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ABSTRACT
This study examines ethical decision-making processes as practiced by the
cultural mythic hero of our time: the superhero. This study conducts a rhetorical narrative
analysis of three key superhero films (The Dark Knight, Captain America: Civil War,
Avengers: Infinity War) to locate moments when superhero characters make ethical
decisions. The study evaluates their decision-making process using three ethical
frameworks selected for their popularity in ethics courses as well as their relevance to the
subject material; deontology, virtue ethics, and utilitarianism. Superheroes are famous for
doing ‘the right thing’, and the purpose of this study is to determine to what degree these
films function as an ethics education tool for the public which consumes them. In other
words: do these films have a potential to instruct the viewer in answering ‘what is right’?
This study looks closely at the ethical decision-making process in superhero films and
determines the ways in which superhero films may indicate a potential for teaching
ethical theory when these characters make the moral decisions for which they are famed.
This study determined that utilitarianism and virtue ethics are both highly visible in
superhero films, but rather than serving as a medium for learning, these films build and
glorify a cult of personality. Ultimately, these films create messages which encourage the
viewer to blindly accept ethical decisions made by the powerful, and to tolerate – and
even crave – a tyrannical ruler. Because of the cultural impact these films have, a
propagandistic message like this reaches millions of people, and it is vital to understand
what the contents of that message are.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION
Superhero films have become their own genre, and their cultural presence is
difficult to overstate. Fifty percent of the top ten domestic highest grossing films of all
time are superhero films ("All Time Domestic Box Office Results", 2018). The revenue
generated by superhero characters in comic books, graphic novels, films, video games,
merchandise, toys, and clothing lines is indicative of the impact these stories and
characters have on culture. Nearly ubiquitous and seemingly immune to audience
burnout, as suggested by the increase in box office sales over time as opposed to a
gradual decrease, superheroes are powerful mythic figures famed for ‘doing the right
thing’ and saving the world. But what is the right thing? How do we know?
Most Americans don’t receive any sort of formalized ethics education (Jones,
2017). Some public schools teach ‘character education’, but most adults are not
presented with regular challenges to the way they view what is right and what is wrong.
However, Giroux writes that popular film functions as a ‘public pedagogy’ which can
provide a curriculum in its own way (2001). He writes:
The potency and power of the film industry can be seen in its powerful influence on the
popular imagination and public consciousness. Unlike ordinary consumer items, film
produces images, ideas, and ideologies that shape both individual and national identities
(Giroux, 2001).

If these multimillion-dollar superhero films are indeed producing ideologies capable of
shaping identity, if they are stepping up to teach lessons on ethical behavior, it is
important to understand what those lessons are. The way that ethics are discussed and
portrayed on screen matters, because it provides people the opportunity to discuss and
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think about ethical problems in ways they might not get to outside of an ethics course or
some religious settings.
Superheroes are famous for always ‘doing the right thing’ to save the day, and
this study uses the narrative rhetorical methods of plot and character analysis to examine
the ethical decisions made by superhero characters, to see if their decision making is
patterned within the context of known ethical frameworks. Superheroes are the mythic
heroes of contemporary culture, the ethical systems that they endorse reflect our culture
as it is and indicate its potential future, which makes it important that we study and
understand these films, and the lessons that they may be teaching.
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CHAPTER 2: RESEARCH QUESTIONS
This study is guided by two research questions which aim to explore overall how
ethical decision-making takes place in superhero films, to what degree those decisions are
informed by specific ethical frameworks/theories, and which lessons about ethics these
films attempt to teach (if they do at all).
R1: Which ethical frameworks are the most prevalent in these films, and why?
R2: What lessons about ethics do these films attempt to teach?
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CHAPTER 3: LITERATURE REVIEW
In order to find answers to the previously discussed RESEARCH QUESTIONS,
two main types of literature were utilized. The first is writings on ethical frameworks,
including writing on utilitarianism, deontology, and Aristotle’s virtue ethics. Though
there are other ethical theories both old and new (Gawronski, Armstrong, Conway,
Friesdorf, & Hütter, 2017; Harris, 2017, etc.), this study uses these three for several
reasons. All three ethical frameworks fall under the umbrella of ‘normative ethics.’ The
branch of normative ethics creates standards which attempt to regulate what is right and
what is wrong. According to the Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy, normative ethics is
“a search for an ideal litmus test of proper behavior” (Ethics | Internet Encyclopedia of

Philosophy, 2019). Normative ethical theory is popular in introductory ethics courses
because, due to the grounded, easily applicable nature of the branch, it is easy for new
students to understand how these theories would work in practice (Chonko, 2019).
Normative ethics is an ideal branch of ethics by which to evaluate situations and
individual decisions, which makes it perfect for this study, which examines ethical
choices made in the three chosen films.
Within normative ethics, there are three types of theories: virtue theories,
consequentialist theories, and duty theories (Holt, 2009). Although there are several
different types of each kind of theory, this study chose the three utilized most often by
introductory ethics courses: Mills’ utilitarianism, Kant’s deontology, and Aristotle’s
virtue ethics (Haslanger, 2017). These three ethical systems are the most commonly
taught, most commonly learned, and because they all come from the normative branch of
4

ethical theory, they should all be ideal for evaluating decisions made by superhero
characters. If these films are providing lessons on ethics, these three frameworks are the
most likely to be taught, as well as the most likely to show up clearly on screen.
The second type of literature utilized are writings which inform and instruct on
the narrative rhetorical methods that this study uses, including several books by James
Phelan and Seymour Chatman. This literature was essential in developing the decision
trees which will be discussed in the METHODS section of this paper.
The notable exception to these two types of literature is White (2018), which
explores the ways in which Captain America acts as a virtue ethicist. It uses a similar
narrative methodology to this study, and reaches many of the same conclusions, though
limited to one character. The notable difference between White’s book and this study is
the site of inquiry and scope of characters analyzed. White uses one version of Captain
America within the comic ‘universe’, known as Earth 616, as the canon from which he
draws to make his analysis. While Earth 616 is generally accepted as Marvel’s comic
canon, Captain America is characterized somewhat differently in the Marvel Cinematic
Universe (MCU). While this work is interesting, informative, and provides a valuable
example of a method for analyzing a character’s ethical decision-making framework, its
conclusions and the conclusions of this study differ in some ways because of the
difference in our sites of inquiry as well as the scope of material reviewed.
Ethical Theories
The ethical frameworks which inform this study are utilitarianism, deontology,
and virtue ethics, chosen for the reasons cited above. In developing the utilitarian
5

framework, Mill described the principle of utility as the “Greatest Happiness Principle”
(1863). It is relatively simple to explain: in order to be ethical, a person should always act
in ways that create either the least suffering or greatest happiness. The trolley problem
may be a useful tool in understanding this principle (Thomson, 1985). Imagine a person
standing on a trolley platform, and there is a trolley speeding towards three people tied
helplessly to the track. There is a lever which would allow this person to switch the
trolley to another track, where only one person is tied up. A utilitarian must always pull
this lever, to prevent the loss of three lives over one. One can think of this framework as
mathematical for this reason — ethical decisions are made based on a calculation of what
decision will result in the greatest happiness, or least suffering. It is important to note the
emphasis on consequences, rather than the formulation of the decision. West (2003)
explains that utilitarianism is a “result” theory, meaning that the end result of decisions
made matters more how someone came to a decision. For example, if a person saves a
child from drowning because they think it will impress someone they find attractive,
rather than a desire to actually help the child, a utilitarian still would view this as an
ethical decision, because the end result is still that the child has been saved.
The second ethical theory this study uses is deontological ethics, or duty-based
ethics. In Kant’s writings on deontology, he says that every person has duties to other
people in order to respect their rights and dignity as human beings (Kant, 2018). One of
the central tenets of his writings can be embodied in his categorical imperative: “Act in
such a way that you treat humanity, whether in your own person or in the person of any
other, never merely as a means to an end, but always at the same time as an end” (Kant,
6

2018). If a person asks a friend for money, knowing they did not intend to pay the friend
back, that person has used their friend as a way to get money — as a means to an end.
Paton (1946) elaborates on this point, explaining that other people must always be
considered as an end in itself, meaning that any interaction that a person has with another
person must be solely for the sake of that interaction. It is unethical, in many duty-based
ethical systems, to violate the duty one has to other people to treat them with dignity and
respect. For this reason, there are many things that deontologists can’t do — murder,
lying, and theft are some examples that can be justified under utilitarianism but not under
a duty-based ethical system.
Unlike utilitarianism, which is concerned with the end result, deontology is
concerned with the intention behind a choice. Heinzelmann (2018) illustrates a difference
between the two types of ethical theories as he discusses a similar thought experiment to
the original trolley problem. In the first version of the trolley problem, a deontologist
could pull the lever because their intention would be to save the lives of the three people.
Though they would understand that one person would die, it would not be their intention
to kill them. Now, imagine a different scenario. There is a trolley speeding along a track,
headed towards three people who are tied up helplessly. There is no lever, no other track
to switch to. Imagine that a few people are standing on footbridge just above that track. If
someone were pushed onto the track, their body would stop the trolley and save those
who were tied up. A utilitarian would push the person onto the track because the result
would be that three people would be saved. However, a deontologist could never, because
their intention would be to kill that one person (Heinzelmann, 2018).
7

The last ethical theory this paper uses is virtue ethics. Crisp and Slote (1997)
discuss virtue ethics in their book which traces the history of the theory, modern
interpretations, and criticism of the theory. They focus on why it is different from other
theories, and how it can still be useful in examining moral action. Virtue ethics is
different from deontology and utilitarianism because it is the oldest of the three theories,
but also because it does not provide a guideline for individual decision making. While
utilitarianism guides people to decisions which cause the least harm, and deontology
guides people towards decisions which respect people’s rights and do not violate the
categorical imperative, virtue ethics has no set ‘laws’ or rules for how to behave. As a
philosophical system, it sets out to describe how good people behave, and how to become
a good person, rather than laying out a framework for decision making (Crisp & Slote,
1997).
Hardie (1968) provides a translation and interpretation of Aristotle’s theory of
virtue ethics, describing ethical virtue as a state of character concerned with choice, lying
in a mean determined by practical wisdom. To understand this broad definition, Hardie
breaks it down into three pieces: ‘states of character’, ‘the mean’, and ‘practical wisdom’
(Hardie, 1968). A state of character is not something one is born with, or something one
feels instinctively or emotionally, but rather a virtue that one has built by choice over
time like any other skill. For example, one does not simply wake up as a gifted painter.
One must become a good painter by choosing to practice painting every day. Eventually,
someone who practices enough will possess the virtue of being good at painting. In this
way, Aristotle views virtues, or states of character, rather like skills to be practiced.
8

Therefore, to possess the virtue of courage, one must make courageous decisions with
enough regularity to build up that ‘skill’.
The next necessary understanding one must have is that virtue is “destroyed by
defect and excess” (Hardie, 1969).To use courage again, if a person has a ‘defect’ of
courage, or too much fear, they slide down into cowardice. However, if a person has an
‘excess’ of courage, or not enough fear, they are no longer virtuous because they have
slid up into recklessness. True virtue exists in ‘the mean’, or in the midpoint between
extremes of behavior.
The last piece of this definition is the least easy to capture — practical wisdom, or
phronesis. Aristotle breaks practical wisdom into many varieties, but Hardie’s most
concise definition amounts to that of common sense (1969). To have practical wisdom is
to understand where the line between courage and recklessness lies, but also to
understand which virtues are appropriate to which situations. For example, consider the
‘murderer at the door’ thought experiment that often puzzles deontologists (Varden,
2010). Assume there is person who is hiding Anne Frank in their house. They are asked
by a Nazi if they are hiding any Jews in their home. A deontologist would be bound by
their refusal to lie under any circumstances, and would be forced to admit the truth.
However, let us say that the person is not a deontologist, but a virtue ethicist who
possesses the virtues of both righteousness and honesty. If the person also has practical
wisdom, they understand that the ethical thing to do is to prioritize righteousness over
honesty and lie to the Nazis.

9

These three ethical theories form a basic curriculum for a new student of ethics.
Using these three theories in particular will help to answer R2, and determine if these
films are attempting to serve as an educational tool. Although these three frameworks
were found to be highly visible within the films, as explicated further in the
CONCLUSION, their presence didn’t provide opportunities for the viewer to learn.
Instead of having heroes who help viewers to understand ethical behavior via their
actions, these films use the presence of ethical frameworks to cloak the tyrannical
ideology that underscores the core messages of their narratives.
In order to gather the data which led to this assertion, however, a second type of
literature was necessary. This second type of literature informs the methodology which
was utilized to understand what parts of the narrative are most important to examine, to
analyze the films, and to create processes by which to gather data.
Narratology
This literature comes from narratologists and describes their methods,
foundational theory, and best practices. Chatman (1978) explains the distinctive elements
of a narrative from a structuralist perspective. Narratives contain both story (the plot) and
discourse (the commentary and interaction between author and audience). Stories contain
events (action, happenings), and existents (characters, settings). Phelan (1989) makes a
similar distinction as he creates the term ‘progression’ to mean tension which moves the
story forward, either between the author and audience, or within the story. These
distinctions were helpful in narrowing down this study to purely what happens in the
story, rather than straying into what the directors might have intended. This study occurs
10

within the realm of story, and mainly between characters and actions they take, in
reaction to happenings around them.
Chatman (1990) discusses the ramifications of applying narrative methodologies,
which have traditionally been used in literary analysis, to cinema. He argues that a film
may still be told from a character’s point-of-view (POV), but that in every film, the
camera itself has a POV of its own which must be considered as well. Phelan (1996)
discusses a similar concept when he discusses voice, or the way in which the author
allows us access into the character’s particular way of viewing the world and their
sensibilities, including everything from vocabulary to syntax style. A cinematic
equivalent of voice could be imagined as shot style, length, angle, or other ways of
showing the same scene which reflect on the character.
Closely related to this study’s goals, Phelan (2017) identifies the multiple types of
ethics inherent to any narrative: “ethics of telling” and “ethics of the told”. These two
types of ethics are helpful in examining ethics on two planes: the interior of a narrative,
and the meta-narrative. Both types of ethics affect a film’s ultimate message and are
therefore both of interest to this study. The ethics of the told — that is, the “ethical
dimensions of characters and events, including character-character interactions and
choices to act in one way versus another” (Phelan, 2017), matter inside a narrative.
Examples of ethics of the told might include moments when a character knocks someone
unconscious instead of killing them, or chooses to help someone in need as opposed to
chasing a self-serving desire. The data-gathering portion of this study is most concerned
with the ethics of the told. As the METHODS section will make clear, this study collects
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data on this type of ethical decision, made by characters, within the narrative. This type
of narrative ethics is more objective – either a character is doing a good thing or a bad
thing, and generally, the narrative makes it very clear if a character is acting ethically or
not. The ‘ethics of telling’ are more subjective, which is why they become more
important in the ANALYSIS & DISCUSSION portion of this paper.
‘Ethics of telling’ refer to direct addresses from author to audience. For example,
a fable or folk story with a clear moral, told for the purpose of enforcing a belief or
ideology is concerned with the ethics of telling (Phelan, 2017). This concept becomes
more important after the data is gathered, when insights can be drawn as to what beliefs
or ideologies these films attempt to enforce. The repetition and positive framing of
tyrannical ideologies is discussed further in the DISCUSSION, wherein the propagandist
nature of these films is discussed at length.
Three particular films were chosen because of their relevance to the RESEARCH
QUESTIONS, but also because of the visibility of the aforementioned ethical frameworks
within the text of the films. Further rationale for the films chosen is discussed in the
following section.
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CHAPTER 4: SITE OF INQUIRY & RATIONALE
The site for this study will be three key superhero films: the Russo brothers’
Captain America: Civil War, and Avengers: Infinity War, and Christopher Nolan’s The
Dark Knight. The totality of each film was viewed for the purpose of this study, and the
analysis was conducted specifically on those moments which qualified as ‘ethical
decision-making moments’ relevant to the study’s research questions and goals, such as
moments where superheroes decide to save their significant others instead of someone
who can do a lot more net good for the city. These films were chosen in part because of
their wide-reaching cultural impact, as indicated by their success in the box office. They
were also chosen because of their contents’ relevance to the research questions of this
study. In each of these three films, characters are forced to make a wide variety of ethical
decisions, rather than being pure action stories.
All three films were successful in the box office. Infinity War sits at #4 of all time
for domestic grosses, while The Dark Knight sits at #10. Grosses like these make it
incredibly difficult to argue against the idea that these films have impacted the popular
culture of the United States. They had broad reach across the country in their films, and
when one begins to look at the ‘spin off’ content that they’ve inspired (animated series,
clothing lines, toys, merchandise, video games, collectibles, conventions), one can see
that these films are a cultural force to be studied. Civil War ranks the lowest for domestic
grosses of the chosen films at #27, but inspired a great deal of conversation in online fan
communities (on Twitter in particular, the hashtags #TeamCap and #TeamIronMan were
very popular leading up to and following the release of the film) about the ethical choices
13

made by the characters in the films, and is also therefore an appropriate choice for this
study. In addition to having a large cultural impact, each of these three films is
appropriate for this study because of how much of their plots concern themselves with the
ethical decisions of their characters.

The Dark Knight
Released in 2008, Christopher Nolan’s second film in the Batman trilogy begins
by introducing District Attorney Harvey Dent, the only city official who the various mob
families in Gotham City have not been able to buy. He and Police Lieutenant Jim Gordon
form an alliance with Bruce Wayne (aka Batman) to rid the city of organized crime.
Wayne hopes that if they are successful, he can retire from being Batman and pursue
Rachel Dawes, whom he and Dent both love. Unimpeded by the law, Batman flies to
China and kidnaps a key witness, which allows Dent to apprehend the entire mob.
Meanwhile, the villain, the Joker begins his reign of terror by killing the police
commissioner and the judge presiding over the mob trial. The Joker threatens to kill more
people unless Batman reveals his identity. Wayne decides the best course is to reveal his
identity, but is too late: Harvey Dent has announced to the city that he is Batman.
The Joker kidnaps Dent and Rachel, rigging each of them to timed explosives,
and tells Batman he can only save one. Batman races to save Rachel. However, the Joker
tricked him and sent him to Dent’s location instead. Rachel is killed, and Dent is badly
injured. Announcing his takeover of Gotham, the Joker then takes advantage of the
fleeing public by rigging two escaping ferries with explosives. One ferry contains
14

civilians, one contains high-security prisoners. Each boat is supplied with a detonator for
the other boat’s explosive, however, both boats refuse to kill each other. Dent, crazed
with grief and addled by injury, begins a killing spree of anyone he feels is responsible
for Rachel’s death. He captures each victim and decides if he will kill them or let them
live by flipping his lucky coin. Dent captures Lieutenant Gordon’s family aims to kill
Gordon’s son. Batman tackles Dent off the building and kills him before he can flip the
coin to decide the boy’s fate. Batman then convinces Gordon to blame Batman for the
deaths, not Dent, insisting that the city needs him as a martyr so they can still have some
faith in their government. Gordon reluctantly sends the police after Batman, officially
placing blame on him to protect Dent’s reputation as a hero.
The hero Batman comes up against enough meaningful ethical choices in The
Dark Knight that it is an appropriate choice for this study. His villain, the Joker, enjoys
putting Batman in situations where he believes there is no ‘good’ decision, which makes
the decisions Batman makes weightier than the decisions many superheroes must make.
This film and hero, famous for their “dark and gritty” sensibilities (Chawla, 2018; Yehl,
2018) explore ethics in a way that is different from many other superhero films, which
can range dramatically in terms of seriousness. While Batman spends this film tackling a
corrupted government which has no qualms about civilian casualties, Spider-Man
sometimes rescues cats out of trees.
In addition to providing a site of examination for a darker side of ethics, there are
two constructions of the trolley problem created by the villain which are of interest to this
study. Batman is only forced to make a choice in one of these situations, while the other
15

is left to civilians, but the cinematic usage of the trolley problem is helpful in examining
Batman’s ethical code in addition to the other less black-and-white choices he is forced to
make.

Captain America: Civil War
Released in 2016, and directed by Joe and Anthony Russo, the third film in the
Captain America series begins with Tony Stark (aka Iron Man), deciding to formulate
legislation which would put anyone with superpowers under a UN council’s control. He
feels responsible for the civilian casualties that his attempts to save the world caused, and
wants accountability for the Avengers. Steve Rogers (aka Captain America), stands
firmly against this legislation, which he believes would make superheroes nothing more
than weapons of war in the hands of world governments. At a conference in Vienna
where this legislation is about to be signed, a bomb kills several officials. Security
footage indicates that the bomber is Bucky Barnes, Steve Rogers’ best friend. Barnes had
been kidnapped by a rogue Nazi organization which brainwashed him and made him into
a genetically modified assassin they called the ‘Winter Soldier’. Rogers decides that if
anyone has to bring Barnes in, he is the least likely to die trying. However, when he finds
Barnes, it’s clear that Barnes couldn’t have been responsible for the bomb — he’d
escaped and was attempting to live a normal life. They learn that a man named Helmut
Zemo is the bomber. Zemo had discovered the base where the other Winter Soldier
assassins were being kept in cryogenic stasis. Unable to wait for authorization, Rogers
and Barnes recruit other heroes to their cause to beat Zemo to the Winter Soldiers and
16

stop the mass murder Zemo is planning. Under the UN’s authorization, Stark assembles
his own team of heroes to try and stop Rogers from leaving for the base, because Stark
still believes that Barnes is the culprit. One hero from Stark’s team realizes that Stark is
in the wrong and allows Rogers and Barnes to escape in the ensuing battle.
Stark realizes that Barnes had been framed and gets the location of the soldiers
from one of the heroes on Rogers’ team. He strikes a truce with Rogers and agrees to take
out the soldiers and Zemo. However, Zemo reveals that it was not a car accident which
killed Stark’s parents — it was Barnes, when he was still being used as an assassin.
Rogers admits to having known this information, and in a rage, Stark attempts to kill him
and Barnes. Rogers and Barnes escape, though Stark had grievously injured Barnes in the
fight. Rogers leaves his iconic shield behind, and Barnes chooses to go back into
cryogenic sleep until the doctors in the African country of Wakanda can undo his
brainwashing.
The premise of Civil War offers another construction helpful in examining ethical
systems in play, which is that of an ideological division between a group of superheroes.
The verbal conflicts between the two protagonists, of which there are many, are of
interest to this study because they require the characters will either implicitly or explicitly
articulate their ethical systems as evidence for why they are right.
Often one may find that law and ethics do not serve the same purposes, and Civil
War addresses that issue explicitly. The legislation which is the inciting incident for the
conflict is worthy of analysis, both to determine whether superheroes tend to show a
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preference for what is legal over what is ethically ‘right’, and to determine whether a
piece of legislation like this is inherently aligned with one ethical framework or another.

Avengers: Infinity War
The most recent film from the Avengers franchise, also directed by Joe and
Anthony Russo, was released in 2018. The film ties together every other film from the
studio, going back to as early as 2010. A character named Thanos has been collecting
‘infinity stones’, objects of extreme power, which when combined, make the user near
godlike, able to control and reshape the fabric of reality itself including time, space,
power, and even other people. Thanos’ home planet died because its population grew
unsustainably large, bringing him to the decision that in order to save the future of the
universe he must kill half of its inhabitants to save them from overpopulation and
resource depletion. He set out to gather all six infinity stones in order to kill half the
universe with a snap and accomplish this goal. He begins the film already in possession
of the ‘power’ stone, and acquires the ‘space’ stone from Loki by threatening to kill the
superhero Thor, Loki’s brother. Though Loki knows what Thanos will do once he
collects all of the stones, he gives it up to save his brother’s life. One of Thanos’ minions
helps him find the ‘reality’ stone. Thanos then sets out to find the ‘soul stone’. Gamora, a
superhero whom he refers to as his adopted daughter, — although she refers to their
relationship as a kidnapping — knows its location. Thanos tortures Gamora’s sister until
she gives up the location to save her. Thanos and Gamora go to the location together,
where they are told that in order to collect the stone, he must sacrifice something he truly
18

loves. Tears streaming down his face, Thanos throws his ‘daughter’ Gamora over the cliff
and gets the ‘soul’ stone.
A team of superheroes fight Thanos to keep the ‘time’ stone away from him, and
their plan to strip him of his power nearly works, however Gamora’s lover learns of her
death, and deviates from the plan in his rage and desire to avenge her, and Thanos gets
the ‘time’ stone. Now in possession of all but the last stone, the ‘mind’ stone, Thanos
goes to Earth. The superhero Vision was created by both Tony Stark’s artificial
intelligence ‘JARVIS’ and the ‘mind’ stone, which sits on his head. It’s part of what
makes him who he is, and keeps him alive. Vision offers to sacrifice himself so that they
can destroy the ‘mind’ stone, and prevent Thanos from achieving his goal. Captain
America insists that ‘trading lives’ is wrong, and takes Vision to the country of Wakanda,
where scientists begin working on separating him from the stone without killing him. The
heroes battle Thanos’ forces, but they ultimately are unable to stop him. Thanos kills
Vision and gets the sixth stone, and the film ends as he snaps his fingers, erasing half of
all life in the universe.
Infinity War is relevant to this study not only for the decisions made by superhero
characters, but also by the villain, Thanos, who believes that the solution to universewide overpopulation is to kill half its inhabitants. A multitude of other popular science
fiction films have explored the concept of world-ending ‘overpopulation’, also known as
Malthusianism, including Inferno (2016), Kingsman: The Secret Service (2014),
Snowpiercer (2013), and Soylent Green (1973), along with many others (Rao, 2018;
Shermer, 2016). While this concept makes for good sci-fi plots, ‘overpopulation’ the way
19

that it is portrayed in Infinity War as well as the aforementioned films is, like said films,
also fictional (Subramaniam, Solomon, & Irani, 2018). In addition to being factually
unsupported (on Earth, at least) this is an extremist position that any number of ethical
arguments could be made against. However, if the premise of overpopulation were
actually true, one could view Thanos’s plan as a utilitarian one for many reasons — in
order to save every life in the foreseeable future, many lives must be ended right now.
However, while many villains in superhero films profess a desire to carry out massacres,
none do so for this potentially justifiable reason, or while thinking they are the only
person, as Thanos says, with a ‘strong enough will to do the right thing’.
In this film, the entire universe is at stake, and yet there are many superhero
characters who choose the lives of their friends over the ‘greater good’. This provides an
opportunity to analyze what rationales these characters offer for their ethical decisions,
and will provide insight into the systems that best fit their decision making patterns.
Additionally, many of the superhero characters who fight against Thanos practice
utilitarian ethics as well, and it is of interest of this study to see in what ways they profess
the difference between their ethical systems and the villain’s.
These films have wide-reaching impact on popular culture, and this study seeks to
determine what the quality of that impact is. Do they provide the foundations of an ethics
education? Do they reinforce hegemonic power structures? In order to assess the nature
of the impact these films have on popular culture, the following METHODS were
utilized.
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CHAPTER 5: METHODS
The method this study uses is a rhetorical narrative analysis of the three films.
Narrative analyses focus most closely on plot, character, and setting, but because this
study is focused on decision-making, it focuses most closely on plot and character.
Character analysis is done by looking closely at the actions, interiority, and dialogue of a
character. Film only allows limited looks at the interiority of a character, therefore the
coding schemes that this study used look at only tangible decisions made by characters.
Those tangible decisions include both action and dialogue. Since the focus of this
study is on decision-making, the study of characters’ actions are an important aspect of
character analysis. If a character like Batman claims in dialogue that his actions are
guided by a “duty to the city”, that data alone might suggest that he is a deontologist.
However, by running his actual decisions through the coding processes developed by this
study, it may become clear that his actions are guided by consequentialist principles.
Though words are not always necessarily aligned with action, dialogue can be
helpful in providing further explanation of an action, or making clear what a character’s
motivations were. Therefore, relevant dialogue was also coded. For example, there is a
moment in Infinity War where someone suggests that the group of superheroes sacrifice a
friend in order to save the world. Captain America declares “We don’t trade lives”
(Russo & Russo, 2018). Though not a piece of action, this line of dialogue evinces his
beliefs about ethical behavior and provides clarity as to what his ethical system might be
— obviously, not one which would tolerate the sacrifice of a human life, even for a good
cause. A utilitarian would absolutely ‘trade lives’ so to speak, in order to protect a larger
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number of people, and therefore, including this dialogue helps to provide support to the
claim that Captain America is not a utilitarian.
In order to make this methodology more uniform, five processes were created in
order to determine which decisions to study and what framework a decision conforms to.
While one could argue that choosing a vegan meal over one with meat could be
considered an ‘ethical decision’, this type of ethical choice is not relevant to the goal of
this study, which is to examine how superheroes make the ethical decisions for which
they are famed. This is how the concept of ‘narratively important’ decisions was formed.
Although many types of choices or dialogue are ethical in nature, the goals of this study
would only be met by studying the ‘big’ decisions – ie, the ‘world saving’ types of ethical
decisions that this study deemed to be most important to the narrative. Only these
narratively important decisions were selected for this study, via a coding process which
categorizes all decisions made in the films as relevant or irrelevant to the study, seen
below.

Figure 1: Determining Relevant Decisions
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Process 2 describes a similar selection system for dialogue which is narratively
important and provides relevant information regarding ethical decisions that characters
make, or moral viewpoints they hold which influence their choices.

Figure 2: Determining Relevant Dialogue

Every line of dialogue spoken by every character in each film was run through
these two processes. These two processes helped to determine to what extent superheroes
use established ethical/moral frameworks when making moral decisions. After a decision
or dialogue had been run through the first two processes, it became clear whether the
decision or dialogue was relevant to the study or not. From there, that data point could be
categorized by ethical framework.
It is important to note that while this methodology accounts for the presence of
ethical decisions or explanations, the methodology itself does not impose a judgement on
whether the decisions are presented, narratively, as right or wrong. In this paper’s
ANALYSIS, DISCUSSION and CONCLUSION, decisions are analyzed in the broader
context of the film’s narrative message about a character’s actions, critiquing them as
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wrong, or lauding them as ethically correct. The amount of presence of a particular type
of ethical decision is important to note, however, because understanding the totality of
ethical decisions made by a character or made in a film helps one to analyze the overall
message being sent by that film. For example, if one superhero makes the majority of
their decisions via utilitarianism and that character is positioned as narratively correct,
one can make claims about that film’s message about utilitarianism. However, before that
can happen, this study needs to gather the data required to make any such claims.
Informed by review of philosophical literature on ethics, a third and fourth coding
process were created which categorized decisions and dialogue respectively into different
ethical frameworks, as well as categorizing those decisions which did not fit any of the
three selected ethical frameworks. The data collected from these processes provided
answers for R2 (which theories/ethical frameworks are the most salient or prevalent?).
The final categorization scheme, Process 5, was created to attempt to categorize
decisions or dialogue which had first been coded as ‘unclassified’. When the earlier
processes were unable to provide supporting evidence that a character was conforming to
a specific framework, Process 5 provided evidence that a character was acting in
opposition one of those ethical systems.
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Figure 3: Ethical Decision Categorization
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Figure 4: Dialogue Categorization
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Figure 5: Unclassified Items
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Using aforementioned methods, the totality of each selected film was screened.
‘Narratively important’ decisions and dialogue were run through the appropriate coding
processes in order to answer begin addressing R2 (which theories/ethical frameworks are
the most prevalent, and why?). These processes allowed data to be gathered, which could
then be analyzed for patterns, and allowed for insight to be gained into the ethical
realities and worldviews of these films. The raw data results of these categorization
processes can be seen in APPENDIX A. R2 (what lessons about ethics do these films
attempt to teach?) is answered further along in the DISCUSSION section of this paper.
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CHAPTER 6: ANALYSIS
Superheroes do appear to use established ethical frameworks the vast majority of
the time when making ethical decisions, or when justifying those decisions via dialogue.
Though there were some decisions made which worked counter to what a specific ethical
framework might suggest, totaling 11.6% of all data points, there were far more made
which did conform to those frameworks, totaling 86.4% of all data points. The following
chart aggregates data from all three films utilized by this study.

Figure 6: All Decision Data

Film Data
The following figures break down the data gathered above by film in order to
visualize the popularity of certain ethical systems in a narrative-by-narrative basis, and to
understand similarities and differences between films. As explicated by the following

29

charts, the most common frameworks in these films are utilitarianism, followed by virtue
ethics, and then deontology.

Figure 7: Infinity War Film Data

Figure 8: Civil War Film Data
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Figure 9: The Dark Knight Film Data

Utilitarianism
Utilitarianism is by a wide margin the most easily identifiable ethical framework
in these films. There are many reasons this could be, ranging from the intuitive nature of
the framework, its helpfulness in making the decision-making process more transparent
for viewers, or simply because it is simple to understand and portray onscreen.
Utilitarianism is in many ways, an intuitive way of thinking about ethics. If an
average person is asked whether it is better to save one life or two, the obvious answer is
two. This simple ‘formulaic’ nature makes it easy for viewers to understand what the
hero is thinking when they make a choice — it renders the process transparent. In Infinity
War, for example, Vision says “Thanos threatens half the universe. One life cannot stand
in the way of defeating him,” (Russo & Russo, 2018). He sets up an equation that anyone
can solve: is one life work more than billions of lives? No. The mathematical rather than
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philosophical nature of this framework is easy to parse and makes sense quickly to even
the newest students of ethics. In superhero films, it is common to see a hero choose to
sacrifice their life for the good of the city, the world, etc., for this very reason. There’s
more to the ethical system than just the math of two is bigger than one, and there is
plentiful research on the manifold ways in which bad calculations or faulty assumptions
can make utilitarianism a force for bad in the world (like Thanos, for example) but at its
core, utilitarianism is about preserving the most ‘happiness’ or preventing the most
suffering.
It would be amiss to not point out that the principle of utility has many limits.
When people make utilitarian calculations, it is imperative that they have all the
information, and in practice, it’s hard to ever truly understand all the variables. If
someone chooses to save two people’s lives over one person’s life, generally, a utilitarian
would agree that is the ethically correct choice. However, the two people saved could
both be serial killers, whereas the one was a prominent leader of a charity. In classroom
discussions of ethics, the usage of the colloquially referred to ‘no Hitlers, no Gahndis’
rule – meaning, ‘assume no one in the thought experiment is a moral outlier and calculate
a choice assuming every person is an average, good human being’ – prevents this type of
miscalculation, but in real life scenarios, it is harder to be assured of this type of
information that is necessary to make utilitarian decisions.
In real life, ethical choices are hardly ever as simple or clear-cut as ‘save two
people or save one person’ like the trolley problem presupposes. However, thought
experiments such as the trolley problem are often useful for illustrating ethical principles
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to new students of ethics. Importantly to this study, the ethical problems in superhero
movies are often presented as equally simple, perhaps for similar reasons. In The Dark
Knight, the Joker rigs District Attorney Harvey Dent as well as Batman’s would-be lover
Rachel to explosives, both set to go off at the same time. Batman is able to save just one
of them. In this trolley problem, Batman is given the choice between saving the woman
he loves, or a man capable of saving the city where he lives. Superhero films often make
ethical choices appear as black-and-white as possible, unlike real life.
Consider another limitation of utilitarianism: the transplant surgeon thought
experiment (Thomson, 1971). Imagine a doctor who has five patients, all desperately in
need of organ transplants. If they don’t get transplants within the next day, they will all
die. Now imagine this doctor has a healthy patient who comes in for a checkup. If the
doctor kills this patient, she can save the lives of the other five. Assume ‘no Hitlers, no
Gahndis’, ie, that every person in this scenario is a good person, each with equally happy
lives. Most interpretations of the Greatest Happiness Principle suggest that the doctor
should kill her healthy patient, choosing to save the lives of five people over the life of
one person. Most people find this scenario abhorrent, but a purely utilitarian objection to
the doctor’s actions is difficult to conceptualize. In Infinity War, the villain Thanos is
explicitly a utilitarian who uses a philosophical justification nearly identical to the organ
donation problem for his plan to kill half of all life in the universe. When speaking of his
plan, Thanos says, “It’s a simple calculus. This universe is finite, its resources finite. If
life is left unchecked, life will cease to exist. It needs correction,” (Russo & Russo,
2018). He has seen overpopulation destroy whole worlds — like his own — and decides
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that gathering the six Infinity Stones to execute a mass culling is the only option
(although, given the power of the Stones, he could in theory just as easily create more
resources for said finite universe). Although the sacrifice he’s attempting to make is
huge, Thanos believes that the reward for making that sacrifice will be even larger. He
uses the mathematical language of utilitarianism, and for all intents and purposes, his
plan is hard to oppose with pure utilitarian reasoning.
Virtue Ethics
The next most prevalent ethical system in these films is virtue ethics. This ethical
framework does not provide guidelines for decision making the way that utilitarianism
and deontology do, but it does demonstrate a pathway to virtue, and describes how a
virtuous person acts. To explore the prevalence and popularity of such an old system in
such modern films, another old, yet popular, theory may be of assistance. Though
Thomas Carlyle’s ‘Great Man’ theory (1885) is no longer believed to be accurate by
those who study history, leadership, or psychology, it is deeply ingrained into our cultural
attitudes about leadership and historical ‘heroes’. Carlyle wrote “The history of the world
is but the biography of great men” (1885). In his essays on hero worship and the rise of
historical ‘heroes’, such as Napoleon and Dante, he discusses the traits that such ‘great
men’ are born with. He claims that once they are able to unfold “the great talents and
virtues implanted in him, he should rise to importance in his country” (Carlyle, 1885).
His contemporaneous and modern critics agree that it’s impossible to separate a person’s
virtues from the circumstances of their life — for example, if Napoleon had been born a
slave, could he still have ‘risen to importance’ in the same way? Likely not.
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However, even today, people often tend to think about great leaders as an
amalgamation of the leadership traits that they have, and tend to believe that all great
leaders have certain traits — or virtues — which make them great (Cherry, 2018). When
many think of history’s ‘heroes’, and what makes them great, one is often led to
discussion of the traits they had rather than actions they took. Abraham Lincoln was
honest. Harriet Tubman was brave. Steve Jobs was smart. The heroes of both history and
fiction, while they are all made up of more than just their traits, tend to be remembered
for their virtues. The system of virtue ethics, though not cited by Carlyle, is
fundamentally a precedent to his work. That this ethical framework is also very prevalent
in superhero films is unsurprising. Many still think of ‘heroes’ and ‘great men’ in terms
of the traits that they have. Superheroes are then, not an exception to this way of thinking,
but a dramatic reinforcement of it.
While all heroes, and even the concept of heroism, relies heavily on virtue ethics,
as the data in the CAPTAIN AMERICA section reveals, perhaps no hero is more
symbolic of this ethical framework than Captain America. Captain America, or Steve
Rogers, frequently makes ethical decisions that derive not from an ethical calculation,
like utilitarianism, but from a reflection on personal virtue. What would a heroic person
do? This is most evinced in Infinity War, where given the choice to sacrifice one Avenger
to potentially stave off the destruction of half the universe, Steve says “We don’t trade
lives.” This statement exemplifies a virtue ethics approach to moral decision making.
Rather than running a situation through a mathematical equation, or basing a decision
based on logical duties, Captain America makes decisions based on what a virtuous
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person would do. This method of ethical decision making comes to dominate the
metaethical narrative of these films. As discussed in the DISCUSSION, different heroes
make different ethical decisions based on different ethical frameworks, but the one
ethical constant is that the ethical decisions are being made by the heroes of the films.
Rather than focusing on ethical processes throughout the movies, the ‘right’ thing to do,
is presented as right simply because a hero performs that action. In this sense, virtue
ethics is vital to this study and its findings, in that it helps us explain and critique the
inconsistent ethical decisions analyzed in these films.
Deontology
Deontological ethics is the least popular ethical system found in these films.
There could be many reasons for this. It is a nuanced set of theories with many different
versions — Act Deontology, Rule Deontology, Kantian Ethics, etc. — and each has its
own particularities about what is right and why ("Deontological Ethics", 2019).
Deontology doesn’t always fit well with popular ideas about what is ‘right’, either. Kneejerk reactions to mistreatment are often to mistreat whoever did us ill — ‘eye for an eye’
ethical thinking. However, this type of thinking is never permissible for a deontologist.
Consider again the ‘murderer at the door’ thought experiment (Varden, 2010). Imagine a
deontologist is hiding Anne Frank in their home, when a Nazi comes to the deontologist’s
door and asks if they are hiding any Jews inside. Because the homeowner is a
deontologist, they believe that every person has certain inviolable rights, and must never
be used as a means to an end — it only makes sense that they would offer to protect
Anne, to preserve her right to live. However, when asked directly to lie, no matter how
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much they may want to protect Anne, a deontologist must always tell the truth. Even
knowing what will happen, they must tell the Nazi where Anne is. This situation feels
wrong intuitively to most people.
To follow a duty-based ethical system, one must often make decisions that are
uncomfortable and feel wrong. Though no superhero in this study makes the majority of
their decisions based on a deontological framework, Batman provides several examples
of this ethical system in practice. Perhaps most compellingly, at one point in The Dark
Knight, Batman is given the choice between capturing the Joker and protecting a room
full of innocent people, or saving the woman he loves who the Joker has thrown out of a
high-rise window. A utilitarian would likely judge capturing the Joker, and preventing
any future attacks and killings while protecting a room full of people from a known
murderer as preferable to saving one life. However, a deontologist can’t think about the
consequences of their decisions. They must only think about the intention behind their
choices. Batman’s decision, then, is between the intention is to save the life of someone
he loves or the intention to capture a dangerous person. When framed this way, it is easier
to understand, but narratively, actions like these, or later actions where Batman refuses to
kill the Joker, as only a deontologist could justify, are punished by the narrative. When he
makes these deontological decisions, he is set back from achieving his goals. It doesn’t
play well when bad-feeling ethical decisions are made by superheroes, who are meant to
always do the right thing. In films which are more interested in spandex costumes and
CG explosions than the nuances of ethical theory, it is difficult to find screen time to
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explain the intricacies of an ethical framework that isn’t as intuitive as utilitarianism or as
culturally accessible as virtue ethics.

Character Data
Though every relevant decision/dialogue that every superhero character in each of
the three films has was coded and categorized, at the end of the study, three characters
emerged as the most prominent. Iron Man, with 39 data points, Captain America, with
36, and Batman, with 35 had the most data points by a wide margin (Black Widow had
the next most, with 11 total data points). Therefore, analysis of these three heroes in
particular will take priority.
The charts which follow show each character’s data based on processes 3-5. For
Iron Man and Captain America, data from both Civil War and Infinity War have been
combined. Considering that the films exist in the same cinematic universe, and were
written and directed by the same people, their character portrayals are consistent and
combining the data allows for more data points to analyze.

38

Iron Man

Figure 10: Iron Man Data

Tony Stark, aka Iron Man, is a high-tech hero whose superpowers all ultimately
come from his own feats of engineering. He’s a genius and a self-described ‘futurist’ who
uses science and technology to outwit and beat his villains. That the majority (64.1%) of
his dialogue and decisions conform to a utilitarian way of thinking and acting seems
perfectly suited to his identity. One of the creators of utilitarianism described it as a
‘mathematical’ ethical framework, and even invented ‘felicific calculus,’ an algorithm
designed to calculate the degree of happiness or suffering likely to result from an action
(Bentham, 1789). This scientific worldview makes utilitarianism the obvious choice for a
hero who spends a large amount of his screen time building and using technology.
One of the biggest technological feats Stark accomplishes is the creation of
another superhero, the Vision. Although Vision’s creation occurs in another film
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(Whedon, 2015), the Vision is prominent in both Civil War and Infinity War. Stark’s role
as his creator reveals a lot about both of their ethical worldviews. Stark creates the Vision
by combining an advanced artificial intelligence with a piece of alien technology. The
Vision is born, and as a superhero he makes the most utilitarian decisions by percentage
(66.7%). This aligns perfectly with Stark’s ethical values. Stark himself is only human,
and prone to making decisions that come from emotion – out of anger, a desire for
vengeance, out of guilt, etc. The Vision is an android, though, and can therefore act on
the most idealistic version of Stark’s ethical views. He can make ethical decisions by
running actual algorithmic calculations to determine the risk and potential harm caused to
other people. During Civil War, after Stark proposes the legislation that will bind the
Avengers to the will of the UN, the Vision voices his agreement by announcing “I have a
calculation,” (Russo & Russo, 2016). He then goes on to say,
In the 8 years since Mr. Stark announced himself as Iron Man, the number
of known enhanced persons has grown exponentially. And during the
same period, the number of potentially world-ending events has risen at a
commensurate rate […] I'm saying there may be a causality. Our very
strength invites challenge. Challenge incites conflict. And conflict...
breeds catastrophe. (Russo & Russo, 2016)
In this dialogue, Vision offers a calculated set of reasons why an ethical position is a
good one. Unimpeded by emotion or human ‘flaws’, the Vision can act in ways that Stark
views as ethically good. Stark’s creation of the Vision is an attempt to give life to an
idealized version of his own ethical worldview.
In Civil War, Stark’s first scene opens on an ethical decision based in emotion as
he gives a lecture at MIT. At the end of his speech, he announces that he’s giving a grant
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to every student at MIT to fund every single one of their projects. Someone tells him how
generous he is, and he responds by saying “They deserve it. Plus it helps ease my
conscience,” (Russo & Russo, 2016). In a duty-based ethical system, where intent is the
only important thing to consider, this way of thinking is impermissible. It’s hard to think
of a virtue that could justify doing something just to ease ones’ own conscience, either.
It’s a very representative example of the ways in which utilitarianism, as a
consequentialist framework, is fundamentally different from the other two. The reason
that Stark gives the grant doesn’t matter, because at the end of the day, the money has
been given out. As a utilitarian, why should it matter to why he chose to do an ethically
good thing, as long as he did?
Another moment in which his ethical preferences are particularly salient is in
Civil War, when someone confronts him about his choice to bring restrictive legislation
down on his team without consulting any of them. Stark says, “I’m doing what has to be
done to stave off something worse,” (Russo & Russo, 2016). He argues that the ends
justify the means, even when the cost is high. This quote has a similarity to Thanos’s
justification for his actions as well. Though Stark isn’t trying to kill half the universe, the
process he goes through to reach his ethical decisions comes from a very similar type of
calculation. There are two possible explanations for this ethical tension. Firstly,
narratively, the film is decrying utilitarian decisions made without sufficient information.
This, however, seems unlikely, because no characters argue the facts against Thanos;
instead they argue the morality. The second, and as my DISCUSSION will argue, and
more troubling explanation, is that these films use the language and justification of
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normative ethics when it is narratively convenient and changes ethical theory when it is
not. This is troubling because it suggests that heroes decisions are portrayed as ethical not
because they are part of an ethically coherent system, but because the hero is the one
making them.
The consequentialist nature of utilitarianism isn’t always, or even often, portrayed
as negative in the films, though – there are many moments where it serves Stark well as a
selfless hero. In Infinity War, Thanos’s minions invade Earth. While some of the heroes
run straight towards the action to see what’s going on, Stark stops to contact the police
and to help make sure civilians get safely out of the way of danger before going into the
fray. Later, Stark finds himself and a few others traveling towards an alien planet, where
Thanos will be waiting. One of the characters insists on trying to turn the ship back
towards Earth, but Stark stops them. Of course they all want to go home, but, as Stark
points out, if they do, Thanos will follow. There will be collateral damage if the fight
happens on Earth. People will die. If they continue on course, they fight Thanos on his
abandoned planet, where it won’t matter how much destruction the fight causes. Though
it’s frightening and it risks Stark’s life, he knows that it’s the way to prevent the most
suffering. Later on in Infinity War, another character trades an Infinity Stone to Thanos to
save Stark’s life. Rather than expressing gratitude or relief, Stark is upset. “Why did you
do that?” (Russo & Russo, 2018), he demands. He knows what Thanos will do with the
Stones if he gets all of them, and he can’t justify his life being worth more than half of
the universe. It’s a self-sacrificial way to think, but the math checks out, and for Stark’s
ethical framework, that’s what matters.
42

Stark’s way of viewing the world and the ethical decisions he makes are all about
what actually happens, not why. The consequentialist frame of his decision-making
makes him a hero who is willing to do whatever it takes to save the most people. He’s
able to make sacrifices for the greater good, and he tends to make his decisions based on
that ‘greater good’ whenever he can. The intuitive framework of utilitarianism and its
complementary nature to Stark’s scientific way of thinking make him a hero with whom
an audience could easily understand and agree.
Captain America

Figure 11: Captain America Data

White’s (2014) assertion that Steve Rogers, aka Captain America, functions as the
moral exemplar of the Marvel universe works well in the data reviewed by this study as
well. A key concept of virtue ethics, the moral exemplar is a person who functions as an
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example and a mentor for people trying to learn one or many virtues. The system of
virtue ethics is based on the idea of practice as a way to virtue, and considering the
apprenticeship system for learning trades may be helpful in understanding the role of the
moral exemplar. When an apprentice comes in, they know very little about their trade,
and work under the guidance and teaching of a master of said trade. Eventually, when
they’ve practiced and learned enough, the apprentice may become a master themselves.
In this same way, the moral exemplar functions as a ‘master’ of one or many virtues, and
those around them can learn from their skill and expertise. As seen in the chart, Rogers
has no negative data values. He mostly (52.8%) relies on specific traits and virtues to
make his decisions. He makes some choices for utilitarian (27.8%) or duty-based (19.4%)
reasons, but he never makes decisions which run counter to any of those ethical systems.
His role as moral exemplar means that he can choose different ways to make ethical
decisions, and can model different virtues, but that he can never act unethically. While
his role as the moral exemplar means that his function is mainly to model paths towards
specific virtues, Rogers can be seen as a role model towards ethical decisions of all kinds.
Aristotle wrote that a virtuous person also possesses phronesis, or the ‘practical wisdom’
to understand which virtues are important and when. Rogers therefore makes utilitarian
decisions when that is the most appropriate decision to make, and he makes decisions
based in duty when that is the most appropriate way to act, but he always makes the
‘right’ choice.
In the Marvel universe, Captain America functions as a ‘master’ of morality.
When people stand against him on ethical issues, they end up narratively in the wrong.
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For example, in Civil War, when Tony Stark and the rest of ‘team Iron Man’ fights ‘team
Cap’, everyone on ‘team Iron Man’ loses. Black Widow, who was on Stark’s side, flips
midway through the battle, and Black Panther changes allegiance afterwards. While the
Vision is ideologically committed to Stark’s side, War Machine, another hero who is
Stark’s lifelong friend, seems to remain on his side out of a sense of loyalty to him, rather
than to his ideas. Peter Parker, aka Spiderman, is coerced into being on Stark’s team –
when Stark asks him to come along, the fifteen-year-old boy says no, insisting, “I have
homework!” Stark counters by blackmailing him, saying, “I guess I’d better tell Aunt
Hottie about your suit,” (Russo & Russo, 2016) threatening to reveal Peter’s identity as
Spiderman to his guardian. Stark is shown by the narrative to be morally inferior to
Rogers – and in some ways, he has to be morally inferior to Rogers. Ultimately, because
Rogers is the moral exemplar, the master of virtues, and he cannot lose ethical battles
within the narrative.
Stark and Rogers spend some time attempting to negotiate their differences in
Civil War before the conflict escalates to a fight. During this conversation, Stark assures
Rogers that the legislation they are arguing about could be amended. Stark tells Rogers
that it’s all for public image, to keep the public’s opinion on the Avengers positive so that
the team can continue to save the world. When Stark then accidentally reveals that he’s
been keeping Scarlet Witch, a young and very powerful Avenger, locked up, their
exchange is telling:
STEVE: Every time I think you see things the right way… this isn’t
protection, Tony. It’s internment.
TONY: She’s not a US citizen, and they don’t grant visas to weapons of
mass destruction.
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STEVE: She’s a kid!
TONY: I’m doing what has to be done to stave off something worse.
(Russo & Russo, 2016)
Given Rogers’s background as explained by his first film (Johnston, 2011), Rogers is
seeing this situation through very different eyes. He is a World War Ⅱ veteran, and the
word ‘internment’ resonates historically with him in a way that it wouldn’t necessarily
for someone like Stark. Rogers sees someone being deemed a ‘non-citizen’ being locked
away for the ‘protection of the public’ far more like the Japanese internment camps than
as the public safety measure that Stark sees it as. This exchange highlights their ethical
differences clearly. Stark is making a small sacrifice to protect something bigger – a
utilitarian decision. Rogers, however, can’t make that type of compromise, because his
ethical choices are made in service to different virtues. He can’t make a decision which
doesn’t align with one or more of those virtues, for the same reason that a great sculptor
can’t release a terrible quality sculpture. He knows it’s wrong, and he knows that he can
do better.
Other characters in these films often look to Rogers for moral judgement. In
Infinity War, there’s a debate about what to do about Thanos. The group knows that
Thanos is coming for the Infinity Stones, and they know if he acquires all of them, he can
eradicate half of all life in the universe with a single snap. However, one of the
superheroes, the Vision, is only alive because of the ‘mind’ stone. Without it, he would
die. One of the most strongly utilitarian heroes, Vision says, “Thanos threatens half the
universe. One life cannot stand in the way of defeating him,” (Russo & Russo, 2018).
Other heroes seem deeply uncomfortable with this – they don’t want to lose their friend –
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but no one speaks against it until Rogers does. “We don’t trade lives,” he says. This quote
encapsulates his ethical thinking perfectly. Rogers isn’t a consequentialist who thinks
about what the result of trading lives could be – he considers only whether or not it fits
with his values and virtues, and makes a decision based on that. He doesn’t identify
himself as someone who could allow someone else to die in his stead. It’s not brave, it’s
not honest, it’s not righteous; it’s hard to think of a virtue that could allow him to make
that type of decision. After Rogers makes this declaration, a plan is formed which might
allow Vision to be safely separated from the stone. It’s risky to not immediately destroy
the stone, but everyone agrees to take the risk in order to potentially save Vision’s life.
There’s no question about whether or not they should do it: Rogers tells them that it is the
right thing to do, and they trust him absolutely on matters of morality.
Rogers’s role as a virtue ethicist and his role as the moral exemplar of the Marvel
universe have him fit neatly within the ‘classic’ hero archetype. He does the right thing
every time, purely because he knows it to be right. His type of heroism is consistent and
easily identifiable by its basis in identity. Captain America brings with him a type of
authority that allows audiences to unquestionably accept ethical decisions being made
onscreen. One can easily accept even the most questionable of his choices as right
because narratively, they always are. Narratively, Captain America’s decisions are
always presented as correct by the narrative. Characters that go against Captain
America’s ethical position, as half the Avengers do in Civil War, end up serving evil
government figures who lock away other superheroes in an underwater supermax prison.
Captain America literally wins the actual fist-fight against Iron Man in Civil War. When
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a character makes a decision, the narrative can either present that decision as positive or
negative in various ways. Context clues such as a swell of triumphant music can clue the
audience in to who they are supposed to be rooting for, but in narrative analysis the most
important indicator is diegetic results, and in the films analyzed in this study, when
Captain America is listened to, the heroes are correct, win, and create a better world.
When Captain America is ignored or fought against, there is more violence, error, and the
world becomes worse.
Batman

Figure 12: Batman Data

Batman’s data is more disorganized than the previous two heroes. He mostly
(48.6%) makes utilitarian decisions because the story leaves him with little agency to act,
only to choose how to react. He chooses consequentialism over intention, the ends over
the means. When the narrative stakes are lower, Batman tends to make deontological
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decisions (20%). He might aspire to be a deontologist, but he lacks the conviction to
follow through with that system when placed in more challenging scenarios. His stance
on not killing people is grounded in his identity as a man who does not kill – which
signals that he utilizes a virtue system for that specific area of ethics. At one point,
Batman tells Alfred, “I have enough blood on my hands. I see now what I’d have to
become to stop a man like him,” (Nolan, 2008). That is, he’d have to become the type of
man who kills. His decisions which come from a desire to build that particular
characteristic account for 25.7% of his ethical choices. Overall, the nature of his data
gestures both to a less forgiving storyteller and to a hero with fewer strong ethical
convictions.
Nolan’s trilogy of Batman films are known, lauded, and criticized for their ‘gritty’
aesthetic which transformed a kid’s comic-book character into a film-noir protagonist.
The Dark Knight puts Bruce Wayne, aka Batman, into situations that the character had
never been in before, using extreme scenarios and limit cases to explore the deepest
ethical foundations of the character. All iterations of Batman insist in one way or another,
“I have one rule” (Nolan, 2008), which is to never kill. Though on first glance, an
insistence on never killing might seem to signal a preference for deontological ethics,
Bruce makes decisions to terrorize and torture people at every turn. Whether he does this
because he fundamentally has no problem with doing so, or because he is constrained by
the plot such that he is forced to is difficult to say.
Hyvärinen (2008) suggests the importance of agency within plot analysis, saying
that characters are given certain amounts of ‘power’ within their stories to determine their
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own fates. Having high or low agency determines how much power characters have to
achieve their goals. For example, when Batman is cornered by the police, if he had low
agency, he might not be able to escape, not for a lack of skill or intelligence, but because
the storyteller determined that the police had just planned too far ahead and had too many
men surrounding him. It’s not Batman’s choices that get him caught – it’s that he doesn’t
have the power to choose anything which would prevent it from happening. Most
superheroes have very high agency in their stories, and can choose from any conceivable
option to achieve their goals, often including plans and strategies which really stretch the
bounds of the audience’s suspension of disbelief.
Therefore, when Bruce kills someone like he does at the end of The Dark Knight,
it is important to consider his agency within the film. Did he ever have a choice? Or does
he not have enough agency to make one? When Bruce kills Harvey Dent, it’s because the
film wants us to think he doesn’t have other options. In other scenes, he deflects bullets
from close-range with different gadgets and weapons, but in this one, he walks towards
Dent with his hands up, as if he’s defenseless. He tries to talk Dent down and fails. In
order to stop Dent from murdering a child, Bruce tackles him off the roof. When they
land, Bruce finds Dent dead, though the narrative makes it clear that Bruce’s intention
was to stop Dent, not kill him. Within the system of deontological ethics, intent is the
only thing that matters. Though Bruce might have been able to foresee that Dent would
probably die because of his actions, Bruce’s intention was to save the child. In this way,
the narrative instructs the viewer that there are situations in which Bruce can break his
‘one rule’ and still remain a hero for two reasons: first, because Bruce had no other
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option, and second, because his intentions were good, no matter what the consequences
were. After Batman runs away from the scene, the child he saved reinforces this point.
Though he just watched Batman kill someone, the boy asks why the police are chasing
him and says, “He didn’t do anything wrong,” (Nolan, 2008).
The film itself comments on the question of agency in other ways as well. The
Joker tells Batman to stop acting as if he’s a police officer, saying, “You're not! Even if
you'd like to be […] You see, their morals, their code, it's a bad joke. Dropped at the first
sign of trouble. They're only as good as the world allows them to be” (Nolan, 2008).
Though the Joker seems to think Batman is immune to his circumstances, this statement
applies to Batman just as much as it does to the police officers. Bruce is as only good as
the world allows him to be. In comic and cartoon versions of Batman where his bad guys
come after him with exploding penguins and oversized hammers, he can act as a
deontologist and ensure that the consequences of his actions don’t hurt anyone because
he has a much higher level of agency. In Nolan’s darker Gotham, where the Joker sews
bombs into the bodies of asylum residents and bribes police officers into selling out
innocent civilians to the bad guys, Batman has less agency and is forced by the storyteller
to deal with the consequences of acting from duty or make more utilitarian choices than
he might like to.
However, there are decisions that Bruce makes for utilitarian reasons which are
completely unjustifiable by deontological reasoning. While Bruce is attempting to track
down the Joker, he finds a mob boss who he knew had worked with the Joker. He
kidnaps the man and takes him to the top of a building, pushing him to the edge. The mob
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boss laughs and says that the fall wouldn’t kill him from this height. Batman says, “I’m
counting on it,” (Nolan, 2008) and pushes him, breaking both of his legs. No duty ethicist
of any kind could justify torturing someone for information, no matter how important the
information might be. A utilitarian, however, can allow the ends to justify the means.
Batman knows that the Joker will kill far more than one person if he’s let loose, so the
cost of torturing one person is a very reasonable one to pay. The narrative frames this
moment as a victory – it’s satisfying to the viewer to see the hero finally get his way and
make progress towards his goals. In this way, the film instructs that, while it’s wrong
when the Joker tortures people, it’s okay for Batman to do it because his end goal is
good.
There are other decisions Bruce makes which the film admits are unethical. In
order to locate the Joker quickly enough to stop him from blowing up two ferries full of
people, Bruce creates a machine which taps into every cell phone in the city and creates
an enormous sonar map of Gotham. He shows this very literal panopticon to Lucius Fox,
who helps run Wayne Enterprises, which leads to this exchange:
Batman: Beautiful, isn’t it?
Lucius Fox: Beautiful? Unethical. Dangerous […] With half the city
feeding you sonar, you can image all of Gotham. This is wrong.
Batman: I’ve got to find this man [the Joker], Lucius.
Lucius Fox: At what cost? […] This is too much power for one person.
(Nolan, 2008)
Despite Lucius’s protestations, he agrees to use the machine to help find the Joker, but
says he’ll resign if the machine stays at Wayne Enterprises, and at the end of the film,
Bruce destroys the machine. However, it’s difficult to say whether he destroys it because
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he actually thinks it was wrong or because he wants Lucius to stay. He introduces it to
Lucius by calling it ‘beautiful’, rather than describing it as an unfortunate necessity.
Bruce might agree with Lucius that it’s unethical in the end, but what does it mean that he
needs to be told that, that he doesn’t realize the machine is unethical on his own?
Throughout the film, Batman does whatever feels he needs to in order to achieve
his goals. The consequences are ultimately far more important than whatever ethically
shaky actions Batman takes to achieve them because the storyteller often doesn’t give
him the option to choose a more ethically sound path. When Batman does have the
agency to make other choices, his lack of strong convictions – aside from his ‘one rule’ –
make his ethical system inconsistent aside from his focus on consequentialism.
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CHAPTER 7: DISCUSSION
Utilitarianism is the most prevalent in these films, but it is used by villains and
heroes alike. Deontological ethics are never used by villains, but its overall presence
across these three films is underwhelming. Virtue ethics is consistently used by ‘good
guys’ and is the closest of the three ethical systems to being ‘right’ all of the time. More
accurately, however, the ethical systems that are positioned as ‘right’ within a narrative
depend in part on which system is positioned as ‘wrong’ in that narrative.
In The Dark Knight, the Joker proudly claims to be an anarchist. He says, “I’m an
agent of chaos. The thing about chaos? It’s fair,” (Nolan, 2008). Moore (2018) writes that
the Joker and Batman act to balance one another, with the Joker representing absurdist
nihilism and the destruction of systems, and Batman representing meaning and order.
When their two ethical systems go up against one another, it is a fight between Batman’s
utility and order versus the Joker’s chaos. Utilitarianism, and by extension, the concept of
order, win.
However, in Infinity War, a utilitarian ends up in the ‘wrong’. Thanos wants to
kill half the universe, and makes an argument for pure utilitarian reasons, which none of
the superheroes who fight him make any sort of case against. When he describes his
reasoning for his plan, the most that the superheroes do is hit him or call him crazy. None
present even a single reason why he’s wrong – and it shouldn’t be that hard to argue
against killing half the universe. Though in terms of the plot, Thanos is victorious,
narratively, he’s positioned as being in the ethical wrong. Every time he acquires a new
Infinity Stone, it is because a superhero made a non-utilitarian choice, and acted out of a
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sense of duty or in service of a virtue. In this way, the narrative positions those two
frameworks as ethically right. Civil War also positions utilitarianism as ‘wrong’. Iron
Man is a utilitarian superhero, not a supervillain like Thanos, but when he goes up against
Captain America, a virtue ethicist, he loses. However, Stark doesn’t lose this
philosophical fight because he makes ethically sketchy decisions the way that Thanos
does. Stark loses because he goes up against Rogers, and Rogers always is right. As the
moral exemplar of the universe, Rogers must always be right. Overall, the films don’t
consistently suggest any one system is best – at most, they consistently suggest who is
right. The placing of individual actors as opposed to frameworks at the center of ethical
judgement effects the way that narratives treat moral authority and power.
Giroux writes, “As the opportunities for civic education and public engagement
begin to disappear, film may provide one of the few media left that enables conversations
that connect politics, personal experiences, and public life to larger social issues,”
(Giroux, 2001). Because many people do not receive formalized ethics educations,
popular movies that create high-stakes ethical conundrums have the potential to
communicate important messages and, as Giroux says, enable conversations about larger
social issues, including ethics. If heroes always use utilitarianism and cold calculation to
defeat their heroes, does this affect the way audiences approach and understand ethical
decisions and concerns in their own lives? Superheroes represent an idealized human who
can chart paths through a world with collapsing faith in religious and government
institution (Moore, 2018). They are a model and a pantheon for us to idolize (Moore,
2018) and the way they teach us to handle ethical situations matters. Ultimately, these
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heroes teach that ethical processes do not matter, and that decisions are good simply
because those with power, those who have become the übermensch, make those choices.
These movies reify systems of power rather than systems of ethics.
Caped Tyrants
Batman’s ethical lapses in The Dark Knight gesture to an overarching theme of all
three superhero narratives: who should have power, and why? The police officers in The
Dark Knight, except for Police Commissioner Gordon, are shown to be easily corruptible,
easily bought. As the Joker says, their ethical code is “dropped at the first sign of
trouble,” (Nolan, 2008), so they clearly can’t be trusted with power. Harvey Dent, the
White Knight of Gotham, the only defense attorney unafraid to take on Gotham’s
organized crime families, is shown to fall dramatically from grace. After his girlfriend is
killed, he becomes ‘Two-Face’, a villain who rampages through Gotham killing everyone
he thinks had any possible role in her death. The narrative instructs us that he, and his ilk,
can’t be trusted either. The only constant presence which stands consistently against the
Joker, and evil at large, is Batman.
The Joker says to Batman, “You’re incorruptible,” (Nolan, 2008), and the
narrative supports this assertion. However, this sets up an uncomfortable paradigm. In
order for Gotham to be safe, it must blindly accept the absolute authority of one man,
allowing him to have complete control and power. For Gotham to be safe, Batman must
be allowed to become judge, jury, and executioner. He must be allowed total surveillance
and complete freedom to do as he chooses. In short: for Gotham to be secure, it must be
happy to have a dictator at the helm. Though the police will always chase Batman, in
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doing so, they become the bad guys for opposing the reign of the only man who can
possibly lift the city out of despair. The narrative actually gets us to cheer for and root on
someone who, in any other story, would probably be the bad guy. However, in this film,
he’s wearing a cape, and by that authority, he is unquestionable.
In Civil War, although Captain America is narratively positioned as having the
moral high ground, he makes a similar argument to Batman. When Stark says that the
Avengers need oversight, Rogers insists, “The safest hands are still our own,” (Russo &
Russo, 2016). He refuses to accept even the opinions of other people, insisting on acting
as if he’s above the United Nations, sure that they couldn’t possibly have anything of
value to offer in terms of ethical guidance. The government official who Stark had
worked with to initiate oversight measures ends up as an antagonist. Stark loses the fight
against Rogers, who ends up exiled as a martyr. This results in the same meta-message as
The Dark Knight, which is ultimately that superheroes should have absolute,
unquestioned authority to act as they please. The sheer fact that they are superheroes
makes them ethically unquestionable, and narratively positioned as morally superior.
Within the superhero genre as examined by this study, these would-be models of
superior ethical behavior are all tyrants. What really unites these films is not a coherent
ethical system, but a cult of personality. If a superhero is doing it, it is safe for the viewer
to assume that the action is narratively good. The notable exception to this rule is Stark,
in Civil War, who ends up in the moral wrong because he challenges the moral exemplar,
and because he attempts to cede his power to the government.
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CHAPTER 8: CONCLUSION
Of course, this study is limited in scope because it considers only the presentation
of three types of ethical systems within three films. A broader study could use the
methods used by this study to examine more films across the genre and be able to
construct a more complete picture of what ethics look like in these films. Another path
for future studies could be to examine the audience’s interpretation of ethical decisions in
these films, potentially via survey or focus groups. Questions such as ‘why did the hero
do X’ or ‘was Y the right thing to do’ could be useful in revealing the ways in which
audience members understand the ethical decisions being made onscreen.
These films have immense cultural impact, and the messages about ethical
systems that they send are seen by millions around the world. It matters what messages
these films send about technology, culture, the government, individuality, and the
manifold other topics that these narratives touch on. It matters what ethical systems
superheroes and superhero films endorse – and it matters if they pivot away from
conversations about ethics and towards blind hero worship.
Overall, these films don’t provide good ways for the casual audience to consider
ethical problems outside of the films by making transparent the ethical decision-making
process. Instead of prompting questions like ‘does this action increase or decrease
wellbeing in the world?’ or ‘am I duty bound to act?’ or ‘would a brave/kind/just person
take this action?’ these films merely ask us to consider whether or not a hero is
performing the action. This necessitates an ideology that prioritizes individual action over
collective understanding. These films promote a worldview and ideology which is
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inherently tyrannical and bordering on fascist. Any system which insists that only a select
chosen few are capable of making ethical choices is a system which not only supports
tyranny, but mandates it.
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APPENDIX:
CATEGORIZATION DATA
Figure 13: The Dark Knight Categorization Data
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Figure 14: Captain America: Civil War Categorization Data (sheet 1/2)
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Figure 15: Captain America: Civil War Categorization Data (sheet 2/2)
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Figure 16: Avengers: Infinity War Data (sheet 1/2)
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Figure 17: Avengers: Infinity War Data (sheet 2/2)
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