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Abstract: 
 

Kurt Vonnegut (1922-2007) evolved as one of the major postmodern voices in American 
literature. He reflects upon a spectrum of issues concerning America and the world at large 
which includes politics, economics, history etc. He remained an astounding pacifist in a century 
that witnessed many apocalyptic events including the two World Wars and an era that was 
squarely immersed in militarism, proliferation of armament, power race etc. Slaughterhouse-Five 
(1969), by far the most popular and widely read novel of Kurt Vonnegut blends fact and fiction. 
Vonnegut renders the grim face of military might and combats in the novel which he experienced 
as a prisoner of war in Dresden. He deflates the loftiness associated with warfare and emphasizes 
the dire need for “peace and freedom”, [the two key words which appear on the first page of the 
novel] throughout the narrative. 
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The decade of 1960s in America provided a new and vibrant landscape for art. It differed 
considerably from the 1950s and marked a shift towards “more open acts of creation and 
performance” (Bradbury, and Temperley 274). Some of the major novels of Kurt Vonnegut 
appeared during this decade and numerous dimensions of these works have been subject to 
extensive analysis. He has been examined as a black humorist, science fiction writer, social 
satirist, novelist of ideas, political writer etc. In fact Vonnegut made his debut as a fiction writer 
in 1950, however, he was disregarded by literary critics for almost a decade until he rose to 
prominence with the publication of Cat’s Cradle (1963). It was followed by the publication of 
renowned novels like, God Bless You, Mr. Rosewater (1965), Slaughterhouse-Five: The 
Children’s Crusade (1969), Breakfast of Champions (1973) etc. Vonnegut had a keen 
understanding of the startling transformations that were taking place in the political and socio-
economic landscape of America during his age. The Twentieth century was an era of 
unprecedented upheavals in history and witnessed The Great Depression (Wall Street Crash), the 
two World Wars, assassination of Kennedy, Civil Rights Movement, Vietnam War etc. The 
decade of 1960s forms the context of Slaughterhouse-Five: 
 

Under Kennedy, it was widely assumed that domestic conflict could be minimized by the 
provision of more money and better education and international conflict could be 
contained by the firm assertion of America’s military commitments. Soon after his death 
such assumptions began to go sour as the appalling destructiveness of the urban riots of 
the mid-1960s and the Vietnam War etched their way into the national consciousness. 
(Bradbury, and Temperley 276) 
 

www.galaxyimrj.com Galaxy: An International Multidisciplinary Research Journal ISSN: 2278-9529

Vol. 5, Issue V September 2016040



The Vietnam War (1955-1975) thus seems to have triggered the writing of Slaughterhouse-Five. 
Vonnegut in his works reacts to the massive incidents of history and represents the distraught 
psyche in his works, no wonder he has been deemed as “one of the most socially responsible 
writers” (Klinkowitz 4). In the book Great Writers: Kurt Vonnegut (2004), Peter J. Reed states: 
 

Vonnegut brought himself into his fiction, exemplified in Slaughterhouse-Five’s – “That 
was me. I was there.”. . . Vonnegut invests himself in his fiction. . . . The linkages 
between life and the writing are ever-present in the novels of Kurt Vonnegut. (vii) 
 

The book also turned out to be a landmark of his career: 
 

Slaughterhouse-Five was not only a huge bestseller but propelled its author into the 
cultural and sociopolitical limelight. His comments were noted as lead news items in 
Time magazine. (Klinkowitz 8) 
 

Vonnegut had enlisted in the U.S army in 1942 and was a combat veteran and prisoner of war in 
Dresden in 1945 i.e., during its Allied Forces bombing and destruction [in the World War-II]. 
Hence he had firsthand cognizance of the horrors of war. Vonnegut staunchly opposed 
romanticizing war. Slaughterhouse-Five is essentially a novel about this experience and is 
termed as his Dresden novel. The novel recounts the atrocities carried out by the Allied forces 
through the narration of life of Billy Pilgrim who serves in U.S. army and is the prisoner of war 
in the novel. The book has a non- linear narrative and has been termed as a metafiction. Vonnegut 
amalgamates fact and fiction in the work. In the opening chapter Vonnegut conveys that he had 
trouble recollecting the details of the war and it is certainly not as easy as he initially deemed it 
to be. He also confesses the futility that is associated with writing an anti-war book. He narrates 
a conversation he had with Harrison Starr, a movie- maker:  
 

He [Harrison] raised his eyebrows and inquired, ‘Is it an anti-war book?’ 
‘Yes’, I said. ‘I guess.’ 
‘You know what I say to people when I hear they’re writing anti-war books?’ 
‘No. What do you say, Harrison Starr?’ 
‘I say, “Why don’t you write an anti-glacier book instead?” ’ 
What he meant, of course, was that there would always be wars, that they were as easy to 
stop as glaciers. I believe that too. (10) 
 

Nevertheless, the book New Critical Essays on Kurt Vonnegut (2009) includes an essay by Todd 
Davis, “Flabbergasted” wherein he notes: 
 

This is of course an argument in pragmatism, in moral effectiveness. Vonnegut was 
nobody’s fool. He wasn’t convinced that writing an anti-war book like Slaughterhouse-
Five would actually change the course of the world, but he would not allow himself to 
change his behavior and the things he believed to be true and right simply because they 
were not pragmatic or morally effective. (6) 
 

Vonnegut was thus a staunch pacifist and humanitarian who has time and again delineated the 
negative consequences of armed conflicts. He didn’t use art art’s sake but used it to convey a 
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profound message of avoiding militarism. It is noteworthy that Vonnegut subtitles the novel as 
“The Children’s Crusade”, in order to portray the frivolousness of political and military exploits. 
Stanley Schatt writes in his book- length study Kurt Vonnegut, Jr. (1976) that Vonnegut has aptly 
chosen this subtitle: 
 

Vonnegut relates all modern warfare to the original Children’s Crusade of 1213 when 
thirty thousand children volunteered to go to Palestine but half of them drowned in 
shipwrecks while the remaining half were sold as slaves in North America. He concludes 
that all wars were fought by the young—usually for the causes they cannot understand. 
(82) 
 

The story proper begins with the second chapter of the novel.  The “anti-hero” of the novel Billy 
Pilgrim is “unstuck in time” (23) and hence does not experience his life chronologically. Billy 
attends the Ilium school of Optometry and in the course of his life he is transported to an alien 
planet “Tralfamadore” as well. Nevertheless, Billy keeps living through and harking back to the 
war. Billy gets drafted in the U.S. Army during the World War-II and it’s crucial that by 
recounting the war experiences of Billy, Vonnegut brings in a strong autobiographical element in 
the novel. Billy gets enrolled as the chaplain’s assistant. Vonnegut ridicules this position: 

 
A chaplain’s assistant is customarily a figure of fun in the American Army. Billy was no 
exception. He was powerless to harm his enemy or to help his friends. (27) 

 
Billy is soon ordered to go overseas and serve in Luxembourg in an infantry regiment in the 
Battle of Bulge against the Germans. He finds himself accompanied by two scouts and Roland 
Weary [a wrathful American antitank gunner]. Vonnegut also ridicules the equipment that 
Roland Weary carries, which include: “a pamphlet entitled ‘Why We Fight’ and another 
pamphlet of German phrases rendered in English phonetics, which would enable Weary to ask 
Germans questions such as ‘Where is your headquarter?’ and ‘How many howitzers have you?’ 
Or to tell them, ‘Surrender. Your situation is hopeless,’ and so on” (33).  While as the two scots 
abandon Billy and Roland Weary and are later killed, Billy and Weary are captured by the 
German soldiers. Two of the German soldiers are teen-aged boys and two are tottering old men. 
Their commander is described as “middle aged” and “sick of war” (41). Ironically the boots 
which the commander has put on are taken by him from a dead Hungarian colonel. The Germans 
strip Roland Weary of combat boots too and give him clogs instead. There are many such 
instances in the novel where the soldiers equip themselves with the belongings or wear the 
garments or boots [no matter how shabby] of the dead soldiers in the course of the war. The 
novel thereby punctures the customary notion of discipline associated with the army. The 
Germans also wanted to humiliate the Americans by taking a picture of Weary’s and Billy’s feet 
to publicize the “heartening evidence” that the so-called rich army was “miserably equipped” 
(44). Vonnegut thus portrays the banality of the grandeur that all sides in the war want to attain 
or propagate. 
 
Many prisoners of war, including Billy are then transported from Luxembourg to Germany and 
are sorted out as per their ranks. Astonishingly, most of the privates in the Billy’s boxcar are 
adolescents. This calls into question the very principles of warfare, as the “very young—at the 
end of childhood” (50) lads can hardly comprehend the nature of their expedition and cannot 
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discern whether it is equitable or unjust. When the inmates of the boxcar are devoid of food and 
face chilly conditions, a hobo constantly repeats to Billy that the circumstances aren’t bad and he 
can be at ease anywhere but dies later, his final words being, “You think this is bad? This ain’t 
bad” (57). The notion of defiance and unabated strength has ingrained in the minds of some 
soldiers, so much so that they don’t acknowledge their debilitated condition even when they are 
at death’s door. Roland Weary dies as well. He deems he is one of the Three Musketeers [the 
other two being the scots who were his companions] and takes pride in it. Although he dies of 
gangrene, yet in a state of delirium he accuses Billy of being his murderer and Paul Lazzarro 
promises to avenge his death and kill Billy [which he later does]. Quite deplorably, Lazzarro 
regards revenge to be the “sweetest thing in life” (95).  Lazzarro is up in arms against Billy 
without trying to assess the proximate cause of Weary’s death. Hence Vonnegut criticizes 
ostentatious display of bravery and barbaric approach of the military. 
 
The prisoners of war reach a camp inhabited by dapperly dressed and merry British officers who 
have amassed food for years. They are supplied five hundred parcels of food every month instead 
of fifty due to an “early clerical error” (66) in the war, while as many others aren’t provided 
adequate food to survive. It’s ironic that the Germans regard them as specimens of how 
Englishmen are supposed to be and revere them. They also opine that these officers aptly made 
the war look “stylish and reasonable and fun” (66). The Englishmen make elaborate preparations 
to host and entertain the American prisoners of war. Although they create an aura of normalcy, it 
starkly contradicts with the pathetic state of numerous soldiers which Billy beholds when he 
comes out at midnight. His fellow prisoners are terribly sick and suffer from severe diarrhea. The 
war severely deteriorates the health of the soldiers. Billy is also suffering from a similar 
consequence for he doesn’t drink much as the war has “ruined his stomach” (37). The 
Englishmen are provided candles and soaps prepared from the fat “of rendered Jews and 
Gypsies. . . and other enemies of the State” (67). Therefore the Germans also have on their part 
overstepped the limits of aggression and hostility. Vonnegut seems to suggest that wars turn 
soldiers into more or less psychopaths. The prisoners of war then proceed to Dresden to work as 
contract labourers. Vonnegut eulogizes the exquisiteness of Dresden before it is overturned by 
the catastrophic Allied bombing. He states in his essay “Wailing Shall Be in All Streets” 
included in the book Armageddon in Retrospect : 
 

She [Dresden] owed her good fortune to her unwarlike countenance: hospitals, breweries, 
food-processing plants, surgical supply houses, ceramics, musical instrument factories, 
and the like. . . . Dresden spoke eloquently of those things excellent in European 
civilization wherein our debt lies deep. I was a prisoner, hungry, dirty, and full of hate for 
our captors, but I loved that city and saw the blessed wonder of her past and the rich 
promise of her future. (35-36) 
 

Vonnegut conveys the same sense of fascination he had felt for the city in the novel when the 
Americans arrive in Dresden: 
 

The boxcar doors were opened, and the doorways framed the loveliest city that most of 
the Americans had ever seen. . . . It looked like a Sunday school picture of heaven to 
Billy Pilgrim. (100) 
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Hence Dresden is a prototypical peaceful city before the bombing. It does not have any 
establishment of military or politically strategic importance. Billy is delighted by the architecture 
of the city and serene life of the people. He and his fellow prisoners are ordained to live in the 
fifth building of a slaughterhouse and he works in the malt syrup factory where his days are more 
or less better and peaceful. However, the air-raid sirens soon go off one night in the city. The city 
is not destroyed that very night, but the following night [i.e. 13th of Feb 1945] witnesses the 
apocalyptical destruction of Dresden. The Americans including Billy take shelter in an 
underground meat locker which has iron doors at top and bottom. About one lakh thirty thousand 
people die in Dresden and the aftermath is startling: 
 

It wasn’t safe to come out of the shelter until noon the next day. When the Americans and 
their guards did come out, sky was black with smoke. The sun was an angry little 
pinhead. Dresden was like the moon now, nothing but minerals. The stones were hot. 
Everybody else in the neighborhood was dead. (119) 
 

Even in the plumes of smoke the American fighter planes return to ascertain that nobody is alive, 
as they shoot at anyone moving. Vonnegut is highly critical of the barbarianism of the army, the 
brunt of which is faced hundreds and thousands of civilians. Two days after its destruction, the 
digging of the dead bodies commences in the ruins. Billy and the rest of prisoners who survived 
were decreed to join the digging. However, the corpses soon begin to stink intensely and the 
soldiers therefore cremate the bodies with flamethrowers by sending fire in the shelters. 
Vonnegut sardonically states that in the following spring, the German soldiers left to fight the 
Russians. They and their leaders are thus unmindful of the massive destruction that their nation 
had already undergone and might even lead to further devastation at home and abroad. 
 
Hence Slaughterhouse-Five is essentially a book recounting of the horrors of the war through the 
eyes of a pacifist. There is nothing worth glorifying for sense does not prevail in a combat. 
Vonnegut blatantly conveys that no side actually wins a warfare, on the contrary humanity and 
morality are demeaned and lost. 
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