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“There’s only one rule that I know of, babies—God damn it, you’ve got to be kind.” 

–Kurt Vonnegut   1

 

American author Kurt Vonnegut wrote for nearly six decades, exploring a number of 

themes. Yet Vonnegut described his writing as simply asking “that people be kinder and more 

responsible than they often are.”  The request seems mundane, but Vonnegut’s work is 2

politically radical. Acting nicely clearly meant something different for him than the public, yet 

his work received favorable public attention. The effectiveness of his work came in humanizing 

the situations through autobiographical elements. Vonnegut is a model for effective leftist 

political change because he wrote about the perennial and influential American conflicts and 

ideas that shaped his beliefs, which allowed a shared perspective with the average American. 

The autobiographical elements in Kurt Vonnegut’s work are only thinly veiled as fiction. 

Many of his books begin with an autobiographical preface or first chapter.  The locations of his 3

novels – Upstate New York, Cape Cod, Indiana, Long Island – are all places he lived and 

characters like Eliot Rosewater, Rabo Karabekian, and John, the narrator of Cat’s Cradle, all 

mirror aspects of their creator.  4

His first novel, Player Piano, was a reaction to his time at General Electric, his last desk 

job.  Felix Hoenikker, the absent-minded scientist responsible for the apocalypse in Cat’s 5

1 Kurt Vonnegut, God Bless You, Mr. Rosewater; Or, Pearls Before Swine, (New York, Dial Press Trade 
Paperbacks, 2006), 129. 
2 Kurt Vonnegut, Palm Sunday, (New York, Dial Press Trade Paperbacks, 2011), 5. 
3 Jerome Klinkowitz, the Vonnegut Effect, (Columbia, SC, The University of South Carolina, 2010), 6. 
4 Gregory Sumner, Unstuck in Time: A Journey Through Kurt Vonnegut's Life and Novels, (New York, Seven 
Stories Press, 2011) 23, 24, 85, 111-112, 263.  
5 Sumner, Unstuck, 22. 
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Cradle, was based on a scientist Vonnegut knew from GE.  In Timequake, his last novel, he 6

revealed that Kilgore Trout was his alter ego.  Trout serves as a luminary in multiple novels, 7

enlightening the protagonists of God Bless you Mr. Rosewater, Slaughterhouse-Five, and 

Breakfast of Champions with his fiction.  He inspires change in characters, or leads to change in 8

the plot. For instance, Eliot Rosewater’s charity was inspired by Trout’s novels. 

Beyond basic plot elements, his novels are structurally inspired by his life. His writing 

confronts the same points of conflict. The questions of Player Piano weren’t exclusively inspired 

by his “goddamn nightmare job” at GE.  Despite a desire to go into journalism after high school, 9

he was forced by his architect father to major “in something useful.”  His brother had majored 10

in chemistry, so it seemed natural that he should too. Despite his abject failure, the experience set 

the stage for a career’s worth of questions about human purpose and the value of science. The 

plot of the Sirens of Titan mirrors the events of the Great Depression: a financial crash followed 

by the rise of an FDR style secular belief system. The Depression shaped the Vonnegut 

household in a variety of ways. It lead to his placement in public school, a move from the elegant 

manor his father had designed to a less expensive house, and his mother’s slip into depression, 

all of which worked their way into one of the author’s novels.  Breakfast of Champions is about 11

Vonnegut’s experiences within American society, specifically the social and political issues of 

the Depression through the 1970s.  Vonnegut’s opening paints a clear picture; the book will be 12

6 Ibid., Unstuck, 86. 
7 Kurt Vonnegut, Timequake, (New York, NY, Berkley, 1997), XV. 
8 Marc Leeds, the Vonnegut Encyclopedia, (New York, NY, Delacorte Press, 2016) 619.  
9 Sumner, Unstuck, 19. 
10 Vonnegut, Palm Sunday, 57. 
11 Ibid., 48-50. Marc Leeds, Encyclopedia, 673.  
12 Sumner, Unstuck, 149-150. 
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exploring American society cynically, with the critical yet hopeful eye of friend Phoebe Hurty, to 

whom the book is dedicated.  13

His experiences in World War II, particularly the bombing of Dresden, figure into a 

number of works. Some critics read all of his novels before Slaughterhouse-Five as dealing with 

the trauma of Dresden subtly, and the protagonist of Bluebeard shares a war experience with 

Vonnegut.   14

Slaughterhouse-Five brings his war experiences to the forefront in a way other works 

don’t. The first paragraph makes clear the autobiographical structure: 

All this happened, more or less. The war parts, anyway, are pretty much true. One guy I 

knew really was shot in Dresden for taking a teapot that wasn't his. Another guy I knew 

really did threaten to have his personal enemies killed by hired gunmen after the war. 

And so on. I've changed all the names.   15

Eliminating the semblance of fiction while retaining the form of a novel allows Vonnegut to 

convey his experiences to the reader beyond the fact that Dresden was bad. Absurd events like 

Edward Darby’s teapot execution and Paul Lazzaro’s hit list feel surreal instead of only plot 

points. The result is less of the Sinatra infused glory that Mary O’Hare abhors, with the emphasis 

instead on the impact of his war experiences and how witnessing the massacre shaped his life.   16

Though Vonnegut saw little early success – his books were primarily published as 

paperback originals sold in convenience stores – he did take hold among the growing 

13 Kurt Vonnegut, Breakfast of Champions, (New York, NY, Dial Press Trade Paperbacks, 2011) 1-2. 
14 Ibid., 282. 
15 Kurt Vonnegut, Slaughterhouse-Five, or, the Children's Crusade: a Duty-Dance with Death, (New York, NY, 
Dell Publishing, 1991), 1. 
16 Vonnegut, Slaughterhouse-Five, 14. 
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counterculture movement.  His early novels challenged the establishment, asking “the 17

sophomoric questions that full adults regard as settled.”  Player Piano tackled the notion of 18

progress as an uninhibited good, Sirens of Titan the ‘50s postwar order, Cat’s Cradle religion or 

science as an absolute belief system.  Newt Hoenikker’s observation of the title game, “No 19

damn cat, No damn cradle,” became a rallying cry of campus crusaders.  While the common 20

tastes favored a wholesome narrative, Vonnegut provided a cynical outlook that appealed to the 

counterculture movements.   21

God Bless You, Mr. Rosewater (1961) demonstrates Vonnegut’s political leanings more 

overtly than earlier works. Vonnegut’s outlook is made clear in the first sentence, “A sum of 

money is a leading character in this tale about people, just as honey might properly be a leading 

character in a tale about bees.”  Reducing the desire for wealth to an animalistic instinct places 22

Vonnegut firmly on the left side of the political spectrum. Protagonist and hero Eliot Rosewater 

trades his riches, orderliness, and faith for a humanistic sense of compassion that challenges the 

pro-Christian and pro-business values of the 1950’s.  

Vonnegut’s breakout success and clear connection to politics comes in 

Slaughterhouse-Five (1969). The book, twenty-three years in the making, was Vonnegut’s 

response to his experience in the bombing of Dresden.  Asked in the first chapter if the book is 23

anti-war he responds with a frank “yes.”  His distrust of government statistics on Dresden fit 24

17 Klinkowitz, Vonnegut Effect, 46-47. 
18 Kurt Vonnegut, Wampeter, Foma & Granfalloons (Opinions), (New York, NY, Dial Press Trade Paperbacks, 
2006), 277. 
19 Sumner, Unstuck, 22. 
20 Kurt Vonnegut, Cat's Cradle, (New York, NY, Dial Press Trade Paperbacks, 2010), 166. Sumner, Unstuck, 94. 
21 Klinkowitz, Vonnegut Effect, IX. 
22 Vonnegut, God Bless, 1. 
23 Vonnegut, Slaughterhouse-Five, 2, 22. 
24 Ibid, 3. 
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neatly into current events, the war in Vietnam was shocking the public when 

Slaughterhouse-Five’s was released.  Public response to the book reveals it’s political leanings: 25

it was repeatedly banned in schools, while lauded by liberal activists.  Though famous for a 26

variety of reasons, Slaughterhouse-Five garnered the most attention as an anti-war book, and its 

role in the anti-war movement tied Vonnegut to liberal politics for good. 

Gaining fame and leverage after the publishing of Slaughterhouse-Five, he was able to 

influence public opinion, and took the opportunity to write critically about public affairs. 

Vonnegut lauded Eugene V. Debs and other leftist icons.  He was passionate until his death; the 27

last of his writings published in his lifetime, A Man Without a Country, criticizes the growing 

power of the Bush administration.  28

However, the most political work of his career may be Timequake, his final novel. it was 

intended to be his last, and it seems he viewed the work as a last attempt to make explicit the 

themes he worked with throughout his career.  He goes so far as to offer up four amendments to 29

the Constitution throughout the text: 

“Every newborn shall be sincerely welcomed and cared for until maturity” 

“Every adult who needs it shall be given work to do, at a living wage” 

“Every person, upon reaching a statutory age of puberty, shall be declared an adult in a 

solemn public ritual, during which he or she must welcome his or her new responsibilities in the 

community, and their attendant dignities.” 

25 Vonnegut, Wampeter, 273. 
26 Vonnegut, Palm Sunday, 7. 
27 Vonnegut, Timequake, 142-143. 
28 Sumner, Unstuck, 325-326. 
29 Ibid., 312. 
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“Every effort shall be made to make every person feel that he or she will be sorely missed 

when he or she is gone.”  30

What the amendments make clear is a radical idea of not just what the government should 

be providing for people, but how individuals should be acting toward others in a moral-political 

sense. There is a consistent emphasis on extended families in Vonnegut’s work. Both alter ego 

Kilgore Trout and the author himself suggest that every person is given a new extended family 

through random distribution.  These elements make explicit the humanism of his earlier works, 31

how people “could be happier and better cared for.”  32

This extensive emphasis on an actionable conclusion (prescribing amendments is a 

blatantly political task) shows the importance he placed on the ideas in his writing. In Palm 

Sunday, he says that to write well, writers should “find a subject [they] care about and you in 

your heart feel others should care about.”  These ideas are about how society should be 33

structured and writers “have to be – agents of change.”  Vonnegut clearly intended for his work 34

to have a political impact. 

Ultimately, Vonnegut identified with elements of the leftist movement. He implies 

agreement with friend Bernard V. O’Hare, who did not trust what the government said after 

Dresden and saw his humanism as a challenge to the established authority.  In blatant action, the 35

McGovern campaign consulted his opinion and and he obliged.  While the extremes and 36

30 Vonnegut, Timequake, 176, 202. 
31 Vonnegut, Wampeter, 247. 
32 Ibid., 238. 
33 Kurt Vonnegut, Palm Sunday, 69. 
34 Vonnegut, Wampeter, 237. 
35 Vonnegut, Slaughterhouse-Five, 191-193, Dan Wakefield, "Kurt Vonnegut, Christ-Loving Atheist," Image. 
36 Vonnegut, Wampeter, 276. 



7 

specifics of his belief can be argued, he is clearly left of center and intended to influence political 

conversation. 

Vonnegut claimed that all of his opinions came from “junior civics during the Great 

Depression–at School 43 in Indianapolis.”  He meant by this that his opinions could not be 37

radical, because they were basic American opinions: “School 43 wasn’t a radical school. 

America was an idealistic, pacifist nation at the time [of my childhood].”   38

The line serves as a quip at an interviewer, but is not far from the truth of the matter. 

While Vonnegut was in fact radical, his opinions were grounded in tradition.  In Timequake, 39

Vonnegut describes himself as a Luddite. He writes on a typewriter, makes corrections by hand, 

and takes the time to go to the local post office to mail the drafts to a typist, all so that he can 

learn about those in his community and participate in the “lost art of conversation.”  40

Responding to the President of a North Dakota school board that censored his work, he 

explained the public outrage: “Drake is a part of American civilization, and your fellow 

Americans can’t stand it that you have behaved in such an uncivilized way.”  Those terms sound 41

conservative, like the mainstream political dialogue of the 1950s, not the campus chatter of the 

‘70s. 

The short stories that began his career are equally revealing. Needing stories to be 

marketable to magazines like Collier’s and the Saturday Evening Post, he wrote about, 

life as lived by average Americans, just the people who were reading these magazines. If 
something exotic appeared . . . that deviation from the mean would by the story’s end be 
resolved in a way that reaffirmed the middle-class values underwriting both subscriptions 

37 Vonnegut, Wampeter, 277. 
38 Ibid., 277. 
39 Sumner, Unstuck, 326. 
40 Vonnegut, Timequake, 214-219. 
41 Kurt Vonnegut, Palm Sunday, 6. 
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and advertising sales.  This was just the experience he had. After trying to live in an 42

artist’s community, he moved to the more homely town of West Barnstable, 
Massachusetts, to raise his children.   43

 
He shared in the same postwar struggle for a career and place in the world, but came to a 

different political conclusion.  

Slaughterhouse-Five again demonstrates the connection between opinion and experience. 

The autobiographical first chapter presents him “as a familiar, middle-class American . . . staying 

up too late and drinking too much.”  Sharing the disillusionment of Dresden – the feeling of 44

being “unstuck in time” – connected the author to the audience in a way that the narrative form 

of traditional novels never could.  The power of the book, was to force a contemplation of how 45

the war, an experience shared by every American, felt for those who saw the destruction. 

After gaining fame with Slaughterhouse-Five, he repeatedly pushed his humanism. Yet 

this central theme of his work is presented over and over in Christian terms. When asked for 

advice by recently released convicts, he advised that they join a church.  The prayer featured in 46

Slaughterhouse-Five reads “God grant me / the serenity to accept / the things I cannot change, / 

Courage /  to change the things I can / and wisdom always / to tell the / difference.”  With minor 47

modification the work could read as humanism, because the first line is the only religious part of 

the prayer. However, keeping it as prayer allows a degree of communication with the audience, 

as the common prayer would be recognizable. 

42 Klinkowitz, Vonnegut Effect, 20. 
 
43 Klinkowitz, Vonnegut Effect, 20. 
44 Ibid., 90. 
45 Vonnegut, Slaughterhouse-Five, 23. Klinkowitz, Vonnegut Effect, 80, 84, 85, 87. 
46 Wakefield, "Kurt Vonnegut, Christ-Loving Atheist." 
47 Vonnegut, Slaughterhouse-Five, 60. 
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The lines between religion and humanism are further blurred at the end of God Bless You, 

Mr. Rosewater. Eliot, who had abandoned religion, legally recognizes every child in Rosewater 

County as inheritor to the Rosewater fortune (the sum of money that is the lead character), then 

commands them “to be fruitful and multiply.”  The wealth is given out of the same humanistic 48

attitude seen earlier in the book. It is given over his elitist father’s objections and is an attempt to 

keep the money from his greedy cousin. However, the biblical allusion connects the act to the 

American canon in a way relatable to more readers. Leaving the work with exclusively the 

Vonnegut flavor of humanism, they may be more skeptical of living the conclusion. Eliot lives in 

filth and his level of material sacrifice is extreme, not to mention that he seems inspired by 

emotional trauma.  But once there is a connection to an ethical tradition readers are comfortable 49

with, the conclusion becomes more actionable – what Vonnegut is calling for is the New 

Testament charity readers are familiar with. 

In a 1999 speech he spoke of his experience with Christianity,  
 
If what Jesus said was good, and so much of it was beautiful, what does it matter if he 
was God or not? If Christ hadn’t delivered the Sermon on the Mount, with its message of 
mercy and pity, I wouldn’t want to be a human being. I would just as soon be a 
rattlesnake.   50

 
By not differentiating his ideas from the the standard American experience he is able to 

communicate more effectively and has a clear conclusion. 

Vonnegut’s work serves as a focal point for all Americans. He “asked the questions” of 

the counterculture, but only in an attempt to reaffirm and protect the values of Middle America.  51

This demonstrates an effective method of both political change and political unity. Certainly 

48 Kurt Vonnegut, God Bless, 277. 
49 Ibid., 114. 
50 Kurt Vonnegut, If This Isn't Nice, What is?, (New York, NY, Seven Stories Press, 2016), 20.  
51 Vonnegut, Wampeter, 277.  Klinkowitz, Vonnegut Effect, 177. 
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Vonnegut has not succeeded in promoting substantive change. His amendments have not been 

ratified and there are still wars. However, the more mundane requests of his work can be 

implemented by individuals without notice. While the average reader doesn’t have millions of 

dollars to give away like Eliot Rosewater, everyone can live compassionately and listen to those 

in need. And by speaking in Christian terms Vonnegut has an effective rhetorical strategy. He 

compromises with his audience and the public, presenting the case that they already believe what 

he believes, and only need to act differently. Further, Vonnegut’s work serves as a model for 

future leftists. Those who wish to prevent war should create tools like Slaughterhouse-Five – 

literature or media that demonstrates the power of an experience, and how it shapes the whole 

person. If the role of the writer is to change society, Vonnegut’s work demonstrates how to bring 

about changes in reader perspective – relating to readers through a common framework. 
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