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This study explores the stylistic features found in the dialogue of the
character Joker in The Dark Knight, directed by Christopher Nolan. As one
of the most iconic villains in modern cinema, Joker is distinguished by his
unconventional, provocative, and psychologically charged use of language.
Through a stylistic approach, this research analyzes linguistic elements such
as diction, sentence structure, figurative language, and repetition aiming to
uncover how these features contribute to the construction of Joker’s identity
as a villain. The study employs a qualitative descriptive method, with data
drawn from selected excerpts of Joker's dialogue. The analysis is guided by
the stylistic framework of Geoffrey Leech and Mick Short. Ultimately, this
research seeks to offer a deeper understanding of how language is used not
only to shape character and ideology but also to evoke psychological impact
within popular media narratives.

Abstrak

Penelitian ini bertujuan untuk menganalisis gaya bahasa (stylistic features)
dalam dialog karakter Joker dalam film The Dark Knight karya Christopher
Nolan. Joker merupakan tokoh antagonis yang ikonik, dengan cara berbicara
yang tidak konvensional, provokatif, dan penuh dengan makna tersembunyi.
Melalui pendekatan stilistika, penelitian ini mengeksplorasi unsur-unsur
linguistik seperti diksi, struktur kalimat, majas, dan repetisi yang berperan
dalam membentuk identitas Joker sebagai sosok villain. Metode penelitian
yang digunakan adalah deskriptif kualitatif, dengan data berupa kutipan-
kutipan dialog Joker yang dianalisis berdasarkan teori stilistika dari Geoffrey
Leech dan Mick Short. Hasil yang diharapkan dari penelitian ini adalah
pemahaman yang lebih mendalam tentang bagaimana bahasa digunakan
sebagai sarana untuk membangun karakter, menyampaikan ideologi, serta
menciptakan dampak psikologis dalam media populer.

©00]

Copyright © 2025 Shofy Zahwa Syakira, Otong Setiawan Djuharie, Andang Saehu

1. Introduction

In cinematic narratives, characters are constructed not solely through visual
representation or plot progression, but also through the language they employ.
Dialogue functions as a core element in revealing a character’s psychological
complexity, motivations, and ideological stance (Jing, 2023). One of the most
compelling and linguistically intricate characters in contemporary cinema is the
Joker from Christopher Nolan’s 7he Dark Knight (2008). As a widely recognized
villain, the Joker is notorious not only for his erratic and violent behavior, but also
for his distinctive linguistic style—marked by irony, sarcasm, repetition,
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metaphor, rhetorical manipulation, and lexical deviation. His speech patterns are
as unsettling as his actions, contributing significantly to the construction of his
villainous identity.

The Joker’s use of language goes beyond basic communication; it becomes
an ideological instrument and a performative act. His dialogues—often cryptic,
paradoxical, and psychologically invasive—demonstrate his rejection of moral
structure and embrace of chaos. Language becomes his primary tool for
destabilizing others, expressing his anarchic worldview, and asserting narrative
dominance (Munda, 2025). To uncover how these elements are manifested
linguistically, a stylistic approach offers a systematic framework. Stylistics, as
defined by Wales (2011), is “the study of style in language, especially in literary
texts,” though its application has broadened to include film, drama, and popular
media. It bridges the gap between linguistic form and literary function, providing
tools to analyze how meaning is created through specific linguistic choices
(Candria, 2019).

Leech and Short (2007), in their seminal work Style in Fiction, outline four
levels of stylistic analysis—lexical, syntactic, figurative, and rhetorical. These
dimensions emphasize that language is never neutral; every choice reflects and
constructs character, tone, and ideology. Their model has become foundational
in stylistic studies for analyzing literary and fictional discourse. In addition,
Simpson (2004) proposes that stylistics functions as a cognitive and ideological
tool, showing how character speech can encode mental states, power relations,
and sociopolitical ideologies. He introduces frameworks such as mind style,
narrative point of view, and deviation to examine how stylistic patterns diverge
from the norm to convey deeper psychological and social meanings.

Moreover, Verdonk (2002) highlights how stylistic analysis can uncover the
ideological function of fictional language, especially in narratives where
characters challenge dominant moral codes. Similarly, Jeffries and Mclntyre
(2010) emphasize that stylistics is not merely about identifying features but about
interpreting their significance in textual and cultural contexts. When applied to
film dialogue, particularly that of a complex villain like the Joker, stylistics reveals
how linguistic strategies function not only for character construction but also for
audience manipulation and emotional engagement.

In the case of the Joker, his language is unpredictable, symbolically loaded,
and deeply manipulative. Ordinary phrases are transformed into provocative
ideological statements. Many of his utterances have transcended the narrative
itself, becoming culturally iconic due to their linguistic resonance and
psychological intensity. He is not merely a fictional antagonist; he is a rhetorical
disruptor whose speech reflects a deep subversion of ethical and communicative
norms.

Based on this theoretical and contextual foundation, this study seeks to
answer the following research question: How do stylistic features in the Jokers
dialogue contribute to his portrayal as a villain in The Dark Knight? To answer
this, the study will analyze selected excerpts from the Joker’s dialogue using a
stylistic framework focused on diction, sentence structure, figurative language,
and rhetorical devices. The study aims to demonstrate that villainy in
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contemporary media is not only enacted through behavior but constructed
through language. This research contributes to the broader field of stylistics by
affirming the role of language in shaping identity, ideology, and narrative impact
within cinematic discourse.

2. Method

This research employs a qualitative descriptive method with a stylistic
approach. The qualitative design is chosen because the study focuses on
interpreting language use in character dialogue. The descriptive nature of the
method allows the researcher to explore how the Joker’s language is used to
construct his identity, evoke psychological responses, and convey ideological
messages. A stylistic approach is applied to examine the linguistic features found
in the selected dialogues, particularly at the lexical, syntactic, and figurative
levels. Stylistics, as a branch of applied linguistics, enables a close reading of
language choices and how those choices function within fictional texts.

The data were collected through documentation, by identifying and
transcribing the Joker’s most prominent lines from 7he Dark Knight (2008). These
lines were selected based on their frequency of appearance in critical discussions
and their linguistic complexity. Each dialogue was then analyzed using Leech and
Short’s (2007) framework of stylistic analysis, which includes lexical, syntactic,
and figurative dimensions. The interpretation of data is grounded in context,
focusing on how language contributes to Joker’s characterization as a villain. To
ensure accuracy, the scenes were cross-checked with official subtitles and
timestamps, and the analysis was supported by relevant literature in stylistics
and film language studies.

3. Findings dnd Discussion
Findings

The findings of this study are categorized based on the stylistic features
found in the Joker's dialogues. These include figurative language, syntactic
features, and lexical choices. The tables below present selected quotations, their
stylistic classifications, and contextual information based on the scenes in which
they appear.

Table 1
Classification of Figurative Languange in Joker’s Dialogue
No Type of Dialogue Scene Description
Figurative
Languange
1 Metaphor - "I'm an agent of chaos.” - When Joker (disguised as a

nurse) visits Harvey Dent in
the hospital and persuades
him to embrace chaos.
- During the police
- “I'm a dog chasing cars. I interrogation scene between
wouldn’t know what to do with one  Joker and Batman.
if I caught it!"
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-*You'll see... I'll show you. When
the chips are down, these civilized
people, they’ll eat each other.”

- When the joker is
interrogated at the police
station by Batman.

2 Irony

- "You see, I'm a guy of simple
taste. I enjoy dynamite, and
gunpowder, and gasoline... and
you know the thing they have in
common? They're cheap."

- “It's not about money... it's about
sending a message.”

-"'m not a monster. I'm just
ahead of the curve."

- Where Joker burns the
mob’s stack of cash in the
warehouse.

- Spoken while Joker sets
fire to the mob’s money pile
to prove his nihilistic point.

- Also spoken in the hospital
scene while talking to
Harvey Dent.

3 Symbolism

"You see, I'm a guy of simple
taste. I enjoy dynamite, and
gunpowder, and gasoline... and
you know the thing they have in
common? They're cheap.

During the warehouse scene
where Joker burns the mob’s
stack of cash.

4 Paradox

"I'm not a monster. I'm just
ahead of the curve."

Also spoken in the hospital
scene while talking to
Harvey Dent.

5 Simile "You know madness is like gravity. This dialogue appears in the
all it takes is a little push.” ending scene when the
Joker is hanging upside
down on the building after
the fight with Batman.
Table 2
Classification of Syntactic Features in Joker’s Dialogue
No Characteristic Dialogue Scene Description
1  Rhetorical “Why so serious?” During the opening scene
Question where Joker’s henchmen
rob the bank, and later
when Joker tells the “scar
story” to a mob member.
Repetition "Do you want to know how Igot  paneated several times
Rhetorical these scars?" . . Wi s
Interrogative W|th dnfferent origin
stories—first to Gambol,
later to Rachel Dawes.
Rhetorical - “Do you want to know why I - Where Joker threatens a
Interrogative use a knife?” mobster and explains the

-"You know what I noticed?
Nobody panics when things go
'according to plan'... even if the
plan is horrifying."

slow nature of knives and
emotions.

- During the hospital scene
as Joker  manipulates
Harvey Dent into
embracing chaos
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Table 3

Classification of Lexical Features in Joker’s Dialogue

No Characteristic Dialogue Scene Description
Lexical deviation: "I believe whatever doesn't kill Spoken during the opening
altered idiom " you simply makes you... bank robbery scene, early

stranger." in the film.

2 Lexical contrast -Said to Harvey Dent in the

and redefinition

-"I'm not a monster. I'm just
ahead of the curve."

-"The only sensible way to live
in this world is without rules.”

hospital, convincing him to
embrace chaos.

-During the interrogation
at the police station, when
the Joker is being
interrogated by Batman.

3 Lexical symbolism
and sensory
diction

"Do you want to know why I use
a knife? Guns are too quick. You
cant savor all the.. little
emotions."

Spoken to a mobster
during a threat scene,
expressing Joker’s sadistic
philosophy.

4 Ironic diction and

"You see, I'm a guy of simple

Said while Joker burns a

symbolic taste. I enjoy dynamite, and pile of mob money to prove
enumeration gunpowder, and gasoline... and ideology over profit.
you know the thing they have in
common? They're cheap."
Discussion

Figurative Language

Figurative language allows the Joker to operate on multiple levels: he is
simultaneously an entertainer, philosopher, and terrorist. His metaphors are not
merely decorative—they function as tools for ideological framing. By using irony
and symbolism, the Joker forces both characters and audiences to confront
uncomfortable truths about morality, control, and chaos (Gupta, 2020). These
linguistic choices make him a more compelling villain than a character driven
solely by external actions.

a) "I'm an agent of chaos."

In this sentence, Joker does not say that he brings chaos, but equates himself
directly with the agent of chaos. The word “agent” gives a formal and planned
feel, whereas chaos is usually perceived as spontaneous and destructive. This
creates a paradox: The Joker is patterned chaos. Stylistically, this metaphor
reinforces Joker's ideology that social systems must be disrupted and destroyed.
This sentence emphasizes that chaos is not the effect of his actions, but his
personal mission.

b) "You see, I'm a guy of simple taste. I enjoy dynamite, and gunpowder, and
gasoline... and you know the thing they have in common? They're cheap."
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On the surface, this sentence sounds lighthearted, even humorous. However,
it is a dark of irony: The Joker refers to explosives as “simple taste”, which implies
normalcy. In fact, these materials are symbols of destruction, violence, and
death. The symbolism in “dynamite, gunpowder, gasoline” shows Joker's
fondness for things that destroy. It reinforces his image as someone who sees
destruction as fun, even elegant. The irony of the statement reinforces the
psychological effect of the villain's lack of empathy.

¢) "I'm not a monster. I'm just ahead of the curve."

This statement seems defensive, but it actually contains a paradox. The Joker
denies that he is a monster, yet at the same time, he claims that he is "more
advanced” than society. Here, the Joker creates a moral justification for his
crimes, as if he is merely opening people's eyes to a greater truth (Osipov, 2024).
This is a form of irony: in trying to deny that he is a monster, he demonstrates
an intimidating ideological superiority. This style of language reflects the Joker's
character as someone who plays with perception, challenging conventional
morality with arguments that twist logic.

d) “I'm a dog chasing cars. I wouldn't know what to do with one if I caught it!"

The Joker uses absurd yet effective self-metaphors. By likening himself to a
dog chasing a car, he portrays himself as impulsive, without an ultimate plan,
and unconcerned with outcomes. This sentence makes it clear that the Joker is
not motivated by a specific outcome or goal, but rather by the action itself - a
destructive act without direction (Liu, 2021). This metaphor reinforces his image
as unpredictable, dangerous, and acting beyond the logic of a normal villain.

e) “You'll see... I'll show you. When the chips are down, these civilized people, they’ll
eat each other.”

In this line, the Joker makes use of metaphors and idioms, to convey his
darkest belief that “civilization” is just a thin veneer that will crumble under
pressure. The phrase “when the chips are down, they'll eat each other” forms a
powerful image of how fragile the human social and moral order is. This dark,
symbolic style of language reinforces the Joker's character as a villain who is not
out to win or dominate, but to prove that no one is truly good.

f) “It's not about money... it's about sending a message.”

This quote has become one of the most famous lines of the Joker. In the
context of the scene, the Joker burns a large pile of money. His action conveys
the message that money is not his motivation, but ideology and symbolism. This
remark emphasizes that the Joker is not interested in material gain, but in the
ideological impact of chaos (Mohammad et al., 2024). Money here symbolizes
the capitalist system, and its burning is a form of symbolic resistance. This
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sentence is also full of irony: in a world where money is power, Joker shows that
true power comes from the ability to reject value itself. Stylistically, the use of
pauses in this sentence (“it's not about money..."”) gives a dramatic effect that
emphasizes the importance of the "message” he wants to spread.

g) "You know madness is like gravity. all it takes is a little push.”

The Joker uses the simile “madness is like gravity” to compare two different
things explicitly using the word “like”. Joker equates madness with gravity to
convey his view that madness is natural and can happen to anyone with just a
little push. This dialogue reflects the Joker's philosophical view that humans tend
to fall into madness when under pressure, as he tests through his social
experiment in the movie during the scene of the two ferry boats.

Syntactic Features

Syntactic features refer to the structural choices made in sentence
construction—ranging from sentence length and complexity to the use of
rhetorical questions and grammatical deviation. These choices often shape how
language influences power dynamics and emotional impact. According to Leech
and Short (2007), stated that when character speech has syntactic deviation or
marked structures, that may signal psychological traits as well as communicative
intentions. As calculated and also calculated, the Joker's use of syntax mirrors his
manipulation of people in its structure.

a) "Why so serious?"

This quote is one of the most iconic rhetorical devices of the Joker. The
sentence structure is short and unconventional. Grammatically, it should be “Why
are you so serious?”, but the Joker deliberately omits formal elements to create
a more urgent and direct effect.

The sentence is delivered in a moment of tension, where the Joker challenges
the morality and emotional response of those around him. This style creates a
rhythm of language that is fast, stressful, and intimate yet threatening. The
simplified syntax also shows how the Joker undermines the norms of
communication and emphasizes the intensity of meaning through a brief
structure.

b) "Do you want to know how I got these scars?”

This sentence is repeated multiple times throughout the film, each time with
a different backstory. Syntactically, it is a complete interrogative, but functionally,
it is rhetorical. Joker does not actually seek an answer; instead, he uses the
question to initiate control over the listener and psychologically destabilize them
(Drea 2019). The repetition of this structure reflects discoursal manipulation: by
recycling the same sentence form but altering its content, Joker disorients both
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characters and viewers, calling into question the reliability of narrative and
memory.

c) "Do you want to know why I use a knife?"

Similar to the previous quote, this sentence structure facilitates the Joker's
sadistic explanation. It serves as an introduction to a longer, scarier monologue.

The pattern “Do you want to know why. . . “gives the impression that the
Joker is having a conversation, but he is actually establishing psychological
dominance. The choice of this pattern demonstrates narrative control, creating a
sense of unease from the start.

The use of knives as the main object suggests a more personal and visceral
cruelty - in contrast to firearms which are more immediate and emotionless.
The combination of syntactic structure and theme makes this sentence very
disturbing.

d) "You know what I noticed? Nobody panics when things go 'according to plan'...
even if the plan is horrifying."

This quote is longer and consists of several parts. The Joker opens with a
casual phrase: “You know what I noticed?”, which evokes an informal and close
atmosphere. What follows, however, is a very sharp social critique.This sentence
structure shows a clear distinction between order and decay. The Joker
emphasizes that the social system is not affected by a cruel act if the act is
“planned”.

The use of phrases such as “even if the plan is horrifying” forms a paradoxical
syntactic structure, where damage becomes acceptable only because it fits the
plan. This sentence shows how the Joker develops his ideology by using complex
yet rhetorical language, thus creating an argument that is both evocative and
frightening (Jagad, 2015).

Lexical Features

Lexical features refer to the intentional selection of words that carry certain
meanings, tones, or connotations. In stylistics, diction is considered one of the
most powerful indicators of character, ideology, and narrative intention.

a) "I believe whatever doesn't kill you simply makes you... stranger."

This quote is a twist on a popular saying: “What doesn't kill you makes you
stronger”. However, Joker changes the keyword from “stronger” to “stranger”.
The use of the word stranger has a negative and abnormal connotation. Not only
does it challenge the idea that suffering makes one stronger, but it implies that
trauma makes one deviant.

This diction reflects the Joker's worldview-that suffering produces mental
chaos. Stylistically, the use of stranger is not only the opposite of stronger, but
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also a reflection of the Joker's way of seeing the world: absurd, upside down,
and deviant (Kateb, 2024).

b) "I'm not a monster. I'm just ahead of the curve."

The word “monster” is a common label for villains. But the Joker rejects the
term and replaces it with “ahead of the curve”, a phrase usually used in the
context of business or innovation. This diction shows Joker's attempt to frame
himself not as evil, but as a logical evolution of society itself. The use of this
unconventional phrase indicates that Joker sees himself as part of progress-not
as an aberration. This word choice creates a rhetorical effect that twists morals,
where evil is considered a form of modernity.

c) “The only sensible way to live in this world is without rules.”

This statement shows how the Joker uses lexical redefinition to overturn
conventional moral logic, where he calls a life without rules the only thing that
makes sense. This is not just a play on words, but a way for Joker to convey his
anarchistic worldview: that systems, laws, and morality are just fragile illusions
that humans create to feel safe.

d) "Do you want to know why I use a knife? Guns are too quick. You can't savor all

The words “savor” and "“little emotions” are very important in this quote. The
word savor is usually used in the context of food or pleasure, but here it is used
to describe torture. It is a sadistic word choice that equates suffering with
pleasure. The phrase “little emotions” devalues the experiences of others, as if
their pain is merely entertainment.

This diction presents the Joker as a figure who romanticizes violence, treating
crime as art or a form of self-expression. This builds his image as a villain who
enjoys suffering personally and aesthetically.

e) "You see, I'm a guy of simple taste. I enjoy dynamite, and gunpowder, and
gasoline... and you know the thing they have in common? They're cheap."

Words like dynamite, gunpowder and gasoline are lexically destructive, full of
symbolic content. Each represents violence, explosion, and combustion. The word
cheap at the end of the sentence is a stark contrast. It reduces the meaning of
these dangerous objects to their economic value, which is an allusion to the
capitalist system. This diction shows how the Joker uses symbolic vocabulary to
illustrate that chaos is not only destructive, but also easily and cheaply realized.
The use of these words gives a stylistic effect that combines ideology with
physical threat.

The findings of this study highlight the significance of stylistic analysis as a
method to understand how language constructs character identity in popular
media. By examining the Joker’s dialogue, this research demonstrates that
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stylistic features such as figurative language, syntactic structures, and lexical
choices are not only literary devices but also powerful tools for shaping ideology
and psychological impact. This implies that stylistic approaches can be extended
beyond traditional literary texts into film studies, enabling scholars to investigate
how language functions in visual narratives to convey complex themes such as
chaos, morality, and villainy.

Furthermore, the study provides pedagogical implications for the fields of
linguistics, literature, and media studies. On a broader scale, the research also
contributes to cultural studies by showing how cinematic language reflects and
influences audience perceptions of morality and social order. This opens
opportunities for further interdisciplinary research linking stylistics with
psychology, communication, and film criticism.

4. Conclusion

This study concludes that the Joker’s villainous identity in 7he Dark Knight is
constructed not merely through his actions, but significantly through his use of
language. The analysis of figurative language, syntactic features, and lexical
choices demonstrates that his speech is deliberately styled to disturb, provoke,
and reject societal norms. Through metaphors, rhetorical questions, and symbolic
diction, Joker uses language as a psychological weapon to assert control and
express his chaotic worldview.

By applying a stylistic approach, the research highlights how character
construction in popular media can be effectively examined through linguistic
analysis. The Joker's dialogue reveals that villainy is not only a matter of behavior
but also of expression. His words carry ideological weight, shaping both his
persona and the audience’s perception of evil. Thus, language becomes a central
element in defining the complexity and memorability of a cinematic villain.
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