An Analysis of Postmodern Characteristics in Catch-22
Abstract

The novel Catch-22 by the famous American contemporary postmodernist Joseph Heller exposes the absurdity and corruption of the American ruling classes, and the chaos and madness of American society. Postmodern artistic methods such as black humor, language games (including ambiguity of words, paradoxical contradictions), and anti-fiction framework have played an important role in deepening the theme. Black humor uses illogical and irrational art forms to counteract the cruel contemporary capitalist society, and creates a horrible and ridiculous world based on realistic situations, to call for the protection of human dignity and conscience. Postmodernism emphasizes that writing is a symbolic process of author’s introspection, that is, a kind of information indicating itself, and hopes to gradually establish its own meaning when exploring writing itself. The study analyzes its black humor, language, structure, and characters from the postmodernism perspective.
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Introduction 
The first novel by the famous American contemporary postmodernist novelist Joseph Heller, Catch-22, is considered to be “not merely the best American novel to come out of World War II, but also the best Amerian novel that has come out of anywhere in years.
 It has guided a new literary school with its unique style —black humor, and American postmodern novel thus also gradually forms a trend to capture people. Hutcheon considered postmodernism as a “definable culture phenomenon”. She thought that “postmodernism is a fundamentally contradictory enterprise: its art forms (theory) at once use and abuse, install and then destabilize convention in paradoxes and provisionally and to their critical or ironic re-reading of the art of the past”.
 Postmodernism has great relationship with its “past”—modernism. According to Hutcheon, postmodernism develops out of modernism and challenges some aspects of modernist dogma.
 She limited postmodernism as the “paradoxical aftermath of modernism”.
 Postmodernism takes deconstructionism as its basis to dismantle the integrity and identity of the central structure. “For postmodernism there is no larger all encompassing category; there is only the unique perspective of subjective experience, multiplied by hundreds of thousands (millions if you count civilians) of simulacra rendered in an eternal now.”
 People’s attention is completely transferred to the world of languages, texts, and symbols, instead of a world which does not shift in line with our will. Therefore, postmodernism reverses modernism’s pursuit of transcendence, eternity, and depth, and plays with fragmented meanings.

Catch-22 indirectly exposes the corrupt nature of American society’s bureaucracy through the fictional war period of the island of Pianosa. It shows a kind of “organized chaos” and “institutionalized madness” in American society. Heller’s personal experience of war forms the historical background of the novel and reflects the history of World War II. The Glorious Loyal Oath Crusade embodies the “Loyal Security-Program” in McCarthy era. At that time, once people wanted to carry out an activity, they had to sign to show allegiance. The Chaplain’s Tomato incident mirrors the Alger Hiss Charges of being accused of a Soviet Communist spy in the 1940s and 1950s. And the essence of Catch-22 is a disaster, or a destruction, which makes humanity perish. Heller’s creative use of postmodernist skills, such as black humor, language games and popularization, plays an important role in deepening the theme of the novel. My paper will focus on its black humor, language, structure, and characters from the postmodernism perspective.
Black Humor
Firstly, let’s come to the black humor in the story. Max.F Schulz convincingly proves that Black Humor is “a phenomenon of the 1960s comprising of a group of writers who share viewpoint and an aesthetics for pacing off the boundaries of a nuclear technological world intrinsically without confinement”.

Black humor novels are also known as “black comedy”, “desperate comedy”, or “morbid humor” and so on. Black humor novelists highlight the absurdity of the world around the characters and the oppression of the society by individuals, and use a kind of helpless ridicule to show the inconsistency between the environment and the individual, and magnify and distort the disharmonious phenomenon, making it deformed, ridiculous, and at the same time distressing.

For example, the group chaplain Shipman in the novel not only performs the priesthood religiously, but also cares and understands the suffering of the soldiers. At the same time, he has to endure the insult from Colonel Cathcart and Corporal Whitcomb in an awkward position. When discussing with Colonel Cathcart whether religious rituals would be held before each mission, the chaplain reported to the colonel that some officers and soldiers were very upset that the colonel had increased the mission to 60 times, and advised the colonel to call some reserve crews on standby in Africa to replace them, and then let them go home. He did not know that his suggestion had already offended his superiors greatly. When parting, the colonel asked him to eat a red pear-shaped tomato, which was a trap. What’s more, he was accused of not trusting his subordinates by Corporal Whitcomb for stopping Whitcomb from engaging in church parties. So Cathcart and Whitcomb confessed to the criminal investigation department that Shipman hidden important secret documents and stole a tomato. Shipman wanted both to cry and laugh at the same time, but he couldn’t help but lament his incompetence. “He felt himself surrounded by dense, overwhelming fogs of possibilities in which he could perceive no glimmer of light”.
 The writers believes that the world is absurd and unreasonable. Although the character was extremely pessimistic, he only smiled. 

Black humor writers often create some “anti-hero” characters who are eccentric, incompetent, unfortunate, funny, awkward and stupid. They use their ridiculous words and deeds to insinuate social reality. They achieves the purpose of reducing anxiety and pain by his quiet numbness. Yossarian stood naked in the queue to receive the medal, and he stood naked on the tree during the funeral ceremony for Snowden, in protest of the bureaucratic behavior of increasing flight missions; he vowed to reach out and grab God’s neck and punish him for messing up the world, but he eventually fled to Sweden because he was afraid of death.

Yossarian was originally a young man with a sense of justice and patriotism. He used to be very brave in battle. He bombarded the enemy’s bridge without any other aircraft’s help, and then was promoted to captain. But later, after going through dozens of combat missions, witnessing the brutal sacrifice of his comrades, and realizing the truth of war and the nature of the world, he reckoned that what he did was not only meaningless, but also very stupid. He said that when he looked up he only saw people desperately trying to make money. He couldn’t see God or saints, or angels. From then on, Yossarian, the fighting hero, has completely changed. On the one hand, he no longer actively contributed or sacrifice himself for the victory of the war, but tried to emphasize the meaning of life and save himself. On the other hand he rebelled against the executives by giving up the dirty trade that can bring glory to himself, and then sneaked away with easy conscience. He is an alternative anti-traditional. Heller’s real intention in shaping the “anti-hero” image of Yossarian is not to promote a heroic image worth emulating, but to describe the inner world of Yossarian’s struggle and satirize and expose the darkness, ugliness and absurdity of the society at that time.

Milo is also a man full of black humor. Milo was so annoyed that a contingent of armed M.P.s waited to imprison the German pilots and confiscate their planes when he landed at a U.S. base “with four German bombers filled with yams, collards, mustard greens and black-eyed Georgia peas”.

Confiscate! The mere word was anathema to him, and he stormed back and forth in excoriating condemnation, shaking a piercing finger of rebuke in the guilt-ridden faces of Colonel Cathcart, Colonel Korn and the poor battle-scarred captain with the submachine gun who commanded the M.P.s.

In Milo’s mind, the pursuit of material benefits is an unquestionable truth in life. In a supreme ruling group composed of military bureaucrats and monopoly tycoons, the principle of private ownership of property and interests in a capitalist society is sacred and inviolable, so individuals’ means of obtaining private property should also be legal. His logic is exactly the same as the logic of Catch-22. Therefore, in such a world can Milo be successful, and the Catch-22 functions as a security umbrella. In the face of shining material interests, Milo’s greed and shameless expression is the portrayal of the distinctive features of the monopoly bourgeoisie. When he learned that illegal tobacco trading was profitable, Milo showed “a look of epileptic lust” and “kept pushing forward, nonviolently but irresistibly, sweating, his eyes, as though he were in the grip of a blind fixation, burning feverishly, and his twitching mouth slavering. He moaned calmly as though in remote, instinctive distress”.
 In order to make a huge profit, he himself directed the US bomber to blow up the US airport, but when he took a small part from the huge commission to compensate for the loss of life and property, he immediately became an innocent hero who produced income for syndicate. Such character is not only popular in the military world, but also is regarded as a god. Given that he has invigorated the economy, he has been named mayor, crown prince, sheikh, chief, and he has a huge statue deep in the African jungle. He became a symbol of power and money, an idol and hero worshiped by the capitalist society. 
Heller once claimed in The New York Times:“ I was calculating when I wanted the reader to be amused, and when I wanted him to be ashamed that he was amused. My literary bent as a writer is more toward the morbid and the tragic. Great carnage is taking place, and my idea was to use humor to make ridiculous the things that are irrational and very terrible that are going on.”
 In Catch-22, Heller always keeps some distance and describes the scenes of pain, misfortune, and death with an indifferent calm tone. When describing the fear and cruelty in the real world, it is always revealed through a dark and cold joke. The most typical description is the soldier in white in the novel.

...the two strange legs hoisted from the hips, the two strange arms anchored up perpendicularly, all four limbs pinioned strangely in air by lead weights suspended darkly above him that never moved. Sewn into the bandages over the insides of both elbows were zippered lips through which he was fed clear fluid from a clear jar. A silent zinc pipe rose from the cement on his groin and was coupled to a slim rubber hose that carried waste from his kidneys and dripped it efficiently into a clear, stoppered jar on the floor. When the jar on the floor was full, the jar feeding his elbow was empty, and the two were simply switched quickly so that the stuff could drip back into him. All they ever really saw of the soldier in white was a frayed black hole over his mouth.

This terrible scene was taken lightly by Heller in an indifferent way, as if it was about something normal. In later chapters, the author mentioned this soldier many times and the two nurses were responsible for their duties and always scrubbed him clean. Hidden under the gorgeous and sublime appearance is shocking absurdity, thus the elegant style and the cruel content form a sharp contrast. This inconsistency between the narrative form and the stated content creates an inherent tension and, as a result, a trembling irony effect. Now that death and misery are inevitable, they can only be regarded as jokes, and the psychological balance can be achieved with unruly laughter in desperation. It is in such atmosphere that Heller describes both funny and weird things with a pretentious and solemn style to create contrast and the effect of a ruthless and playful satire. At the same time, it goes beyond the traditional humor.
Besides, Heller uses a lot of contradictory sentences in his novels to reinforce the effect of black humor, the purpose of which was to strengthen people’s panic in this illogical world. He often replaces words and creates a lot of inexplicable contradictory sentences. “My (General Peckem) only fault is that I have no faults”.
 “I never lie”
 and “I only lie when it’s necessary”.
 In these sentences, the content before and after is obviously illogical, each implying the meaning of negating the other. In the book, Heller uses rebellious sentences extensively, eventually presenting a world of logical chaos and irrationality. Heller is good at using anti-logical language. He makes full use of logical errors in plots, concepts, judgments, reasoning, arguments, etc., to fill various anti-logical phenomena in his works, In order to vividly portray artistic images, he increases the degree of errors, and exaggerates or deforms figures. For example, people announced Doc Daneeka’s “death” just because his name was on the crash crew’s list. 

The black humor in Catch-22 is also manifested as the uncertainty of theme. The theme was originally the central idea contained in literary works. As a mirror of social life, the nature of war is often considered as one of the main themes in war novels. However, in this novel, the writer only embeds the experience of the US Air Force pilots in the European battlefield into the background, neither exploring the nature of the war, nor giving a detailed description of war scenes. As Jean E. Kennard stated in Mosai, “Heller’s horrifying vision of service life in World War Two is merely an illustration of the human condition itself”.
 The real theme is the interpersonal relationships and human nature in the military. The war scenes only appear in the novel in the form of fragments, and the tragedies and farces of the people in the war are mixed together. The author describes the casual interpretation of the military rules by the centralized forces of the U.S. military during the war, while the people in the war are like headless flies that can not find the purpose of life. 

In the attitude towards reality, Heller’s use of black humor to handle history and reality also reflects the transcendence of realism and modernism, showing the difference of this work. Postmodernism clings to the belief that the objective world cannot be described, and the so-called “reality” is only fictional. Therefore, we must transcend the reality to disclose unreality. Heller absorbs the surrealist view that the world is often unreal, and there is some higher significance of truth above reality. By combining ridiculous plots and fantasy content, Heller gives the work a surreal effect, making readers obviously feel distorted when reading the novel, and the surreal interpretation further brings the work and postmodernism closer. Heller states that he doesn’t write realistic things and he said at the beginning of Catch-22 that the characters in it were also fabricated, like the background of the novel. It is well verified that the author does not intend to truly describe World War II. And many characters and plots in the novel are incomprehensible from a realistic perspective, and are only true in a surreal sense. Because they symbolize the absurd and crazy existence of a world that governs the world.
In the context of generally accepted historical background, the black humor of Catch-22 emphasizes its distinctiveness from real life and traditional experiences, and its transcendental attitude towards life outside the world. Heller also creates a world of fiction that is completely different from real life and authentic feelings through the extremely distorted scenes created everywhere by black humor. It is precisely in this unreal situation that the novel deviates from the trajectory of reality, develops in a more symbolic direction, and incorporates postmodernism in the hopeless laughter.

Language Game

“Joseph Heller’s fiction has a nervous, anxious edge, as if the world, and especially its language, is shifting so rapidly, so absurdly, that any discoveries a protagonist might make are not likely to come in time.”
 In postmodenists’ eyes, writing is the author’s symbolization process of introspection, which is a kind of information indicating itself.
 

Yossarian was afraid of death in the novel, but he said that he was an Assyrian who had perished. His name, Yossarian, are almost the same in spelling and pronunciation as Assyrian, which is a big irony for him, a fear-to-death man. But it is tricky that Yossarian said that he was an Assyrian: He publicly refused to fly more than 70 times, because he belonged to an almost extinct race, he didn’t want to die, and hoped that his leader would consider keeping him for this race, the only bloodline, otherwise, it was inhumane. 

Yossarian’s nickname Yo-Yo has the same name as a round toy. This kind of toy is usually made of wood or plastic, which is pulled up and down around a string. No matter how far the round object is from the palm of hand, when the rope runs out, it will return to the hand along the rope. This yo-yo symbolizes the fate of Yossarian: In the army during the war, poor Yossarian fled to the hospital repeatedly in order to escape the trap set by the military rule. And After escaping from death, he still had to fly to the sky. This is the same as the situation that he was afraid of death and was hospitalized again and again.

In the novel, the vice president cannot swear in because he cannot appoint a chief judge unless he becomes president and he cannot preside over the inauguration unless he appoint a chief judge. When Yossarian asked the doctor whether cancer cells lived as long as healthy cells, the doctor’s answer was a pessimistic paradox: cancer cells are healthy cells and their fertility is unstoppable. This plausible language completely makes any attempt to determine the exact meaning fail, and how you understand it decides what it is. Gray W. Davis concludes that Catch-22 “exposes the meaninglessness of our conventional understanding of discourse and its progresses” and “abandoned to a labyrinth of words and appearances, they are elements of a discourse which, referring only to itself, neither comprehends nor controls some ‘world’ beyond”.
 Heller adopted a set of language games to eliminate the clarity of meaning. Yossarian had the right to review the soldier’s sending and receiving letters during the hospitalization period. He deleted the letters at will, firstly removing the adjectives and adverbs, then the articles, and finally deleting everything in the letter, leaving only the articles either signing Washington Irving or Irving Washington, erasing the name and address on the envelope. It was here that the names of some of the characters in the work have special meanings, such as the military officer Scheisskopf, meaning “idiot, fool”; Major Major Major means “major”, and he was appointed major as soon as he enlisted because of an error in the IBM machine; the Colonel Cathcart was frightened by Yossarian’s name:

Yossarian!!!(?)!
 　

The colonel sat back when he had finished and was extremely pleased with himself for the prompt action he had just taken to meet this sinister crisis. Yossarian—the very sight of the name made him shudder. There were so many esses in it. It just had to be subversive. It was like the word subversive itself. It was like seditious and insidious too, and like socialist, suspicious, fascist and Communist. It was an odious, alien, distasteful name, that just did not inspire confidence. It was not at all like such clean, crisp, honest, American names as Cathcart, Peckem and Dreedle.

At the same time, the emergence of repetitive discourse also reflects a helpless mentality towards the absurd reality:

“He’s back!” Dunbar screamed. “He’s back! He’s back!”...
“He’s back!” Dunbar screamed again.

“He’s back!” a patient delirious with fever echoed in automatic terror.

And the fact that Yossarian is frequently hospitalized not only indicates that Yossarian is eager to survive in his refuge from war, but also indicates that the situation is increasingly urgent. Catch-22 is like the smile of death, constantly approaching him. This repetition also deepens the inherent cohesion and tension of the work, making readers feel nervous for Yossarian’s situation.

Paradoxical contradiction is an important feature of postmodernist uncertain writing, as is shown in the language of Catch-22. The author conducted a correct reasoning under the false premise and finally came to absurd conclusions. This kind of narration seems to be funny and ridiculous, and it is actually full of philosophy, which makes the theme of the novel more vivid. Absurdity is manifested in paradoxical form. It seems to tell people that the paradoxical logical circles are as ubiquitous as the weird circles of life. The trap of Catch-22 becomes an abstract symbol of arbitrary forces that tricks and destroys people. It is dynamic, elusive, and spreads throughout every corner of the novel. The mystery of this trap is: firstly, as a military rule, soldiers must obey unconditionally; secondly, it uses contradictory logic of reasoning, and anyone who wants to dispute it does not know where to start. In a sense, this is a symbol of the entire crazy capitalist society. Such paradoxes flood the whole novel as the plot continues to deepen and unfold, which increases the appeal of language and art, and also creates a ridiculous atmosphere that will lead readers to think deeper, which is exactly the connotation of Catch-22. From requiring officers to consult soldiers’ letters to punishing soldiers for digging pits, to prostitutes in Rome being driven away by the gendarmerie, all these are a kind of derivative connotation of Catch-22. Yossarian always struggled in a trap of numbers. When the mission was 45 times, he flew 44 times. In Chapter 2, Colonel Cathcart raised the task to 50 times. When Yossarian completed 48 times in Chapter 6, the mission was raised to 55 times. Every time he was about to achieve his goal, he found that his dreams were so far out of reach. Yossarian finally decides that he would not perform any more missions — as long as Colonel Cathcart is willing, this terrible cycle will never end. Although Yossarian knew that this military rule did not exist at all, “What did matter was that everyone thought it existed, and that was much worse, for there was no object or text to ridicule or refute, to accuse, criticize, attack, amend, hate, revile, spit at, rip to shreds, trample upon or burn up”.
 When Yossarian felt that the various parts of this military rule were perfectly matched and “its perfect pairs of parts that was graceful and shocking, like good modern art”,
 it was inevitable to associate it with the obscurity of modern art, then there was another mockery of modernism in a deeper sense.

The circular argument is like an unpredictable vortex, sweeping the feelings, dignity, and happiness of the little people; it also makes it difficult for the readers to fall into the strange circle before the breakthrough is fully discovered. For example, when Yossarian fell in love and proposed to prostitute Luciana, he was rejected for the following reasons:

“Tu sei pazzo,” she told him with a pleasant laugh.

“Why am I crazy?” he asked.

“Perchè non posso sposare.”

“Why can’t you get married?”
“Because I am not a virgin,” she answered.

“What has that got to do with it?”

“Who will marry me? No one wants a girl who is not a virgin.”

“I will. I’ll marry you.”
“Ma non posso sposarti.”
“Why can’t you marry me?”
“Perchè sei pazzo.”

“Why am I crazy?”
“Perchè vuoi sposarmi.”

In this conversation, Yossarian and the girl kept talking about “crazy” and “marry”, and could not communicate normally. The proposition that no one wants a girl who is not a virgin simply is not valid, because the fact is that Yossarian wants to marry her. Luciana came to a wrong conclusion from a wrong logic so that the facts in front of her could not make her aware of the wrong logic, so her thinking could only continue infinitely in this strange circle of logic. 
Anti-fiction Structure
In the novel, the plot of Snowden’s death reappears up to six times. Only near the end of the novel does Heller fully describe the scene that shocked Yossarian, which gives readers a new understanding of why Yossarian kept evading flight missions. And naturalistic writing makes this text more authentic and credible. This method of creation with the disorderly structure of typical postmodernist novel is to make readers feel that the fear of death strikes again and again, and the soul is constantly being shocked. The form and content are extremely dissonant, achieving the effect of juxtaposition of death and humor, which makes people understand the reality of the war from another angle.

As postmodernist literature has no intention to establish a new tradition, the novel adopts the aesthetic narrative method of intentionally creating defects or contradictions, so that readers can’t find the normal development order of the story and have to stop often to sort out the logic of the linear development of the story.
 This novel uses an “anti-fiction” writing framework, as opposed to the complete, meticulous, and time-oriented narrative framework of traditional novels.
 There is no certain time or concept, no clear year or month , and the place is just a noun. The names of Pianosa and Rome completely can be replaced with something else. 

There are forty-two chapters in the novel, most of which are titled by persons, and a few by place names or things. In each chapter, the author uses a comic and humorous style to portray the characters and describe the events that happen around these characters. And there is no logical connection with the activities of the characters in the previous and subsequent chapters, so does the time or place. The novel begins with the middle plot of the story, narrating the past events as the plot develops. It can be said that the forty-two chapters of the novel can be read from any chapter. The plot’s development does not rely solely on the traditional flashback method. Heller made the scene linger between the present and the past, inserting words about the past in the plot, repeating the narrative episodes, leaving vague impression in readers’ minds. In the later narration, it is shown more by adding many details every time, revealing more terrible plots, and only clarifying the ins and outs of the event until the end, so that readers can understand the entire process of the events only in the end. It completely breaks the limitation of time and space on the plot. The past and the present can jump back and forth and move in parallel. The occurrence and development of events are arranged arbitrarily. There is neither a beginning nor a climax through the whole work. In fact, Heller just uses this loose structure to correspond to the absurdity and chaos of the world. 

The author only uses narration, talk, and memory to connect time, plot, and characters. All the incidents can be simultaneously displayed in the consciousness of the characters. The intertwined past and present gives people a sense of disorder. The reason why Heller adopts such loose structure is that postmodernism doubts any kind of continuity, and believes that it must break the modernism’s writing of coherent character, action and plot to form a kind of misplaced and three-dimensional open writing.
 And Charles Johnson commented that “much of the humor in Catch-22 is the result of logic-play” and “many portions of Catch-22 containing logic-play initially appear to be merely fun-filled nonsense, but, upon examination, they turn out to be valid argumentation”.

Conclusion
Catch-22 deserves to be called the epic of the 1960s. Unlike the other war novels, it strips all romantic pretenses away from combat, replacing visions of glory and honor with a kind of nightmarish comedy of violence, bureaucracy, and paradoxical madness. And the novel also thoroughly reflects the reality of the disillusionment of American ideals and the collapse of values after World War II, and finds a proper synonym for this state — Catch-22.

It is precisely because Heller uses a variety of artistic methods and techniques in the structure and narrative language in the novel that has made the characters of this work touching, themes sharp, and it becomes a classic in black humor and postmodernist novels. And its text and structure are under the strict control of the author. Not only do they reinforce the absurd theme of the novel, but they also create their own dimensions. By dealing with his absurd themes with ridiculous techniques, Heller introduced a new model of literary expression into the United States in the 1960s.
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