Joseph Heller, Catch-22 (1961)

Context for (modern) war

‘As I write, highly civilized human beings are flying overhead, trying to kill me.


They do not feel any enmity against me as an individual, nor I against them. They are ‘only doing their duty’, as the saying goes. Most of them, I have no doubt, are kind-hearted law-abiding men who would never dream of committing murder in private life. On the other hand, if one of them succeeds in blowing me to pieces with a well-placed bomb, he will never sleep any the worse for it. He is serving his country, which has the power to absolve him from evil.’


George Orwell, ‘The Lion and the Unicorn,’ Essays (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 2000), p. 138.

‘In wartime the big profits are not made by little people. War, which is a continuation of business by other means, makes the human virtues fatal even to their possessors.’


Bertolt Brecht, Mother Courage and her Children trans., John Willett (London: Methuen, 1980), p. 101.

The Unrealities of War and literature (the novel) as representation
‘Conveying an adequate idea of the Second World War is close to impossible because, as war correspondent Robert Goralski has said, ‘What we did to each other is almost beyond human conception.’’


Paul Fussell cited in Margot Norris, Writing War in the Twentieth Century (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 2000), p. 2.

‘Because war is a world-unmaking event, a reality-deconstructing and defamiliarising activity, one of the challenges of war writing is how to make its inherent epistemological disorientation, its sense of experienced “unreality,” real. This generic challenge makes artists vulnerable to the temptations of genres of the unreal, the abnormal, and the extreme – the Gothic, the grotesque, the surreal, the expressionistic – that can lend to war writing powerful conventions of horror, fright, and disgust, but that even at their best can carry with them the ideological freight of decadence, pathology, and irrationality.’


Margot Norris, Writing War in the Twentieth Century (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 2000), p. 24.

‘The major rhetorical devices of the novel along with the reductio ad absurdum are non sequitur and logical inversion because these reflect the public logic of an absurd world. […] In the world of Catch-22 everything is rationalized and nothing makes sense.’


Tony Hilfer, American Fiction Since 1940 (London; New York: Longman, 1992), p115.

‘Heller’s insistence on systematic craziness is entirely persuasive in Catch-22 because the madness of war is much easier to depict than the madness of the system in peacetime. What is crucial, however, is how much the former is used to represent the latter […]. Catch-22 reveals how the political system displays itself more clearly in extremis, how war brings its mechanisms to the surface. This also provides justification for Heller’s confrontationally simplistic method in the novel, which makes his army an enterprise and a bureaucracy whose business is to promote death.’


Ian Gregson, Character and Satire in Postwar Fiction (London: Continuum, 2006), p. 39.

Yossarian’s sane paranoia – p. 25-6; 29-31; 42.

The dead man in Yossarian’s tent – p. 33; 140-4.
What’s the Catch?/ The idea of the empty signifier
‘Heller crucially deploys [stylistic circularity] as his instrument of institutional caricature in this novel, for it enacts an authoritarian wielding of power which is divorced from any considerations of rationality, fairness or humanity. The crude starkness of Catch-22, as it is finally revealed, is its most telling point: ‘Catch-22 says they have a right to do anything we can’t stop them from doing’ (514). Earlier in the book, Catch-22 has a kind of bogus sophistication; here its totally transparent part in the brutal operation of power makes the point that those without power are its reified and mechanistic puppets.’


Ian Gregson, Character and Satire in Postwar Fiction (London: Continuum, 2006), p. 38.

‘Catch-22 exemplifies, to borrow William Blake’s formulation, society’s “mind-forged manacles.” People’s belief in it contains their subjectivity by shaping the way in which they think about everything, even themselves. Paradoxically, even when Yossarian recognizes that Catch-22 exists only as a concept, he cannot escape its hold: “Yossarian … curs[ed] Catch-22 vehemently … even though he knew there was no such thing.” Here is another self-negating sentence, another meaning of the concept. Yossarian’s curse restores the existence of Catch-22, making it part of his subjectivity.’


David M. Craig, Tilting at Mortality: Narrative Strategies in Joseph Heller’s Fiction (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1997), p. 68.

Doc Daneeka explains Catch-22 – p. 62-4.

Catch-22 Revisited – p. 513-5.

The Politics of Comedy, Satire and Caricature and the shape of the novel
‘Catch-22 is a novel with the mimetic potential of satire and the diegetic structure of comedy. Its bureaucratic society stands the familiar world on its head, a standard device of both comedy and satire, but that mimetic treatment increasingly tends toward the satirical. Initially the novel teaches that the worst failures as civilians are paradoxically the most successful soldiers. […] The only characters with any “principles” are either given impossible missions that kill them off, like Clevinger, or they are demoted like the corporal who “disapproved of Adolf Hitler”. In this inverted world it is of course crazy to oppose the unopposable because all-encompassing commands of a bureaucracy whose only principle is absurd conformity. […]At first Heller treats this upside-down world with comic bemusement. Its endless circulation of goods, men, and ideas summed up in the tautology of Catch-22, like the relentless pressures for conformity, are subjects for a classically comical treatment. […] Yet this perspective always also verges into satire. […] For if the end of comedy is in its reaffirmation of orderly social codes, that of satire is to pull off the vest shielding us in convention and conformity, so to reveal the deadly chaos underneath.’


Steven Weissenburger, Fables of Subversion: Satire and the American Novel, 1930-1980 (Athens, GA: University of Georgia Press, 1995), p. 171, 172.

‘The implication throughout Heller’s career is that institutions are responsible for turning what might have been individuals into two-dimensional characters, in fact into caricatures. […] The characters in Catch-22, with the important exception of Yossarian, are all precisely not what characters in realist novels, with their liberal humanist assumptions, are supposed to be. They are not ‘fully rounded’, not charged with complex and vivid life – nor do they learn or develop. They are flat, they compulsively repeat themselves, they are all touched proleptically, one way or another, by death. Their humanity is repeatedly called into question by the way they are compared to animals or machines.’


Ian Gregson, Character and Satire in Postwar Fiction (London: Continuum, 2006), p. 31, 33.

‘What made Yossarian a 1960s hero was not his humanism but his recognition of absurd logic. […] Readers responded to a novel that argued that they were less crazy than their society. Thus, any move away from alienation and paranoia is a move away from the specific reality check the novel offers, which leads to problems when Heller goes soft towards the end.’


Tony Hilfer, American Fiction Since 1940 (London; New York: Longman, 1992), p. 116-7.
The Texan and the soldier in white – p. 14-8.

Doc Daneeka is (not) dead – p. 431-6.
Death and Survival and the idea of the individual/humanism v materialism/heroism (?)
At root Catch-22 recounts Yossarian-cum-Heller’s attempt to overcome death. Within the novel, death is a worthy opponent for it is omnipresent, and by the novel’s end most of its characters have died. The proximate cause of the novel’s extreme mortality rate is not so much the war as it is the Cathcarts, Milos and Peckems of the world, who sacrifice others’ lives to secure their own advancement. […] Most simply, Yossarian’s mission in Catch-22 is to live.’

David M. Craig, Tilting at Mortality: Narrative Strategies in Joseph Heller’s Fiction (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1997), p. 50.

‘When Yossarian decides that his life does count, he is making a moral decision about the sanctity of human existence. Life must not be taken lightly, either by others (military men, business manipulators, world leaders) or by oneself. Yossarian is a hero by virtue of his sacred appraisal of his future. To himself he is as valuable as a general or a president. Since he is so valuable, he has a right, an inviolable right, to save himself once he has done his share of the world’s dirty business. The individual must consider himself supreme. What could be more democratic, American, even Christian!’


Frederick R. Karl, ‘Joseph Heller’s Catch-22: Only Fools Walk in Darkness,’ Harold Bloom, ed., Joseph Heller’s Catch-22 new ed. (New York: Infobase, 2008), p. 23.

‘Commodification turns people into things or machines, and the novel’s caricatural imagery reflects this. […] [Catch-22’s] most disturbing moments deal with the finality, and the physical messiness, of death. Heller draws vivid attention to the fact that dead soldiers are simply waste. […] Just as the dead man in Yossarian’s tent is mud, so Snowden is snow that either melts or is swept away, and is ‘cold’ – the word that he says over and over to Yossarian as he dies.’


Ian Gregson, Character and Satire in Postwar Fiction (London: Continuum, 2006), p. 34, 35.

Snowden’s secret – p. 550-4.

Yossarian as Giusseppe – p. 235-8.

McWatt and Kid Sampson – p. 428-30.

Yossarian’s meditations on death – p. 212-4; 220-1; 225.

