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Understanding Vonnegut’s Slaughterhouse-Five—Rewrite 3

Slaughterhouse-Five is a pseudo-science-fiction novel by Kurt Vonnegut.  Published in 1969 by The Dial Press, this book is two hundred and seventy-five pages long.  Billy Pilgrim stands as the main character who literally comes unstuck in time and spends the majority of the book jumping from one time and place to another, usually between his involvement in World War II and his life afterwards.  This is Vonnegut’s long-awaited Dresden novel which chiefly deals with the effect of war, stating implicitly that war does not solve the problems it is waged to eradicate.  To better understand Slaughterhouse-Five, one must understand the circular, jumbled structure of the novel and its great dealings with “the central fact of Dresden” (Lundquist 74).  

Vonnegut does not evade the issue; he announced the book as an anti-war novel from the beginning and constantly brings up the horrors of Dresden (Thomas).  The story with its revolving structure “constantly circles around that central traumatic moment” (Cacicedo 363).  Vonnegut places the fire-bombing of Dresden in the story not only as a horrific event itself but also as an emblem “of the destruction wrought by war generally” (Chabot 46).  The format hopes to destroy convention because no linear book could contain the horrors of war; he tries “to say everything all at once because imposing conditions of time and space steal meaning from the event” (Klinkowitz 83).  
Most readers agree that “Slaughterhouse-Five is a carefully structured work” (Matheson 228).  As Matheson also says, however, the exact reasons behind this meticulously planned pattern are difficult to determine.  Vonnegut writes the beginning and end of his story at the end of the first chapter, invoking a certain circularity to the novel; he avoids a linear narrative, “choosing a circular structure” instead (McGinnis 56).  The entire format of the novel as well as its existentialist ideas come from the creatures from Tralfamadore—aliens whose beliefs guide much of the thinking in the book.  Their novels “consist of clumps of symbols with stars in between”; these clumps have no order—they are meant to be read all at once (Lundquist 72).  Obviously Vonnegut does not mean Slaughterhouse-Five to be read all at once—a skill that is held by Tralfamadorians alone; rather, he means for the book to convey a certain aspect of thinking of Tralfamadore—primarily that time can be manipulated.  

Moreover, Slaughterhouse-Five is not meant to preach the Tralfamadorian idea of time (Isaacs).  This idea of time as “closed, recursive, recognizing ‘no beginning, no middle, no end, no suspense, no moral, no causes no effects’” is not the central theme in the novel, but rather a tool used to draw attention to and promote the actual theme (Reed 91).  Accepting the Tralfamadorian belief of time would mislead a reader from grasping the concept of the book.  Billy Pilgrim is the paragon of the kind of person that can result from the literal interpretation of the book; he yearns for peace, love, stability, and an ordered existence, but he does nothing to help himself to these goals (Mustazza).  

The persistence of the phrase “so it goes” further affirms this attitude as ridiculous.  Vonnegut writes this phrase whenever anything—no matter how small or insignificant—dies; this casual repetition detracts from the deaths of human persons (McGinnis).  He equates the death of a flower to the death of hundreds of men; just the writing of this novel affirms that Vonnegut sees this perspective as preposterous.  If he really equated these deaths, this novel would have never been written; the war—in particular the deaths of the men and women at Dresden—has really affected Vonnegut and proves that he does not share the mindset of Billy Pilgrim.  
Along with this circular, recursive order, Vonnegut also employs a jumbled order in Slaughterhouse-Five.  In the first chapter, Vonnegut writes about the outline of the book being confused; however, he “is not implying that the structure is unplanned and truly meaningless” (Matheson 236).  Rather, this jumbled order adds to the main theme of the novel—war is futile.  Chapter one is the start of the confusion, and the rest of the novel follows; the reader is called to the structural deviations—a sign of their importance (Klinkowitz).  He writes this way as a rejection of the regular format of a war novel—which he acknowledges—to demonstrate that nothing in war “adds up to a coherent, conclusive sense of order” (Klinkowitz 86).  

 After leading Billy around and around, jumbling up the story so much, Vonnegut eventually directs the end very close to the beginning (Lundquist).  The novel ends with a “recycling back to the Dresden experience” (McGinnis 67).  This Dresden experience is used by Vonnegut for two reasons: first, it is a symbol for the destruction wrought by war in general, expressing that war will always exist; second, it is a lead back to the beginning, saying that war will never lead anywhere.  This haphazard movement of the novel and the recycling of the beginning to the end are all inserted purposefully to prevent the reader from leaving the work with a sense that the war has restored moral order or that the factors that caused the carnage have been eradicated or resolved (Matheson).  

Therefore, Vonnegut is believed to have written this book “as an antiwar novel based on [his] own experiences in World War II” (Vees-Gulani 2).  As Vonnegut acknowledges in his autobiographic first chapter, he might as well be writing an anti-glacier book; he understands the futility of writing an anti-war novel but “at the same time realizes the need to make such a gesture, even if it is merely a gesture” (O’Sullivan 248-249).  Though he obviously has little faith in the stop of conflict, this doubt is not rooted in Tralfamadorian theory; he does not believe that all existence “is-as-it-was-and-is-supposed-to-become” (Reed 91).  This idea is brought upon by the nature of humanity—the murderousness of man; he shows very explicitly what war and bad ideas can do to humanity (Simpson).  

Vonnegut has said in his interviews that he scorns those who categorize his book as a work of science-fiction because science fiction novels are usually light in theme and simple in construction.  The only relation Slaughterhouse-Five has to this genre is contained details and plot; the true theme transcends science-fiction to relate a grave moral.  Vonnegut alters and obliterates conventional novel structures by employing a circular and jumbled form to convey the theme that war is not only evil but also worthless since it does not eradicate the problems for which it is waged.  
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