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Abstract 

This study examines the construction and deconstruction of black humor schemata in American literature from 
the perspective of the philosophy of language, using Joseph Heller’s ‘Catch-22’ as a case study. Black humor, 
characterized by its ironic, absurd, and satirical elements, presents a unique narrative technique that challenges 
conventional literary forms and critiques sociopolitical structures. This research employs a combined 
methodology of textual analysis and philosophical inquiry to dissect the narrative devices and thematic 
elements Heller employs to construct black humor. The analysis reveals how Heller’s use of paradox, anti-
heroism, and incongruity not only constructs a distinct humor but also deconstructs traditional wartime 
narratives, reflecting broader existential and linguistic concerns. Through a detailed examination of key 
passages and motifs in ‘Catch-22,’ the study provides insights into the intricate relationship between language, 
humor, and meaning in literary contexts. This paper discusses the theoretical underpinnings of black humor 
within the framework of language philosophy, examines its manifestation in Heller’s work, and explores its 
implications for contemporary literary theory. The results contribute to a deeper understanding of how black 
humor functions as both a narrative strategy and a philosophical critique, offering new perspectives on its role 
in American literature.  
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1. Introduction 
Black humor, as a distinct literary device and philosophical concept, has been widely employed in 

American literature to convey the absurdities and paradoxes of the human condition. This study explores the 
construction and deconstruction of black humor in Joseph Heller’s seminal work, “Catch-22,” through the lens 
of language philosophy. By applying a rigorous analytical framework that encompasses narratology, stylistics, 
satire, and deconstructive approaches, this research aims to unravel the complex interplay between language, 
meaning, and the human experience in Heller’s novel. 

The philosophical underpinnings of black humor can be traced back to the works of existentialist thinkers 
such as Sartre and Camus, who grappled with the inherent absurdity and meaninglessness of life in the face of 
an indifferent universe. In the American literary context, black humor emerged as a powerful tool for critiquing 
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societal norms, political structures, and the human condition in the post-World War II era. Heller’s “Catch-22” 
epitomizes this literary tradition, employing a range of narratological techniques, stylistic devices, and satirical 
elements to construct a complex web of black humor that simultaneously engages and challenges the reader. 

Central to the construction of black humor in “Catch-22” is Heller’s masterful use of narrative structure 
and perspective. The novel’s non-linear, fragmented narrative, which jumps between different characters and 
time periods, mirrors the chaos and absurdity of war and bureaucracy. This narratological approach serves to 
disorient the reader, forcing them to confront the illogical and often contradictory nature of the characters’ 
experiences. Moreover, Heller’s use of multiple perspectives and unreliable narrators further underscores the 
subjectivity of truth and the inherent instability of language and meaning. 

At the stylistic level, Heller employs a range of devices to construct black humor, including irony, paradox, 
and hyperbole. The novel’s titular concept of the “catch-22” itself embodies a central paradox: a situation in 
which the only solution to a problem is denied by the very nature of the problem itself. This paradox serves as 
a metaphor for the absurdity of war and the human condition, where individuals are often trapped in a web of 
contradictory rules and expectations. Heller’s use of irony, particularly in his portrayal of the military 
bureaucracy and the characters’ responses to it, further highlights the discrepancy between appearance and 
reality, and the ultimate futility of human endeavor in the face of an absurd world. 

Satire, as a key element of black humor, is also prominently featured in “Catch-22.” Heller’s biting critique 
of the military-industrial complex, the dehumanizing effects of bureaucracy, and the corruption of power is 
conveyed through exaggerated, often grotesque characters and situations. The novel’s satirical elements serve 
to expose the underlying absurdities and injustices of society, while also providing a measure of comic relief 
in the face of overwhelming darkness. 

From a deconstructive perspective, “Catch-22” invites a deeper interrogation of the relationship between 
language, meaning, and reality. Drawing on the work of theorists such as Derrida, this study explores how 
Heller’s novel undermines and subverts traditional binary oppositions, such as sanity/insanity, 
heroism/cowardice, and truth/falsehood. By exposing the inherent instability and arbitrariness of these 
categories, Heller’s black humor calls into question the very foundations of language and meaning, suggesting 
that reality itself is ultimately a construct of human perception and interpretation. 

The application of reader response theory further illuminates the role of the reader in constructing meaning 
from the text’s black humor. As readers navigate the novel’s complex web of irony, paradox, and satire, they 
are forced to confront their own assumptions and biases, actively participating in the creation of meaning. This 
interactive process underscores the inherent subjectivity of interpretation and the multiplicity of possible 
readings that emerge from a text like “Catch-22.” 

Intertextuality also plays a significant role in the construction and deconstruction of black humor in Heller’s 
novel. The work’s rich tapestry of allusions, references, and parallels to other literary texts, historical events, 
and cultural phenomena serves to situate “Catch-22” within a broader literary and philosophical tradition. By 
engaging with these intertextual elements, readers are encouraged to draw connections between the novel’s 
themes and the wider human experience, further deepening their understanding of the complex nature of black 
humor. 

A close examination of “Catch-22” through character analysis, plot structure, and thematic exploration 
reveals the intricate ways in which Heller constructs and deconstructs black humor throughout the novel. The 
protagonist, Yossarian, serves as a lens through which the absurdities and horrors of war are filtered, his 
gradual descent into madness and disillusionment mirroring the reader’s own journey through the text. The 
novel’s circular plot structure, with its repetition of events and motifs, reinforces the cyclical nature of 
absurdity and the inescapability of the human condition. Thematically, “Catch-22” grapples with questions of 
morality, sanity, and the search for meaning in a world that often defies rational explanation. 

In conclusion, this study demonstrates how Joseph Heller’s “Catch-22” constructs and deconstructs black 
humor through a complex interplay of language, narrative, and philosophical inquiry. By applying a 
multifaceted analytical framework that encompasses language philosophy, narratology, stylistics, satire, and 
deconstructive approaches, this research illuminates the profound ways in which black humor operates as a 
vehicle for critiquing and understanding the human experience. Heller’s novel, in its relentless exposure of the 
absurdities and contradictions of war, bureaucracy, and society, ultimately invites readers to confront the 
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deeper existential questions that lie at the heart of the human condition. Through its masterful construction and 
deconstruction of black humor, “Catch-22” emerges as a timeless testament to the power of literature to 
challenge, provoke, and transform our understanding of the world and ourselves. 

2. Philosophical Framework and Theoretical Foundations 

2.1 Philosophy of Language Overview 
Philosophy of language provides a solid theoretical foundation for analyzing the construction and 

deconstruction of black humor in American literature. As a branch of analytic philosophy, philosophy of 
language examines the nature, origins, and usage of language, focusing on the relationship between language, 
meaning, and reality (Abrams, 2023). Key concepts such as sense and reference, speech acts, and language 
games offer valuable insights into the linguistic mechanisms underlying literary works (Alber, 2019). 

In the context of American literature, philosophy of language illuminates the complex interplay between 
language, culture, and identity. The 20th century saw a proliferation of experimental literary forms that 
challenged traditional notions of meaning and representation (Bennett, 2022). Black humor, characterized by 
its darkly comic treatment of serious subjects, emerged as a prominent style that reflected the absurdity and 
disillusionment of the postwar era (Bernaerts and Bousquet, 2021). Philosophers such as Wittgenstein, Austin, 
and Searle provided theoretical frameworks for understanding how language constructs and subverts meaning 
in black humor texts (Bosc, 2021). 

Wittgenstein’s later work, particularly his concept of language games, emphasizes the contextual and rule-
governed nature of language use (Brienza, 2023). In black humor, the subversive play with language 
conventions creates a dissonance between form and content, exposing the arbitrary and contingent nature of 
meaning (Burke, 2020). Austin’s speech act theory, which distinguishes between locutionary, illocutionary, 
and perlocutionary acts, highlights the performative function of language (Caracciolo, 2022). Black humor 
exploits this performative dimension, using irony, paradox, and hyperbole to critique and deconstruct dominant 
cultural narratives (Craps, 2022). 

Searle’s work on indirect speech acts and metaphor further elucidates the complex layering of meaning in 
black humor texts (Currie, 2020). The gap between literal and figurative meaning creates a space for subversive 
interpretations that challenge reader expectations and reveal hidden power structures (Davis, 2021). Derrida’s 
deconstructive approach, which emphasizes the inherent instability and indeterminacy of language, aligns with 
the black humor ethos of undermining fixed meanings and binary oppositions (Fludernik, 2002). 

These philosophical frameworks provide a robust foundation for analyzing the linguistic and rhetorical 
strategies employed in black humor texts. Heller’s “Catch-22” exemplifies the subversive potential of language 
in constructing a darkly satirical vision of war, bureaucracy, and the human condition (Fruscione, 2023). The 
novel’s non-chronological structure, circular logic, and absurdist dialogue create a disorienting effect that 
mirrors the characters’ existential predicament (Geyrhaller, 2020). Heller’s inventive use of language, 
including puns, neologisms, and extended metaphors, contributes to the novel’s destabilizing force, exposing 
the contradictions and absurdities of modern civilization (Gillespie, 2022). 

Moreover, “Catch-22” enacts a meta-linguistic critique, interrogating the very nature of language and 
representation. The novel’s titular paradox encapsulates the self-referential and self-negating quality of 
language, as the concept of a “catch-22” simultaneously defines and undermines itself (Hagberg, 2023). This 
linguistic aporia reflects the broader theme of the impossibility of stable meaning and the ultimate inadequacy 
of language to capture the complexities of human experience (Harrison, 2022). 

Philosophically, “Catch-22” can be seen as a proto-poststructuralist text, anticipating the deconstructive 
turn in literary theory (Herman, 2021). The novel’s radical skepticism towards grand narratives, its emphasis 
on the slipperiness of signification, and its embrace of contradiction and ambiguity align with poststructuralist 
concepts such as the decentered subject, the play of différance, and the openness of the text (Hoberek, 2021). 
Heller’s black humor thus operates on a meta-discursive level, using language to critique and subvert the very 
foundations of language and meaning (Hutcheon, 2019). 

In conclusion, philosophy of language provides a robust theoretical framework for analyzing the 
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construction and deconstruction of black humor in American literature. Concepts from Wittgenstein, Austin, 
Searle, and Derrida illuminate the linguistic mechanisms and rhetorical strategies employed in black humor 
texts, revealing their subversive potential to challenge dominant cultural narratives and destabilize fixed 
meanings. Heller’s “Catch-22” exemplifies the radical skepticism and meta-linguistic critique characteristic of 
black humor, anticipating poststructuralist notions of the instability and indeterminacy of language. By 
applying philosophical insights to literary analysis, we can better understand the complex interplay between 
language, meaning, and reality in black humor texts, and appreciate their enduring significance in the American 
literary canon. 

2.2 American Literature Context 
American literature in the post-World War II era witnessed a surge of avant-garde and experimental works 

that challenged traditional literary conventions and reflected the profound sense of disillusionment and 
absurdity permeating society. This zeitgeist gave rise to a distinctive mode of expression known as black humor, 
which employs satirical wit, irony, and grotesque exaggeration to expose the darker aspects of human existence 
and the inherent contradictions of modern life. Black humor operates as a subversive force, undermining 
established norms and hierarchies while forcing readers to confront uncomfortable truths about the human 
condition. 

In the context of post-war American literature, black humor emerged as a response to the existential crises 
and cultural upheavals of the time. The horrors of World War II, the looming threat of nuclear annihilation, 
and the growing disenchantment with societal institutions and values created a fertile ground for writers to 
explore the absurdities and incongruities of the human experience. Black humorists sought to capture the 
zeitgeist of an age marked by anxiety, alienation, and a pervasive sense of meaninglessness. Their works often 
featured anti-heroes grappling with the absurdities of bureaucratic systems, the dehumanizing effects of 
technology, and the erosion of individual autonomy in an increasingly conformist society. 

One of the defining characteristics of black humor in American literature is its subversive nature. By 
employing satirical wit and irony, black humorists challenge the status quo and expose the underlying 
absurdities and hypocrisies of societal norms and institutions. They often target the military-industrial complex, 
consumerism, and the dehumanizing effects of bureaucracy, highlighting the ways in which these forces strip 
individuals of their agency and humanity. Black humor operates as a form of social critique, using laughter as 
a means of confronting and coping with the darker aspects of human existence. Through their irreverent and 
often shocking depictions of the absurdities of modern life, black humorists invite readers to question the 
validity of established norms and values, and to recognize the inherent contradictions and irrationalities that 
underlie human experience. 

Another key aspect of black humor in American literature is its emphasis on the grotesque and the surreal. 
Black humorists often employ exaggeration, distortion, and absurdity to create a sense of unease and 
disorientation in readers. They present a world in which the boundaries between the real and the imaginary, 
the rational and the irrational, are blurred, forcing readers to confront the unsettling and often disturbing aspects 
of human existence. The grotesque elements in black humor serve to underscore the fundamental absurdity 
and meaninglessness of life, and to challenge readers’ assumptions about the nature of reality. By presenting 
a distorted and exaggerated version of the world, black humorists expose the underlying irrationality and chaos 
that lurk beneath the surface of everyday life. 

Black humor in American literature also frequently employs metafictional techniques, drawing attention to 
the artificiality and constructedness of the literary text itself. Black humorists often break the fourth wall, 
directly addressing readers and commenting on the process of writing and storytelling. This self-reflexive 
approach serves to underscore the inherent limitations and inadequacies of language and representation in 
capturing the complexity and absurdity of human experience. By exposing the artifice of the literary text, black 
humorists challenge readers to question the reliability of narrative and the authority of the author, inviting them 
to engage in a more active and critical reading of the work. 

The philosophical underpinnings of black humor in American literature can be traced to the existentialist 
and absurdist movements of the twentieth century. Existentialist thinkers such as Jean-Paul Sartre and Albert 
Camus emphasized the fundamental absurdity and meaninglessness of human existence, arguing that 
individuals must create their own meaning in a world devoid of inherent purpose or value. Black humorists 
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draw upon these existentialist ideas, presenting characters who grapple with the absurdity of their own 
existence and the inherent contradictions of the human condition. They often depict individuals struggling to 
find meaning and purpose in a world that seems fundamentally irrational and absurd, highlighting the ultimate 
futility of such endeavors. 

Similarly, the influence of absurdist philosophy can be seen in the works of black humorists. Absurdist 
thinkers such as Samuel Beckett and Eugène Ionesco emphasized the fundamental irrationality and 
meaninglessness of human existence, presenting a world in which communication breaks down and individuals 
are trapped in repetitive and ultimately futile patterns of behavior. Black humorists draw upon these absurdist 
ideas, creating characters who are caught in a web of bureaucratic absurdities and linguistic paradoxes, unable 
to escape the inherent irrationality and meaninglessness of their existence. 

The philosophical framework of black humor in American literature is thus deeply rooted in the 
existentialist and absurdist traditions, which emphasize the fundamental absurdity and meaninglessness of 
human existence. By employing satirical wit, irony, and grotesque exaggeration, black humorists expose the 
darker aspects of the human condition and challenge readers to confront the inherent contradictions and 
irrationalities of modern life. Through their subversive and often shocking depictions of the absurdities of 
human experience, black humorists invite readers to question the validity of established norms and values, and 
to recognize the ultimate futility of the search for meaning and purpose in a fundamentally irrational and absurd 
world. 

2.3 Black Humor Theory 
Black humor, as a distinct literary genre and aesthetic style, has emerged as a powerful tool for critiquing 

societal absurdities and existential crises in post-World War II American literature. Rooted in the philosophical 
traditions of existentialism, absurdism, and postmodernism, black humor operates by subverting conventional 
narrative structures, employing irony and satire, and juxtaposing incongruous elements to reveal the inherent 
contradictions and meaninglessness of modern existence. As a theoretical framework, black humor theory 
posits that the absurdity and darkness of the human condition can be confronted and transcended through 
laughter, which serves as a coping mechanism and a means of resistance against the oppressive forces of 
society. 

The philosophical underpinnings of black humor can be traced back to the works of Søren Kierkegaard, 
Friedrich Nietzsche, and Albert Camus, who grappled with the notions of despair, nihilism, and the absurd. 
Kierkegaard’s concept of existential irony, Nietzsche’s critique of moral systems, and Camus’ exploration of 
the absurd laid the groundwork for the emergence of black humor as a literary device. In the American context, 
black humor gained prominence in the 1960s and 1970s, coinciding with the rise of postmodernism and the 
counterculture movement. Authors such as Kurt Vonnegut, Thomas Pynchon, and Joseph Heller employed 
black humor to challenge the dominant cultural narratives and expose the absurdities of war, bureaucracy, and 
consumerism. 

Black humor theory emphasizes the subversive potential of laughter in the face of existential despair and 
societal oppression. By presenting horrific or tragic events in a comedic light, black humorists aim to shock 
readers out of their complacency and force them to confront the underlying absurdities of their existence. This 
juxtaposition of humor and horror creates a sense of cognitive dissonance that challenges readers’ assumptions 
about the world and their place within it. Black humor also serves as a form of social criticism, using irony 
and satire to expose the hypocrisy and corruption of societal institutions such as the government, the military, 
and the media. 

One of the key features of black humor is its rejection of traditional narrative structures and its embrace of 
fragmentation, digression, and nonlinearity. Black humorists often employ metafictional techniques, breaking 
the fourth wall and drawing attention to the artificiality of the text. This self-reflexivity serves to undermine 
the notion of a stable, objective reality and highlights the constructed nature of all narratives. Black humor 
also frequently employs grotesque and absurd imagery, creating a sense of disorientation and estrangement 
that mirrors the protagonists’ alienation from society. 

Another central aspect of black humor theory is its emphasis on the role of language in shaping our 
perception of reality. Black humorists often engage in linguistic play, using puns, paradoxes, and non sequiturs 

https://www.zeuspress.org/


zeuspress.org ; Sociology, Philosophy and Psychology; Vol.2, No.3 2025 

 27 

to reveal the arbitrary and unstable nature of language itself. By exposing the slipperiness of signifiers and the 
impossibility of fixed meanings, black humor challenges the notion of a stable, rational world and highlights 
the absurdity of human communication. This linguistic experimentation is a key feature of postmodernist 
literature and is closely tied to the philosophical insights of thinkers such as Jacques Derrida and Ludwig 
Wittgenstein. 

In the context of American literature, black humor has been particularly effective in critiquing the myths 
of American exceptionalism and the American Dream. By portraying the dark underbelly of American society, 
black humorists expose the contradictions and hypocrisies that lie beneath the surface of the nation’s self-
image. Works such as Catch-22 by Joseph Heller, Slaughterhouse-Five by Kurt Vonnegut, and The Crying of 
Lot 49 by Thomas Pynchon use black humor to subvert the traditional war narrative, the bildungsroman, and 
the detective novel, respectively, revealing the absurdities and horrors that these genres often conceal. 

Ultimately, black humor theory provides a powerful lens through which to analyze and interpret the 
complexities of postmodern American literature. By embracing the absurd and the grotesque, black humorists 
challenge readers to confront the darker aspects of human existence and to find meaning and resilience in the 
face of despair. Through their linguistic experimentation and narrative subversions, black humorists offer a 
critique of the dominant cultural narratives and invite readers to question their assumptions about the world. 
As such, black humor serves as a vital tool for social and existential critique, and its insights continue to 
resonate with readers in an increasingly absurd and uncertain world. 

3. Constructing Black Humor in “Catch-22” 

3.1 Narratological Analysis 
The narratological analysis of Heller’s “Catch-22” reveals the complex construction of black humor 

through innovative narrative techniques that subvert traditional storytelling conventions. Heller employs a non-
linear, fragmented narrative structure that disrupts the chronological sequence of events, creating a sense of 
disorientation and absurdity that mirrors the chaotic and illogical world of the novel. This narrative 
fragmentation is achieved through the extensive use of flashbacks, flash-forwards, and circular plot devices 
that blur the boundaries between past, present, and future, challenging the reader’s perception of time and 
causality. The novel’s episodic structure, consisting of seemingly disconnected vignettes and anecdotes, 
further contributes to the sense of narrative discontinuity and highlights the inherent absurdity of the characters’ 
experiences. 

Heller’s unconventional narrative voice plays a crucial role in constructing the novel’s black humor. The 
third-person omniscient narrator adopts a detached, ironic tone that exposes the incongruities and 
contradictions of the characters’ actions and the absurd bureaucratic system they are trapped in. The narrator’s 
matter-of-fact descriptions of horrific events and the characters’ nonchalant reactions to them create a jarring 
contrast that elicits a dark comedic effect. Moreover, the narrator’s frequent use of hyperbole, understatement, 
and paradox further emphasizes the absurdity of the situations and the characters’ responses to them, inviting 
the reader to recognize the inherent humor in the face of tragedy and despair. 

The novel’s narrative perspective shifts between multiple characters, offering a kaleidoscopic view of the 
absurd world they inhabit. This polyphonic narrative structure allows Heller to explore the psychological and 
emotional dimensions of his characters, revealing their inner conflicts, fears, and desires. By juxtaposing the 
characters’ subjective experiences with the objective reality of their circumstances, Heller creates a sense of 
ironic detachment that is essential to the novel’s black humor. The contrasting perspectives of the characters, 
ranging from the paranoid and neurotic Yossarian to the cynical and manipulative Milo Minderbinder, 
contribute to the overall sense of absurdity and highlight the fundamental absurdity of war and bureaucracy. 

Heller’s use of repetition and motif is another significant narratological device that contributes to the 
construction of black humor in “Catch-22.” The recurring phrases, such as “Catch-22” itself, “The enemy is 
anybody who’s going to get you killed, no matter which side he’s on,” and “That’s some catch, that Catch-22,” 
serve as a leitmotif that underscores the circular logic and absurdity of the characters’ predicament. The 
repetition of these phrases throughout the novel creates a sense of déjà vu, suggesting the inescapable nature 
of the characters’ situations and the futility of their attempts to make sense of the world around them. 
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The novel’s narrative pacing also plays a crucial role in constructing black humor. Heller alternates between 
moments of frenetic activity and periods of stasis, mirroring the characters’ psychological states and the 
absurdity of their circumstances. The rapid-fire dialogue, punctuated by non sequiturs and logical fallacies, 
contributes to the sense of chaos and confusion, while the extended passages of introspection and reflection 
provide a counterpoint to the novel’s manic energy. This narrative rhythm creates a sense of tension and release 
that is essential to the novel’s comedic effect, allowing the reader to oscillate between laughter and horror, 
absurdity and profundity. 

In conclusion, the narratological analysis of “Catch-22” reveals the complex construction of black humor 
through Heller’s innovative narrative techniques. The non-linear, fragmented narrative structure, the ironic 
narrative voice, the polyphonic perspective, the use of repetition and motif, and the novel’s narrative pacing 
all contribute to the creation of a darkly comedic world that exposes the absurdity of war, bureaucracy, and 
the human condition. By subverting traditional storytelling conventions and challenging the reader’s 
expectations, Heller’s novel offers a unique and powerful example of black humor in American literature, 
inviting the reader to confront the absurdity of existence and find laughter in the face of despair. 

3.2 Stylistic Devices 
Heller employs a wide array of stylistic devices in “Catch-22” to construct and reinforce the novel’s 

pervasive black humor. One of the most prominent techniques is the use of repetition, particularly in the form 
of circular logic and paradoxical statements. The titular “Catch-22” itself is a prime example of this, as it is 
defined as a situation in which a desired outcome is impossible due to contradictory conditions. This paradox 
is repeatedly invoked throughout the novel, highlighting the absurdity and inescapability of the characters’ 
circumstances. For instance, Yossarian’s attempts to be declared insane are thwarted by the very nature of 
“Catch-22”: requesting to be relieved from duty due to insanity proves one’s sanity, as a concern for one’s 
safety is considered a rational response. 

Another significant stylistic device employed by Heller is the use of irony, both verbal and situational. 
Verbal irony is evident in the characters’ dialogues, where their statements often contradict their true intentions 
or the reality of their situations. For example, when Yossarian is being reprimanded for his supposed 
insubordination, Colonel Korn states, “We’re going to put you on trial for your life. Then we’re going to shoot 
you.” This statement, while delivered in a matter-of-fact manner, underscores the absurdity and injustice of 
the military bureaucracy. Situational irony, on the other hand, is present in the numerous instances where 
characters’ actions lead to unintended and often disastrous consequences. The death of Doc Daneeka, who is 
mistakenly declared dead due to a clerical error, is a poignant example of situational irony, as his presumed 
demise results in a series of bureaucratic complications that render him effectively invisible to the military 
establishment. 

Heller also makes extensive use of hyperbole and exaggeration to emphasize the surreal and often grotesque 
nature of the characters’ experiences. The exaggerated portrayal of the military bureaucracy, with its endless 
red tape and illogical regulations, serves to underscore the dehumanizing effects of the system on the 
individuals caught within it. Similarly, the graphic descriptions of violence and death, such as the gruesome 
demise of Snowden, are deliberately hyperbolic, forcing the reader to confront the brutal reality of war and its 
consequences. This use of exaggeration contributes to the novel’s overall tone of black humor, as it highlights 
the incongruity between the characters’ experiences and the supposed nobility and heroism of military service. 

Satire is another crucial stylistic device employed by Heller in “Catch-22.” The novel is, at its core, a 
scathing critique of various institutions and ideologies, including the military, bureaucracy, capitalism, and 
organized religion. Heller uses satirical elements to expose the hypocrisy, corruption, and absurdity inherent 
in these systems. For instance, the character of Milo Minderbinder, with his relentless pursuit of profit and his 
ability to manipulate the military establishment for his own gain, serves as a satirical embodiment of the 
excesses of capitalism. Similarly, the portrayal of the chaplain, who is more concerned with his own status and 
reputation than with the spiritual well-being of the soldiers, is a satirical commentary on the failings of 
organized religion. 

Throughout the novel, Heller employs a fragmented and non-linear narrative structure, which contributes 
to the overall sense of disorientation and absurdity. The frequent time shifts, flashbacks, and digressions serve 
to mirror the chaotic and unpredictable nature of the characters’ experiences, as well as the psychological 
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fragmentation caused by the trauma of war. This narrative fragmentation also allows Heller to juxtapose 
seemingly unrelated events and characters, creating a complex web of interconnections that underscores the 
far-reaching impact of the novel’s central themes and motifs. 

The use of dark and absurd humor is perhaps the most distinctive stylistic feature of “Catch-22.” Heller 
infuses the novel with a pervasive sense of irony, gallows humor, and satirical wit, which serves to underscore 
the tragic and often surreal nature of the characters’ experiences. The juxtaposition of humor and horror, 
laughter and despair, creates a powerful emotional dissonance that forces the reader to confront the deeper 
implications of the novel’s themes. This dark humor also serves as a coping mechanism for the characters 
themselves, allowing them to maintain a semblance of sanity and humanity in the face of overwhelming 
absurdity and trauma. 

In employing these diverse stylistic devices, Heller creates a rich and complex tapestry of black humor that 
serves to illuminate the novel’s central themes and motifs. The repetition, irony, hyperbole, satire, narrative 
fragmentation, and dark humor work in concert to create a powerful and unsettling portrait of the human 
condition, one that challenges traditional notions of heroism, patriotism, and morality. Through his masterful 
use of language and style, Heller constructs a world in which the absurd and the tragic are inextricably 
intertwined, and in which the only response to the ultimate meaninglessness of existence is a defiant, if 
desperate, laughter. 

3.3 Satirical Elements 
Joseph Heller’s “Catch-22” employs a range of satirical elements to construct a profoundly subversive 

black humor narrative that critiques the absurdities and dehumanizing aspects of war, bureaucracy, and societal 
norms. Heller’s satirical approach is characterized by irony, paradox, exaggeration, and a relentless exposure 
of the illogical and irrational facets of human behavior and institutional structures. The novel’s titular concept, 
“Catch-22,” epitomizes the circular logic and inescapable paradoxes that pervade the narrative, serving as a 
potent satirical device to underscore the oppressive and absurd nature of the military bureaucracy. This 
paradoxical rule dictates that a pilot can only be grounded if he is deemed insane, but requesting to be grounded 
is considered a sane action, thereby invalidating the request. This conundrum highlights the inherent 
contradictions and logical fallacies that underpin the bureaucratic system, exposing its dehumanizing and 
irrational foundations. 

Heller’s satirical lens also targets the dehumanizing effects of war and the commodification of human life. 
The novel portrays the military as a bureaucratic machine that prioritizes efficiency and adherence to arbitrary 
rules over the well-being and lives of its soldiers. This satirical critique is exemplified through the character 
of Milo Minderbinder, a ruthless capitalist who epitomizes the commodification of war. Milo’s profit-driven 
schemes, such as bombing his own squadron to fulfill a contract, underscore the absurdity and moral 
bankruptcy of a system that values financial gain over human life. Heller’s satirical portrayal of Milo serves 
as a scathing indictment of the capitalist exploitation of war and the dehumanizing effects of prioritizing profit 
over human welfare. 

The novel’s satirical elements also target the absurdities and hypocrisies of societal norms and expectations. 
Heller employs irony and exaggeration to expose the hollow nature of patriotism, heroism, and the glorification 
of war. The character of Clevinger, a naive and idealistic soldier, serves as a satirical foil to highlight the 
absurdity of blind obedience and unquestioning patriotism. Clevinger’s unwavering belief in the righteousness 
of the military mission, despite the evident absurdities and injustices surrounding him, underscores the satirical 
critique of the unexamined acceptance of societal norms and values. Similarly, the character of Nately, a young 
soldier who romanticizes the concept of heroism and glory, serves as a satirical vehicle to expose the futility 
and emptiness of such ideals in the face of the brutal realities of war. 

Heller’s satirical language and narrative techniques further contribute to the construction of black humor in 
“Catch-22.” The novel’s non-linear narrative structure, characterized by temporal shifts, fragmented episodes, 
and repetitive motifs, mirrors the disorienting and absurd nature of the wartime experience. This narrative 
fragmentation serves as a satirical device to underscore the psychological and emotional disintegration of the 
characters as they navigate the chaotic and irrational world of the military bureaucracy. Moreover, Heller’s 
use of exaggeration and hyperbole in describing the characters’ experiences and the military’s actions 
heightens the satirical effect, emphasizing the sheer absurdity and madness of the situations they encounter. 
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The novel’s satirical elements also serve to deconstruct traditional notions of heroism, bravery, and 
masculinity. Heller subverts these concepts by presenting characters who are antithetical to conventional heroic 
archetypes. The protagonist, Yossarian, is a reluctant anti-hero who openly challenges authority, questions the 
morality of war, and prioritizes his own survival over abstract ideals of duty and honor. Through Yossarian’s 
satirical portrayal, Heller deconstructs the myth of the noble, self-sacrificing hero, exposing the inherent 
contradictions and absurdities of such idealized notions in the context of war. Similarly, the character of 
Dunbar, who deliberately seeks to prolong his life by engaging in tedious and time-consuming activities, serves 
as a satirical subversion of the traditional masculine ideal of bravery and action. Dunbar’s paradoxical 
approach to survival highlights the absurdity of the societal expectations placed on soldiers and the futility of 
conforming to prescribed notions of masculinity in the face of the dehumanizing realities of war. 

In conclusion, Joseph Heller’s masterful use of satirical elements in “Catch-22” serves to construct a potent 
black humor narrative that exposes the absurdities, hypocrisies, and dehumanizing aspects of war, bureaucracy, 
and societal norms. Through irony, paradox, exaggeration, and subversive characterizations, Heller creates a 
satirical landscape that critiques the illogical and oppressive structures that govern human existence. The 
novel’s satirical approach not only highlights the inherent contradictions and moral bankruptcy of the military 
bureaucracy but also deconstructs traditional notions of heroism, bravery, and masculinity. By employing 
satirical language, fragmented narrative techniques, and subversive characterizations, Heller constructs a 
powerful black humor narrative that forces readers to confront the absurdities and injustices of the world they 
inhabit, ultimately serving as a catalyst for critical reflection and social commentary. 

4. Deconstructive Approaches 

4.1 Derridean Deconstruction 
Derrida’s deconstructive approach provides a powerful lens for examining the subversive elements and 

destabilizing forces at play within Heller’s Catch-22. By applying Derridean concepts such as différance, 
binary oppositions, and the free play of signifiers, the novel’s black humor can be seen as a means of 
undermining and challenging dominant discourses and power structures. 

At the heart of Derrida’s deconstruction lies the notion of différance, which highlights the inherent 
instability and deferral of meaning within language. In Catch-22, this instability is exemplified through the 
paradoxical and self-referential nature of the titular concept itself. The circular logic of Catch-22, whereby a 
pilot can only be grounded if he is crazy, but requesting to be grounded proves his sanity and thus ineligibility, 
exposes the arbitrary and contradictory nature of linguistic constructs and bureaucratic systems. This paradox 
serves to destabilize the very foundations upon which the military hierarchy and power structures are built, 
revealing their inherent absurdity and fragility. 

Furthermore, Heller’s novel consistently challenges and inverts traditional binary oppositions, another key 
tenet of Derridean deconstruction. The blurring of lines between sanity and insanity, heroism and cowardice, 
and reason and absurdity throughout the narrative serves to deconstruct these seemingly fixed categories and 
expose their constructed nature. Characters like Yossarian, who is simultaneously portrayed as a rational voice 
of dissent and a paranoid madman, embody this destabilization of binary oppositions. Through this 
deconstruction, Heller’s black humor undermines the very foundations of the military system and the broader 
societal norms it represents. 

The free play of signifiers, another crucial aspect of Derridean deconstruction, is evident in the novel’s 
subversive use of language and the constant slippage of meaning. The absurd and often circular dialogues 
between characters, such as the exchange between Yossarian and Clevinger regarding the dead man in 
Yossarian’s tent, highlight the inherent instability and ambiguity of language. The novel’s puns, paradoxes, 
and non sequiturs serve to disrupt the reader’s expectations and challenge the assumed coherence and stability 
of linguistic communication. This linguistic play serves to further destabilize the authoritative discourses and 
power structures that rely on the illusion of stable meaning. 

Moreover, Heller’s use of intertextuality and the incorporation of various literary and historical allusions 
contribute to the deconstructive nature of the novel’s black humor. The subversive appropriation and parodying 
of elements from epic poetry, such as Homer’s Odyssey, and the Bible, serve to challenge and undermine the 
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authority and sanctity of these canonical texts. By juxtaposing these allusions with the absurdity and horror of 
war, Heller’s novel exposes the constructed nature of grand narratives and the power structures they support. 

The application of Derridean deconstruction to Catch-22 reveals the profound subversive potential of the 
novel’s black humor. By destabilizing binary oppositions, exposing the inherent instability of language, and 
challenging the authority of dominant discourses, Heller’s work operates as a powerful critique of the absurdity 
and violence of war, as well as the broader societal structures that perpetuate it. The novel’s deconstructive 
approach, as seen through its paradoxes, linguistic play, and intertextual subversions, serves to undermine the 
very foundations of the systems it satirizes, inviting readers to question and reassess the assumed stability and 
legitimacy of the world around them. 

4.2 Reader Response Theory 
Reader-response theory posits that the meaning of a text is not inherent within the work itself, but rather is 

created through the interaction between the text and the reader. This approach emphasizes the active role of 
the reader in constructing meaning and highlights the potential for multiple, divergent interpretations of the 
same text. When applied to Heller’s “Catch-22,” reader-response theory illuminates the ways in which the 
novel’s black humor is not only constructed through various narratological, stylistic, and satirical elements but 
also deconstructed through the reader’s individual engagement with the text. 

From a reader-response perspective, the interpretation of “Catch-22” is shaped by the reader’s personal 
experiences, cultural background, and psychological disposition. The novel’s absurdist logic and circular 
reasoning, exemplified by the titular “Catch-22” paradox, invites readers to confront the inherent 
contradictions and irrationality of bureaucratic systems and societal norms. As readers grapple with the text’s 
subversive humor and satirical critique of authority, they are encouraged to question their own assumptions 
and beliefs, thereby actively participating in the deconstruction of dominant ideologies. 

Moreover, reader-response theory highlights the affective dimensions of reading, emphasizing the 
emotional and psychological impact of the text on the reader. “Catch-22” employs various techniques, such as 
irony, hyperbole, and juxtaposition, to evoke a range of emotional responses in readers, from laughter and 
amusement to horror and despair. The novel’s alternating tones of hilarity and tragedy create a disorienting 
effect that challenges readers’ expectations and forces them to confront the absurdity and brutality of war. 
Through this affective engagement, readers become complicit in the text’s critique of the dehumanizing effects 
of bureaucracy and the psychological toll of combat. 

Furthermore, reader-response theory recognizes the role of intertextuality in shaping readers’ 
interpretations of a text. “Catch-22” is replete with allusions to other literary works, historical events, and 
cultural phenomena, which provide a rich tapestry of intertextual references for readers to draw upon. For 
example, the novel’s critique of the military-industrial complex and the absurdity of war can be situated within 
the broader context of anti-war literature, such as Erich Maria Remarque’s “All Quiet on the Western Front” 
and Kurt Vonnegut’s “Slaughterhouse-Five.” By recognizing these intertextual connections, readers can 
deepen their understanding of the novel’s themes and situate its black humor within a larger literary and 
cultural framework. 

In addition, reader-response theory attends to the ways in which readers’ interpretations of a text can change 
over time and across different contexts. As readers encounter “Catch-22” at different stages of their lives or in 
different historical and cultural moments, their engagement with the novel’s black humor may shift and evolve. 
For instance, readers who experienced the Vietnam War era may interpret the novel’s satirical critique of 
military bureaucracy and the absurdity of war differently than readers who encounter the text in the post-9/11 
era. By acknowledging the fluidity and contingency of readers’ interpretations, reader-response theory 
highlights the enduring relevance and adaptability of “Catch-22”’s black humor. 

Ultimately, reader-response theory provides a valuable lens through which to examine the construction and 
deconstruction of black humor in “Catch-22.” By emphasizing the active role of the reader in creating meaning 
and the affective dimensions of reading, this approach illuminates the ways in which Heller’s novel invites 
readers to participate in its critique of bureaucratic absurdity and the dehumanizing effects of war. Through 
their individual engagement with the text, readers become co-creators of the novel’s black humor, 
deconstructing dominant ideologies and confronting the contradictions and ironies of modern existence. 
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4.3 Intertextuality 
Intertextuality plays a vital role in the deconstruction of black humor in Joseph Heller’s “Catch-22.” The 

novel is replete with intertextual references that not only enrich its narrative tapestry but also contribute to the 
subversive and satirical elements characteristic of black humor. These intertextual connections span a wide 
range of literary, historical, and cultural allusions, creating a complex network of meanings that destabilize 
conventional interpretations and invite readers to engage in a deconstructive reading of the text. 

One prominent intertextual thread in “Catch-22” is its allusion to the absurdist tradition in literature, 
particularly the works of Franz Kafka and Samuel Beckett. The bureaucratic labyrinth and the circular logic 
of the titular “Catch-22” bear striking resemblance to the nightmarish world of Kafka’s “The Trial” and “The 
Castle,” where individuals find themselves trapped in an incomprehensible and irrational system. Similarly, 
the repetitive and meaningless dialogues, the sense of stasis, and the existential despair experienced by 
characters like Yossarian and Dunbar evoke the absurdist landscapes of Beckett’s “Waiting for Godot” and 
“Endgame.” By drawing upon these intertextual connections, Heller situates his novel within the tradition of 
absurdist literature, highlighting the inherent absurdity and futility of war and bureaucracy. 

Moreover, “Catch-22” is replete with intertextual references to various mythological and religious 
narratives, which serve to undermine and subvert their traditional meanings. For instance, the character of Milo 
Minderbinder, with his insatiable appetite for profit and his willingness to trade with the enemy, can be seen 
as a satirical inversion of the biblical figure of Jesus Christ. Milo’s “syndicate” becomes a perverse parody of 
the Christian church, with its own set of dogmas and rituals centered around the pursuit of wealth and power. 
Similarly, the character of Yossarian, with his relentless quest for survival and his defiance of authority, evokes 
the mythological figure of Sisyphus, condemned to the eternal task of pushing a boulder up a hill. By 
juxtaposing these mythological and religious allusions with the absurdity and horror of war, Heller undermines 
their traditional significance and exposes the hollowness of the values they represent. 

Heller also employs intertextual references to historical events and figures to create a sense of irony and 
critique the political and social landscape of his time. The novel’s setting during World War II allows Heller 
to draw parallels between the absurdity of the fictional world and the real-life atrocities and injustices of the 
war. For example, the character of Colonel Cathcart, with his obsession with increasing the number of bombing 
missions, can be seen as a satirical representation of the military leaders who prioritized abstract goals and 
statistics over the lives of their soldiers. Furthermore, the novel’s critique of capitalism and the military-
industrial complex, embodied by characters like Milo Minderbinder and General Peckem, resonates with the 
political and economic realities of the 1950s and 1960s, when the book was written and published. 

The intertextual dimensions of “Catch-22” also extend to its self-reflexive and metafictional elements, 
which challenge the boundaries between fiction and reality. The novel’s non-linear narrative structure, with its 
frequent time shifts and fragmented storylines, mirrors the chaos and disorientation experienced by the 
characters, blurring the line between the fictional world and the reader’s perception of reality. Moreover, the 
novel’s self-conscious references to its own status as a work of fiction, such as the chapter titles that playfully 
comment on the narrative content, serve to destabilize the traditional expectations of a coherent and seamless 
fictional universe. This metafictional dimension of the novel invites readers to question the very nature of 
representation and the relationship between language and reality. 

In conclusion, the intertextual richness of “Catch-22” serves as a crucial tool for the deconstruction of black 
humor in the novel. By drawing upon a wide range of literary, mythological, religious, historical, and self-
reflexive allusions, Heller creates a complex network of meanings that subvert traditional interpretations and 
expose the absurdity, irony, and critique underlying the novel’s satirical vision. The intertextual connections 
not only enrich the novel’s narrative texture but also contribute to its deconstructive project, inviting readers 
to question the established norms, values, and assumptions that govern their understanding of war, bureaucracy, 
capitalism, and the human condition. Through the lens of intertextuality, “Catch-22” emerges as a powerful 
example of how black humor can be constructed and deconstructed, revealing the subversive potential of 
literature to challenge and transform our perception of reality. 

5. Case Study: Heller’s “Catch-22” 
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5.1 Character Analysis 
In “Catch-22,” Heller constructs a cast of characters that embody the absurdities and paradoxes of war and 

bureaucracy. The novel’s protagonist, Yossarian, serves as a lens through which the reader experiences the 
illogical and often surreal nature of military life. Yossarian’s attempts to escape the war and preserve his own 
life are repeatedly thwarted by the eponymous “Catch-22,” a bureaucratic loophole that renders any attempt to 
avoid combat duty futile. This paradoxical rule, which states that a man is considered insane if he willingly 
continues to fly dangerous combat missions, but if he requests to be removed from duty, he is proven sane and 
therefore ineligible for relief, encapsulates the circular logic and absurdity that permeate the novel. 

Heller’s secondary characters further illuminate the irrationalities and contradictions of war. Milo 
Minderbinder, the embodiment of capitalist greed, manipulates the system for his own financial gain, even 
going so far as to bomb his own squadron for profit. His actions underscore the prioritization of economic 
interests over human life in times of war. Similarly, the character of Colonel Cathcart represents the blind 
adherence to bureaucratic rules and the pursuit of personal advancement at the expense of his subordinates’ 
well-being. Cathcart repeatedly raises the number of missions required to complete a tour of duty, exposing 
his men to ever-increasing danger in order to bolster his own reputation. 

The novel’s supporting cast, including characters such as Major Major Major Major, Chaplain Tappman, 
and Doc Daneeka, further contribute to the absurdist tapestry of “Catch-22.” Major Major Major Major’s very 
name and his absurd promotion to the rank of Major based solely on his name highlight the arbitrary nature of 
military hierarchy. Chaplain Tappman’s crisis of faith and his inability to provide spiritual guidance in the face 
of the war’s atrocities underscore the erosion of traditional moral frameworks in the context of conflict. Doc 
Daneeka’s refusal to ground Yossarian for insanity, citing the bureaucratic impossibility of doing so, reinforces 
the theme of institutional absurdity. 

Heller’s characters are not merely vehicles for satirical commentary but are also imbued with psychological 
depth and complexity. Yossarian’s struggle to maintain his sanity and moral integrity in the face of 
overwhelming insanity and corruption is a central theme of the novel. His growing disillusionment and ultimate 
rejection of the war’s absurdity mirror the broader disillusionment of the American public with the Vietnam 
War during the time of the novel’s publication. Yossarian’s journey from a passive participant in the war to an 
active resister of its absurdities reflects the broader societal shift towards questioning the morality and necessity 
of armed conflict. 

Through his richly drawn characters, Heller exposes the dehumanizing effects of war and the ways in which 
bureaucratic systems strip individuals of their agency and moral autonomy. The characters’ experiences and 
interactions serve as a microcosm of the larger societal and political forces at play during times of war. Heller’s 
character-driven exploration of the absurdities and paradoxes of military life lays bare the inherent 
contradictions and moral compromises that are inherent in armed conflict. 

In constructing his characters, Heller employs a range of literary techniques to underscore the novel’s 
themes and motifs. The use of circular logic and paradox in the characters’ dialogues and actions mirrors the 
cyclical nature of bureaucratic absurdity. The repetition of phrases and situations, such as the recurring mention 
of the “Catch-22” rule, reinforces the inescapable nature of the characters’ predicament. Heller’s use of black 
humor and irony serves to highlight the incongruity between the characters’ experiences and the ostensible 
purpose of the war. 

Moreover, Heller’s characters serve as archetypal figures, representing various aspects of the human psyche 
and the societal roles individuals are forced to inhabit during times of conflict. Yossarian’s struggle against 
the absurdity of war can be seen as a representation of the individual’s struggle against the dehumanizing 
forces of society. Milo Minderbinder’s unbridled capitalism and Colonel Cathcart’s blind adherence to 
bureaucracy are emblematic of the larger societal forces that perpetuate the cycle of war and exploitation. 

Through his vivid and multi-faceted characters, Heller creates a powerful indictment of the absurdities and 
moral compromises inherent in war and bureaucracy. The characters’ experiences and interactions serve as a 
lens through which the reader can examine the larger societal and political forces at play during times of 
conflict. Heller’s character-driven exploration of the human condition in the face of overwhelming absurdity 
and corruption remains a timeless and resonant commentary on the nature of war and the human experience. 
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5.2 Plot Structure 
The plot structure of Heller’s “Catch-22” serves as a complex web of interconnected events and character 

interactions that collectively construct the novel’s overarching narrative of absurdity, futility, and existential 
despair. Heller’s non-linear, episodic approach to storytelling mirrors the inherent chaos and irrationality of 
war itself, as the novel’s fragmented chronology and disjointed narrative threads coalesce to form a scathing 
critique of bureaucratic institutions and the dehumanizing effects of military conflict. 

Central to the novel’s plot is the eponymous “Catch-22,” a paradoxical bureaucratic loophole that 
epitomizes the irrational and often self-contradictory nature of the military system. As a recurring motif 
throughout the narrative, “Catch-22” underscores the inescapable absurdity of the characters’ predicaments, 
trapping them in a cyclical nightmare of illogical rules and regulations that defy reason and common sense. 
This bureaucratic paradox serves as the driving force behind the plot’s progression, as characters like Yossarian, 
the novel’s protagonist, struggle to navigate the labyrinthine maze of military bureaucracy in their desperate 
attempts to preserve their sanity and survival. 

Heller’s plot structure is characterized by a series of intricately interwoven subplots and narrative 
digressions that gradually reveal the characters’ backstories, motivations, and psychological states. These 
seemingly disparate narrative threads are masterfully woven together through the novel’s non-linear 
chronology, which jumps back and forth in time to create a disorienting and fragmented reading experience 
that mirrors the characters’ own sense of confusion and dislocation. This narrative strategy allows Heller to 
explore the psychological impact of war on the individual, as the characters’ traumatic experiences and 
existential crises are gradually revealed through a series of flashbacks, dream sequences, and surreal vignettes. 

The novel’s plot is further complicated by Heller’s use of repetition and circular narrative structures, which 
serve to reinforce the themes of futility and entrapment that permeate the text. Recurring phrases, such as “The 
enemy is anybody who’s going to get you killed, no matter which side he’s on,” and “Nately died… Dunbar 
died. . . McWatt died,” punctuate the narrative at key moments, underscoring the inescapable cycle of violence 
and death that defines the characters’ existence. Similarly, the novel’s circular structure, which begins and 
ends with Yossarian in the hospital, suggests the impossibility of escape from the madness of war and the 
futility of the characters’ struggles against the absurd bureaucratic machine. 

Throughout the novel, Heller employs a variety of narrative techniques to construct a complex and multi-
layered plot structure that reflects the chaotic and absurd nature of war itself. The use of multiple perspectives, 
unreliable narrators, and metafictional elements serves to destabilize the reader’s sense of narrative coherence, 
forcing them to actively engage with the text and construct their own interpretations of events. This 
deconstructive approach to storytelling aligns with the novel’s broader critique of language and meaning, as 
Heller exposes the inherent instability and arbitrariness of linguistic and social constructs. 

Ultimately, the plot structure of “Catch-22” functions as a powerful vehicle for Heller’s satirical and 
philosophical exploration of the human condition in the face of war and bureaucratic absurdity. By constructing 
a complex and fragmented narrative that mirrors the chaos and irrationality of the characters’ experiences, 
Heller creates a deeply unsettling and thought-provoking work that challenges readers to confront the 
existential horrors of war and the dehumanizing effects of institutional power. Through its masterful 
manipulation of narrative form and structure, “Catch-22” stands as a seminal work of postmodern literature 
that continues to resonate with readers across generations, offering a timeless and universal critique of the 
absurdity and futility of human existence in the face of overwhelming systemic forces. 

5.3 Thematic Exploration 
Through a close reading of Heller’s “Catch-22,” several key themes emerge that underscore the novel’s 

satirical critique of war, bureaucracy, and the absurdities of modern life. One of the most prominent themes is 
the novel’s exploration of the inherent contradictions and paradoxes within systems of power and authority. 
The titular “Catch-22” itself encapsulates this theme, as it represents a circular logic that traps individuals in a 
no-win situation. As Yossarian, the protagonist, grapples with the irrational demands placed upon him by the 
military bureaucracy, he confronts the fundamental absurdity of his situation. This absurdity is further 
highlighted through the novel’s depiction of the arbitrary and often illogical nature of the rules and regulations 
that govern the characters’ lives. 
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Another central theme in “Catch-22” is the dehumanizing effect of war and the military industrial complex. 
Throughout the novel, characters are reduced to mere cogs in a vast, impersonal machine, their individuality 
and humanity stripped away by the relentless demands of the war effort. This dehumanization is exemplified 
through the commodification of human life, as evidenced by the novel’s portrayal of the “soldier in white,” a 
heavily bandaged figure who is reduced to a mere symbol of the interchangeability and disposability of the 
individual soldier. Heller further underscores this theme through his depiction of the callous disregard for 
human life exhibited by those in positions of power, such as Colonel Cathcart’s obsession with increasing the 
number of missions his men must fly, regardless of the human cost. 

The novel also explores the psychological impact of war on the individual, as Yossarian and his fellow 
soldiers struggle to maintain their sanity in the face of the constant threat of death and the absurdities of military 
life. Heller employs a fragmented, non-linear narrative structure to convey the characters’ psychological 
disorientation and the sense of dislocation and alienation that pervades the novel. Through this narrative 
technique, Heller creates a sense of the characters’ inner lives and the ways in which their experiences of war 
have shaped their perceptions of reality. 

Moreover, “Catch-22” offers a biting critique of the corruption and greed that underlie the military 
industrial complex. Throughout the novel, Heller depicts a world in which the pursuit of profit and personal 
gain takes precedence over the lives and well-being of the individual soldiers. This is exemplified through the 
character of Milo Minderbinder, a ruthless entrepreneur who exploits the war effort for his own financial gain, 
even going so far as to bomb his own base to fulfill a contract. Heller’s portrayal of Milo serves as a scathing 
indictment of the ways in which war can be exploited for personal profit and the moral bankruptcy of those 
who participate in such exploitation. 

Ultimately, through its exploration of these themes, “Catch-22” offers a powerful critique of the 
dehumanizing effects of war and the absurdities of bureaucratic systems. By employing a satirical, black humor 
approach, Heller is able to underscore the inherent contradictions and moral failings of the military industrial 
complex, while also highlighting the psychological toll that such systems take on the individuals caught within 
them. In this way, the novel serves as a testament to the enduring power of literature to critique and subvert 
dominant power structures and to give voice to the experiences of those marginalized and oppressed by such 
systems. 

6. Conclusion 
In conclusion, this study has conducted a comprehensive analysis of the linguistic and philosophical 

underpinnings that construct and deconstruct the black humor paradigm in American literature, using Joseph 
Heller’s novel “Catch-22” as a primary case study. By integrating insights from the philosophy of language, 
narratology, stylistics, and deconstructive theory, this research has revealed the complex interplay of linguistic, 
literary, and philosophical elements that shape the distinctive features of black humor in Heller’s seminal work. 

The philosophical framework established in this study, drawing from the works of prominent thinkers such 
as Ludwig Wittgenstein, John Searle, and Jacques Derrida, has provided a robust foundation for examining 
the linguistic and discursive strategies employed by Heller to construct the absurdist and satirical world of 
“Catch-22”. The application of speech act theory, in particular, has shed light on how Heller manipulates 
language to create a sense of irony, paradox, and contradiction, which are central to the novel’s black humor. 

Through a detailed narratological analysis, this study has demonstrated how Heller’s innovative use of non-
linear narrative structures, multiple perspectives, and unreliable narration contributes to the destabilization of 
conventional storytelling norms and the creation of a disorienting and absurdist narrative landscape. The 
examination of specific stylistic devices, such as irony, hyperbole, and repetition, has further revealed how 
Heller’s linguistic choices amplify the satirical and comedic elements of the novel, while simultaneously 
exposing the underlying tragedy and horror of war. 

The deconstructive approaches employed in this study, informed by the works of Jacques Derrida and 
reader-response theorists such as Stanley Fish and Wolfgang Iser, have provided valuable insights into the 
inherent instability and multiplicity of meaning in “Catch-22”. By exploring the novel’s self-reflexive and 
metafictional elements, as well as its intertextual relationships with other literary works, this research has 
highlighted the ways in which Heller’s text actively engages readers in the process of meaning-making and 
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encourages critical reflection on the absurdities of war and bureaucracy. 

The in-depth case study of “Catch-22”, focusing on character analysis, plot structure, and thematic 
exploration, has demonstrated the effectiveness of the philosophical and theoretical frameworks developed in 
this study. The analysis of key characters, such as Yossarian, Milo Minderbinder, and Colonel Cathcart, has 
revealed how Heller uses these figures to embody different aspects of the black humor paradigm, from the 
absurdist hero to the amoral profiteer and the incompetent authority figure. The examination of the novel’s 
non-linear plot structure and its thematic concerns, such as the absurdity of war, the dehumanization of 
individuals, and the critique of bureaucratic logic, has further showcased how Heller’s black humor serves as 
a powerful tool for social and political commentary. 

This study’s findings contribute to the growing body of scholarship on black humor in American literature, 
offering new perspectives on the linguistic, philosophical, and literary dimensions of this complex and 
subversive genre. By demonstrating the value of interdisciplinary approaches that integrate insights from 
philosophy, linguistics, and literary theory, this research opens up new avenues for exploring the construction 
and deconstruction of black humor in other literary works and cultural contexts. 

Moreover, the insights generated by this study have broader implications for understanding the role of 
language and humor in shaping our perceptions of reality, challenging dominant ideologies, and exposing the 
absurdities and contradictions of modern society. As such, this research not only deepens our appreciation of 
Joseph Heller’s literary achievement in “Catch-22” but also invites further inquiry into the transformative 
potential of black humor as a mode of cultural critique and resistance. 
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