Abstract

The works of Kurt Vonnegut stand as seminal in the American literary canon.
Looking at three of his most influential novels, namely Cat’s Cradle, Slaughterhouse-
Five and Breakfast of Champions, this study aims to better understand the
mechanisms which inform his fiction. Working chronologically through the novels, the
study examines historical context, narrative technique, theoretical underpinnings and
the social critique of each novel. Guided by an idea of the postmodern novel the
study examines how these elements interact, concluding that by way of what may be
considered “simple” yet self-conscious metafiction and prose as well as variations in
narrative technique, Vonnegut is able to more accurately convey his opinions on the
American situation as well as demonstrate his stance on the role of fiction and the
writer in contemporary society. The study also considers closely the role of the
reader and the author/reader/text relationship.
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A book is an arrangement of twenty-six phonetic symbols, ten numerals, and about
eight punctuation marks, and people cast their eyes over these and envision the
eruption of Mount Vesuvius or the Battle of Waterloo. *

Like many of his contemporaries around the sixties and seventies in America, Kurt Vonnegut
was always conscious of his identity as a writer, as the “canary in the coal mine”, as a
manipulator of words and worlds. He loved to simplify the problems of fiction, breaking it
down into its basic constituents and allowing the picture to clarify on its own for the reader.
He did the same with his stories. Simple (albeit sometimes fantastical) stories told eloquently,
leaving the rest up to the reader.

For Vonnegut though, there was more to fiction than simply playing around with words on
the page. He writes in Fates Worse Than Death that “You cannot be a good writer of serious
fiction if you are not depressed”.? Depression was a serious issue for Vonnegut. His mother
committed suicide when he was young, and he too attempted to take his own life around
1984. The quote demonstrates his deep concern with the emotional in his fiction; he is
claiming that without a serious sense of pain and difficulty, there is not much to write about.
Of course, he was not without this pain. Suicide, divorce, his family’s decline during the
great depression, his experience at the bombing of Dresden — all of these shaped him into
the writer that we now know — the writer who faces serious matters with a smirk on his face,
who jokes as a response to misery.®

It is this combination of attention to the art of fiction and an emotional subject matter shaped
often by history and context which forms the basis of this study. Beginning with Cat’s Cradle
and working chronologically through Slaughterhouse-Five and Breakfast of Champions |
wish to analyse these elements. Each chapter begins with a contextualization of the novel in
question, placing the novel in history as a text or in the life of the author, the progression of
style over the combined ten year publication of these novels becoming evident. Place and
time mattered greatly to Vonnegut, and they matter when trying to understand his novels as
well. Secondly, close reading forms an important part of each chapter. I will draw on theories
of “metafiction” and the idea of the postmodern novel. As I have mentioned, Vonnegut was
keenly aware of his own as well as his readers’ role in the production of meaning in his
novels, and his style reflects this. Each chapter takes into account the role of the authorial
voice and the way in which genre, narrative and tone affect the experience of the reader.
Finally, no study of Vonnegut would be complete without an analysis of the author’s critique
of contemporary society. Vonnegut’s sometimes scathing remarks on American culture, war,
religion and modern science cannot be ignored. Thus, I close each chapter with a discussion
of these issues, paying close attention to the ways in which the literary and historical context
affects or produces them in specific ways.

Y Kurt Vonnegut, A Man without a Country Random House Digital, Inc., 2007.
? Kurt Vonnegut, Fates Worse than Death: An Autobiographical Collage Berkley Pub Group, 1992, 29.
® Kurt Vonnegut, Wampeters, Foma & Granfalloons (Opinions) Delacorte Press/Seymour Lawrence, 1974, 174.
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Vonnegut’s works can tell us a lot about the world he was faced with and how he chose to
deal with it, as well as how he thought we should all deal with it. He writes of himself that

| had suffered all right — but as a badly educated person in vulgar company and in a
vulgar trade. It was dishonourable enough that | perverted art for money. I then
topped that felony by becoming, as | say, fabulously well-to-do. Well, that’s just too
damn bad for me and for everybody. I’'m completely in print, so we’re all stuck with
me and stuck with my books.*

We are stuck with them. But contrary to what VVonnegut may have believed about his own
work, reading them is both a pleasure and a worth exercise in literary analysis. We must
choose to view them in as much detail as possible so as to extract the author’s meaning and
understand better the world he lived in —a world which no doubt formed the foundation for
what we see today.

4 Philip Gourevitch, "Kurt Vonnegut," in The Paris Review Interviews, Vol 1, Vol. 1 (New York: Picador, 2006),
160-205.



Chapter 1 — Cat’s Cradle



In this first chapter | will focus on Cat’s Cradle, a novel which precedes Slaughterhouse-Five
and Breakfast of Champions. Some scholars of Vonnegut’s work have noted how Cat’s
Cradle stands as the first example of the author broaching the subject of his experiences in
Dresden and the trauma which accompanied it, but they acknowledge that he does not do so
as explicitly as in the later Slaughterhouse-Five.” It is without a doubt a politicised work of
fiction but, like the novels which succeed it, it demonstrates experimentation in narrative
form and style. A brief analysis of Cat’s Cradle serves as an adequate starting point when
reading Vonnegut as it highlights the themes and techniques which become more thoroughly
fleshed out later.

Cat’s Cradle is set mostly on the fictional island of San Lorenzo, a highly contested patch of
land in the Caribbean. It is written entirely in the first person by “Jonah” or “John”, a likely
projection of Vonnegut himself.® John sets out to write a book about the development of the
nuclear bomb and is in the process of researching one of the leading scientists on the project,
Dr. Felix Hoenikker. After getting in touch via letter with Dr. Hoenikker’s youngest son
Newton (Newt) Hoenikker, a midget who gained fame by having a failed affair with a
Russian circus performer, John makes his way to the island of San Lorenzo along with
Newt’s older sister, Angela. They are on their way to meet the last of the Hoenikker children,
Frank, the most famous and most rebellious of the three, whom John wishes to interview as
part of research for his book.

During his preliminary investigations, though, John comes to learn about a substance known
as ice-nine, a powerful water derivative which Dr. Felix Hoenikker had developed shortly
before his death and which has the ability to freeze anything instantly upon contact. Dr. Asa
Breed, when interviewed by John, claims that Dr. Hoenikker never developed the substance
and that it was a ludicrous concept. We later learn that ice-nine is a very real substance and
that each of the Hoenikker children is in possession of some. John lands on the island and
begins to piece together parts of the lives of the Hoenikker children, their father, the people
they are in contact with and the island they find themselves on. Perhaps one of the most
significant things that John learns of on the island is Bokononism, the religion of the majority
in San Lorenzo. Through a series of extraordinary events, John himself begins to lean
towards Bokononism, falls in love with Frank Hoenikker’s fiancé and subsequently finds
himself witness to the release of ice-nine and the freezing of the island of San Lorenzo and all
the surrounding waters. The novel climaxes with a mini apocalypse when the island’s current
leader, Papa Monzano, uses ice-nine to commit suicide.

Throughout Cat’s Cradle there is significant interplay between science and religion as two
predominant ways of thinking, or worldviews. Vonnegut carefully weaves the characters’
beliefs and conversations as well as the events in the novel to make some serious claims (and

> Kathryn Hume, "Vonnegut's Self-Projections: Symbolic Characters and Symbolic Fiction," The Journal of
Narrative Technique 12, no. 3 (1982), 177-190.

® The novel opens with the line “Call me Jonah”, echoing the opening line of Moby Dick. See Kurt Vonnegut,
Novels and Short Stories: 1963-1973, ed. Sidney Offit (New York: Literary Classics of the United States Inc,
2011), 5. However, as the narrator’s given name is John, | will be referring to him by that name throughout this
chapter.



indeed, debunk others) about the debate. This chapter will focus on this question as a starting
point, moving on to discuss the narrative form of the novel, its role in this debate and how it
differs from Slaughterhouse and Breakfast which will be discussed in greater detail in the
chapters to follow. Finally we will discuss the role of the threat of nuclear war, and
Vonnegut’s experience of war in general in the production of this novel. It will become clear
how Cat’s Cradle in many ways formed the basis for what was engaged with more deeply in
the other novels, thus demonstrating how the three novels form a kind of trilogy.

Beginning with the most prominent issue of Cat’s Cradle then, we must turn to Bokonon and
the curious belief system of Bokononism.

Bokonon and Bokononism

Central not only to the novel, but also to most of the debate and scholarship on Cat’s Cradle,
is the question of the role of the fictional religion of Bokononism and how, as a metaphor for
religion in general, it stands in opposition to science. In order to fully understand and analyse
this issue, a brief exploration of Bokononism is necessary.

Bokononism is the prevailing religion of the inhabitants of the island of San Lorenzo and
later on, after reading the books of Bokonon, John too becomes a Bokononist. While he does
not convert until later on in the novel, we can assume that his writing is shaped by his later
conversion to Bokononism, evidenced by his regular references to the books of Bokonon and
his unique perspective on past events, as well as the time of writing as stated in the novels
closing chapters.” Bokononism is, of course, a religion begun by Bokonon (born Lionel Boyd
Johnson) who, after washing up on the shores of San Lorenzo started to formulate his belief
system along with his partner Earl McCabe. The religion was devised as one way of
establishing San Lorenzo as a utopian society. One of Bokononism’s central premises,
however, is that it is a “collection of harmful untruths™ or foma which one lives by.® Bokonon
himself is regularly quoted saying that everything he says is a lie, a paradoxical statement
typical of the confusing and contradictory nature of Bokononism.

It is this confusing paradox of a belief system which is placed at odds with science (often
embodied in the person of Dr. Felix Hoenikker) throughout the novel. But not in the sense
that one is directly opposed to the other, as many believe the case to be with contemporary
religion and science. Rather, it is Bokononism’s claims of “untruth” which regularly
undermine the “Truth” claims of science. This is the usefulness of a “religion founded on
lies” which John is talking about.® While the religion itself may seem to be undone by the lies
upon which it is constituted, it is this very transience of truth (a kind of statement about
subjectivity) which, when held up against the supposed objectivity of science, becomes
useful. What is being invoked here is not a claim to the moral use of religion — that it helps
people to do good — rather, its usefulness is shown in its ability to deconstruct other truth

7 Ibid., 180-182
& “Live by the foma that make you brave and kind and healthy and happy” Books of Bokonon. |:5 (lbid., 4)
9 .
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claims through a series of carefully constructed lies or untruths. Paul L. Thomas puts it well
when he says that

Vonnegut uses Bokononism to pull us back far enough from our own religion, our own
religious experiences and mythologies, so that we can see this fabricated religion being
overtly honest about its dishonesty and yet still meaningful.*

Thus Vonnegut’s main use for Bokononism is not simply to debunk science, but also religion
itself as he forms a kind of “double-critique”, something which will continue to become
familiar as we analyse the novels which succeed Cat’s Cradle.

Crucially however, science is very rarely redeemed in the novel and is often seen to be the
cause of a lot of trouble. Thomas claims that the most significant evidence of this is the fact
that it is science which is responsible for the creation of ice-nine which leads to the
destruction of the world.** He neglects to acknowledge, however, the role of the wielder of
ice-nine, namely, Papa Monzano. Papa Monzano, at the time of his death and the release of
ice-nine, is the president of the Republic of San Lorenzo. Although Bokononism is outlawed
in San Lorenzo it is revealed at the moment of his death that Papa Monzano is a devout
Bokononist (like everyone else on the island) and indeed is driven to suicide via ice-nine by
that very religion. How then can we conclude that science is solely responsible in this case
for the apocalypse? We cannot. Rather, | would argue, Vonnegut offers here the
aforementioned “double-critique” of both. Neither is solely responsible; each has a role to

play.

Thus, while it is science which creates ice-nine (and indeed the atomic bomb, the other major
signifier of science in the novel) it is man, along with his beliefs, moral codes and religions
who is responsible for how it is used. We need to be wary of religion, of course, but also
wary of “science without morality”*? We must make sure that we do not completely forego
either science or religion, and be aware that each has positive elements and negative ones.

The interplay between (and debates around) the usefulness and goodness of both science and
religion are not far from Vonnegut’s mind as demonstrated in his non-fiction collection. In
Wampeters, Foma and Granfalloons, aptly named after three of the central Bokononist
concepts, he says that:

A great swindle of our time is the assumption that science has made religion obsolete. All
science has damaged is the story of Adam and Eve and the story of Jonah and the Whale.
Everything else holds up pretty well, particularly the lessons about fairness and gentleness.
People who find those lessons irrelevant in the twentieth century are simply using science as
an excuse for greed and harshness."®

0p Thomas, "No Damn Cat, and no Damn Cradle": The Fundamental Flaws in Fundamentalism According to
Vonnegut," New Critical Essays on Kurt Vonnegut (2009), 33.

Y Ibid.

 Ibid., 39

B Vonnegut, Wampeters, Foma & Granfalloons (Opinions), 194



The quote above exemplifies Vonnegut’s thoughts in the conflict between religion and
science and provides an obvious reference point for the arguments made in Cat’s Cradle.
Science does not nullify religion, and religion is not entirely opposed to science. Rather, the
two must exist together, complimenting each other. As Robert T. Tally puts it, Vonnegut is
aware that “human, all-too-human behaviour inevitably leads to ruin.” ** However, Cat’s
Cradle is trying to show us that we must approach the situation diplomatically. We must ask
ourselves what religion can offer, and what science can offer and consider all of these
together. Vonnegut’s “double-critique” thus demonstrates the negative aspects of both, while
highlighting the positives as well.

The attention VVonnegut pays to religion and science is, as will be discussed, present in other
novels too, including Slaughterhouse-Five and Breakfast of Champions. Cat’s Cradle is
arguably the precursor to a more scathing critique of the two institutions, which is expanded
later. Further, like Slaughterhouse and Breakfast, narrative form plays an important role in
the way the reader apprehends these debates and critiques, the way they are conveyed, and no
analysis would be complete without some discussion of the interaction of these.

The First Person John

If we were to trace the course of the three novels chronologically, from Cat’s Cradie to
Breakfast of Champions, we would notice an obvious progression in Vonnegut’s
development and experiments with narrative style. While Cat’s Cradle employs a standard
first person narrative, Slaughterhouse-Five makes use of an omniscient (although slightly
restricted) narrator and Breakfast of Champions uses a partially omniscient narrator, but one
who is also immersed in and affected by his own story. While this is an interesting
progression from one to the next, it can also be seen as a struggle to adequately explain
similarly difficult subject matter.

In her essay titled “Vonnegut’s Self-Projections”, Kathryn Hume raises the question of how
Vonnegut projects himself, or aspects of himself, using varying narrative styles.*>According
to Hume, VVonnegut projects a part of himself into all of his stories and the various narrative
styles provide different possibilities and ways of facing and describing (or even explaining)
personal issues. Taking Vonnegut’s experience of the Dresden bombing as central to his
“self”, Hume notes how the different narrative styles, developing over the course of three
major novels provide different ways of dealing with the same problem: war. Of the single
narrative perspective in Cat’s Cradle she notes that it “describes well enough, but proves too
disengaged.” * The narrative of Breakfast of Champions, on the other hand, is able to “let
him hammer out an answer that forces affirmation of human consciousness as sacred, and

does so without recourse to religion.” *’

" Robert T. Tally Jr., Kurt Vonnegut and the American Novel: A Postmodern Iconography (New York, NY:
Continuum, 2011), 10, 185 pp.

 Hume, "Vonnegut's Self-Projections: Symbolic Characters and Symbolic Fiction", 177-190

*®Ibid., 179

' Ibid., 180



Hume’s analysis provides important insight in to the ways in which the narratives differ
across the three novels and also how these various projections of Vonnegut’s self serve as
stepping stones to dealing with the trauma of Dresden (an important informative element
when analysing Slaughterhouse-Five). Paying closer attention to Cat’s Cradle though, we
can begin to consider the way in which the choice of first person narrative impacts the
novel’s specific concerns.

Cat’s Cradle is in fact Vonnegut’s first novel which employs this narrative point of view. By
writing from the perspective of John, Vonnegut chooses one single point of view of the
events in the story and is able to delve deeply into the mind of his lead character, but is
limited in his capacity to explore the thoughts and feelings of more minor characters.
Throughout the novel though, this inability to express the thoughts of others is tangible, as
Vonnegut “strains against the limitations of using a single projective spokesman”.*® This
“straining” which Hume refers to is brought to our attention once again by the fact that John,
the protagonist, is in the process of writing a book and the story we are reading is tracking
that very writing. We have here an example of the use of “metafiction” in which the novelist
is aware of the narrative process and the act of writing, even as he is performing the act. This
is evident in the narrative structure of the novel — and the syntax — where self-consciousness
on the author’s part is displayed. What is unique to Cat’s Cradle is the fact that the
protagonist has set out to write one kind of book — the story of Felix Hoenikker and the
atomic bomb — and has ended up writing something completely different.

Most curiously, the narrator continuously asks us to question his “Truth”. The first four
chapters of Cat’s Cradle outline some of the narrator’s intentions. They stand as a kind of
prologue, being most likely written after the book’s completion and certainly after John’s
conversion to Bokononism. | quote here from Chapter 4:

Be that as it may, | intend in this book to include as many members of my karass as possible,
and | mean to examine all strong hints as to what on Earth we, collectively, have been up to.

I do not intend that this book be a tract on behalf of Bokononism. | should like to
offer a Bokononist warning about it, however. The first sentence in The Books of Bokononism
is this:

“All of the true things | am about to tell you are shameless lies.”

My Bokononist warning is this:

Anyone unable to understand how a useful religion can be founded on lies will not
understand this book either.

So be it. **

By drawing our attention to the untruth of his own writing, John is reminding us to question
always the claims of writing and to try to understand the layers involved in textual
production. What is particularly important though is the way this is then extrapolated to the
idea of the usefulness of religion. Even those founded on lies are useful, according to John,
and if we cannot understand that we should stop reading. This claim forms the basis for the
continuing debate which rages throughout the novel, as noted earlier.

*® Ibid., 178
® Vonnegut, Novels and Short Stories: 1963-1973, 8 (emphasis mine)



The relationship between religion, text and narrative is significant here. Firstly, the function
of metafiction in this particular quote, and in the text as a whole, is grounded in Vonnegut’s
use of a first person narrator. Because of the uniquely personal tone and inevitable one-
sidedness of a first person, narrative we are all the more astonished by the claim of absolute
untruth. John is reminding us to disbelieve almost everything he says, but also to not
disregard everything simply because it is a lie. This is a principle he has taken from
Bokononism, the religion built entirely on lies. The intensity of self-awareness and self-
criticism here is very much like that found in Slaughterhouse and Breakfast but is
exacerbated by the personal first person narrator. He explicitly says that his book is a lie, and
this is unique to Cat’s Cradle.

Secondly, we have the use of various textual references throughout. The Books of Bokonon of
course form the foundation for Bokononism and are referenced and quoted at regular
intervals throughout the novel. Not only does this draw greater attention to the role of the
“Text” in the production of truth — reminding us also of the major religious texts of our
culture, such as the Bible — but it reminds us of the narrator’s reliance on external texts and
the voices of other authors in the production of his own, weaving an intricate pattern linking
these texts. Complicated as it may seem, the choice of first person point of view and textual
referencing combined with a claim to the “truth” of the untrue (or foma) makes an important
statement about the role of the author and is a prime example of this kind of postmodern
textual awareness typical of Kurt Vonnegut’s work.

Finally, it is noted later on in the novel, when John begins to read the books of Bokonon, that
it is a book without an end and that new chapters and sections are constantly being added as
Bokonon writes them. We get the sense that the book is working towards some end which we
do not yet know. This haphazard building of a text is then mimicked by the structure of Cat’s
Cradle itself, being written out in one hundred and twenty seven very short chapters, each
appearing as a small building block combining to form a complete structure. The short
chapters also give the impression of the book being written in bursts, the same way the
Bokonon writes his book.

Using this information, we may make the argument that a thread can be drawn from
Bokonon, to John to Vonnegut through the similarities in style and the common awareness of
the shortcomings of textual production, a kind of multi-layered metafiction. As Bokonon
writes his book, so John comes to learn more about Bokononism and reads how it moves
slowly towards an end point. As he reads we become aware of the impending apocalypse as a
result of ice-nine and the end to which he is headed. This mirrors the production of The Books
of Bokonon but also the production of Cat’s Cradle itself as it is being narrated by John and
written by VVonnegut — there is this constant sense of writing producing itself and producing
the reality of the story. These layers of meta-fiction, when closely inspected, demonstrate the
true complexity of Vonnegut’s project with regards to Cat’s Cradle.

However, it is important finally to note the effects of this kind of textual layering with
regards to the question of religious and scientific truth. If we are to take the assertion from
earlier in this chapter that Vonnegut is trying to discredit preconceived notions of the
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antagonisms between science and religion, we can safely argue that the blurring of lines
between text, author and reader (and reading and writing as closely related acts) mirror in
some ways the proposed interconnections between science and religion. If, as Thomas
proposes, Vonnegut wishes to demonstrate that science and religion need to take lessons from
each other — that they are not mutually exclusive — then we can argue as well that a part of
the way in which this argument is made manifest, is through the structural realities of the text.
Like the interaction between author, text and reader (in a metafictional sense) produces new
layers of meaning or even “truth”, so too science and religion must interact to produce “truth”
in the world. If we were to have one without the other it would be irresponsible and, like
Cat’s Cradle teaches us, may end in a disaster of epic proportions. Truth for Vonnegut lies
not in science or in religion exclusively, but rather in a combination of various elements of
both. In the same way, we cannot reach the truth of a text by only looking at reading or
writing, but rather we must look at how reading and writing are not mutually exclusive —
each has a role to play in producing the other and, finally, in producing the “Truth” of a text.

Turning now to the end of Cat’s Cradle, | wish to conclude this brief introductory chapter by
considering some of what the novel has to say about war and in particular nuclear war. War,
for Vonnegut, is a subject which is hugely significant, and as Hume suggests, underpins
almost all of his writing.?*° Cat’s Cradle deals explicitly with the implications of powerful
weapons systems and the ways humans both wield them and deal with the consequences of
their usage. In the case of this novel, it is the fatal powers of ice-nine which we are faced
with.

The Ice-Nine Apocalypse

When setting out to write a book documenting the work of the famed scientist responsible for
the creation of the atomic bomb, Dr. Felix Hoenikker, the narrator of Cat’s Cradle, John, has
no idea that he will soon face an apocalyptic disaster himself. The dangerous substance
known as ice-nine, created by Dr. Hoenikker as a solution to the hindrance of muddy swamps
for US marines, is able to freeze any liquid immediately upon contact. Some of it was
preserved after Dr. Hoenikker’s death and each of his children now possesses a small amount.
Not only that, but some of it has been passed on to Papa Monzano, the leader of San Lorenzo,
and when he decides to commit suicide by ingesting ice-nine, an apocalyptic freezing of the
island’s surrounding waters is the result.

It seems all too easy to draw comparisons between events like Hiroshima (or indeed,
Dresden) and the events of Cat’s Cradle and that is because in many ways, it is. Like the
destructive power of an atom bomb, ice-nine is able to wipe out an entire population in a
single stroke and to cause massive amounts of environmental damage. Wielded only by those
in power, the responsibilities involved in possessing and using ice-nine are almost exactly
like the ones faced by the possessors of nuclear weapons. But these are not new ideas. We
know that nuclear weapons are dangerous, just like we know from the beginning of Cat’s

20 Hume, "Vonnegut's Self-Projections: Symbolic Characters and Symbolic Fiction", 177-190
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Cradle that ice-nine is dangerous. Rather, Vonnegut wants to draw our attention to something
more complicated than the simple “evils” involved with powerful weapons and their use.

On her essay on the role of war in the novels of Kurt Vonnegut, Rachel McCoppin notes that
Vonnegut “uses the topic of war and his black humour to advocate the existential component
of individual responsibility for one’s actions in the modern and postmodern world.”** While
Slaughterhouse-Five undoubtedly draws our attention to the tremendous destructive power of
war and weapons (like fire-bombing) and highlights the personal struggle of seeing and
experiencing that kind of destruction, Cat’s Cradle, | would argue, falls more into the
category described by McCoppin. Ice-nine is without doubt a destructive substance, and we
are made keenly aware of this fact — but the novel pays more attention to the individual
reactions to these events, and their understanding of responsibility.

In his familiar, deliberately detached tone, Vonnegut describes the reaction of the three
Hoenikker siblings to the death of Papa Monzano and the release of ice-nine.

Frank came back with brooms and dustpans, a blowtorch, and a kerosene hot plate, and a
good old bucket and rubber gloves.

We put on the gloves in order not to contaminate our hands with ice-nine. Frank set
the hot plate on the heavenly Mona’s xylophone and put the honest old bucket on top of that.

And we picked up the bigger chunks of ice-nine from the floor; and we dropped them
into that humble bucket; and they melted. They became good old, sweet old, honest old water.

Angela and | swept the floor, and little Newt looked under furniture for bits of ice-
nine we might have missed. And Frank followed our sweeping with the purifying flame of the
torch.

The brainless serenity of charwomen and janitors working late at night came over us.
In a messy world we were at least making our little corner clean.”

In this seemingly random and relatively mundane paragraph we see the curious reaction of
the Hoenikker siblings and John to impending apocalyptic disaster on the island of San
Lorenzo. It is the very mundaneness of this scene which, in Vonnegut’s typically
contradictory fashion, epitomizes what he is trying to say about responsibility for disaster.
We know that, if it weren’t for the Hoenikker children (and their father, of course) there
would be no ice-nine on San Lorenzo. They are directly responsible for the freezing of the
ocean and the death of thousands on the island because they brought it there in the first place.
But in this scene, they are able to calmly assess a small area of damage and “mak[e their]
little corner clean”. The mundane and calm way in which they deal with the situation is so
astonishing to the reader so as to draw criticism: How, in the face of such serious damage, are
they able to calmly clean up and remain ignorant of their role in the damage as well as of
further consequences? At no point do they admit their role in the event, and Vonnegut is
careful to subtly remind us of this through the tone of the passage.

Secondly, the repeated trope of the “humble bucket” or “honest old bucket” works to
reinforce the plainness, as it were, of the situation the Hoenikkers are in. By drawing the

2! Rachel McCoppin, "‘God Damn it, You’ve Got to be Kind’: War and Altruism in the Works of Kurt Vonnegut,"
New Critical Essays on Kurt Vonnegut (2009), 57. (emphasis mine)
2 Vonnegut, Novels and Short Stories: 1963-1973, 162
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reader’s attention to the simple bucket, and later the “good old, honest old water” which
results from melting ice-nine, Vonnegut is further simplifying and indeed, deliberately
nullifying a seriously tragic situation. Not only has someone just committed suicide, but the
whole island faces a grave danger. The Hoenikkers, however, are simply going about the
business of cleaning up as if nothing had happened at all. This is an inappropriate reaction,
and through Vonnegut’s sarcastic tone, or what McCoppin and others have called “black
humour?®, we as readers are made uncomfortable by the simplicity of the scene and thus
repulsed by it. This functions as a critique of the human reaction to apocalyptic weaponry and
draws our attention to the way in which “individual responsibility for one’s actions” is either
ignored, or down-played.

Vonnegut is taking the simple or mundane events of war and making them so mundane as to
render them ridiculous, thus offering a kind of postmodern critique. This is a technique he
uses often. I refer to it as “simplicity” and it will be discussed in great detail in the chapters
which follow.

John’s conclusions on the effects of disaster are perhaps the most astonishing, revealed
towards the novel’s end:

A curious six months followed—the six months in which | wrote this book. Hazel spoke
accurately when she called our little society the Swiss Family Robinson, for we had survived
a storm, were isolated, and then the living became very easy indeed. It was not without a
certain Walt Disney charm.*

To claim that a post-apocalyptic world is not without a “Walt Disney charm” and that “living
became very easy” is preposterous. Like the immediate reaction to the release of ice-nine, this
explanation of living on the devastated island is equally blasé, another clear indictment of the
characters’ failure to grasp the gravity of the situation on San Lorenzo. No one has claimed
responsibility, and unrealistically, the characters have managed to live on in relative
harmony. This is in direct opposition to Vonnegut’s usual summation of the effects of
massive destruction as a result of human warmongering or po