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ABSTRACT

ArkhamAsylumishometosomeofpopularculture’smostnotorioussupervillains.Theneglect
and inadequate care these villains receive mirrors a real-world context where mental illness is
surroundedbystigma,misunderstanding,andpoorrehabilitationrates.Thisstudyexplorestheless
glossynichesbetweentheaction-packedbutton-mashingonthesurfaceofapopularBatmanvideo
gameBatman:ArkhamAsylum.BypullingbackthecurtainovertheroutinetreatmentofArkham
Asylum’spatients(alsoknownasinmates),itpresentsasetofgoodpracticesforimprovingtheircare
throughmoreeffectivecommunication.Recordedaudiointerviewsfromthevideogameconstitutes
thefoundationforthissetofgoodpracticestailoredtotheneedsofthefictionalfacility.Narrative
inquiryisusedtopulltheserecommendationsfromthedata.Basedonnarrativeelementsfoundin
thedata,thisstudyrecommendsanempathy-drivenandpreventativeapproachtotreatingGotham’s
criminallyinsanepopulation.
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INTRodUCTIoN

Arkham Asylum, the home of Gotham city’s abundant criminally insane population, has seen
manyartisticinterpretationsovertheyears.IthasbeennotablyfeaturedinBatmanBegins(2005),
Batman:TheAnimatedSeries (1992),andArkhamAsylum:ASeriousHouseonSeriousEarth
(1990).AlthoughitisknownforhousingfamiliarcharactersinBatman’sextensiveroguesgallery,
thefacilityitselfhasbecomeanestablishedcharacterintheDCcomicbookuniverse.Inbetween
the exciting action focusing onBatman, there havebeennumerous depictions of theday-to-day
operationsatthehospital.GraphicnovelslikeArkhamAsylum:Madness(2010)placedorderlies
andnursesintotheforegroundasthemaincharactersperformingtheirrounds.Thesesnippetsof
mundanefictionalinteractionsprovidemorethansimplenarrativefiller.CharacterslikeTwo-Face
(MultiplePersonalityDisorder),theRiddler(NarcissisticPersonalityDisorder),andHarleyQuinn
(DependentPersonalityDisorder)displayawidevarietyofmentalhealthsymptomsandconditions.
Thesevillainspresentamentalandphysicalchallengeforthemedicalstafftocommunicatewith
intheirattemptsatrehabilitation.ScholarssuchasTerrill(2000)andLangley(2012)hadprofiled
thesecharactersinthepast,butnonehavetakenacriticallookatthequalityofthehealthcarethey
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receiveatArkham.Againstthisbackdrop,thepurposeofthisstudywastoexplorepatient-provider
communicationasitisportrayedininRocksteadyStudios’spopularvideogameBatman:Arkham
Asylum(2009).Specifically, thisstudysoughttopresentadetailedcriticalanalysisof theaudio
recordingsofinterviewsbetweenMentalHealthCareProviders(MHCPs)andpatientsatArkham
Asyluminordertouncoveradeeperunderstandingoftheseextremevillainsastheyappearintheir
everydaylifeinamedicalcommunicationsettingattheAsylum(asopposedtotheirusualdepictions
ofsensationalbankrobbing,hostagetaking,andbatfighting).

Mental Health of the Criminally Insane
Theefficacyofmentalhealthcorrectionaltreatmentprogramsinreducingrecidivismisacontroversial
and often debated topic. Patients “can present treatment dilemmas because they are inherently
unpredictable,makingthemverydifficultandfrighteningtotreat”(Charles,2010,p.433).Researchers
likeJacoby(2002)tookapessimisticstanceontheissue,claimingthat“wehavebecomeaccustomed
totheincapacityofthepolicetopreventcrime,ofcourtstometeoutjustice,andofcorrectional
institutionstorehabilitate”(p.168).Whenpatientsdonotimprovetheircondition,theycanbecome
trappedinthesystemthatwascreatedtofreethemfromillness.

ArkhamAsylumis,notsurprisingly,knownforhavingarevolvingdooreffectonthepatientsit
treats,astheytendtobereadmittedsoonaftertheirrelease.Pinpointingthesourceofthisproblem
isnotaneasytask,butShaw(2004)posited,“thisprocesswithrespecttorevolving-doorpatients
mightbelinkedtomoraljudgmentsaboutpatientsasbadorotherwise”(p.1034).Thecriminally
insaneareoftennotabletodistinguishrightfromwrong,yettheycouldbedeniedeffectivetreatment
onmoralgrounds.

AccordingtoCrawfordandBrown(2009),treatmentofmentalhealthhashistoricallyfavoreda
“productionline”model,inwhichrudenessandlackofeffortarehallmarksofinstitutionaltreatment.
Crawford and Brown developed the Brief, Ordinary, and Effective (BOE) model for MHCPs,
whichprioritizescommunicationskills in treatment.Theirmodelusessmall talkandnon-verbal
communicationtocreatea“tardiseffect,”throughwhichMHCPsareabletomakethemostoftheir
brieftimespentwithpatients.Thecorefeaturesofthismodelincludegesturesthatfosterordinariness
orfamiliarityforpatientsalongwithevidence-basedpolicies.Theirapproachstressestheimportance
ofthe“everydayaspectsofcommunication,”whichthisstudyseekstoexamineatArkhamAsylum.

Studying Patient-Provider Communication at Arkham Asylum
ThevideogameBatman:ArkhamAsylum(2009)presentstheiconicestablishmentwithpainstaking
levelsofdetail.Gamerscanexplorethecellsofthepatients,readaboutitshistory,andlistentoaudio
recordingsfrommedicalinterviews.Batman’svillainsfulfillstrongarchetypestowhichtheirbroad
audiencesareabletorelate.Taylor(2008)pointedoutthatitisperhapsthebelievabilityofthese
charactersthatkeepsuscomingbacktothem:“Themostmemorable,themostenduring,ofBatman’s
roguesgalleryaretheoneswhoaremerelyhuman.Theyaresociopaths,thieves,andgangsterstobe
sure,butthey’remadeofthesameflesh,blood,andgutsasBatman”(p.8).Whilethesedarkand
dangerouscharactersprovideasourceofentertainmentthroughtheirtwistedandelaboratecrimes,
thepresentstudyisinterestedintheinformationtobegainedfromexploringtheclinical(andnot-
so-theatrical)aspectsoftheirlives.

Clarke(2013)highlightedtheconsequenceofportrayingthisenvironmentinamediumthatis
meanttoexciteandengagetheplayer:“Thenarrativelanguageusedinthisgame[Batman: Arkham 
Asylum] reinforcesmanystereotypicalnotionsconcerningmentalhealth issues”(p.755).Clarke
wentontoexplainhowreferringtopatientsas“freaks”or“animals”canoffendorstigmatizepeople
basedontheirexperienceandperceptionofmentalillness.

AlthoughShaw(2010)explainedhowvideogameculturerequiresabroadexaminationofgamer
identity(includingwhatandhowtheyplay),theseconsiderationsareoutsidethescopeofthisstudy,
which limits itsdefinition toanewmedia subculture“on the fringesof,butwhichnevertheless
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