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BEYOND THE BATTLEGROUND: THE LINGERING  

SHADOWS OF WAR IN KURT VONNEGUT’S  

SLAUGHTERHOUSE-FIVE 

 
POOJA S 

Assistant Professor, Department of English Language 

Nallamuthu Gounder Mahalingam College, Pollachi 

 

Abstract  

Slaughterhouse-Five is a novel written by Kurt Vonnegut, an American writer noted for his wryly satirical works. He 

frequently employed postmodern techniques as well as elements of fantasy and science fiction to highlight the horrors and 

ironies of 20th-century civilization. Much of Vonnegut’s work is marked by a fundamentally fatalistic worldview that 

nonetheless embraces modern humanist beliefs. Slaughterhouse-Five (1969) cemented his reputation as a prominent 

author. Explicitly drawing on his experience during the Dresden bombing, Vonnegut crafted an absurdist, nonlinear 

narrative in which the bombing raid serves as a symbol of the cruelty and destructiveness of war throughout the centuries. 

This research analyses the protagonist, Billy Pilgrim, from the second to the ninth chapter, as well as the unnamed 

narrator in the first and last chapters, to identify symptoms of PTSD and explore the causes of their trauma. The main data 

source is the novel Slaughterhouse-Five by Kurt Vonnegut, while supporting data sources include previous research, 

theses, online journals, and websites that reinforce the analysis. The results indicate that both Billy Pilgrim and the 

unnamed narrator exhibit three symptoms of trauma. The analysis reveals that their past trauma creates a need for 

connection, highlighting the importance of finding people, such as friends, to share their stories and problems with, rather 

than avoiding them. 

Keyword: traumatic experience, hyperarousal, intrusion and constriction. 

 

Introduction 

Trauma is a pervasive problem. It results from 

exposure to an incident or series of events that are 

emotionally disturbing or life-threatening with 

lasting adverse effects on the individual’s 

functioning and mental, physical, social, emotional, 

and/or spiritual well-being. Trauma has no 

boundaries regarding age, gender, socioeconomic 

status, race, ethnicity, or sexual orientation. Post-

traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) develops when a 

person has experienced or witnessed a scary, 

shocking, terrifying, or dangerous event. The people 

with PTSD may feel anxious or stressed even when 

they are not in present danger. PTSD can occur after 

living through or seeing a traumatic event, such as 

war, a natural disaster, sexual assault, physical abuse, 

or a bad accident. 

 

 

 

Exploring PTSD in Billy Pilgrim and Unnamed 

Narrator 

Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) is a major 

theme in Kurt Vonnegut's Slaughterhouse-Five. The 

protagonist, Billy Pilgrim, from the second chapter to 

the ninth chapter and the unnamed narrator in the 

first and last chapter exhibits the symptoms of PTSD 

as a result of their experiences in World War II. In 

the book Trauma and Recovery, Herman states the 

three main symptoms of post-traumatic stress 

disorder. They are “hyperarousal”, “intrusion” and 

“constriction”. Hyperarousal is the persistent 

expectation of danger. The human system of self-

preservation seems to go onto permanent alert after 

the experience. The person startles easily, reacts 

irritably, sleeps poorly and has a lack of 

concentration.  

https://www.samhsa.gov/trauma-violence
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 The unnamed narrator of Slaughterhouse-Five 

struggles with insomnia and tries to find comfort in 

alcohol and late-night phone calls. He often calls 

Bell Telephone Company operators, hoping to 

reconnect with people from his past, especially his 

old war friend, Bernard V. O’Hare. Both men share a 

dark history. They were captured during World War 

II, imprisoned in Dresden, and survived the city’s 

brutal bombing, which killed countless innocent 

people. Nearly twenty years later, the narrator is still 

haunted by these memories and feels a deep need to 

expose the truth about the horrors of war. He decides 

to write a book about their experiences and meets 

Bernard to remember their shared past. The narrator 

knows something is wrong with him, but it is not a 

physical illness. It is the lingering trauma of war. 

Even after all these years, the memories of war 

remain fresh and painful, constantly haunting him. 

To calm his restless mind, he turns to drinking and 

making late-night phone calls. But these don’t help. 

He is trapped in a loop of trying to numb his pain 

while still being haunted by his past.This heightened 

state of psychological arousal, common among 

individuals who have experienced trauma, keeps the 

nervous system in a constant state of alertness, as if 

anticipating danger. This constant state of alert 

makes it hard for them to concentrate on tasks or 

make sense of their experiences in an organized way. 

 In the first chapter, the narrator shows signs of 

hyperarousal, especially through the way he tells his 

story. His thoughts jump around in a disorganized 

way, almost like he is “unstuck in time.” He talks 

about events from twenty years after World War II, 

like his marriage, work, writing, reconnecting with a 

friend, and visiting Dresden again. But his story 

doesn’t follow a clear timeline, jumping between 

different moments in his life. This reflects how his 

trauma has affected his mind. Similarly, Billy 

Pilgrim, the main character, also has trouble 

sleeping, which is a common symptom of trauma. 

Like the narrator, Billy experiences disjointed time, 

shifting between past, present, and future moments. 

These time jumps may represent nightmares or 

flashbacks, underscoring the connection between 

Billy’s sleep disturbances and the trauma he endured 

during the war. Billy’s dual existence highlights his 

inner turmoil. Outwardly, he appears as a successful 

optometrist with a stable family life, but inwardly, he 

remains haunted by the memories of war. This 

duality reveals a sharp contrast between his public 

persona and private struggles. Despite his outward 

success, Billy’s emotional scars remain largely 

hidden, with only his doctor privy to his grief and 

pain. His lack of control over time travel, as 

described in the opening of Chapter Two, further 

emphasizes his fragmented mental state. The chapter 

begins with Billy’s brief biography up to 1967, 

portraying him as a widower who has publicly shared 

his experiences on Tralfamadore. However, the 

narrative quickly shifts to disjointed time-travel 

episodes triggered by an argument with his daughter, 

reflecting Billy’s fractured consciousness and 

ongoing struggle with trauma. 

 Intrusion is the ineradicable imprint of the 

traumatic moment. During the intrusion stage, the 

traumatic event is encoded in an abnormal form of 

memory, breaking impulsively into consciousness 

with the vividness and emotional intensity of the 

original event. Even small occurrences in a safe 

environment can rekindle these memories and 

emotions for the traumatized individual. They relive 

the event as though it is happening in the present 

through flashbacks during waking hours or as 

nightmares during sleep. The unnamed narrator of 

Slaughterhouse-Five describes one of his story 

outlines drawn with crayons on wallpaper, in which 

the destruction of Dresden is symbolized by a 

vertical orange band. “I used my daughter’s crayons, 

a different colour for each main character. The 

destruction of Dresden was represented by a vertical 

band of orange cross-hatching, and all the lines that 

were still alive passed through it, came out the other 

side” (Vonnegut 5). Here, the narrative tense shifts 

dramatically, collapsing the distance between fiction 

and reality as the fictional story’s ending becomes 

indistinguishable from the narrator’s lived 

experience of the war’s conclusion twenty years 

earlier. For several paragraphs, the narrator immerses 
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himself in the present tense, reliving the final 

moments of the war and his release from captivity. 

This blurring of lines between storytelling and reality 

reflects the enduring impact of trauma, leaving the 

narrator haunted by his memories and trapped in the 

past. 

 Billy Pilgrim’s story mirrors this intrusion of 

traumatic memory, as flashbacks to his experiences 

during World War II repeatedly disrupt his present. 

Billy, as a chaplain’s assistant, went through many 

traumatic experiences during the war. He was injured 

in an attack, captured by the Germans, and witnessed 

the horrific bombing of Dresden. These memories 

haunt him throughout the novel, appearing as 

flashbacks when he is awake and as nightmares when 

he sleeps. In Chapters Two, Three, and Eight, 

ithappens three times each, while in Chapters Six and 

Seven, it occurs twice. Chapter Five has the most, 

with Billy reliving moments from 1944 and 1945 

five times. These flashbacks often mix past and 

present, triggered by sights and sounds around him. 

In Chapters Two, Three, and Eight, they happen 

three times each, while in Chapters Six and Seven, 

they occur twice. Chapter Five has the most, with 

Billy reliving moments from 1944 and 1945 five 

times. These flashbacks often mix past and present, 

triggered by sights and sounds around him. For 

example, while lying in bed crying, he remembers 

crippled men at his door, which takes him back to the 

sight of American prisoners being marched by the 

Germans. This memory also brings back the image 

of Ronald Weary’s painful, clunky clogs. Likewise 

During his wedding anniversary in 1964, Billy 

becomes uneasy when a barbershop quartet sings 

“That Old Gang of Mine.” The song brings back 

painful memories of the destruction of Dresden and 

the people who died. Even though he is in the 

comfort of his luxurious home, he feels isolated and 

disconnected from those around him.Unable to find 

peace amidst the memories, Billy retreats to his 

electronic mattress in search of solace. These 

moments highlight the intrusive nature of trauma, 

illustrating how specific triggers disrupt Billy’s 

present and underscore the novel’s exploration of 

time, memory, and psychological scars. 

 Constriction is defined as the numbing response 

of surrender, a stage where the system of self-

defence shuts down entirely. Traumatized individuals 

may attempt to induce numbing effects through 

alcohol or narcotics. According to the Diagnostic 

and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, “a 

person suffering from PTSD should have three or 

more of the following characteristics: avoid thought, 

feeling about the incident; avoid activities, people 

and places; inability to recall; lack of interest in 

significant activities; and finally, detachment” (APA 

468). The narrator of Slaughterhouse-Five 

exemplifies this numbing response of surrender in 

his struggle to write about his war experiences, 

particularly the destruction of Dresden. While 

initially determined to create a masterpiece based on 

his memories, he finds himself unable to recall the 

events fully. Frustrated by his memory’s limitations, 

the narrator seeks out his old war buddy, O’Hare, 

hoping their shared experiences will aid in 

recollection. However, O’Hare also struggles with 

memory loss and prefers not to revisit the past. 

Ultimately, the two men abandon their efforts to 

recount their war experiences and instead converse 

about unrelated topics. The narrator also highlights 

his frequent use of alcohol as a coping mechanism 

for his insomnia and emotional turmoil. His reliance 

on alcohol mirrors Grinker and Spiegel’s assertion 

that, “uncontrolled drinking increased to the combat 

group’s losses; their use of alcohol was an attempt to 

obliterate their growing sense of helplessness and 

terror” (44). This detachment and surrender 

underscore the numbing effects of trauma, both in 

the narrator’s actions and in his inability to process 

his wartime experiences fully. 

 Billy Pilgrim’s experiences in the war further 

exemplify the numbing effects of trauma. As a 

chaplain’s assistant, Billy was powerless to harm the 

enemy or aid his friends during the Battle of the 

Bulge, where his regiment was annihilated by a 

massive German attack. Lacking proper gear, 

weapons, and even boots, Billy wandered with three 
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other survivors, entirely unprepared for the brutality 

of war. On the third day, while his companions 

sought shelter from gunfire, Billy stood exposed, 

unreactive, as though welcoming death. His 

detachment is illustrated by his inability to 

distinguish between wakefulness and sleep, or even 

between walking and standing still. His companion, 

Ronald Weary, repeatedly criticized, cursed, and 

physically forced Billy to move, emphasizing his 

helplessness. Billy’s response to the horrors of war 

was one of surrender and numbness, detaching him 

from his surroundings and ultimately triggering his 

first-time travel experience. After the war, Billy built 

a new life, marrying the daughter of a wealthy 

optometrist and starting his own business. However, 

his detachment persisted, as seen during the Vietnam 

War. Billy remained indifferent to discussions about 

the atrocities, showing no reaction to others’ outrage: 

“Billy was silent. Billy was not moved to protest the 

bombing of North Vietnam, did not shudder about 

the hideous thing he himself had seen bombing do” 

(Vonnegut 50). This detachment reflects his inability 

to re-engage with life meaningfully after the trauma 

he endured. Unlike the narrator, who frequently 

turned to alcohol, Billy drank sparingly, using his 

ruined stomach as an excuse to avoid it. He was only 

notably drunk on two occasions: once at a New 

Year’s Eve party in 1961 and another time at his 

daughter’s wedding. These moments, along with his 

broader detachment, demonstrate the lasting effects 

of trauma on his psyche. 

 

Conclusion 

The research focuses on the traumatic impact caused 

by war. The brutality of World War II subjected both 

the protagonist, Billy, and the unnamed narrator to 

trauma. The fragmented and non-linear narration in 

the novel, as well as Billy’s experiences with time 

travel, serves as evidence of this trauma. PTSD 

symptoms affect the characters' daily functioning, 

including their relationships, work, and emotional 

well-being. The novel critiques the glorification of 

war in American culture, presenting it instead as a 

senseless and destructive endeavour. Moreover, the 

novel explores the loss of innocence experienced by 

soldiers thrust into the brutality of war. The further 

research can be carried one in the following topics. 

Postmodernism and metafiction, philosophical and 

existential themes, including free will, determinism, 

mortality, and the nature of existence, literary 

influences and intertextual references. 
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