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The Collapse of Narratives of Self : Kurt Vonnegut’s
Mother Night and Slaughterhouse-Five

(Summary,

Aya Miyamoto

In 1945, during WW II, Kurt Vonnegut experienced the bombing in Dresden. After almost
25 years, he wrote Slaughterhouse-Five (1969) based on this experience. His main worry in this
novel, also in his early works to a lesser extent, was that writing about one’s war experience
may result in encouraging another war, because the very act of narrating stories about war
makes war meaningful, when war itself is meaningless. Even when one is entirely anti-war,
one cannot avoid simplifying and conventionalizing war.

It took Vonnegut such a long time, and six novels, to find the right way to narrate his ex-
perience without simplifying it. This paper attempts to show that Vonnegut avoids turning his
experience into clichés in Slaughterhouse-Five by breaking apart destruction of narrative struc-
tures. For Vonnegut, who emphasizes that we have no right discourse for telling about war
that is the ultimate and only way of telling his war experience. In order to do so, he resorts
to his plain style and science-fiction devices.

I also discuss Mother Night (1961) in the same context. The novel is Vonnegut’s first at-
tempt to examine the danger of narrative. He gives the protagonist too many narratives of his
true “self” and those multiple selves ruin the protagonist. At last, the protagonist gives up the
narrative of his true “self” and kills himself, instead of trying to prove its truth by telling about
it.





