Catch 22

Author: Joseph Heller 
Born: May 1, 1923; Brooklyn, New York 
Died: December 12, 1999; East Hampton, New York 

Type of Work: Novel 
Type of Plot: Metafiction: A type of fiction that self-consciously addresses the devices of fiction. It is the literary term describing fictional writing that self-consciously and systematically draws attention to its status as an artifact in posing questions about the relationship between fiction and reality, usually, irony and self-reflection. It can be compared to presentational theatre, which does not let the audience forget is viewing a play; metafiction does not let the reader forget he or she is reading a fictional work. 
Time of Work: 1944 
Locale: Pianosa, a mythical island eight miles south of Elba, and Rome, Italy 
Principal Characters:
Captain John Yossarian, a United States Air Force bombardier  

Colonel Cathcart, the group commander  

Major Major Major, the 256th Squadron commander who was promoted by an I.B.M. machine  

Major —— De Coverley, the squadron executive officer  

Lieutenant Milo Minderbinder, the mess officer, who turns black marketing into big business  

Captain Black, the squadron intelligence officer  

Chief White Halfboat, an American from Oklahoma and the assistant intelligence officer  

Doc Daneeka, the flight surgeon  

Captain R. O. Shipman, the chaplain  

Sue Ann Duckett, a nurse  

Clevinger,  

Orr,  

Havermeyer,  

Kid Sampson,  

McWatt,  

Aardvaark (Aarfy),  

Hungry Joe,  

Dobbs, and  

Nately, pilots, bombardiers, and navigators of the 256th Squadron  

Nately’s Whore, who blames Yossarian for Nately's death  

General Dreedle, the wing commander  

General Peckem, the commanding officer of Special Services  

Ex-Pfc Wintergreen, a goldbrick who controls 27th Air Force Headquarters because he sorts, and unofficially censors, all the mail  

The Story: 
The events took place in Pianosa, a small Italian island where an Air Force bombing group was sweating out the closing months of World War II, and Rome, where the flyers went on leave to stage latter-day Roman orgies in a city filled with prostitutes. Men who behaved like madmen were awarded medals. In a world of madmen at war, the maddest—or the sanest—of all was Captain John Yossarian, a bombardier of the 256th Squadron. Deciding that death in war is a matter of circumstance and having no wish to be victimized by any kind of circumstance, he tried by every means he could think of—including malingering, defiance, cowardice, and irrational behavior—to get out of the war. That was his resolve after the disastrous raid over Avignon, when Snowden, the radio-gunner, was shot almost in two, splashing his blood and entrails over Yossarian’s uniform and teaching the bombardier the cold, simple fact of man’s mortality. For some time after that, Yossarian refused to wear any clothes, and when General Dreedle, the wing commander, arrived to award the bombardier a Distinguished Flying Cross for his heroism, military procedure was upset because Yossarian wore no uniform on which to pin the medal. Yossarian’s logic of nonparticipation was so simple that everyone thought him crazy, especially when he insisted that “they” were trying to murder him. His insistence led to an argument with Clevinger, who was bright and always had an excuse or an explanation for everything. When Clevinger wanted to know who Yossarian thinks was trying to murder him, the bombardier said that all of “them” were, and Clevinger said that he had no idea who “they” could be. 

Yossarian went off to the hospital, complaining of a pain in his liver. If he had jaundice, the doctors would discharge him; if not, they would send him back to duty. Yossarian spent some of his time censoring the enlisted men’s letters. On some, he signed Washington Irving’s name as censor; on others, he crossed out the letter but added loving messages signed by the chaplain’s name. The hospital would have been a good place to stay for the rest of the war if it had not been for a talkative Texan and a patient so cased in bandages that Yossarian wondered at times whether there was a real body inside. When he returned to his squadron, he learned that Colonel Cathcart, the group commander, had raised the number of required missions to fifty. Meanwhile, Clevinger had dipped his plane into a cloud one day and never brought it out again. He and his plane simply vanished. 
It was impossible for Yossarian to complete his tour of combat duty because Colonel Cathcart wanted to get his picture in The Saturday Evening Post and to become a general. Consequently, he continued to increase the number of required missions for his outfit beyond those required by the 27th Air Force Headquarters. By the time he had set the number at eighty, Kraft, McWatt, Kid Sampson, and Nately were dead, Clevinger and Orr had disappeared, the chaplain had been disgraced (the C.I.D. accused him of the Washington Irving forgeries), and Aarfy had committed a brutal murder. Hungry Joe screamed in his sleep night after night, and Yossarian continued looking for new ways to stay alive. It was impossible for him to be sent home on medical relief because of Catch-22. As Doc Daneeka, the medical officer, explained, he could ground anyone who was crazy, but anyone who wants to avoid combat duty is not crazy and therefore could not be grounded. This is Catch-22, the inevitable loophole in the scheme of justice, the self-justification of authority, the irony of eternal circumstance. Catch-22 explains Colonel Cathcart, who continued to raise the number of missions and volunteer his men for every dangerous operation in the Mediterranean theater. Cathcart also planned to have prayers during every briefing session but gave up that idea when he learned that officers and enlisted men must pray to the same god. Catch-22 also explained the struggle for power between General Dreedle, who wanted a fighting outfit, and General Peckem of Special Services, who wanted to see tighter bombing patterns—they looked better in aerial photographs—and issued a directive ordering all tents in the Mediterranean theater to be pitched with their fronts facing in the direction of the Washington Monument. It explained Captain Black, the intelligence officer who compelled the officers to sign a new loyalty oath each time they got their map cases, flak suits and parachutes, paychecks, haircuts, and meals in the mess. It explained, above all, Lieutenant Milo Mindbinder, the mess officer, who parlayed petty black-market operations into an international syndicate in which every man, as he said, had a share. By the time he had his organization on a paying basis, he had been elected mayor of half a dozen Italian cities, Vice-Shah of Oran, Caliph of Baghdad, Imam of Damascus, and Sheik of Araby. Once he almost made a mistake by cornering the market on Egyptian cotton, but after some judicious bribery, he unloaded it on the United States government. The climax of his career came when he rented his fleet of private planes to the Germans and from the Pianosa control tower directed the bombing and strafing of his own outfit. Men of public decency were outraged until Milo opened his books for public inspection and showed the profit he had made. Then everything was all right, for in this strange, mad world, patriotism and profit are indistinguishable; the world lives by Milo’s motto, the claim that whatever is good for the syndicate is good for the nation. 
Eventually, Yossarian took off for neutral Sweden, three jumps ahead of the authorities and less than one jump ahead of Nately’s whore, who for some reason blamed him for her lover’s death and tried to kill him. He spent the last night in Italy wandering alone through wartime Rome. 
Critical Evaluation: 
Catch-22 was the first of the post-World War II novels to convey the sense of war as so insane and so negligent of humane values that it can be treated only through exaggerated ridicule. One means whereby Joseph Heller suggests the ways in which war violates humanity is by violating the conventions of realistic fiction. The individual chapters are, for example, named after the different characters, although the character for whom a chapter is named may or may not be important in that chapter, or anywhere in the book. The chapters follow no evident plan; time in the novel is confused because there is no narrative line. Such structure as exists is based on recurrent references to specific situations. Only toward the end is there a progression in time from one chapter to the next. 

The salient element that distinguishes Catch-22 from more conventional war novels is its outrageous humor, much of it black and having to do with death and injury. In the late twentieth century, the term “metafiction” began to be applied to this kind of novel, suggesting a kind of fiction that does not pretend to portray reality and continually calls attention to its fictive nature. The cruel joke that gives the novel its title typifies its humor and the situation of the aviators. Each man is required to fly a certain number of missions against the Germans before he can be rotated home. Each time, however, a significant number of men approach that number, Colonel Cathcart, the commanding officer, raises the required number. Those in command are uniformly corrupt and have the power to force their subordinates to do whatever they wish; they plan dangerous missions, choose the most beautiful nurses, and make monetary profits from the war. The subordinate officers, led by Yossarian, have no choice but to act subversively in order to try to survive. 
Many of the episodes of the novel reflect outrageous humor. There are many instances of wordplay, puns, and jokes the characters tell and play on one another. Yet underlying the humor, there are always constant reminders of death and the grisly business of war. One of the threads that holds the novel together is found in the frequent references to a character named Snowden. His death is alluded to very early in the novel and in the description of his funeral and burial midway through the book there is a description of an unnamed character who sits naked in a tree while the ceremony is performed. Later in the novel, it becomes clear that the naked man was Yossarian, who had returned in shock from a mission, covered with Snowden’s blood and flesh. He had been so horrified by Snowden’s death that he could not bear to wear anything, but he felt compelled to attend the funeral. Only very late in the novel is Snowden’s death described in grisly detail, but with the same tone of outrageous humor. Snowden’s death carries the novel’s most overt message: “Man was matter, that was Snowden’s secret. . . . The spirit gone, man is garbage.” The novel’s satiric targets include not only the mechanized destruction of modern war but many aspects of civilian society in the postwar world that are linked, with satiric intent, with the war itself. Heller mocks the business ethic and the economic arrangements of American society in the sections dealing with the machinations of Milo Minderbinder; he savagely parodies the good-guy image of the typical American boy in the casual cruelty of Aarfy; he ridicules the scant attention paid to religion through his use of a chaplain, a good-hearted innocent whose ministrations have no effect on the problems of the men in the squadron; he sees modern medicine only as it is used to patch up wounded men so as to return them to battle. Above all, Heller mocks the sheeplike way in which ordinary humans follow orders even when they know those orders will lead to their destruction and that those who give them are idiotic or stupid. 
In the world Heller describes, values are of little account. Love has been reduced to lustful sexual encounters in which women are barely human. The only absolutes in this world are human mortality and the corruption of the world, as depicted in the chapter “Eternal City,” where the “holy” city of Rome is depicted in nightmarish terms as a kind of hell on earth. The choices in this world are few. The men may be killed at any time. They can take life as they find it, as most people do. They can try to fight against the forces that control them, knowing that their efforts are doomed. They can, if they are desperate enough, try to find a way out. Improbably, at the end of the novel, Yossarian chooses the latter in imitation of his friend Orr. After accidentally killing his friend Kid Sampson, Orr has managed to row from Italy through the Mediterranean Sea around the west coast of Europe and through the North Sea to a safe haven in neutral Sweden. This unbelievable journey is perhaps the novel’s most bitter joke. 
Catch-22 was a pioneering work of metafiction. Of Heller’s later novels, only God Knows (1984) takes similar liberties with fact, and none of his subsequent works measured up to the high standard set by Catch-22. Most critics considered the book’s sequel, Closing Time (1994) to be a distinct disappointment. Catch-22 nevertheless deserves its continuing reputation as one of the four or five most memorable novels to come out of World War II. 
Essay by: John M. Muste 

