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Abstract

In 1948 in his book The Dehumanization of Art and Other Essays on Art, Culture,
and Literature, the American famous artistic and literary theorist Jose Ortega Y
Gasset seriously prophesied the coming death of the novel: “I believe that the genre of
the novel, if it is not yet irretrievably exhausted, has certainly entered its last phase,
the scarcity of possible subjects being such that writers must make up for it by the
exquisite quality of the other elements that compose the body of a novel” (56).
Though there was such authoritative declaration, since 1948, Kurt Vonnegut, Jr.
(1922—), Bellow, Malamud, Pynchon, Nabokov, Hawkes, Coover, Barth, and others,
have still provided for the readers a large quantity of excellent works of the novel.
The novel’s “last phase” has continued for more than 50 years and there are gill no
signsthat the novel has died. However, thisis not to say that the contemporary literary
scene is satisfactory. Therefore, the postmodernist novelists such as Pynchon,
Nabokov, Hawkes, Coover, Barth, Vonnegut, and others have been extremely busy
challenging the traditional concepts of the novel, the traditional ideas about the
relations between artists and artificial works and readers. They are aware that
literature is possible to be exhausted but at the same time insist to restore the vitality
of the “exhausted literature.”

For Vonnegut, a humanistic novelist, the subjects of the novel will never be
exhausted because he is deeply concerned with the present-day human conditions and
so the social injustice, the economic inequality, the devastative exploitation of
environment, and the hideous militaristic barbarity become the enduring themes in his
novels.

In his novels, Vonnegut negates and dispels the metadiscourse that conceals the
gloomy side of the reality and exposes a chaotic and dangerous human world. In the
post-industrial society, the machine has replaced the poor workers and made them
useless and purposeless; science and technology is used to threaten and destroy
human beings, capitalism makes money through mean devices and damages
environment and culture. Vonnegut, a present-day strong humanist, introduces new
ideas to change the world into one more suitable for the human beings, which he
considers a writer’s duty. To restore the dignity of the working people, he dispels the
sense of mechanization; in order to prevent wars, he appeals to stop making killing
machines and form extended families; he also offers people some ways such as black
humor, schizophrenia, and new religions (the harmless lies) to deal with the chaotic
and cruel reality that could not be changed for the time being.

Vonnegut thinks that the traditional realism and modernism could no longer
represent the human experience in the postmodern time. In his novel writing,
Vonnegut dispels the traditional form of the novel and narrative itself by using
metafiction, a fiction about how to write this fiction; reveals the pluralistic nature of
the universe, discontinuity and decenterment of the narrative; randomly organizes,
pieces together, or cuts apart the text; subverts all the canons, and plays language
games. His novels indicate that man has lost his self and the world becomes a world



of objects and objects. Vonnegut’s novels look for brinks, entertain exhaustion, and
describe the vulgar and dead subjects. Meanwhile, Vonngut pays more atention to
randomness and doubt about feasibility and reliability of objective laws and social
norms. The novels by Vonngut are stews of variations of genres, the mixtures of
higher language and lower language. Vonnegut’s novel texts invite the readers to
participate in the writing. Vonnegut often uses scientific fiction to suggest the growing
intervention of mind in nature and culture, in social relations and high technologies.
The systems of semiotic symbols that Vonnegut constructs not only refer to language
and texts themselves but also suggest theinvention of the outsde world.

Vonnegut does not seek the innovation of forms for forms sake and remain on
the meaning plane of postmodernism. Quite different from the other postmodernist
writers, Vonnegut does not ignore the relations between art and life, between text and
historical reality, does not stop his eyes just on the inherent structure of the text and
language techniques, but creates New Historical novel texts to rethink over history
and also reveal the truth that both the text and history are invented.

This dissertation “Kurt Vonnegut’s Deconstruction and Reconstruction of
the Real World and the Fictional World and His Tendency to New Historicism”
makes an all-sided exploration of Vonnegut's humanistic ideas, postmodernist world
outlook, postmodernist literary innovations and New Historical tendency. Starting
from his deepest concern for the present-day situations of human beings' existence,
Kurt Vonnegut deconstructs the real world and truthfully exposes a very dangerous
post-industrial human society in which human beings are dominated by machines,
their existence is threatened by science and technology, and the environment and
culture are destroyed by the greedy capitalists; meanwhile he reconstructs the red
world by appealing for dignity against machines, morality against war, fellowship
against loneliness, and offering people some ways to adapt themselves to the chaotic
world. Thinking that the traditional and modernist writing techniques no longer
suitable for the representation of the postmodern fragmented and centerless world,
Kurt Vonnegut deconstructs the fictional world by using non-linear narrative,
metafiction and other methods, having shown an indeterminate fictional world with
the fragmented structure. At the same time as deconstructing it,V onnegut reconstructs
the fictional world with the methods such as irony, hybridization, carnivalization,
Immanence, etc. He constructs arbitrary and circular linguistic structures and mixes
the historical facts with the invented stories to reveal the true looks of history.

In order to study this special postmodernist novelist who has not only humanistic
ideas but also postmodernist outlooks and New Historical tendency, we have to use
the special research method—the combination of historical analysis and text analysis,
only with which can we correctly and all-sidedly represent Vonnegut’s progressive
ideas, artistic innovations and his great contributions to the world literature in the
postmodern time. The dissertation consists of “Introduction,” five chapters, and
“Conclusion.”

“Introduction” historically explains how Vonnegut has formed his humanistic
ideas and become a postmodernist writer who is deeply concerned about the existing
conditions of mankind, and presents the postmodernist cultural background for his



fictional writing.

“Chapter 1 Vonnegut’s Deconstruction of the Real World” thinks that
Vonnegut denies, subverts, criticizes, and deconstructs the red world in two aspects: 1)
In his novels, the machine in the post-industrial society has replaced the poor workers,
made them useless, purposeless, and thus caused loneliness and spiritual suffering for
the human beings. Science and technology that is used to make killing weapons has
caused millions and millions of deaths of people in the wars and become the cause of
the self-destruction of the human beings. Thus, he has deconstructed the function of
science and technology in the postmodern society. 2) Vonnegut deconstructs the
capitalist society by pointing out that the capitalist’s money comes about through the
dirty devices such as greed, fraud, and bribery, that the law only protecisthe capitalist
America and puts anybody who is against it to death, and that capitalism destroys the
environment and culture and has thus reduced the society into a bleak spiritual desert.
Vonnegut’s novels expose an absurd, dangerous, and chaotic red worl d.

“Chapter 2 Vonnegut’s Reconstruction of the Real World” gives a detailed
study of Vonnegut's propositions to make the world suitable for the human beings to
live in: 1) Vonnegut appealsto dispel the sense of mechanization to restore the dignity
of people and learn to love and care for the poor and useless people; 2) He advocates
to return the ill-gotten wealth of capitalism to the poor people; 3) He calls people to
be moral, be kind, not to make killing weapons, not to kill and not to join or wage a
war; 4) Vonnegut advocates the extension of families to make all the people in the
world members of big families so that there would be no wars between families and
people would no longer suffer from loneliness; 5) Considering that intelligence or the
big brain is the cause of the bad things, he suggests that the self-destructive human
beings survive by ceasing to be fully human, which may be a black-humorous
proposal for the absurd human world; 6) A writer who has the strong sense of duty
and deep humanistic sympathy, Vonnegut offers people some ways to adapt
themselves to chaos: to use black humor to relieve their spiritual and physical painsin
the absurd world, to use schizophrenia to be indifferent to the world’s horrors, and to
create new religions which are considered the basis of humanity and fraternal love to
re-establisn the continual relation between generations and bring people out of the
difficult situation of existence.

“Chapter 3 Vonnegut’s Deconstruction of the Fictional World” makes a
deep research on how Vonnegut deconstructs the fictional world. Firstly, this chapter
examines the development of the novel starting from realism to modernism and then
to postmodernism. For the realistic linear narrative mode, a novel should narrate a
vivid and interesting story, portray one character or several characters who would
often fall into certain psychological or socia contradictions and conflicts, and along
with the development of the plots these contradictions and conflicts would surely be
solved finally in a certain way. The modernist novel went deep into man’'s sub- and
un-consciousnesses, explored man’'s inner secrets, emphatically represented the
predicament of the modern man’s existence, his introspection, his rethinking over the
world, redlity, life, man’'s existence value and meaning, and established a kind of time
and space pertaining only to the inner world. Having abandoned the realistic linear



narrative, destroyed the metaphysical convention of the modernist novel, broken its
closed and self-satisfied aesthetic form, the postmodernist novel advocates pluralism
in thinking modes, writing techniques, artistic genres, and language plays.

Secondly, the chapter discusses the postmodernist novel paradigm—metafiction,
the fiction that comments on the fiction writing itself at the same time as composing
the fiction by merging “writing” and “criticism” into the concepts of “interpretation”
and “decomposition.” In order to explore the relation between the novel and the
reality, metafiction systematically pays attention to its position as a man-made work
and at the same time as narrating stories, metafiction not only examines the basic
structure of the work itself but also probes into the possible fictitiousness of the
outside world. Metafiction reveals to us how a literary work constructs the imagined
world and by means of this helps us to understand that the world in which we live in
everyday is similarly “constructed” and similarly “written down.” Metafiction can be
further sub-divided into: the fiction about how this fiction will become a fiction, the
fiction about the previousfiction, the metafiction similar with the other texts.

Thirdly, this chapter discusses Vonnegut's metafictional  novels:
Saughterhouse-Five is a novel about how to write this novel. Breakfast of Champions
is an anti-novel, another kind of metafiction that systematically pays attention to its
position as a man-made work by deliberate arrangements in print such as the lines out
of alignment, vacant postions, etc., al kinds of English penman-ships, Chinese
calligraphies, musical signs, linguistic and logical formulas, and non-novel genres. the
concrete poems, time tables, lists, and other charts. What the writer of an anti-novel
wants to dtress is. this is a text, a creation of language, not the neutral hand-written
copy of the “reality”; the techinigue has its own life and can create life, unnecessarily
relying on the contents having existed in advance. Deadeye Dick (1982) contains
some metafictional plays-within-the-play.

Finally, Chapter 3 explores the postmodernist deconstructive aesthetic features
revealed in Vonnegut’'s novels: indeterminacy, fragmentation, decanonization,
selflessness and depthlessness, and the unpresentable and unrepresentable. Vonnegut’s
novel texts whose meanings are indeterminate indicate that indeterminacy, including
all kinds of ambiguities, ruptures and displacements that affect knowledge and society;,
has permeated all the thoughts and actions of the people in the posmodern society,
and formed the most basic situation of the world that the people actualy face. His
fragmented texts refract a postmodernist outside world that is formed with fragments,
but the sum of fragments cannot form a totality and the fragments do not gather
together around a center or atotality. Vonnegut uses petit recit (the little narratives) to
declare the ineffectiveness of metadiscourse and metanarratives, subverts and dispels
all canons and all conventions of authority, and shows that man’s activities are no
longer the actions carried out around the specific themes, centers, canons or orders but
become the arbitrary activities like games without ultimate goals. His novels represent
a postmodernist world of objects and objects, in which man as subject has already lost
his central place, become fragmented, and thus lost his self and depth. Vonnegut's
novels also turn inwardly to represent the things that are hard to represent or simply
unrepresentable such as the foul, vulgar, nihilist and dead subjects—the insignificant



aspects in humanity.

“Chapter 4 Vonnegut’s Reconstruction of the Fictional World” expounds the
postmodernist reconstructive aesthetic features revealed in Vonnegut’s novels. irony,
hybridization, carnivalization, performance and participation, constructionism, and
immanence. Vonnegut takes the ironic attitudes to treat plays, dialogues,
conversations, fables, and self-reflections in order to reveal indeterminacy,
multiplicity, multivalence, randomness, contingency, and even absurdity of all the
topics that he faces. Through the variations of genres, the mixture of higher language
and lower language, and the convergence of serious and popular subjects, Vorinegut’s
novels have enriched the intension and extension of writing and strengthened the
vitality of original works. His novels riotously embrace indeterminacy, fragmentation
and selflessness, and further mean the absurd disposition of “polyphony,” the sense of
fragmentation caused by the centrifugal power of language, perspectivism and
performance, participation in the wild disorder of life, the immanence of laughter. The
indeterminacy in Vonnegut's novels elicits the reader’s participation in the writing
because gaps must be filled; his verbal texts invite the reader’s performance because
they want to be written, revised, answered, and acted out. Vonnegut’s novels stand for
that both the literary texts and the redlity are constructed with inventions and that
because science and technology has great influence upon man’s thought and culture,
Vonnegut takes science and technology as the stimulators of his inspiration for
creative works and tries to use all the achievements of science and technology as the
new materials for his artistic creation. Vonnegut continually makes efforts to
generalize himself, expand himself, and multiply himself by making use of symbols
and stresses the semiotic aspect of nature, society, world, and knowledge.

“Chapter 5 Vonnegut’'s Tendency toward New Historicism” discusses
Vonnegut's writing of New Historical novels. The essence of New Historicism liesin
the return to historicity and ideology. New Historicism thinks that literature is a vivid
and meaningful existing form that can clearly reveal the true looks of history and that
literature is a bigger symbolic system of signs that gives meaning to the events in a
specific historical moment, that the literary interpretation of history and the
interpretation of historical literature indicate that literature and history have a certain
kind of relation of mutual promotion between them, and that literature does not
passively reflect historical facts but takes part in the process of the historical meaning
creation and even participates in the re-examination of political discourse, power
manipulation and hierarchical order through the interpretation of this complicated
textualized world. For the New Historicists, al the historical narratives, like novels,
contain invented elements, and what historians deal with is not all facts while what
novelists treat is not all “imagined” events. We must first regard the understanding of
history as a language structure and through this structure we can grasp the true
essence of history. Therefore, Vonnegut puts the historical event, the Dresden
bombing, in an arbitrary circular language structure, combines history with
imagination, and finally speaks out that historica fact that is hard to tak about in the
novel Saughterhouse-Five. In the novel Hocus Pocus (1990), like the other historians,
Vonnegut also takes the facts out of the time sequence table, codes them into special
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plot structures, and appropriates the historical eventsto serve some special interests or
purpose, thus having revealed the true essence of history.

“Concluson” offers my evaluation of Kurt Vonnegut in four points: (1) Kurt
Vonnegut is such a postmodernist writer who is not only assiduously seeking
innovations in forms but also using the new forms to present his new humanistic ideas
and his deep rethinking over history: (2) his greatness lies not only in the revolution
of literature but also in the promotion of social progress; (3) Vonnegut has pointed out
a new direction for the development of the progressive literature of the whole world
through his innovatory literary practice in the second half of the 20th century; (4) his
humanistic ideas have great, profound, lasting, realistic and historical significance to
the promotion of the civilization of all human beings.

Key Words: Kurt Vonnegut, postmodernism, deconstruction, reconstruction, real
world, fictional world, new historicism
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SECT NSRRI ERG AR 25 o AT R 3 N EAS I RHE B T e b A
MIRRHEAETS, Ao A B JEBOR IR IXAE, S AR T R e
PACGH 2 ER . 2) AbAE it b ot sbdieg , WAZRE ST raE . .
IV S8 P £ T BOBOR 1) 3 A At 2 (R DR R A 2 SO SR ], AR T
PURA G 2 I AT IXA T B R AN RO A 5 A T2 SCRIER 17 3458 5 3C
W, ATRAAE AR AR IS . X, 15 AT R SRR T Bl SRk o BEAR
BRI R A RIS E A T A2y IR/ DR R T — A SETE
el RELBL A

“EIE DHESMIISMRANES” AT T ARG T
¢, ARG A T AR A SAERANEE WL ik, B
ITEXK DT, AEN U RIS TABE LS A RS 1D Pyt R e i i
AL RO, IREAIR™, 220 W S 29 IR N IR AT, HESC it
B ANRG 2 M KIT A T XA WIS TT 55 AT 3D A5 44 AT
DR, EER, AEGNERANRS, AERN, ASMEA KIS 4
SRR EIR AW RS EE, AE I B TR AT RS BRE A
XAEFEZ A AR T, ARERASHEZZIMLZ S T 5 HER
B 7 BRI 2 MR SRR, A7 B B R EBCKRE D A 0] LUB I A2 58
SR T S BLSEAE, X ] et — A T AR IR S48 i — A 3R
I 6) FEBLSE B I AN RECCAR TG O 1 S N Rr g AR I T — 284
H CE MR AL TR, W] SR A ER G2 B A T UE 5 mh RORS FORT A A 7
RPRS 1> ZHER IMNAE A O & 5 8 AL, &S & AT 5 152 2
FBros#l,  PAEDR S AT S AR TR R85 R A N SR I A A7 Y IR B

N =TI ey s PORIN R g U)o R R D I S R P AR N R 1]
R TR . H oG, AFHAE T /UL T CRIB T SR EAR
T R R o BLSE T SO RS Ay, — B A% BGE — 8T
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B, EIE A BULA S AN ER O B B S Ko B RS 2 R A
Y, FPEBEAE 115 1R R I S0P G R 98 i Ja A2 DAAE AR 7 A B vk . IRACEE X
NPIRANT T ERMLEER, I AN OME, mRKMARNEFEEE, A
N, AXFIHFA. s, NE. AREENESE XN RE, By —F{UE
TR 2 o JFEAR T SN FT T IS U TERUR, SR T IAR
SN B, FTAE T e B B E RN E SRR, Tk B4R 5
VERTY . ERREFNE SR Z etk .

HR, ABEWE T EIARTE Wi —o/uk, BICT /NS .
XN YA BIAE /N Uk R R SO0 /N BLAIE AR 5 3T RR . IX A B e 8 'R
kG, WMF T “GIE” 5 “#tF” MBERR, Eei1EaIth “wRe”
R MRS A TR SIS R, JoN A R mILO A
T A, ERUR TR RN, AMERALBORTE A S IS, i ik
PRI LSBT AT BE B A1k o 70/ U 1) BATV B 7R SC 244 S 2 Wl A SR AR S
(R FRE), DAt B BAT T PR A DA R AR 0 L h I SR AR “Ha a7y TmIAE:
“HT” 8. JoANIETT G5 Ay s S FIXE AN ULAAT A /N DN, ST A I
AU, ZESCARTT N

PR, ABESTR T EBA SRR RAE. (5 Es) 2 X TE
FESIZE DU, GEFEIFAEY &R/ ——5 5 Ma R Gt &
HA A N ) AL IR TN, S AR B E7G B 2 HE AR 24T A
B, EHRERISFE R hochE. R, BERSEEANRE.
AN eI Bk IR . B R E AR AR RN AT W . /N AE R T
SR XA, EESAEY), ARA I Wb MRS R B
A B O, mHEREIE A ar, AUKEESSEAAER A CFIETFA0)
(Deadeye Dick, 1982) £ 7 —4&50 /i 2R A1 3K

BJE, BV TN TR AN UG BT R B R IRAR T2 SO R SRR
fik: A te. FHPE SRR RSN G S A RN
5 P R IR R SUASA /D BESCAR R B, ARG ) 4 2 R TR & RO 1k o
MM ENAFENE, C22ER T FEIAES MR FraTsi a8 A+, Jf
A B NAT SEZ 6 T A ) 1 5 PR B B AR U o At PR 23 B4 STASHT B T — AN e 1 i B
FRAMEBIHETL, T A WA R, (E R Wz RS BEAR il — AN A, i B i th A
F e AL B AN AR AR 1 N R /N B R B S T TR T T AR IR R
FRA R At I A ) JEL LA — DIROBB 18], FF2 BH N0 3l AN P R SRR iR 11
A s R ECER A T BIE S, T SCA R R AR B IR
WA AN UERIL T — M SR RIS, XA AR EARCA
KB TALR LA, CAEFRAL, Rk T BRARE .. BN ERRR/N
Vi R B 0 P, F2R IR B B LRI BN H] RER IR AR VG i B IR RO
PERIR AL, RIS A T

“EmME DRHEH MR REER” SRR N TR K
DA T SCEAPE S SRR IR IR ARSI, EXK. 173l 55 5. MEX. W
FEME . Bl SR Bl 1 7 JEIAR 3 SC/NUE SR N Ry DL IR 25 B SR A £
UERR WU UE W E K EBRE, AR AR I R T U AN E T
Z XMk ZEM BUBME BOAME. FERTEEEME . DN R U DA R A
BLFEIFE TR R S0, R S iR, (S BRI B 67 IR . #E45 1)
B S5PEg . 7 IAZES SRR Hh s S R E . S OE R SRS TR 1 2y
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Ab T SR OGEM AL, ' T AMER RSN E, 85 TR A SO
1o WA RN Ui TR 2 A e R UL, RN, PR —
287 BISCHESR . —FhE S B0 BT B R A S B e, B S 4T
g MR ELVEIR S S . KERWEM . BN MNLKATHEE S SRE S
SRE R A IS AT, AR/ BSOS AT B R E B RS | ik
O R, BRSPS SRR S A KA T R 5
PRI R b2 B AR AR SO B R K s, AG LA S AR 3 SUER —HF, B W
AR AEAE SRR AR A BIE R, FEIs IR — VIR o B E42
PEHEARAMERM . BN HEHMEB SRR ST ARY £ B3
Ko BREATNES ), i AR, e AR5 5 .

“ERE DASHEFRIERGE L EXRE 7 e N R s g SN UAY
VE o 3975 5 32 SR A AR T3 D St AR U &R A 1018 87 I3 50 1= SGA K S22
— P EEASTE I AR 7 ) S AR B B ST B X IAEE AR, LR
(IR T — AR5 22 I3 52 B ZI A 1 2R LR U SRR 5 R G, T 50 1 ST ffRe
X I 52 ST 2 R 2 TR 6 — PP AR BAR R G R, SC2R IR AR Alckb Jse e [y s =
4, TR I SR R RS R, Al I R AR AL T R S
SXTBUATEE « TR SRR IO R A B e E T, BN
FE, PTG SRR A A Ry, D3 SR K AR PR AR # 2 F5E, /i
FIT SR IFAEHS R “MRR” Fiff. AL 30X sk ARG VE—Fif
S S, BiiX B4 BRI SR B sE . BTCL, M RREN U (T
SR T, R B EEEEE — D R R E A MRS TR S A,
i 5B, T30 TR S Bt s s g3 sls NAE/AM U (% ) (Hocus
Pocus, 1990), 1§ A7 s 25 —FE, MBS PFR P ECH L, REH0E
AIE R RE R A T S5 M T dE AT 2wt s SI0HH 0 50 RO R4S T 3L PhoRe i R Bk B 1,
DLIHAE 7% [T 5 ) L SEAS I

CEEE” YR, RN o N R IR AR R S IR I UM, b
AN I ACASE 8 ST S22, 17 Bz F st 1 Aok 2 Bt g it A 1 X
SEAECRRS D7 s R 20 s S8 o A i s R AN AE Ttk S22 I E B v, 1t ELAE b
SR ST . BN R AT 20 4D JE M S e B, TR
HED SRR JEfR T A7 1 A A8 3 SCEAR T Bk 4 AR SC e
HEA FLAR S B0 S SR 1 g sk s S

KB JROREE AR, EIACES M, EA, BISEHA, DUtHA,
WX
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Abbreviations of Vonnegut’s Works

In the course of this study Vonnegut's works are abbreviated as follows (in the
order of publication):

PP Player Piano (1952, novel)
ST The Sirens of Titan (1959, novel)
MN Mother Night (1962, novel)

CcC Cat’'s Cradle (1963, novel)
GBYR God Bless You, Mr. Rosewater (1965, novel)
SF Slaughterhouse-Five (1969, novel)
BC Breakfast of Champions (1973, novel)
WFG Wamperters Foma & Granfalloons (Opinions) (1974, miscellanea)
S Slapstick (1976, novel)
J Jailbird (1979, novel)
PS Palm Sunday (1981, miscellanea)
DD Deadeye Dick (1982, novel)
G Galapagos (1985, novel)
B Bluebeard (1987, novel)
HP Hocus Pocus (1990, novel)
FWD Fates Worse Than Death (1991, miscellanea)

T Timequake (1997, novel)
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