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Catch-22 Compare and Contrast


Despair is the antithesis of hope as war is the antithesis of peace. Humanity is opposed to war in Catch-22; the people fear death. In a display of diametric opposites, Joseph Heller combines a satirical window to war with a brutal exhibition of pain and death in Catch-22. The protagonist, Yossarian, confronts dispassionate brutality and perplexing insanity as he struggles to survive the war he has been thrown into. The author offers a satirical view of soldiers in World War Two on the Italian front as they try to escape the deadly front line but are confounded by their worst enemy: Catch-22. The reader also sees Yossarian’s companions die as they suffer horrible but common fates.

One element of the book deals with the antics of the cast of innocent Americans taken from their homes and thrown to the front line to die for their country. Heller uses sarcasm and scathing wit to show that that is the way the characters react to the unspeakable acts in the war. Each character is trying to survive the war, and keep his head above the water, so to speak, from Milo Minderbinder, the mess officer who buys eggs for 7 cents per piece and sells for 5 cents a piece for profit, to Major Major, who will only let people in to see him when he isn’t in his office. The author shows average people in extraordinary circumstances, and what they do to deal with the war. Each character has a comic flaw that is accepted during the war, but would not be tolerated outside of the war. None of the characters is able to take the war seriously because they will go insane if they try to confront the war and all of the death in reality, and because none of the other characters can take it seriously. There is Mudd, who died in combat before he could sign in so no one can do anything about his belongings in Yossarian’s tent, and Doc Daneeka, who is “dead” because his plane crashed, even though he wasn’t on the plane. There are also the commanding officers in the military. There is Colonel Cathcart who continually raises the number of missions the soldiers have to fly for his own prestige, Lieutenant General Scheisskopf who is so obsessed with marching parades that he doesn’t even have time for his wife, and Major ----- de Coverly, who everyone fears and respects, even though all he does is rent rooms in Rome for the soldiers and officers. The most humorous part of the story is of course catch-22. Catch-22 is a circular clause. A soldier can go home if he is insane, which they all are, but he has to ask, once he asks, he is sane because fleeing danger is a sane response. This is not the only catch-22; the name applies to any similar circumstance.

The darker side of this story tells about the horrors that happened in the war. Yossarian takes an eye opening walk through Rome and sees all the human misery that he has managed to ignore so far. He sees random acts of violence, death, and destruction. Yossarian also sees death first hand, when Snowden dies at his hands. The gruesome reality of what happened in the war and all the improbable antics of the characters are summarized in an opposite of Heller’s caustic analysis in the rest of the book when Snowden dies. Yossarian valiantly fights to save his comrade, but mistakenly tends to the wrong wound, and when he removes Snowden’s vest, the man’s torso spills out. That is when the war and all that it means hits Yossarian, and it snaps him back to reality. Here is when Yossarian realizes that he could very well die at any time, leaving him the only truly sane man, perhaps in the entire military.

Both sides of Heller’s story exclaim that war is insane, and that everyone deals with it differently. In both fashions Heller proclaims his antiwar stance. He uses alternate opposing methods to show what he thinks of war. In one way, Heller shows how absurd the military is, and in another, how macabre it can be. He employs a “good cop bad cop” method, using humor to draw the reader into the story, and horrors to drive his point. The alternate, yet similar techniques are very effective in carrying the author’s point.
