the titular character as a base of reference in which to frame his actions and how 

this bears relevance to the topic of vigilantism. When approaching this work, and nearly any work 

bearing the banner of Batman, there is an implication the reader has prior knowledge pertaining to the 

childhood tragedy of Bruce Wayne, as it is central to understanding the motivating forces behind this 

character. This singular defining moment of Bruce's life is concisely depicted in a stark single page 

illustration just prior to Chapter One (See Fig. 1).

Here the figure of a teenaged Bruce Wayne kneels across the bodies of Martha and Thomas 

Wayne, his slain parents-- victims of criminal violence, a mugging turned deadly. Miller's chosen 

illustrator David Mazzaucchelli renders the faces of all three figures obscured as a means of distancing 

their character  identities from the abstract concept the event itself symbolizes. The Wayne patriarch is 

face down in a pool of blood, while his wife's head is twisted away at a grotesque angle, blood trickling

down her neck. Bruce kneels between them, deep shadows obscuring his features as he surveys the 

human wreckage. Nothing else exists in frame but these three figures, hands reaching towards one 

another, their positions forming a triangle with Bruce at the apex of the ideological spear as the tip the 

corpses of two parents forming the base. Cartoonist and media theorist Scott McCloud identifies this 

type of imagery in the medium of comics as 'iconic', an abstraction of a reality charged with meaning 

through the context of the work. “Pictures are RECIEVED information. We need no formal education 
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to 'get the message.' The message is instantaneous.” (McCloud 49) And so Miller, in collusion 

Mazzaucchelli, render this message clear: a young man of means, bore witness to death firsthand and is

irrevocably changed in the process.

 Professor Elijah Anderson, a leading American urban ethnographer confers how the loss of 

Wayne's parents and subsequent transformation into a social avenger dovetails into the real life fabric 

of urban existence. “As the problems of the inner city have become ever more acute, as the public 

authorities have seemingly abdicated their responsibilities, many of those residing in such communities

feel that they are on on their own, that especially in matters of personal defense, they must assume the 

primary responsibility” (Anderson 66). Losing his parents in this deeply tragic fashion is the impetus 

for the young 'Master Wayne' to eschew a normal life in favor of a protracted form of revenge in which 

he will wage war against the forces of criminal enterprise that allowed these murders to occur without 

societal consequence.

Tom Stotler, a New Hampshire curio shop proprietor, recalls his conversation with Bernie while

he was on the lam shortly after the subway shootings: “He told me about how he was mugged and how 

the guy who did it got caught and was let go, and he, Bernie, was held at the police station for the 

whole damn day. He talked about how it cost him two thousand dollars to try and get a gun permit and 

after all that, they refused to give it to him” (Rubin 20). The incident Bernie is referencing occurred in 

New York City in 1981 whereupon he was mugged and viciously beaten in the Canal Street subway 

station, leaving him with scars and a permanent knee injury. And while one of his two attackers was 

apprehended, he was charged only with criminal mischief and allowed to go free while Bernie spent 

nearly twice the time in the police station as his assailant. A short time later he was denied by the state 

of New York a concealed carry gun permit and went on to legally purchase his five-shot S&W-60 

revolver in Florida. This ineffectual response from the NYCPD urges Goetz down his path toward 

vigilantism. He sees that the stabilizing forces of society are dysfunctional and will not protect him 
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against another criminal scenario. Researchers Angela Schadt and Matt DeLisi succinctly describe the 

mentality of this social newly formed avenger and what motivates their actions: “...vigilante justice 

carries with it a sense of satisfaction and efficacy that is difficult to achieve under common law” 

(Schadt and DeLisi 258). Bernie conceals the weapon on his person at all times waiting to use it in the 

name of social revenge. And so  Mr. Goetz contributes to his own origin story, unwittingly leading to 

the subway shootings and becoming a real-life vigilante in the process.

Miller's work on Batman: Year One displays a level of grim realism that is revelatory in how it 

contrasts with non-fictional vigilante violence. In an incident early in the second chapter of 

Batman:Year One, the newly mantled 'Batman' attempts to exact vigilante justice against a trio of urban

youths caught in the midst of a burglary. The event quickly spirals out of his control, leaving Batman to

tangle with two attacking youths while the other dangles precariously in his grasp twenty stories above 

the street. Here Batman reveals the truth of his vigilante persona (See Fig. 2).  

Batman's internal monologue provides us with the critical insight into the ethics of this new 

kind of vigilante: “--to my right the other collects his sense and leaps to position – he'll be trouble – the 

strong one gets scared – too scared – No – I'm no killer--” (Miller 31). Ultimately Batman is able to 

subdue the miscreants, two by serious debilitating injury, but reveals that he cannot and will not use 

lethal force in service of administering street justice. 

In discussing his testimony during the grand jury case brought against Bernie Goetz in 1987, 

Victor Flores, a NYC Transit Authority porter, weighed in on the rational of Mr. Goetz's attack: “I told 

the grand jury I don't think there was any reason for that shooting.” Sure, the teenagers were noisy, 

Flores acknowledges, but he never saw them menace anyone (Rubin 214). Many other New Yorkers 

would come to view the event in this light, with Bernie a senseless aggressor against petty, street level 

criminals instead of representing a noble sort of extra-curricular crime-fighter. This is a stark 

comparison with the kind of overwhelming support Bernie received in the immediate wake of the 
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shooting, exemplified in graffiti cropping up in the city such as, “POWER TO THE VIGILANTE; N.Y.

LOVES YA!” and “God Bless You, Bernie” (Rubin 8, 60). It seems as if the act of premeditated 

violence  in vigilantism is sanctioned only when lethal force is not utilized. Frank Miller had the 

opportunity in his Year One story to change the fundamentals of the Batman mythos, allowing the 

character to use deadly means against the destabilizing forces in society, but as the Goetz case proves, 

actions like these quickly mutate public opinion from support to disgust. 

  Miller gives us a direct line into the world of a corrupt, indifferent police force in the form of 

Lieutenant James Gordon. Gordon arrives in the fictional mid-western city of Gotham simultaneously 

with Bruce Wayne, having been exiled from Chicago for attempting to fight corruption there with not 

enough evidence to back his claims. He is paired with a Detective Flass, an overtly corrupt officer with 

a blatant disregard for procedure and law (See Fig 3).

 Flass, however, is only the lowest level expression of this corruption, as it runs through the 

strata of the police force and into the upper echelons of Gotham society. Commissioner Loeb, the 

corpulent head of the GCPD is as indifferent towards the vigilantism of Batman as he is of actual 

crime. He reveals this opinion via a phone call to Gordon while seated at a table at a dinner party of 

Gotham city's elite:“...Yes, Lieutenant, I am well aware of how many laws the vigilante is breaking. But

there are two sides to everything, aren’t there? Yes there are. And the Batman is having a positive effect 

on public spirit. Or have you noticed the drop in street crime these past weeks?” (Miller 36). This is, of 

course, humorous as moments later Batman cuts off the lights in the building and explodes a wall to 

make a theatrical, terrorizing entrance to the party. He puts the power base of Gotham on notice; he will

no longer be tolerating their corrupt indifference, and they too are the target of his campaign on crime.

For a time, Goetz achieved this effect with his violent incident that captured the attention of the 

nation. And while his career as a justice-doling, off-books crime-fighter was effectively over after 

December 22nd, 1984, the effect on NYC street crime was indelible. Malcolm Gladwell describes the 
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crime situation in New York in the 1980's as having “reached epidemic proportions,” with “New York 

City averag[ing] well over 2,000 murders and 600,000 serious felonies a year” (Gladwell 135). In the 

years moving forward, the Goetz incident effectually helped to hold a magnifying glass over the city's 

criminal element that would prompt sweeping reforms in NYC and other major cities across the nation.

By the time Frank Miller would pen Year One, these effects would be taking shape, causing change and

influencing his new depiction of an old crime-fighting icon. Moving into the next decade, Gladwell 

identifies this change: 

From a high in 1990, the crime rate went into precipitous decline. Murders dropped by two-

thirds. Felonies were cut in half. Other cities saw their crime drop in the same period. But in no 

place did the level of violence fall farther or faster. On the subways, by the end of the decade, 

there were 75 percent fewer felonies than there had been at the decade's start. (Gladwell 137)

Rubin too was convinced of the effectiveness of a vigilante in a system that is broken and 

without accountability:“Bernie Goetz, it seems, has given uncounted Americans a sense of possibility 

once again, allowed them to believe once more in the efficacy, returned to them the hope that they can 

regain control in a world that seems to have gone mad” (Rubin 63). Batman and Lt. Jim Gordon begin 

to achieve a similar effect in Gotham by the end of the narrative, each having waged lengthy campaigns

against the malfunctioning institutions of justice, weeding out corrupt figures and setting the course for 

sweeping positive social change. The final page of Year One features Gordon's (newly promoted to 

Captain) internal monologue on these changes, with corrupt figures on trial, and mafia elements 

besieged. Gordon's final words in the tale are ominous: “As for me-- well, there's a real panic on. 

Somebody's threatened to poison the Gotham reservoir. Calls himself the Joker. I've got a friend 

coming who might be able to help. Should be here any minute” (Miller 96). The Joker is historically 

Batman's primary antagonist in the larger series cannon, a psychopathic pseudo-clown figure that 

perpetuates crime and chaos on a large and cartoonish scale. It is an apropos ending, with the grim 



Pearsall 9

realism of the Year One story opening back up into the wider realm of comic fiction and diverging 

away from the real life events of Bernie Goetz in the 1980's that shaped Miller's work. 

Batman: Year One, and Quiet Rage: Bernie Goetz in a Time of Madness are works that couch 

neatly into one another. The real-life violence Bernie Goetz employed to extract social revenge gives 

way for a new kind of hero depicted in popular fiction in the mid-nineteen-eighties. The retooled origin

of Batman at the hands of Frank Miller takes direct cues from the case of Goetz, and reflects  American

attitudes towards inner-city crime and the broken institutions that had failed the people they existed to 

serve-- That there was a time and a place where the idea that a man exposed to harm by an indifferent 

society could put on the figurative mantle of a vigilante and punish those who stood against social 

equilibrium and be both loved and hated for it. And furthermore, audiences of the comic medium would

be open to fictionalized depictions of this equivalent, finding satisfaction in Batman's modern 

campaign of vigilantism, justified in personal tragedy and executed without the troubling need for 

lethal force. 
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Appendix

Fig. 1
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Fig. 2
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Fig. 3


