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Introduction

The mid-20" century has been a pivotal point in people’s lives, wherein significant
events occurred that radically changed the values, beliefs, and ideology of human society
as it moved towards modernization. American society, in particular, has been directly
affected and influenced by the effects of the Cold War, changing the way it has perceived
nationalism, patriotism, and heroism in the 20" century. The Cold War has taught people
that it is not bad to be selfish, to think about one’s welfare and survival in life. The failure
of American governments throughout the years, to provide justification for war and other
forms of conflict, lessened support for it; hence, people have become more skeptical
about the honour that supposedly comes with sacrifice and selflessness for the sake of the

country.

People’s disillusionment also led to the development of black humour in American
culture. More commonly described as the “humour that deals with unpleasant aspects of

life in a bitter or ironic way"”’

, black humour became the American people’s way to
express their feelings of disillusionment and hopelessness. Indeed, this is the central
theme that emerged in Joseph Heller’s novel, Catch-22. In this novel, Heller depicts,
through black humour, the senselessness of war, particularly the act of enlisting young

men in combat, individuals who have no idea about, nor belief, in the war they were

supposed to be fighting.

In illustrating his technique of black humour in Catch 22, Heller also centers on the

themes of immorality and irrationality as the primary factors that reinforce the

! http:www.geocities.com/Area 51/Hollow/2405/vonnegut.html?2200512
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implementation of the concept of Catch-22. In highlighting the existence and prevalence of
these two qualities, he highlights the prevalence of these two characteristics by
demonstrating an awareness of how the military, business and medical sectors encourage

these qualities.

Heller not only demonstrates the themes of black humor, immorality and irrationality in
Catch 22. His subsequent novel, Something Happened, is also an example of how
Americans have become disillusioned with the reality of American life. In this text, Heller
uses the character of the American male who lives in modern society, who remains
unhappy, dissatisfied, and is continually skeptical despite the comfortable life that he leads,

living the “American dream.”

The persistence of these three themes—black humor, immorality, and irrationality in the
two texts—is discussed in this paper. The discussion and analysis of Catch-22 (primarily)
and Something Happened (secondarily) posit the inevitable presence of black humor,
immorality and irrationality in times of war and conflict in human society, as humans

pursue power, status, and ultimately, survival.



1. Black humour

The concept of Catch-22 is, in itself, a product of Heller’s use of black humour in his
novel. In order to effectively convey how black humour operates, it is essential to
determine the core idea behind the rule that is Catch-22:

All over the world, boys on every side of the bomb line were

laying down their lives for what they had been told was their

country, and no one seemed to mind, least of all the boys who

were laying down their young lives. There was no end in sight.

The only end in sight was Yossarian’s own, and he might have

remained in the hospital until doomdsday had it not been for that

patriotic Texan... The Texan wanted everybody in the ward to

be happy but Yossarian and Dunbar. He was really very sick.

This passage illustrates the underlying “principle’ behind Catch-22: “a rule which
allows you no way out, when another rule apparently does allow a way out” *. Catch-22 is
a rule that has two claims, which oppose each other. It claims that a man is insane when he
willingly engages himself in numerous flying missions, while a sane man would not want
to go on missions. However, there is no way out of this predicament: men who do not want
to go on missions would plead insanity, only to be told that if they are truly insane, they
would not mind doing flying missions. Insane or not, these young men are indirectly

forced to engage in combat and fight for a war they do not have any idea about.

2 Joseph Heller. Catch 22. ( New York: SIMON & SCHUSTER, 1989), 18
® Nigel Warburton. Thinking from A to Z. ( NY: Taylor & Francis ), 2003, 31



The description of black humour in the Columbia Encyclopedia is as follows:
black humour, in literature, drama, and film, grotesque or morbid
humour used to express the absurdity, insensitivity, paradox, and
cruelty of the modern world. Ordinary characters or situations are
usually exaggerated far beyond the limits of normal satire or irony.”

Black humour is already apparent in the idea of this rule of Catch 22. Because almost
all the young men in Yossarian’s team want to avoid death by escaping these flying
missions, they fake insanity. Unfortunately for them, Catch-22 makes it impossible to
escape these missions. Thus, Yossarian and his fellow soldiers are stuck with people, who
are truly insane and those who are feigning insanity. In this example, Heller tries to create
a comic element to the sorry state Yossarian finds himself in. Stuck in a generally mad
situation wherein the military want to win the war at all costs, he is forced to conform to
people’s insanity; otherwise, he will not be able to escape his mad reality. In effect,
Yossarian and his fellow soldiers opted to simulate insanity rather, than face the reality that
they are governed and controlled by mad military superiors.

Apart from the rule of Catch-22, black humour is demonstrated when the young
soldiers are depicted as being far from patriotic and brave. In the passage cited earlier,
Heller notes that “the only end in sight was Yossarian’s own, he might have remained in
the hospital until doomsday had it not been for that patriotic Texan.” The loathing that
Yossarian feels contradicts with the “ideal feelings” soldiers should feel when risking their
lives in combat. Ideally, it takes a person’s courage and love for his country to make him

engage in a deadly conflict.

* http://columbia.thefreedictionary.com/black+humour
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However, since Yossarian and the other soldiers are forced to engage in a conflict not
of their own desire or of their own accord, they only feel resentment toward the stupid rules
and responsibilities that they need to follow while under the control of the military.

A third example of black humour in Catch 22 involves the inhumane and unsanitary
treatment of the “soldier in white,” whose identity and sudden appearance and
disappearance in the first chapter of the novel remain a mystery for Yossarian. The soldier
in white receives inhumane and unsanitary treatment simply because he is fed with his own
bodily wastes. The hospital staff take advantage of the fact that the soldier in white is
incapable of moving around, therefore putting him in the control and mercy of the doctors
and nurses. To fully grasp the absurdity of the staff’s poor treatment of the soldier in white,
a passage about him and his condition is quoted as follows:®

He had been smuggled into the ward during the night...Sewn
into the bandages over the insides of both elbows were zippered
lips through which he was fed clear fluid from a clear jar. A
silent zinc pipe rose from the cement on his groin and was
coupled to a slim rubber hose into a clear, stoppered jar on the
floor. When the jar on the floor was full, the jar feeding his
elbow was empty, and the two were simply switched quickly so
that the stuff could drip back into him.

This obvious neglect for the soldier in white reflects the predicament of the soldiers
who had the misfortune of being wounded, injured, and perhaps maimed to the point of

immobility and dependence on others. For Yossarian, the soldier in white is the symbol of

® Heller, Catch 22. 10



the senselessness of the war, a conflict in which the only real casualty is the soldiers’ desire
to serve their country and act courageously.

The soldier in white helps Yossarian realise that it is more important to become selfless
and survive than sacrifice oneself for one’s country, only to end up being humiliated in the
most absurd manner (similar to the soldier in white’s predicament).

These bits and pieces of Yossarian’s life under the rule of Catch-22 show that black
humour is common whenever hopelessness and suffering thrive. Moreover, black humour
dominates a soldier life, as the soldiers’ superiors continue giving them missions that help
increase the superiors’ power and superiority, while leaving the soldiers wounded
physically and psychologically.

It is not surprising that black humour is not only known for its comic portrayal of
people’s disillusionment, hopelessness, and suffering, but also centres on the representation
of the individual (or in the case of the novel, Yossarian as the protagonist) as being
insignificant. Literature critic David Cochran notes how the ‘individual in modern life has
become insignificant,”® and this is perhaps the most comic issue that black humorists like
Heller want to focus on. In a world that has developed technology, complex social,
political, economic institutions and organisations, humanity is left with no other function
but to become mere robots of the very institutions and organisations that it established.
Humans in modern life have become victims of their own creations.

The insignificance of the individual is mirrored in the lives of Yossarian, the soldier in
white, and the soldiers who pretend insanity just to escape their flying missions. Yossarian

and his fellow soldiers have become insignificant individuals under Catch-22, wherein they

® David Cochran. America Noir: Underground Writers and Filmmakers of the Postwar Era. ( Washington D.
C.:Smithsonian Institution Press, 2000 ), 166



are forced to engage in flying missions without any regard for their welfare and safety.
Similarly, the soldier in white is treated like a liability rather than a person who has
sacrificed a great deal for his country.

After he is wounded while fighting for his country, he is treated in the hospital in the
most humiliating and absurd manner when he can no longer contribute to the war effort.
These soldiers are all insignificant, for the military do not care whether they are killed,
maimed, or injured as long as they help their country win the war. Black humour reveals
the truth that the war is declared not to protect a nation’s people, but to reinforce the
leaders’ control and superiority, not only over their citizenry, but other countries and
governments as well.

Despite the seemingly negative depictions of life highlighted in black humour, it is
actually a useful technique that Heller uses to act against the unjust and unfair treatment of
soldiers engaged in combat during the war.

Through black humour, he is able to criticize and expose the
military and the government, institutions that have promoted and
reinforced “the absurd and meaningless patterns of behaviour
that sprang from American military-economic
involvement...they institutionalise their illogic by way of the
mutable Catch-22 and allow it, ‘in the name of reason,

patriotism, and rightness’ to seize control of the men’s lives.’

" Barbara, Tepa Lupack. Insanity as redemption in contemporary American Fiction: Inmates running the asylum.
(Gainsville: University Press of Florida, 1995), 23.



In effect, black humour is interpreted as a form of subversion: a rebellion that seeks to
not only criticise and expose, but also abolish the military’s propaganda and manner of
handling conflicts. By abolishing the military institution, society is once again giving way
to self-preservation, where humanity would once again consider quality of life as more
important than mere survival. Black humour is a form of rebellion that attempts to bring
back the values of selflessness, courage, and patriotism among people, and helps fight the
feeling of hopelessness and disillusionment that inevitably comes with political conflict and
war.

Black humour as a form of subversion that reflects the insignificance, disillusionment,
hopelessness, and eventual selfishness of humanity is also apparent in the character of
Robert Slocum in Something Happened. Also set in modern American society, Something
Happened illustrates the life of a middle-class American who remains dissatisfied and
pessimistic about living despite enjoying its comfort. Bob’s character is moulded in the
same manner as Yossarian’s; only, the former is described as being more passive, while the
latter is characterized as more active.

Bob’s passivity in the novel is an important insight into Heller’s objective in creating
the novel. By using the technique of black humour, Heller shows how the money- and
material-driven American individual succumbs to selfishness and disregards the quality of
life in favour of momentary happiness brought about by his adultery and desire to live more

materialistically.



His thoughts about Corporate America reflect the passivity and hopelessness in Bob’s
belief that he will still achieve happiness and contentment in life:
...iIf you asked any one of them if he would choose to spend the rest
of his life working for the company, he would give you a resounding
No!, regardless of what inducements were offered. | was that high
once. If you asked me the same question today, | would also give
you a resounding No! and add: “I think I’d rather die now.”
But | am making no plans to leave.l have the feeling now that there
is no place left for me to go.®
Bob’s general feeling in Something Happened is that before he dies it is better to be as
selfish as he can and try everything he can without being caught. If he achieves this he will

be happy, if someone, probably his wife detects him, he might as well kill himself.

8 Joseph Heller. Something Happened.( New York: SIMON & SCHUSTER, 2004 ), 28

10



2. Irrationality

This theme is an extension and a more specific depiction of the lives of the soldiers in
Catch- 22. The rule of Catch-22 itself is the symbol of irrationality, and interestingly, there
is no way to get around this rule. According to Friedrich Nietzsche: “The irrationality of a
thing is no argument against its existence, rather a condition of it””. ° However, in Catch-
22 it is noticeable that almost all of the soldiers in the novel respond to this symbol of
irrationality through another form of irrationality: insanity. It is only by claiming
themselves insane that the soldiers are able to survive and live military life under Catch-22.
Catch-22 is used to help the soldiers’ superiors propel them to power and authority.

Indeed, Heller wants to point out that it is only through irrational—that is, crazy—means
that the generals, colonels, and majors of the military will get more power and control over
the soldiers and the citizenry. Without Catch-22, they will not have the invincibility of
ordering the soldiers to undergo flying missions. Without Catch-22, the war will not be
fought, for all the soldiers realize that they are fighting a senseless and baseless war. As

Ihab Hassan has noted:

Dealing with the attempts of Air Force Captain Yossarian to
stay alive and sane through bombing missions without end, the
book creates a surreal universe of drollery and death. The
universe of death, boiling in chaos in which every thing was in

proper order™

° www.brainygoute.com/quotes/quotes/f/friedrichn 159163.html
19 |hab Hassan. Contemporary American literature. ( Library of congress Catalog Card Number 72-81701, 1978 ), 83

11
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An example of an individual who is propelled to power through Catch-22 and the
military institution is Lieutenant Scheissskopf. Heller describe him as an unremarkable man
who has taken advantage of the war by taking the “opportunity to wear an officer’s uniform

every day and say ‘Men’ in a clipped, military voice™

. Lt. Scheisskopf also enjoys the
control that he has over the soldiers, forcing them to participate in military parades under the
intense heat of the sun, despite the pointlessness of the whole exercise. He has the image of
an individual who considers war and the military as “blessings” that give him the chance to
control people, whereas previously he never got the chance to have this power. The opposite
is true of Yossarian, who hates the military parades, simply because they are pointless,
“absurd,” and only cause extreme exhaustion for the soldiers.** His opposition towards Lt.
Scheisskopf and his military parades is reflective of his opposition to this irrationality. For
Heller’s protagonist, military parades are pointless because they do not contribute anything at
all to the war effort. In fact, military parading is just a form of posturing, a parade of

individuals who are deemed superior (soldiers and their superiors) because they are the ones

in control of the war.

Of course, Yossarian’s and his fellow soldier’s reality is far from the proud and
organized manner characteristic of military parades. The soldiers’ reality is that war brings
out the worst in humanity. Reason no longer exists and is not respected, reason tells the
soldiers the war is senseless but the irrational rules and principles of the military institution
keep them from getting out of a responsibility borne from an irrational cause. This is the

predicament the soldiers find themselves in: living the life Catch-22-style.

1 Heller, Catch 22, 79
12 Heller, Catch 22, 82

12



Thus, power and superiority are achieved through irrationality. By imprisoning the
soldiers in the belief that they should be brave, selfless, and patriotic, the military officials
are able to control them. Leo Tolstoy discusses the concept of patriotism in his article

“Patriotism and Government™:

It would, therefore, seem obvious that patriotism as a feeling is
bad and harmful, and as a doctrine is stupid. For it is clear that
if each people and each State considers itself the best of peoples
and States, then all live in a gross and harmful delusion. One
would expect the harmfulness and irrationality of patriotism to
be evident to everybody. But surprising fact is that cultured and
learned men not only do not themselves notice the harm and
stupidity of patriotism, but they resist every exposure of it with
the greatest obstinacy and ardour (though without any rational
grounds), and continue to belaud it as beneficent and,

elevating™

When the soldiers realize that they do not need to be selfless at all if they are fighting a
senseless war, the military officials seek to prolong their power and superiority through the
Catch-22 rule. The soldiers then become prisoners, and in fact, the real casualties of war.
Power-hungry and egotistical military officials are the ones who bring about the downfall
of the soldiers in Catch 22. This downfall means four unfortunate possibilities that
commonly happen among Yossarian’s acquaintances: death during combat, insanity, death

through suicide, and sudden disappearances. These four incidences become the coping

3 http://dwardmac.pitzer.edu/Anarchist_Archives/bright/Tolstoy/patriotismangovt.html
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mechanisms through which the soldiers try to channel their depression and frustration about

the seemingly meaningless life they are leading.

Unfortunately, Catch-22 becomes a way of life for the soldiers, for they see no other
way out of it. They live life according to Catch-22 in order to survive: they feign insanity
to get out of the military, and when they do not succeed, they eventually succumb to
insanity in reality, as this is a better alternative than living and witnessing its
disappointments. Insanity is just the initial course of action that the soldiers intend to
take. For some, suicide and eventual death follow insanity. For the other soldiers, insanity
is followed by a sudden disappearance, and the soldier’s whereabouts are never known

even when the war is over.

Only Yossarian is able to hold on to his sanity while trying to fight his way through
the irrational military officials controlling him. He also tries feigning insanity, but later
decides to be indifferent about his reality in order to survive. Heller does not depict
Yossarian’s survival as ideal, since the protagonist expresses thoughts of selfishness and
desire for death, as possible means of escaping from the military. However, it is important
to note that Yossarian’s psyche is real although not ideal. By being selfish and choosing
death, Yossarian is able to express what he is feeling and thinking during the war, despite
being imprisoned by military rules and principles. For Heller, Yossarian’s case is what

really occurs when war breaks out—insanity and irrationality eventually reign.

14



Stephen Rowe’s analysis of irrationality and the Catch-22 rule in the novel reflects the
thematic discussion of this section, wherein the dominance of the irrational rule causes

soldiers to succumb to insanity and death:

...the recoil against the confusion, shallowness, and decadence of
the present can take the form of escape into both an idealized sense
of the past and some equally idealized vision of the future. Here
frustration with Catch-22 becomes so severe that escape is sought
not only from the present, but from history altogether...
“Insensitivity” and “failure of openness” are terms too mild to
describe the destruction of the present that occurs in the

accommodation.'*

Indeed, “insensitivity” has become the coping mechanism that Yossarian
chose in order to adapt to the reality he is facing. In order to survive, he must
become insensitive to the realities he has witnessed—so that, in order to live, he
must first focus on surviving and not think about the plight of others. It is only by
helping himself that he will be able to help his fellow soldiers, eventually

abolishing the prevalent irrationality in each soldier’s psyche.

14 Stephen Rowe. “Rediscovering the West; An inquiry into Nothingness and Relatedness”. ( State University of New

York, 1994 ), 83

15



3.Immorality

Immorality is another theme that Heller discusses in Catch 22 and Something
Happened. Immorality for Bob Slocum is his blatant commitment of adultery and a
disregard for the feelings of his youngest son. Heller discusses the moral question of love
for ones fellow man. Is it obligatory to love and care for your closest family? In Bob’s case
in Something Happened it has become a moral issue. Heller portrays Bob as having an
emotional distance from his own family. The fact that Bob, as the storyteller, gives us the
names of the company people he works with but not his family makes us believe that he has
ambivalent feelings for them. There is one exception, that is, his son Derek. Derek, who has
suffered from brain damage from birth, gives Bob nothing but guilt and immoral thoughts

concerning what to do with him.

My wife and | are not able to send him away yet. He is still too
little. There is no hope. He is lots of trouble. He has let us down. He
needs care constantly, and no one wants to give it to him ,not his
father, his mother, his sister, or brother. None of us really even
wants to play with him no more. Although we take turns in making

believe.'®

Another person that Bob has a troubled relationship with is his wife. He is constantly
unfaithful. Not because of a lack of interest in her. No, just because, as a member of the
management team of the company that he works for, he thinks he is entitled to have sex

with all the women they employ. Heller portrays Bob as a man who has crossed the line of

> Heller, Something Happened, 130-131

16



immorality and has stopped looking back. Bob’s relationships with his fellow workers are

based on indifference.

For Yossarian, immorality is the loosening of morals among the soldiers regarding
death—there is no longer any distinction between noble death and meaningless death.
Heller discusses the immorality that reveals the worst qualities of mankind: the greed for
personal benefit from war. In Catch 22 there are several situations where the main
characters have a decision to make. They struggle with their own convictions regarding if
they should choose to follow the orders they have been given, the chain of command, or
their own belief. One example of this is the chaplain in Catch 22 who is convinced that the
soldiers have right on their side when they are upset that Colonel Cathcart always raises the
bomb missions. The chaplain is so terrified of the colonel that when he tries to make a
complaint on behalf of the soldiers he feels inferior to him and fails to present his
arguments properly. The chaplain considers himself as a weak man who wants to fight for
his beliefs, but he is more afraid of disobeying a superior officer. He hates himself for his

cowardice and his lack of courage in the face of opposition from a superior personality.

Jonathan Dymond describes in his “Essays on the principles of morality’” the moral

issue of whether we should follow our own conscience or follow the chain of command:

It becomes a subject yet more serious. If military obedience requires the
relinquishment of our moral agency- if it requires us to do, not only what may be
opposed to our will, bur what is opposed to our consciences. And it does require
this; a soldier must obey, how criminal soewer the command, and how criminal

soewer he knows it to be. It is certain that of those who compose armies many

17



commit actions, which they believe to be wicked, and which they would not
commit but for the obligations of a military life. Although a soldier determinably
believes that the war is unjust, although he is convinced that his particular part
of the service is atrociously criminal, still he must proceed- he must prosecute
the purposes of injustice or robbery; he must participate in the guilt, and be
himself a robber. When we have sacrificed thus much of principle, what do we
retain? If we abandon all use of our perceptions of good and evil, to what

purpose has the capacity of perception been given? *°

In Catch 22 there are many immoral persons. One of them is Milo Minderbinder. Milo,
who started out with the good intention that he would supply the fighting men in his
division with fresh fruits, gradually loses his moral values, and becomes a highly immoral
man, who does everything to maintain his power. Even if it will cost lives. He excuses
himself by saying that it is not his fault that people die. The author portrays in Milo as a

person who does not take personal responsibility for his actions, and always has an excuse.

Milo finally crosses the line to immorality when he bombs his own division. With his
M&M syndicate he acquires planes from both sides in the war and strikes a deal with the
enemy. The episode starts with Milo giving the enemy information about a planned air
strike where Yossarian’s “dead man in his tent” dies. When Yossarian confronts Milo, he

answers: -1 didn’t kill him! *’

18 htpp://www.ghpress.org/texts/dymond/effects.html 2
" Heller, Catch 22, 228

18
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Milo does not seem to understand what he has done. When Y ossarian accuses him of
doing business with the enemy who they are fighting a war against, Milo’s excuse is that
the enemy is also an equal member in the M&M syndicate. Heller show how people, in this
case in the form of Milo, can gratify their actions in a highly immoral way. Both Something
Happened and Catch 22 are filled with people that have started to lose their identity and

consequently their moral values.

However, both Bob and Yossarian break these expectations of following the moral path
in life that everyone else takes. Instead, they choose to live the life of deviants: Bob
chooses to be unfaithful and selfish, while Yossarian chooses to admit his cowardice about
dying, and choosing death over the life of the military. Thus, the kind of immorality Heller
chooses to discuss in both his novels is the universal kind, the immorality that almost
everyone in human society recognizes and adheres to. When talking about heroism as one

of the important standards of morality, Coker states:

Individual heroic acts on the battlefield (saving a comrade, defending a line) are
different from the myths which call for acts of heroism (death) for something as
abstract as a nation. Dying for an idea is different from dying for other people.
Heroism of the second kind is not abstract but concrete and it relates more to the

private than to the public realm.™

When Yossarian in Catch 22 has the choice between being sent home safe and sound and
even getting a promotion or getting a court martial for desertion from duty, he has a

problem deciding what to do. The only catch is that he must speak well of the army when

18 Carl Coker. Human Warfare.( NY: Taylor & Francis, 2003 ), 34

19



he returns to the United States. At first, Yossarian agrees to the condition of the deal he
makes with Colonel Cathcart and Colonel Corn, but he changes his mind after being
injured. When he lies in the hospital after an operation, he realizes that taking the offer
would be not so much a betrayal of his friends, who all have died in the war, but more a
betrayal to himself. Yossarian realizes that if he decline the offer, he will probably die in

this war eventually.

Heller’s protagonist in Catch 22 has evidently chosen not to die for an idea or for other
people. Rather, he chooses to die simply because he wants to. This sacrifice has nothing to
do with Yossarian trying to be a hero. Instead, the simple answer is that he has found a new
solution to his problem. He will run away to Sweden. Yossarian makes a selfish choice
where it is more important to save his life than take part in the present war and defend his
country. His approach to life is that everyone lives for himself/herself alone, everyone has
his/her own island, and should live on it alone. Heller gives his readers a glimpse of
American society in modern times, which is primarily individualistic rather than

collectivist.

In addition to this feeling of selfishness, another major reason for his desire to live his
life and prefer death based on personal choice is his belief that there is no other person who
would die for him or for the ideology that he believes in. Yosarian also knows that other
people subscribe to the same principal as well. In effect, every individual in Catch 22 lives
according to their own preference. Regard for other people or respect for an ideology no

longer prevails; instead, practicality drives Yossarian’s life.

20



Heller is not attempting to apologize for the selfishness and disillusionment of his
characters. The objective behind these depictions of Bob and Yossarian in Something
Happened and Catch 22, respectively, is to reflect the real social situation Heller finds
himself in as American society embarks toward yet another century of materialistic
development and moral degeneration. There are no right or wrong principles, only relative
rights and wrongs, which are dependent on us, Heller’s readers. Thus, according to the
universal moral standards of society, Heller’s Bob and Yossarian have become part of the

(prevalent) immoral society of the modern times.

21



Conclusion

This discussion of Heller’s novels Catch-22 and Something Happened demonstrate that
modernity gave birth to the prevalence of black humor, irrationality, and immorality as

American society sought power, superiority, and survival.

The first chapter in this essay demonstrates the author’s use of black humour in Catch
22 and Something Happened. Heller uses black humour as a tool in Something Happened in
order to expose the moral vacuum in the society and in his first book Catch 22 the
meaninglessness of war. Heller was one of the most influential authors writing about
subjects that dealt with serious themes by using absurd humour as a tool. This can be seen
as a method of helping the reader to release tension when we read his books. Satire has
always been seen as a way for the writer to covertly criticise society. In Heller’s case, it is
his disillusionment with America and his concern about where the country is heading that

form the basis of his criticism.

The irrational behavior of the characters in Heller’s two books, Catch 22 and Something
Happened make the reader, somewhat uneasy. Although we often laugh when we read
about the irrational conversations between the characters, we might suspect that their
behavior is in fact very strange, almost bordering on insanity. In Something Happened, the
protagonist Bob Slocum is a seeker of self-gratification but at the same time he mourns the
innocence that he has lost, and that he still can see in his oldest son. His irrational behavior

portrays the problem that Bob does not know who or what he really is in this world.

22



The irrational behavior in Catch 22 is more understandable. The soldiers are fighting
for their country, risking their lives every single day and in the meantime suspecting that
the war is senseless, it is not surprising therefore that they are behaving somewhat
irrationally. Joseph Heller participated in the Second World 11 and his knowledge about
what a combat zone can do to an individual was an advantage when he wrote Catch 22. By
inventing the concept of catch 22 itself in the book, he portrays the irrationality and insanity

of wartime.

Immorality in Catch 22 and Something Happened lies in the eyes of the beholder. If we
think that the individual is of more worth than the collective in society we will disagree
with Joseph Heller. One of the themes throughout the novels is his exposure of the moral
vacuum in American society. In Catch 22 several officers are described as power-hungry
men who seek more power and personal benefits, no matter what the cost will be. In their
search for more power, they lose common moral values and the ability to feel compassion
toward others. They are more afraid to lose authority than actually do their duty and help

their subordinates.

In Something Happened Heller’s criticism is directed towards the moral standard in the
corporate world in America. He describes the executive burnout in the upper ranks, the
incompetence, and the fear of being fired. This leads to the moral degeneration of the
employees as they work in a high-pressured atmosphere with office party flirtation and
sexual company conventions. The pressure in the company climate drives them to lose their
identity and moral values. A nervous breakdown or in the worst scenario suicide, is not

uncommon.
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Because Heller’s characters are forced to live a life that leads to disillusionment and
hopelessness about the meaningfulness of life, they cultivate an attitude of selfishness,

insensitivity, and indifference to the suffering and plight of other people.

Despite the negative connotation that selfishness, insensitivity, and indifference have,
these attitudes are in fact Heller’s characters’ coping mechanisms in order to immunize
themselves from the hurt and suffering that other people experience. Heller’s characters are
created in order to mirror and entice readers to contemplate the path in which American
society is going which is that, in spite of material wealth and prosperity, people experience

emotional and psychological poverty.
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