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Susan Adams 1600044 – Presentation
 Satire as a literary response to war and conflict
Satire is a literary device that uses humour and wit to ridicule the practices of politics, people, business and society, with the purpose of making improvements and encourage social change. Satire, irony, sarcasm and humour is used by many writers to criticise powerful leaders and political systems without any unpleasant consequences. Irony is the use of words to convey something that is the opposite of the literal meaning of the word. In the First World War, Siegfried Sassoon wrote poetry whilst he served as a soldier in the war. One of his famous war poems is The General. Although he does not name the General, the General serves as a model for the incompetent military leadership of the time. During the First World War, Sassoon’s brother was killed in the conflict. After experiencing the harsh conditions of trench warfare, and the loss of his younger brother, Sassoon’s attitude towards the war changed and he wrote about his experience of the war in his poems, using the ironic techniques of satire and sarcasm.
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The General April 1917

BY SIEGFRIED SASSOON
“Good-morning, good-morning!” the General said

When we met him last week on our way to the line.

Now the soldiers he smiled at are most of 'em dead,

And we're cursing his staff for incompetent swine.

“He's a cheery old card,” grunted Harry to Jack

As they slogged up to Arras with rifle and pack.

But he did for them both by his plan of attack.

The role of writing about war when you are a soldier is to write the truth and to warn. Writing the truth and persuading others who did not witness these events to understand the reality of the war is challenging. By creating an interesting piece of writing that will draw attention to the reader without causing hostility (mainly the people in power), the War poet captured a great interest by using satire in their poetry. The fictional war novel Catch-22 published in 1961, employed the same methods. It is a satirical novel by Joseph Heller and is set during the Second World War. It follows the life of Captain Yossarian, an American Air Force bombardier in the 256th Squadron. The squadron is based on an island in the Mediterranean Sea, west of Italy. The fictional novel looks into the experiences of Yossarian and the other airmen in the camp, who attempt to keep their sanity while performing war duties for the American Air Force in order that they may soon return home.
One of the challenges of writing about war is how to make the sense of wars illogical absurdity and senselessness in its search for order and meaning. In the world of the novel Catch- 22, everything is justified but nothing make sense. The novel is concerned with industrial warfare. Mass conscripted armies leads to a mass loss of life. At the end of the novel most of the main characters have died. The activity of war has no logical path for those involved. The soldier on the battlefield or the civilian at home have no knowledge of the unfolding strategic plans that are put in place by the political and military leaderships. There is no logical meaning for industrial fought wars. 

Paul Fussell quotes in The Great War and Modern Memory:

Every war is ironic because every war is worse than expected. Every war constitutes an irony of situation because its means are so melodramatically disproportionate to its presumed ends. In the great war, eight million people were destroyed because two persons, the archduke Francis Ferdinand and his consort, had been shot.” 

Paul Fussell The Great War and Modern Memory. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), p. 7
The title of the novel Catch-22 refers to the meaning of an impossible situation. Heller placed the phrase ‘catch-22’ into the novel to enact as a metaphor for the authoritarian rules that are created in the military during wartime that have no considerations to fairness, or humanity. We are all familiar with the phrase catch-22 today, but this was not a common quote when the book was published in the 1960’s. In the novel, when Yossarian flies to Rome to deliver the news to Nately’s whore that Nately has been killed, he finds that she is not there and talks to an old woman. ‘Catch-22’ is repeated often in the novel:

“They don’t have to show us Catch-22,” the old woman answered. “The law says they don’t have to.”  
“What law says they don’t have to?” 
“Catch-22.” 
Heller, Joseph, Catch-22 (London: Vintage, 1994), pp. 514
There were several books with numerical digits in their titles during the years when Catch-22 was published. The dystopian novels of George Orwell’s 1984 (1949) and Ray Bradbury’s Fahrenheit 451 (1953) and the novel One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest by Ken Kesey (1962). The novels explore the social and political structures of the world. At the time Heller wrote Catch 22, America was experiencing McCarthyism and the consumer boom. During the 1940’s and 1950’s, America was concerned about communism within the country and Joseph McCarthy was one of the key political figures to capitalise on these fears. In 1950 he gave a speech claiming to have evidence of 250 active communist in the United States. Although he had no proof, he accused well known authors, activist and government officials of being traitors and communist supporters. After five years of his reign of terror on communism, McCarthy made conflicting accusations about the United States military and the security risks and suspected communists in the army. This led to a government hearing at the Senate. He accused a young soldier who was ridiculed by McCarthy. The hearings were televised which contributed to McCarthy’s decline in popularity and his popularity in government. 

In the 1950s the overall economy grew in America and the people of America were willing to spend. The consumer demand for desired products boomed. The boom introduced the production of sweet products, including cereals, fizzy drinks and ready-made desserts as well as TV dinners and the growth of fast-food chains. Today these products are blamed for the obesity in the Western world.

 ‘What’s good for M & M Enterprises is good for the country.’ 
Heller, Joseph, Catch-22 (London: Vintage, 1994), p. 390
Milo Minderbinder is the mess officer in Catch-22 who masterminds a black market and bombs his own men for profit. The business of war is profitable and companies producing military arms and military service companies have benefitted by financial gains. Joseph Heller creates his army in Catch 22 as an enterprise who makes financial rewards out of war. The truth again is being told in a fictional novel. Catch 22 is a novel that warns what we continue to take for granted in the world, if ignored will continue to happen. The satire in the novel becomes a clearer reflection to the humourless and horrifying realities of war and the world we live. The great poets of the First World War knew this one hundred years ago. 
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Literature began to change during and after the First World War because the great poets became disappointed by the horrors of the war and it destroyed their views on traditional values. Joseph Heller fought in the Second World War and although he was not against the war, after the war he became disillusioned with the politics of his country and the way America was changing. 
By using satire as a literary tool for writing about the war, the War Poets and Joseph Heller have accomplished what they originally wanted to achieve. The purpose of using satire in war literature is not to damage or harm but to reform and encourage others to understand what happens in war, who benefits and why do we go to war when so many soldiers die in horrific ways. The effective way to do this in literature is satire by proving how ridiculous the situation of war is and make people understand with laughter. This may lead to a change in the way that we look at war and to encourage others to understand the truth about war.
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