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Kagle invokes Herman Melville as a crucial source for Bradbury. Ray Bradbury himself writes a foreword to
Fahrenheit , in which Hugh Hefner appears as savior-publisher. The image of the mirror is expounded by
Rafeeq O. Eller and William F. Touponce invoke Nietzsche and Bachelard as appropriate authorities. In its
origins, the book belongs to the Cold War of the s, yet it prophesied aspects of the s, and has not lost its
relevance as I consider it in the year One does not expect the full madness of a new Theological Age to
overwhelm the United States, despite hearing both George W. Bush and Albert Gore proclaim that they never
make a decision without consulting Christ. And yet, in time, there may be no books to burn. In the Age of
Information, how many will read Shakespeare or Dante? I resort to a merely personal anecdote. A little while
back, the New British Library wished to celebrate its grand instauration, and invited me to show up to help
close a self-congratulatory week. Rereading Fahrenheit after many years, I forgive the novel its stereotypes
and its simplifications because of its prophetic hope that memory and memorization! When I teach
Shakespeare or American poetry I urge my students to read and reread Macbeth and Song of Myself over and
over again, until these essential works are committed to memory. Myself, I have eaten the books to employ a
Talmudic trope , and I repeat poems and plays to myself for part of each day. If you cannot read Shakespeare
and his peers, then you will forfeit memory, and if you cannot remember, then you will not be able to think.
Bradbury, though his work is of the surface, will survive as a moral fabulist. In our America-to-come, the
party of Memory will become the party of Hope, a reversal of Emersonian terms, but hardly of Emersonian
values. Is there a higher enterprise now than stimulating coming generations to commit to memory the best
that has been written? Questions of rhetoric, semiotic codes, structure, motifs, and types take precedence over
the historical context of the narrative and its sociopolitical implications. If substantive philosophical comments
are made, they tend to be universal statements about humanity, art, and the destiny of the world. Explorations
in Utopian and Dystopian Fiction, pp. The McCarthy witch hunts, the Cold War, the Korean War, the rapid
rise of television as a determinant in the culture industry, the spread of advertisement, the abuse of technology
within the military-industrial complex, the frustration and violence of the younger generation, the degradation
of the masses5â€”these are the factors which went into the making of Fahrenheit as an American novel, and
they form the parameters of any discussion of the dystopian and utopian dimensions of this work. Bradbury is
an eminently careful and conscious writer, and he always has specific occurrences and conditions in mind
when he projects into the future. In Fahrenheit , he was obviously reacting to the political and intellectual
climate of his times and intended to play the sci-fi game of the possible with his readers of Obviously this
game is still playable in and may continue to appeal to readers in the future. Belief in reality is at no time
expected to be suspended. Thus, in Fahrenheit specific American problems of the early s are omnipresent and
are constantly projected into the future, estranged, negated, and finally exploded in the hope that more positive
values might be reborn from the ashes in phoenix-like manner. Fahrenheit is structured around fire and death
as though it were necessary to conceive new rituals and customs from the ashes of an America bent on
destroying itself and possibly the world. While Bradbury obviously takes a position against the mass
degradation of humanity, there are curious massive contradictions in his illumination of social tendencies
which make his own position questionable. First, a word about Montag and his situation at the beginning of
the novel. As a law-enforcer, Montag symbolizes those forces of repression which were executing the orders
of McCarthy supporters and the conservative United States government led by General Dwight D.
Eisenhower, John Foster Dulles, and J. He is not a simple law officer but belongs to the special agency of
liquidation and espionage, similar to the FBI and CIA. Moreover, he is an insider, who at thirty years of age
has reached full manhood and is perhaps at his most virile stage. This is exactly why he was created and
chosen by Bradbury. At thirty, as we know from real life and from numerous other novels of the twentieth
century,6 Montag is also entering a critical stage and is most susceptible to outside influences. Therefore, he is
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perfect for initiating the game of the possible. Montag likes his job. The image of book-burning, the symbolic
helmet, the uniform with a salamander on the arm and a phoenix disc on his chest suggest a situation of the
past, namely the Nazis, swastikas, and book-burning of the s. But it is not far from the realm of possibility in
the early s of America that Montag as an American fireman might be pouring kerosene over books and
burning them. Indeed, Fahrenheit begins with an acceptable statement for the silent s in America which
demanded a silence to all dissent: Here male identity is immediately associated with liquidation and
destruction, with dictatorial power. This means that he must undo social entanglements, expose his
understanding to the world, and burn in a different way than he does at the beginning of the narrative. His
sight is our sight. His possibilities are our possibilities. His discourse with the world is ours. What he does in
the future corresponds to the tasks set for us in the s which may still be with us now. Though not exactly a
Bildungsroman, Fahrenheit is a novel of development in that Montag undergoes a learning experience which
lends the book its utopian impetus. The name Clarisse suggests light, clarity, and illumination, and Montag
must be enlightened. His own ability to discuss, see, feel, and hear has been muted. He is unconscious of his
own history and the forces acting on him. Clarisse infers that his consciousness has been stunted by the
two-hundred-foot-long billboards, the parlour walls, races, and fun parks, all of which she avoids because they
prevent her from being alone with her own thoughts. Bradbury wants to get at the roots of American
conformity and immediately points a finger at the complicity of state and industry for using technology to
produce television programs, gambling sports games, amusement parks, and advertising to block
self-reflection and blank out the potential for alternative ways of living which do not conform to fixed national
standards. He did not wish to open the curtains and open the french windows, for he did not want the moon to
come into the room. The image of death is fully impressed upon him when he becomes aware that his wife has
attempted suicide. This is startling, but what is even more startling for Montag is the mechanical, indifferent
way the operators treat his wife with a machine that revives her by pumping new blood into her system.
Moreover, he becomes highly disturbed when the pill given to his wife by the operators makes her unaware
the next morning that she had tried to take her own life. Montag witnessesâ€”because Clarisse has made him
more sensitiveâ€”the manner in which technology is being used even in the field of medicine to deaden the
senses while keeping people alive as machines. He is part of the deadening process. In fact, dead himself he
now begins to rise from the ashes like the phoenix. He is testing wings which he never thought he had.
Clarisse is his first teacher, the one who teaches him how to fly. Communication gives way to games of
beating up people, destroying things, and playing games like chicken. They kill each other. Did it always used
to be that way? My uncle says no. Six of my friends have been shot in the last year alone. Ten of them died in
car wrecks. But it is not simply fear that cannot be shown in public but all kinds of feelings. Form has
subsumed emotions and substance, dissipated humanity, so that the medium has become the message. Art has
become abstract, and people are identified with the things they own. They themselves are to be purchased,
used, and disposed of in an automatic way. And she upsets it again by disappearing. Despite her
disappearance, she has already served an important purpose because Montag is now somewhat more capable
of learning from his own experiences, and he moves into his second phase. Significantly it begins with his
entering the firehouse where he will start doubting his profession. Throughout the novel, war lurks in the
background until it finally erupts. The obvious reference here is to the Cold War and the Korean War which
might lead to such an atomic explosion as that which occurs at the end of the book. Montag gradually learns
how the government manipulates the masses through the media, shows of force, and legal measures to pursue
its own ends. His first lesson is quick and simple when he discusses a man who was obviously sane but was
taken to an insane asylum because he had been reading books and had built his own library. For the first time
in his life he realizes that human effort and feelings go into the making of a book, and he resolves, despite a
warning visit from Beatty, to pursue an experiment with his wife so that they can understand why their lives
are in such a mess. Beatty had already attempted to give a false historical explanation of how firemen had
been organized by Benjamin Franklin to burn English-influenced books. This time he tries a different ploy by
placing the responsibility on the people and arguing that the different ethnic minority and interest groups did
not want controversial subjects aired in books. This led to vapid and insipid publications. And the
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three-dimensional sex magazines, of course. There you have it, Montag. There was no dictum, no declaration,
no censorship, to start with, no! Technology, mass exploitation, and minority pressure carried the trick, thank
God. He cynically argues that the profession of firemen had to expand to keep the people happy and satisfy
their complaints. This is why it conducts espionage and has a computerized system to keep track of each and
every citizen in the United States. This is why it has become so important for him to talk to his wife and share
the experiment in reading with her. However, she has been too conditioned by the television parlour games
and by the seashell in her earâ€”the electronic waves which broadcast music and programs to prevent her
thinking. Therefore, Montag is now forced to seek help from Faber, a retired English professor, who had been
dismissed from the last liberal arts college because the humanities had in effect been dismissed from the
educational system. By establishing contact with Faber, whose name connotes maker or builder, Montag
enters into his third stage of learning experience and begins to assume command of his own destiny. Faber
teaches him that the alienation and conformity in society have not been caused by machines but by human
beings who have stopped reading of their own accord, and that too few resisted the trend toward
standardization and degradation of humanityâ€”including himself. However, Montag gives him hope and
courage. He gives Montag a green bullet through which they can communicate and plan their activities
without being observed. Here technology is employed to further emancipatory and humanistic interests. The
green bullet will also allow Faber to share his knowledge with Montag so that the latter will begin to think for
himself.
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If Catch prophesied anything, it was the spirit of the Counter-Culture that began in the late s and was dominant
in the s. In the aura of an official Counter-Culture, Catch22 can be read with nostalgia though not by me or
with the qualified patience that a four-hundred-fifty-page extended joke demands if it is to be read at all.
World War II ended in Madness is mocked by Catch, but the mockery loses control and enters the space of
literary irreality, where only a few masters have been able to survive. Heller was not one of them. Subjectivity,
to be persuasive, requires lucidity, and nothing in Catch is lucid. Compare Heller to the great parodist
Nathanael West, and Heller vaporizes. After many rereadings, I uneasily laugh and wince my way through A
Cool Million. Catch, zanily comic in its motion-picture guise, no longer induces either laughter or shock.
Period Pieces have several distinguishing stigmata. That is the way the saying goes. It is a triumph of Mr. The
sanest looney of them all is the apparently harebrained central character, an American bombardier of Syrian
extraction named Captain John Yossarian, who is based on a mythical Italian island Pianosa during World
War II. For while many of his fellow officers seem indifferent to their own survival, and most of his superior
officers are overtly hostile to his, Yossarian is animated solely by a desperate determination to stay alive: It
was a vile and muddy war, and Yossarian could have lived without itâ€”lived forever, perhaps. Only a fraction
of his countrymen would give up their lives to win it, and it was not his ambition to be among them. That men
would die was a matter of necessity; which men would die, though, was a matter of circumstance, and
Yossarian was willing to be the victim of anything but circumstance. For Catch is the unwritten law which
empowers the authorities to revoke your rights whenever it suits their cruel whims; it is, in short, the principle
of absolute evil in a malevolent, mechanical, and incompetent world. Dogged by Catch, Yossarian becomes
the anguished witness to the ghoulish slaughter of his crew members and the destruction of all his closest
friends, until finally his fear of death becomes so intense that he refuses to wear a uniform, after his own has
been besplattered with the guts of his dying gunner, and receives a medal standing naked in formation.
According to this logic, Yossarian is surrounded on all sides by hostile forces: Heller has a profound hatred for
this kind of military mind, further anatomized in a wacky scene before the Action Board which displays his
and their animosity in a manner both hilarious and scarifying. But Heller, at war with much larger forces than
the army, has provided his book with much wider implications than a war novel. For the author apparently
sharing the Italian belief that vengenace is a dish which tastes best cold has been nourishing his grudges for so
long that they have expanded to include the post-war American world. Heady with success his deals have
made him Mayor of every town in Sicily, Vice-Shah of Oran, Caliph of Baghdad, Imam of Damascus, and the
Sheik of Araby , Milo soon expands his activities, forming a private army which he hires out to the highest
bidder. It should be abundantly clear, then, that Catch, despite some of the most outrageous sequences since A
Night at the Opera, is an intensely serious work. He is concerned entirely with that thin boundary of the
surreal, the borderline The Logic of Survival in a Lunatic World 7 between hilarity and horror, which, much
like the apparent formlessness of the unconscious, has its own special integrity and coherence. And thus, the
most delicate pressure is enough to send us over the line from farce into phantasmagoria. In the climactic
chapter, in fact, the book leaves comedy altogether and becomes an eerie nightmare of terror. Here, Yossarian,
walking through the streets of Rome as though through an inferno, observes soldiers molesting drunken
women, fathers beating ragged children, policemen clubbing innocent bystanders until the whole world seems
swallowed up in the maw of evil: Mobs with clubs were in control everywhere. It is this world, which cannot
be divided into boundaries or ideologies, that Yossarian has determined to resist. On the other hand, it is one
of those sublime expressions of anarchic individualism without which all national ideals are pretty hollow
anyway. I believe that Joseph Heller is one of the most extraordinary talents now among us. Finding his
absolutes in the freedom to be, in a world dominated by cruelty, carnage, inhumanity, and a rage to destroy
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itself, Heller has come upon a new morality based on an old ideal, the morality of refusal. Perhaps now that
Catch has found its most deadly nuclear formâ€”we have reached the point where even the logic of survival is
unworkable. Orr was crazy and could be grounded. All he had to do was ask; and as soon as he did, he would
no longer be crazy and would have to fly more missions. Yossarian was moved very deeply by the absolute
simplicity of this clause and let out a respectful whistle: Yossarian was moved deeply day and night and what
moved him more deeply than anything else was the fact that they were trying to murder him. All you needed
was fear, and Yossarian had plenty of that. He bolted wildly for his life on each mission the instant his bombs
were away. Colonel Cathcart had by then raised the missions required to forty. Yossarian went into the
hospital with a pain in his liver that fell just short of being jaundice. If it became jaundice the doctors could
treat it. Yossarian decided to spend the rest of the war in bed by running a daily temperature of He had found
a catch of his own. To preserve his sanity against the formalized lunacy of the military mind in action,
Yossarian had to turn madman. Yet even Yossarian is more the patriot than Sgt. Minderbinder, the business
mind in action. Even Yossarian has to protest when Minderbinder arranges with the Germans to let them
knock American planes down at a thousand dollars per plane. That the horror and The Catch 11 the hypocrisy,
the greed and the complacency, the endless cunning and the endless stupidity which now go to constitute what
we term Christianity are dealt with here in absolutes, does not lessen the truth of its repudiation. To compare
Catch favorably with The Good Soldier Schweik would be an injustice, because this novel is not merely the
best American novel to come out of World War II; it is the best American novel that has come out of
anywhere in years. Elegance and economy are odd virtues to bring up in connection with Catch, which rather
magnificently spurns both; still, they are virtues nevertheless. Most of it is pitched in the key of bitterly
exuberant farce, a farce through which fear and ennui are always perceptible. But now and again the
custard-pies are quietly laid aside, and we are given a deadly serious passage which proves that Mr. Instead of
taking us in a straight line from one point in time to another, the story zigzags considerably, ending up only a
very little further on from where it began. No wonder this book took eight years to write, and was gestated for
eight before that! Thus we are told, for instance, that the hero, Yossarian, one day appeared on parade stark
naked. And so on, throughout scores of intertwined episodes. And be it noted that the construction is circular
or spiral, like that of Finnegans Wake: This method of scrambling the narrative has one disadvantage at the
beginning; it reminds the reader too forcibly of the dozens of other scrambled narratives through which he has
had to pick his dazed, irritated way. To a certain kind of modern novelist, regular progression and a
clearly-indicated time-sequence add up to an admission of weakness. But only for a few pages. It teeters round
and round in a continual stalemate. The experiences they have in the meantime, all the escapist A New Novel
About Old Troubles 15 drinking, whoring and quarrelling, may be intense, but they are static and
self-contained. Which is, of course, what erat demonstrandum. In the last few pages, the story suddenly shakes
itself, gets up and moves. Hungry Joe, who had seemed dementedly immortal, dies. Orr has reached Sweden
by paddling on a raft. Up to that time, Orr had seemed to Yossarian, and therefore to the reader, as no more
than a helpless grotesque: Orr was an eccentric midget, a freakish, likable dwarf with a smutty mind and a
thousand valuable skills that would keep him in a low income group all his life. He could use a soldering iron
and hammer two boards together so that the wood did not split and the nails did not bend. He could drill holes.
He had built a good deal more in the tent while Yossarian was away in the hospital. Orr could open a can of
paint. He could mix paint, thin paint, remove paint. He could chop wood and measure things with a ruler. He
could dig holes, and he had a real gift for bringing water for them both in cans and canteens from the tanks
near the mess hall. He could engross himself in an inconsequential task for hours without growing restless or
bored, as oblivious to fatigue as the stump of a tree, and almost as taciturn. He had an uncanny knowledge of
wildlife and was not afraid of dogs or cats or beetles or moths, or of foods like scrod or tripe. The moment he
does realize this, Yossarian experiences a great wave of positiveness, decides that his apparently insuperable
problems can be solved if only he is man enough to run away from them, and deserts. Whereupon the story
ends. A war-novel which ends with the desertion of the hero is obviously not heroic, and Catch is in fact a
pretty thorough debunking job. France wins wars and is in a continual state of crisis. Germany loses and
prospers. Look at our own recent history. Italy won a war in Ethiopia and promptly stumbled into serious
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trouble. But now that we are losing again, everything A New Novel About Old Troubles 17 has taken a turn
for the better, and we will certainly come out on top again if we succeed in being defeated. You talk like a
madman. I was a fascist when Mussolini was on top, and I am an anti-fascist now that he has been deposed. I
was fanatically pro-German when the Germans were here to protect us against the Americans and now that the
Americans are here to protect us against the Germans I am fanatically proAmerican. A shameful, unscrupulous
opportunist! But American and German soldiers are. And so we come round again to the eternal discussion
about values and about honour. He that died a Wednesday. Is it worth giving your life for? On the other hand,
I admire and even revere men brave enough to give their lives for a cause they believe in. Perhaps these
questions are too hard for one person to solve. Yossarian is right to desert, Orr is right to ditch his plane and
paddle to Sweden.
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