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Unit 1 9

Joseph Heller: Catch-22

o .

Catch-22 is a satirical, historical novel published in 1961. Although this novel has won no

awards, it is still regarded as one of the most significant novels of the 20th century. Scholar and
fellow World War Il veteran Hugh Nibley says it is the most accurate book he has ever read
about the military. In many magazines, Catch-22 is ranked highly on the bestseller list. It has

been adapted into films, plays and television series.

" Writing Features

(1) Black Humor
(2) Satire

{ Plotof aren-22

Catch-22 tells a story taking place in an Air Force Base of the US in wartime Italy, of which
the protagonist is Yossarian, a soldier who rebels against the dangerous and bureaucratically
structured war by trying to escape. His commander, Colonel Cathcart, is a man of no scruples. In
order to boost up his own prestige within the army, Cathcart keeps raising the number of missions

that the men have to fly before they get to leave. Out of fear for flying and the increasing chances
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of meeting death, Yossarian visits Doctor Daneeka and pleads him to ground him on the basis of
insanity. Daneeka, however, tells him that in accordance with army regulation Catch-22, insane
men who ask to be grounded must prove their sanity because of their concern for personal safety.
In a word, whether you are insane or not, you have to fly. Moreover, Yossarian is confused at the
behavior of those at the top of the military machine, the generals, colonels, and Milo’s enterprises.
The terrible death of his fellow pilot, Snowden, also becomes a heavy load on his mind. Then,
his former tent-mate, Orr, gets mad, drifts ashore in Sweden and disappears mysteriously, which
makes Yossarian feel further lost. It takes a long time for him to finally realize that Orr has been
planning this escape all along. “Black humor” comes again whe‘n Yossarian decides to run away
and join Orr in Sweden. At this moment, he finally finds that there is no such a thing as Catch-22,
the absence of which does not matter any more at this time because the soldiers have already

believed in it. In the end, Yossarian manages to escape the clutches of war and death.

. Theme

Catch-22 reveals the absurdity and corruption of the American ruling bloc, the confusion
and madness in American society. Through the description of the war, Catch-22 as the epic of
the 1960s indirectly represents a mad world and exposes the corrupt nature of the collusion
of bureaucrats with capitalists and their crimes of bringing endless suffering and death to the

ordinary people in American society.

" Comment on Carci-22

Catch-22 is a novel that deliberately sets out to show that we live in an absurd universe. In
the world that Heller creates we feel lost because, as Camus remarks in The Myth of Sisyphus, “in
a universe that is suddenly deprived of illusions and of light, man feels a stranger. But we also
feel at home, because unreason seems to rule so much of our ordinary everyday lives.” The comic
formula “Catch-22” sums up man’s position in an absurd universe, and the novel shows that it

applies to every aspect of life: to war, to love, to business, even to religion.

@
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. Questions
1. How is the trick about Daneeka’s death initiated in the first place?
2. Why does Doc Daneeka take his own temperature?

3. Why does Mrs. Daneeka move to a new place instead of having a thorough investigation?

4. Why does Colonel Cathcart raise the number of missions to seventy when he hears of Daneeka’s
death?

5. Why does everyone insist that Daneeka is dead?
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Kurt Vonnegut: Slaughterbouse-Five

Introduction of Siaughterhouse-Five

Slaughterhouse-Five is essentially autobiographical. It is a supremely unconventional war
novel based on the experiences of the author during the catastrophic fire-bombing of Dresden
during World War II. As an anti-war novel, it is a statement about war and inhumanity and about
life and history. The war reveals man’s savageness which makes life miserable. Slaughterhouse-
Five is a vehicle for Vonnegut to express his sadness for and indignation at the human race. After
its publication, Slaughterhouse-Five becomes the best-seller for its magnificent theme, profound
thought and intriguing structure, and is regarded as the “milestone of the American postmodern

literature.”

riting Features

(1) Nonlinear Narrative

(2) Combinations of Forms

Plot of Slaughterhouse-Five

Slaughterhouse-Five is told in a nonlinear order and events become clear through various

flashbacks and time travel experiences by the protagonist Billy Pilgrim. Billy Pilgrim is born into



Unit 2 Kurt Vonnegut: Slaughterhouse-Five

a barber family and is recruited into the army not long after he goes to an optometric school. As
a Chaplain’s assistant in WWII, Billy Pilgrim is captured by the Germans during the Battle of
the Bulge in 1944; however, he wouldn’t do anything to save himself although he witnesses all
kinds of fascists’ brutal activities. The Germans put Billy and his fellow prisoners in a disused
slaughterhouse in Dresden and confiscate everything they have. In February 1945, Billy witnesses
the greatest massacre in European history. The allied forces drop bombs in Dresden which is a
city with a history of thousands of years. During the bombing, the prisoners of war and German
guards hide in a deep cellar and they are some of the few survivors of the firestorm. After the war
in May 1945, Billy is transported from Germany to the United States, receiving an honorable
discharge from service in July 1945. When Billy comes back from Germany, he goes to the
optometric school again. His life seems to begin getting better gradually, but then he survives a
plane crash, suffers schizophrenia and becomes unstuck in time and experiences moments from

various points in his life.

Theme

As a social observer holding skepticism, Kurt Vonnegut ruthlessly exposes the social abuses.
The central theme of Slaughterhouse-Five is the absurdity of life, which can be seen from the
structure of the novel, the portrayal of the protagonist and the use of the language. The novel
explores fate, free will and the illogicality of human beings. Kurt Vonnegut lashes the seamy

society by exaggeration and the dehumanization by satire.

" Comment on SIaﬂghterlmuse-Fim

Slaughterhouse-Five is known for its nonlinear narrative. The bombing of Dresden is not
an event that can be said clearly in words due to its destructive power for the whole city and its
innocent people. Therefore Vonnegut holds the view that there’s no way to make sense of Dresden
massacre through narrative. Jerome Klinkowitz believes that the seemingly chaotic structure of
the novel is important, because the book is really the story of Vonnegut’s struggle with writing
about Dresden. To bring the book back to reality, away from the unbelievable, Vonnegut uses a

technique of placing himself in the event.
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