
Assimilating the Absurd 

The Importance of Kurt Vonnegut’s Slaughterhouse 5 

in Comprehending the Horror of War

I decided on the title, Assimilating the Absurd, after we chose the absurd title of this conference: War is Fun, a disgraceful catchphrase to attract bums on seats – [no North Americans sitting here, I hope], and the absurdity of attempting to assimilate the horror of war into our normal daily lives.



It was Voltaire who said:

Those who can make you believe absurdities 

can make you commit atrocities. 

I decided on Kurt Vonnegut’s, anti-war novel: Slaughterhouse 5, published in 1969, not because it was one of the hallmarks of post-war American literature [… and] a decided shift away from realism;
 and not because it was his best work – many agree that Cat’s Cradle is better.  Also, I could have chosen the better, similarly comic anti-war novel, Catch 22, published eight years earlier.  

Vonnegut’s book is his attempt to write a book about the firebombing of the gothic city of Dresden, Germany, which, he claimed killed 135,000 people (although this figure is contested) in February 1945. (Nagasaki and Hiroshima deaths combined: 129,000)  It was named ‘Florence on the river Elbe’ – and it was only six months before the end of WW2.  Vonnegut called it ‘the greatest massacre in European history’.
  I chose it because, haunted by this experience for twenty-five years, Vonnegut was obsessed and perplexed by the problem of how to speak of it, and what to say of it.  

Although Dresden affected him deeply, Slaughterhouse5 is written in a profoundly humanistic and entertaining way, and famous for its dark ironic wit.  He said that the finished book was a combination of outrage and absurdity.
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 Vonnegut was there.  He was locked in a slaughterhouse … an underground meat locker: Slaughterhouse 5!

After the war, haunted by this experience, he was obsessed and perplexed by the problem of how to speak of it, and what to say of it.  

Early in the book, which is his response – or about his difficulty in making a response – to the firebombing of that undefended city of no military importance,
 he introduces himself within the book, and what’s called his black humour:

“I have told my sons that they are not under any circumstances 

to take part in massacres, and that the news of massacres 

is not to fill them with satisfaction or glee.”

Black humour is a classic method of dealing with situations that are, in normal circumstances, impossible to deal with; or, we choose to laugh so we don’t cry. 

I want to quote The Department of American Culture and Literature here:

“To dispel any confusion about the term black humour 

it is important to note that the term does not refer to 

humour written by African-Americans.”
 

Vonnegut’s laughter is a step away from madness … or fury.  But the laughter in Slaughterhouse5 is that of a survivor who has created a work that touches others.
 (Albeit its appeal is for mostly young men on the cusp of manhood.)

Instead of forcing his readers to face unceasing negativity, he expresses his deeply held passions with a wry smile.  

A character in Slaughterhouse 5 asks the narrator, (Kurt Vonnegut, who is planning to write this anti-war book), “Why don’t you write an anti-glacier book instead?”
  The point being that wars are no easier to stop than glaciers.

Starting on the title page of the book, we see the subtitle: THE CHILDREN’S CRUSADE … A DUTY DANCE WITH DEATH.  

It’s called The Children’s Crusade, primarily because the children in the novel are the young soldiers who behave like children. 

And, Duty-Dance With Death, is a quote from the French writer Louis-Ferdinand Celine, (who wrote the anti-war novel, Journey to the End of Night, 1932
), said that no art is possible without a dance with death,
 and wrote in a vehement and disjointed style that probably influenced Vonnegut when writing this novel. 

In the first chapter, his war buddy’s wife, Mary O’Hare, says to Vonnegut that they were all just ‘babies’ in the war.  She’s the moral spirit of the book to whom the book is dedicated, along with, obscurely, Gerhard Muller, a German taxi driver, he meets on his return to Dresden for research, who says, “If accident will”, which introduces the concept of free will into the book.

There are no surprises in this story.  No plot.  No tension.  It is a seemingly random series of vignettes, which jump about in time and space, with apparently no reason or design. In the novel, the experience of war is both meaningful and meaningless.  

The vignettes are designed to amplify the reader’s sense of experiencing what the characters experience from an absurd point of view, and to create in the reader sympathy for the anti-war position of both the author and his main character who becomes ‘unstuck in time’, Billy Pilgrim, who acts as an automaton throughout, functioning as the author designed him: like the ideal soldier. 

The American literary critic Harold Bloom suggests that this vacillation represents the psyche of the main character, and the writer Vonnegut himself. 
  He creates this world not as a sign of madness, but as a way to prevent madness.  A crazy response to a crazy situation makes sense.
 

The vignettes successfully conveys the sense of the brutality and the absurdity of war and discredit conventional war stereotypes like John Wayne, Frank Sinatra, who Mary O’Hare describes as those glamorous, war-loving, dirty old men. She also thinks that wars were partly encouraged by books and movies.

Vonnegut, as narrator, raises his hand and swears to Mary O’Hare, that there won’t be a part for them in this book.  

Under his name as author on the title page, there’s even more about him and the book, [all in caps] which includes: 

“THIS IS A Novel Somewhat in The Telegraphic Schizophrenic Manner of Tales’. 

Common symptoms of Schizophrenia include: a failure to understand reality, false beliefs, hearing voices that others do not, reduced social engagement, which is what Billy Pilgrim experiences … and Vonnegut?
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As well as being a soldier in WW2, the anti-hero, Billy Pilgrim, who becomes ‘unstuck in time’, regularly visits his later life when he is an optometrist – a lens showing readers the effect of war on the human psyche, and how it can induce a different way of seeing things … that may be, or not be, as mad as war itself. 

He also keeps finding himself on the planet of Tralfamadore with a former glamour girl, kept in a kind of zoo, (where the furniture is from the Sears & Roebuck catalogue), and where time is not linear and nobody really dies.

The Tralfamadorians answer Billy Pilgrim’s question, “why me?”, by saying “Why you?  Why us for that matter? Why anything?  Because the moment simply is!  

We are trapped in the amber of the moment.” 
When an American soldier is being beaten by a German soldier, he says “Why me?”  The German replies, “Vy you?  Vy anybody?”

Bloom suggests this question can be expanded to the great question of the book: Why Dresden? And especially, Why war and brutality?

Within the book, Vonnegut calls it, ‘this lousy little book’
.  It’s possible that it’s not lousy, but simply the brief he gave himself was too enormous, the task of writing such a book has no choice but to end in being ‘flawed’.  How can a writer hope to assimilate the senselessness and the horror of what he experienced once he’s been let out from being trapped, traumatized, from an airtight meat locker.

Within the book, Vonnegut says of the book: “it is so short and jumbled and jangled, […] because there is nothing to say about a massacre.”

(In 1977 giving an interview for The Paris Review, he showed his acerbic – and heroic – wit by saying: “Only one person benefited from the massacre of Dresden – not two or five or ten … me.  I got three dollars for each person killed.  Imagine that.”)

The style of the book allows Vonnegut to suggest that everything is important and nothing matters, to present a belief in human betterment as absurd … and yet to find as much absurdity in not attempting it.

Bloom suggests that novelists chart and shape our consciousness, and teach us ways to construe and shape our reality; not only that, they interpret reality, they view, define, and compose reality.   They confirm or challenge their era’s perceptions of how the world is seen and understood.
A central issue that war raises for novelists is how to represent the ultimately inexpressible horrors of war, while engaging the reader in a dialogue that might produce the saeva indignatio  [sywah] (savage indignation) that Jonathan Swift considered the effective preliminary to ethical social action.

Canonical writers, such as Henry Fielding, Jane Austen, Leo Tolstoy and Charles Dickens, may criticise established values of humanity and civilisation, but they do not challenge the fundamental vision of how the world exists and is comprehended.

In Slaughterhouse 5, Vonnegut attacks the nature of reality itself, challenging the accepted notions of time, space, and eternity.

So, the proposition is that a wry or sarcastic voice can engage readers who otherwise would flee the scene.  Vonnegut’s wit is legitimate: underneath his casual tone and off-the-wall humour is his earnest commitment to humanity, and his deep disdain for the cruel absurdities of war.
An example of his low humour used Slaughterhouse5 to get his point across:

‘An American near Billy wailed that he had excreted everything 

but his brains.  Moments later he said, “There they go, there 

they go.”  He meant his brains.

That was I.  That was me.  That was the author of this book.’

And more irony: the ‘decent’ character, Edgar Derby, fights for the noble ideas of traditional American values like freedom, equality, and democracy, is shot by firing squad for taking the souvenir of a teapot from the ruins of the city that has just been annihilated by the Allied Forces. This is mentioned on the first page of the book and the last. 
   [You may draw your own conclusions from that.]

Some of the premises of Vonnegut’s book are contested. 
Some critics suggest this ‘nontraditional’ relationship to the history of novelistic storytelling seeks the comic perspective on both tragic fact and the moralistic certitude of ‘black humour’, and does not typically opt for realistic representation. 
  

When Vonnegut wrote Slaughterhouse5 I don’t think that realistic representation was high on his list of priorities.

Other critics [myself included] believe Vonnegut’s use of comic exaggeration provokes recognition of a truth about ourselves and our world that we might not otherwise have acknowledged.
 

It is safe to assume that novels of social protest are not written by cynics or nihilists.  Surely protest implies the belief that man’s faults are remedial.

Vonnegut has said that his motives as a writer are “political”: 

“I agree with Stalin and Hitler and Mussolini that the writer should serve his society”, with the caveat, “I differ from dictators as to how writers should serve.  Mainly, I think they should be – and biologically have to be – agents of change”
 

The man in charge of operations on bombing Dresden was Air Marshall ‘Bomber’, or ‘Butcher’ Harris, said afterwards, “… bombing was a relatively humane method”, and that he would “do it again”, [which would be a bit pointless].  

He received a knighthood in 1953

 [image: image3.png]



Dresden had a long history as the capital and royal residence for kings of Saxony, who for centuries furnished the city with cultural and artistic splendour.  The city was known as ‘the jewel box’, because of its baroque and rococo centre … which is no more. 

So is it an extension of the roman poet, Virgil, who said in The Aeneid: [an knee ed] “the Sword decides all”?
  I hope not.

The philosophy of Tralfamadore is like the warning to Lot’s wife, not to look back at Sodom.  Vonnegut’s statement that his book is a failure shows that he, like Lot’s wife, had been turned into a pillar of salt.
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