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    Rudyard Kipling is considered one of the most eminent English writers of his generation, and is remembered for his writings on the British Empire and India and his children’s stories. Though his infamous celebration of European imperialism means that he is sometimes regarded as antiquated and problematic in the context of increasingly socially liberal Western societies, his novels, stories and poetry are highly regarded for their expertise, ingenuity and vibrancy. He was born in Bombay (now Mumbai) in 1965 to English parents and, after being educated in England, returned to India to work as a journalist. It was here that he began publishing his poetry and short stories, and he returned to England in 1889 to fanfare about the quality and popularity of his writing. In England Kipling found himself increasingly well-regarded as a writer and embarked on a prolific career that included a huge number of short stories and poetry collections, as well as four novels. In 1907, he became the first English person to win the coveted Nobel Prize for Literature and continued to write right up to his death in 1936, at the age of 70.
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    Catch-22 is a novel which is as hilariously funny as it is deeply tragic. It tells the story of a squadron of men sent to bomb German targets in Nazi-occupied Europe. The novel’s protagonist, Captain Yossarian, is terrified of dying and is desperate to be grounded, but time and again his requests are refused and he is told he must fly an ever-increasing number of missions. The novel explores the boundaries between sanity and insanity through its eponymous catch, which is based on the kind of paradox and circular reasoning which all too often allows the unjustifiable to be justified. Heller’s novel left critics divided when it was first published, although the New York Times described it as “a dazzling performance that will outrage nearly as many readers as it delights”. It also struck a particular chord with American university students of the early 1960s, who saw resonances between the insane world of Catch-22 and the Vietnam War (1955-1975). Although it won no awards at the time, Catch-22 has since become a literary classic; it remains Heller’s masterpiece, and whenever the author was accused of not writing anything quite as good, he is said to have replied: “Who has?”

  


  
    SUMMARY


    AN UNCONVENTIONAL NARRATIVE


    At the time of its publication, critics derided Catch-22 for its seemingly random, even non-existent structure. But in its meandering, repetitious and scrambled nature, the narrative perfectly reflects the absurd military bureaucracy Heller satirises. Catch-22’s structure is highly unusual in that it hinges not on chronology but on characters. Throughout the novel’s some 500 pages, the reader is introduced to over 80 individualised, idiosyncratic characters, of which around 25 are central to the story. From Colonel Scheisskopf to Captain Aardvark, Hungry Joe to Milo Minderbinder, the characters (who, while comically named, are often strangely tragic figures) lend their names to the novel’s chapter titles. The one central, unifying figure, Catch-22’s protagonist, who is both hero and antihero, is the bombardier Captain Yossarian. But, crucially, he has no interest whatsoever in fighting for his country – Yossarian fights only for his life. From convincing those in charge that targets have already been captured, to faking a whole host of illnesses, the book follows Yossarian’s drastic attempts to get himself out of combat duty. And while the perspective and story jump quickly from one character to the next, that fact that everything is in fact intricately interwoven becomes more and more apparent.


    THE CATCH


    We first meet Yossarian in the army hospital in reasonably good spirits because he has a pain in his liver “that fell just short of being jaundice” (p.7). With a temperature of exactly 101, Yossarian is not ill enough to be treated but not well enough to be sent back into combat, so can rest for the moment in the comparatively safe confines of the ward. There, he asks Doc Daneeka (who laments his own career prospects with little sympathy for the dying patients he treats) to be sent home on the grounds that he is crazy. Doc Daneeka refuses instantly, stating that Yossarian’s desire to escape combat duty immediately disproves his craziness. This, he says, is Catch-22, namely that “a concern for one’s own safety in the face of dangers that were real and immediate was the process of a rational mind” (p.52). Yossarian suddenly understands the catch “in all its spinning reasonableness” (ibid.) – and indeed the rest of the book is governed by its paradoxical and elliptical logic, from which there is seemingly no escape. Eventually, Yossarian comes to realise that the catch does not exist, but it makes no difference: “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” (p.469).


    SNOWDEN’S SECRET


    As well as being dogged by Catch-22, Yossarian is also haunted by the memory of “Snowden’s secret” (p.504), which that latter had ‘spilled’ on a mission to Avignon. Snowden had been hit by flak from an enemy plane, and Yossarian had rushed to the back to try and treat his wounds. But he was too late, and could only say “there, there” (ibid.) repeatedly to Snowden, who had murmured “I’m cold” (ibid.) as he lay dying. As Snowden dies, he bleeds all over Yossarian’s uniform, which Yossarian subsequently refuses to wear, turning up to receive a military medal stark naked and watching Snowden’s funeral sat in a tree in the nude. While Snowden’s death is told and retold throughout the novel, each time in marginally more detail, the true nature of his secret is not revealed until the end, where we are given a graphic description of how Snowden’s guts had spilled out onto a soggy pile on the floor. Yossarian concludes: “Man was matter. Drop him out of a window and he’ll fall. Set fire to him and he’ll burn. Bury him and he’ll rot, like other kinds of garbage” (p.504). This realisation of man’s fragility and mortality is what gives birth to the captain’s paranoia, and his actions in Catch-22 must be seen in the light of the loss, grief and trauma he suffered at the time of Snowden’s death.


    RIVALRY WITHIN THE RANKS


    The real battles foregrounded in Catch-22 are not those between the Nazis and the Allies, but those that rage within the American side itself. Very early on, it is Colonel Cathcart and his assistant Colonel Korn that Yossarian identifies as his true enemies: “The enemy”, he says, “is anyone who’s going to get you killed, no matter which side he’s on” (p.143). At the beginning of the novel, Yossarian is only one mission away from reaching the 45 required before he is allowed to go home. However, the cynical Cathcart continually increases this number so that the men can never fulfil their duty, and by the end of the book the number of missions has been raised to 80. Cathcart’s motivation for this is purely to secure a promotion, and indeed the struggle for power among the higher ranks forms a significant subplot within the book. Colonel Cathcart wants to be a General, and his assistant Korn the command of the Wing.


    SURVIVAL


    Throughout the novel, Yossarian loses some of his closest friends and comrades: Nately, Hungry Joe, Clevinger and Dobbs are all killed in combat, Dunbar has been ‘disappeared’ after expressing his hatred of the system, and McWatt commits suicide by flying his plane into a mountainside. So when Yossarian hears that the little sister of one of the prostitutes he knew in Rome is still alive but vulnerable, Yossarian goes AWOL to try and save her. He tries to enlist the help of the mess officer Milo Minderbinder, but Milo is too busy running his global syndicate and his mind is fixed solely on his profits. By this point, Rome has been ravaged by war, and Yossarian wanders through it alone and isolated. When he gets to the officers’ apartment, he finds that an innocent young girl called Michaela has been raped and murdered by his friend Captain Aardvark (Aarfy). Yossarian is horrified, and when he hears police sirens approaching he feels sure Aarfy will be arrested. But Aarfy is let go, and Yossarian is the one arrested for being in Rome without a pass. Finally he has a meeting with Cathcart and Korn, who promise Yossarian he can go home as long as he promises to “say nice things about [them]” (p.489) when he gets there. The alternative, he is told, is a court martial. While he initially agrees to the deal, Yossarian ultimately decides to desert and head for Sweden, where, he has discovered, his friend Orr has escaped to. He leaves fearful, exhilarated, certain he has done the right thing – and, of course, alive.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    YOSSARIAN


    At the start of the novel, the bombardier Captain Yossarian is in hospital, convinced that everyone is trying to kill him. His comrade Clevinger immediately accuses him of being crazy, which initially does appear to be the case. What else could explain why Yossarian turns up to receive a medal completely naked, or asks someone to poison his entire squadron by putting laundry soap in the sweet potatoes, or prattles on endlessly about a dead man in his tent who was “a pest, and Yossarian didn’t like him, even though he had never seen him” (p.25)? However, Yossarian’s actions gradually come to seem more reasonable than they first appear. Of course the captain does not want to wear his uniform to the funeral – it is covered in the blood of his dead friend. Putting soap in the squadron’s meals makes them just ill enough to delay their highly dangerous missions without endangering their lives. And there is indeed, at least officially, a dead man in Yossarian’s tent. His name is Mudd, and he died on a mission to Orvieto before he was officially entered into the squadron: but since he "had never officially gotten into the squadron, he could never officially be gotten out" (pp.111-112). All his belongings therefore remain in Yossarian’s tent.


    Yossarian is undoubtedly paranoid, but for perfectly sane reasons:


    “There were too many dangers for Yossarian to keep track of. There was Hitler, Mussolini and Tojo, for example, and they were all out to kill him. There was Lieutenant Scheisskopf with his fanaticism for parades and there was the bloated colonel with the big fat mustache and his fanaticism for retribution, and they wanted to kill him, too […] That was the secret Snowden had spilled to him on the mission to Avignon: they were out to get him; and Snowden had spilled it all over the back of the plane.” (p.197)


    Yossarian’s absolute refusal to fight for his country and his diagnosed “morbid aversion to dying” (p.348) make him something of an anarchic force, which often completely confounds his superiors. When he visits Major Major to tell him he will not fly more missions, the Major has no idea how to respond:


    “What could you do? Major Major asked himself again. What could you do with a man who looked you squarely in the eye and said he would rather die than be killed in combat, a man who was at least as mature and intelligent as you were and who you had to pretend was not.” (p.118)


    Later, Colonel Cathcart becomes almost terrified by the mere sight of Yossarian’s name:


    “Suddenly his arms began to shake, and he was unable to write any more. […] His gaze fell on the skeet-range, and he reeled away with a sharp cry of distress, his wild and feverish eyes scanning the walls of his office frantically as though they were swarming with Yossarians.” (p.245)


    Similarly, when Yossarian fails to destroy a bridge on the first try on one of his missions, his superiors do not know how to react, ultimately giving him a medal and promoting him to captain in order to cover up the mistake. As a final bargaining chip, after Yossarian goes AWOL, they offer to allow him to go home as long as he paints his commanders as heroes when he gets back to America – something he sees as an ultimate betrayal. This is what makes Yossarian such a sympathetic character: in a world which is insane and amoral, Yossarian retains some grip on reality and what is right and wrong. Yossarian is tolerant, honest, loyal, and will not betray others – not even Colonel Cathcart: “He’s got a right to live too, I guess” (p.260). Somehow, his desertion at the end of the novel becomes a heroic act that defies the forces on all sides who are, in a very real sense, trying to get him killed.


    MILO MINDERBINDER


    When Yossarian looks closely at the army mess officer Milo Minderbinder, he sees “the face of a man with hardened integrity” (p.73) incapable of “violat[ing] the moral principles on which his virtue rested” (ibid.). One of those principles, we are then told, “was that it was never a sin to charge as much as the traffic would bear” (ibid.). Milo’s raison d’être is to make as much as money as possible at almost any cost. He does this by forming a global black market syndicate that buys and
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