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Modal Structure in Kurt Vonnegut’s Slaughterhouse-Five
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Abstract

The article analyses modal structure (tense, polarity) in Kurt Vonnegut’s novel Slaughterhouse-
Five within the framework of Systemic-Functional Grammar. The analysis of the Mood element shows 
the prevailing pattern to be past positive; the use of present tenses embodies Vonnegut’s specific 
non-linear concept of time. Similarly, the absence of negative polarity builds the deterministic belief 
that pervades the novel.

Key words: modal structure, Kurt Vonnegut, Slaughterhouse-Five, systematic functional gram-
mar, linguistics, stylistic, literary analysis.

Introduction

Even if good literature opens up the space for personal interpretation and there are, 
in a way, as many readings of a piece of writing as there are readers, most literary works 
will leave the reader with some typical impressions. One can be quite certain that the hero 
is more or less heroic, the heroine capricious, vivacious, or caustic – despite the fact that 
they are never described as such. How do these meanings come about? What exactly is 
the mechanism that allows actions to speak louder than words? Attempting to contribute 
a part of the answer to these questions, the paper takes a close look at modal structure 
(tense and polarity) in Kurt Vonnegut’s novel Slaughterhouse-Five within the framework 
of Systemic-Functional Grammar (Halliday 1998, Halliday and Matthiessen 2004).

Kurt Vonnegut and Slaughterhouse-Five

Kurt Vonnegut Jr. (1922–2007) was an American author who began with science 
fiction and then wrote his “famous book about Dresden” (Vonnegut 2000: 3). Published 
in 1969, Slaughterhouse-Five “was something of a literary ‘event’” (Harris 1971: 52). 
Vonnegut finally managed to write this book after 25 years and 5,000 pages. On this 
subject he said (in Amis 1990: 137): “I always thought, if I could ever get something 
down about Dresden, that would be it. After Slaughterhouse-Five I’d already done much 
more than I ever expected to do with my life.”
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It seems that critics agree, calling it a “masterly novel” (Tanner 1971: 200); Von-
negut himself was described by Graham Greene as “one of the best living American 
writers” (in Allan 1988: 57). Nevertheless, the success of this book is inextricably tied to 
the Zeitgeist: the anti-war sentiment present in the United States embraced Vonnegut’s 
novel as “deconstruct[ing] the binary framing of America’s ‘good war’, offering a 
‘Vietnamized’ version, full of discontinuities, fragmented bodies, and multiple shades 
of gray” (Jarvis 2003: 96). It should be noted, however, that critical acclaim was much 
more difficult to achieve as the critics at first tried to discard Vonnegut as just another 
science-fiction writer and the awareness of the seriousness of Vonnegut’s inquiries took 
a long time to grow (cf. Tanner 1971: 181).1

Slaughterhouse-Five or The Children’s Crusade is based on Vonnegut’s experi-
ence in the Second World War, when he was a prisoner of war in Dresden and saw its 
destruction – the bombing by the Allies.2 Still this is not an autobiographic work, the 
hero is Billy Pilgrim. Billy is unstuck in time and moves spasmodically from event 
to event through his life in random sequence. The central line of the novel is his war 
experience, which culminates in the bombing of Dresden and is interrupted by other 
events in his life, be it his childhood, peaceful life as an optometrist, or his abduction 
on the planet Tralfamadore.

Possibly the main characteristic of the novel, which also bothered the critics 
tremendously, is its seeming simplicity. It appears that the author wanted to get the 
message across so badly that he had to spell it out, and did that more than once. Two 
prominent topics are fatalism and the structure of time. Billy’s prayer is for God to grant 
him the serenity to accept the things he cannot change, courage to change the things 
he can, and wisdom always to tell the difference – accompanied by Vonnegut’s (2000: 
44) commentary: “Among the things Billy Pilgrim could not change were the past, the 
present, and the future.” This does not leave much space for free will and for action, as 
Vonnegut (2000: 119) points out again: “There are almost no characters in this story, and 
almost no dramatic confrontations, because most of the people in it are so sick and so 
much the listless playthings of enormous forces.” This is connected to the powerful idea 
of the structure of time – we are all “bugs in amber” (Vonnegut 2000: 62), any moment 
is structured, has always been and always will be (cf. Vonnegut 2000: 84).

There is dissension among the critics, however. Is this really fatalism or is it anti-
fatalism? Vonnegut scholars split into two opposite camps, many of them speaking against 
the above understanding of the book (cf. Cacicedo 2005, Broer 1994, Tanner 1971). To this 
issue is linked the question of the alleged anti-war sentiment of the novel, which juxtaposes 
pacifistic statements with the belief there will always be wars. In the case of Vonnegut, 
there has been significant interpretative interference by the author, who enjoyed discussing 
his work. His statements vary considerably and could probably substantiate very different 
theories; at some point he even disclaimed everything he had ever said (Allan 1988: 77).

1 Vonnegut is supposedly also “our era’s most frequently banned author” (Klinkowitz 1998: 2).
2 The “success” of the air raid was kept secret for a long time, and when it was revealed, it was presented 

as probably the greatest massacre of the Second World War. The number of estimated victims was 135,000, 
by far surpassing Hiroshima. The work of David Irving, who published this information, was later discred-
ited, and today the estimates range from 25,000 to 40,000 victims – the actual data are still very much in 
dispute (Rigney 2009: 9-11; cf. the lively discussions on the article “Bombing of Dresden in World War 
Two”, Wikipedia).
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Grammatical Complexity and Thematic Structure

Kavalir (2006) is an analysis of the grammatical complexity and thematic structure 
of the novel using the framework of Systemic-Functional Grammar. The examination 
of the grammatical (non-)complexity of the novel exposes the great simplicity of style 
as evident in the low number of long clause complexes. When compared to an excerpt 
from Charles Dickens’ Oliver Twist, Vonnegut’s complexes do not deviate noticeably in 
the hierarchical relationships within the complex, but mainly in their length. Vonnegut’s 
language is thus in no way impoverished, embodying instead the Tralfamadorian concept 
of literature, where sentences, paragraphs and subchapters imitate separate clusters of 
symbols to produce a mosaic effect. The decision to renounce logical relations between 
clauses is especially manifest in the war scenes and entails the abandonment of logic 
appropriate to the unspeakableness of the book’s main event.

The study of the novel’s thematic structure shows its main character Billy Pilgrim 
to be rather insignificant, readily yielding his place as the Theme to others. A victim of 
outer forces, he does not develop but serves more to keep the novel together. The choice 
of the Theme when recounting the bombing of Dresden unmasks the book’s fatalism: 
people are not very important and in any case cannot change anything because everything 
that happens must happen; this idea of determinism leaves room only for resignation. 
Apart from the very few circumstances that act as the Theme and the conventional in-
version in reporting clauses, the only noteworthy example of a marked Theme is in So 
it goes (and And so on), yet through frequent use this catch-phrase loses its markedness 
and becomes a mannerism.

Modal Structure in Chapter 8

While Kavalir (2006) provides some noteworthy insights into the novel and the 
way some of its most noticeable traits are constructed, many meanings quite obvious to 
the reader remain unexplainable. The hypothesis explored here is that at least some of 
them can be attributed to grammatical levels other than complexity and thematic struc-
ture. With this aim in mind, an attempt at a functional grammar analysis is carried out 
on Chapter 8 of the novel, which comprises 4,533 words. The choice of this particular 
chapter hinges on the fact that it includes the most important event in the novel, the 
bombing of Dresden. 

According to Halliday (1998) and Halliday and Matthiessen (2004), a clause is 
made up of three distinct structures combined into one: transitivity structure (ideational 
component: clause as representation), modal structure (interpersonal component: clause 
as exchange), and thematic structure (textual component: clause as message). Modal 
structure refers to the clause organized as “an interactive event involving speaker, 
or writer, and audience” (Halliday 1998: 68). The Mood element mainly consists of 
two parts, the Subject and the Finite operator. The Residue consists of three kinds of 
functional elements, Predicator, Complement and Adjunct. Finiteness combines the 
specification of polarity with the specification of temporal or modal reference to the 
speech event and the Subject specifies the entity in respect of which the assertion is 
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claimed to have validity; the Mood element therefore “carries the burden of the clause 
as an interactive event” (Halliday 1998: 77).

Table 1 shows the distribution of finite verbal operators in Chapter 8 of Slaugh-
terhouse-Five across the two types, temporal and modal operators (embedded clauses 
are excluded). Absolute numbers are shown for both ways in which operators relate 
propositions to their context, via primary tense (Past; Present; Future) and modality, 
which can be Low – e.g. snakes couldn’t help being snakes (Vonnegut 2000: 119); 
Median – e.g. I should know (Vonnegut 2000: 124); or High – e.g. I have to ask (Von-
negut 2000: 124). The operators are also analysed in terms of positive and negative 
polarity.

Temporal operators
Past Present Future Total

Positive 396 74 9 479

Negative   11   2 0   13

Total 407 76 9 492

Modal operators
Low Median High Total

Positive 15 6 3 24

Negative   6 0 0   6

Total 21 6 3 30

Table 1 Temporal and modal operators in Slaughterhouse-Five, Chapter 8

When it comes to the structure of Mood and Residue, the prevailing tense-cum-
polarity pattern here is past positive. If only the Finite element (and the Mood Adjunct 
not where appropriate) is taken as the criterion, 396 clauses feature a past positive pat-
tern, representing 76% of all clauses with a Finite (522). There are 76 clauses where 
the Finite element is realized by a present temporal operator, and 54 of these occur in 
speech, as part of dialogue (cf. Table 2).

Speech 54

So it goes 10

Comments   3

Other   9

Total 76

Table 2 Present operators in context
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Of the remaining 22 examples of present tenses, 10 are instances of the catch-
phrase So it goes. 2 such choices constitute a general comment about war and the novel, 
and there is also a narrative remark (Here is what they sang); these three can be seen 
as interventions by the author. This leaves 9 examples of present tenses, which do not 
seem warranted in their environment. Given the past context in which it occurs, this 
passage (Vonnegut 2000: 120-121) deserves to be reproduced here together with the 
analysis in Figure 1:

‘Father,’ she said, ‘what are we going to do with you?’ And so on. ‘You know who I 
could just kill?’ she asked.
‘Who could you kill?’ said Billy.
‘That Kilgore Trout.’
Kilgore Trout was and is a science-fiction writer, of course. Billy has not only read 
dozens of books by Trout – he has also become Trout’s friend, to the extent that anyone 
can become a friend of Trout, who is a bitter man.
***
Trout lives in a rented basement in Ilium, about two miles from Billy’s nice white 
home. He himself has no idea how many novels he has written – possibly seventy-five 
of the things. Not one of them has made money. So Trout keeps body and soul together 
as a circulation man for the Ilium Gazette, manages newspaper delivery boys, bullies 
and flatters and cheats little kids.
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Figure 1 Analysis of extract from Chapter 8

The story then continues with Billy met him for the first time in 1964 and goes on 
with the narrative strictly in the past time sphere. What is the function of this surpris-
ing insertion? A possible answer would be that it serves to reinforce by means of tense 
and thus Mood selection the specific idea of time presented in this book. If we take a 
look at the first occurrences of present tenses in this chapter, the Present Indefinite and 
the Present Perfect Indefinite in Kilgore Trout was and is a science-fiction writer, of 
course. Billy has not only read dozens of books by Trout – he has also become Trout’s 
friend, they appear out of place because the point of reference is seemingly the moment 
when Billy talks to his daughter – and Billy had read dozens of books by Trout already 
before that moment, and had become Trout’s friend. The contrast is heightened by the 
fact that on the very same page the usual sequence of tenses is observed later on (Von-
negut 2000: 121):

And then the newspaper girl held up her hand. ‘Mr Trout–‘ she said, ‘if I win, can I 
take my sister, too?’
‘Hell no,’ said Kilgore Trout. ‘You think money grows on trees?’

Trout, incidentally, had written a book about a money tree. 

It is in instances like this that we can capture at least a part of that mysterious 
elusiveness of style that is “literariness”: “the […] ways Vonnegut gets our wires crossed 
and holds incongruous discourses together are his own and make for that aesthetic surplus 
value” (Rigney 2009: 13). In this passage, the point of reference temporarily moves to 
“a sort of eternal present” (Tanner 1971: 197). For Billy “[a]ll moments, past, present, 
and future, always have existed, always will exist” (Vonnegut 2000: 19) because he is 
“spastic in time” and “has no control over where he is going next” (Vonnegut 2000: 
17). Billy discovers it is only an illusion that one moment follows another one, and that 
once a moment is gone, it is gone forever (cf. Harris 1971: 70).3,4 

3 This idea is strongly reminiscent of Baruch Spinoza’s concept of time but Vonnegut could not have been 
under his influence, as the following comment from Allan (1988: 13) testifies: “Philosophy does interest 
[Vonnegut] in an amateur way. A friend told him that he had hit upon Spinoza’s theory of time by accident 
in Slaughterhouse-Five.”

4 Tanner (1971: 195) comments that through the integration in Slaughterhouse-Five of scenes and char-
acters from Vonnegut’s previous novels, Billy Pilgrim not only slips backwards and forward in time, “he is 
also astray in Vonnegut’s own fictions”.
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“Everything always is” (Tanner 1971: 197) and this authorizes Vonnegut to use 
a tense such as the Present Perfect wherever he may feel like using it – or whenever he 
may feel the need to remind the reader of his concept of time. A prime example is the 
introductory scene with Billy Pilgrim when he states (Vonnegut 2000: 17): “Billy has 
gone to sleep a senile widower and awakened on his wedding day. He has walked through 
a door in 1955 and come out another one in 1941. He has gone back through that door to 
find himself in 1963.” And also: “I, Billy Pilgrim, the tape begins, will die, have died, 
and always will die on February thirteenth, 1976” (Vonnegut 2000: 103).

Vonnegut’s frequent use of now presents a problem for the analysis. This par-
ticular item can either be used as an adverb pointing to a Location in time (Adjunct in 
the modal structure), or as a Conjunctive Adjunct with a textual function, locating “the 
clause in time with respect to the preceding textual environment” (Halliday 1998: 84). 
Although the two functions seem far apart, this novel shows they can actually some-
times be conflated. When Vonnegut uses now at the beginning of a new subchapter 
in a sentence like Now the party was in progress (Vonnegut 2000: 124), there are two 
possible interpretations: to understand it as a continuation of the preceding events, or 
as grounding this particular happening independently of what precedes and follows it, 
whereby every event is a special time loop5. The latter interpretation is in line with the 
idea of non-linearity of time.

In Systemic Functional Linguistics, what is selected is just as important as what 
is not selected. Only 19 clauses in Chapter 8 feature negative polarity. This represents 
less than 4% of all clauses with a Finite, and establishes positive polarity as the absolute 
norm. An even greater uniformity can be seen in the 119 clauses which deal with the 
bombing of Dresden and its immediate consequences: only one of these clauses features 
negative polarity. This is again a striking embodiment of the novel’s message: “Man 
cannot alter his destiny of his own volition; everything that happens must happen, and 
man is powerless to change it” (Holland 1995: 54). What follows from this impossibil-
ity of denial is that the proper response to life is one of resigned acceptance; according 
to Harris (1971: 69), this is the main idea emerging from Slaughterhouse-Five. This 
sincere deterministic belief has inevitable consequences for the way in which war is 
seen: it is beyond control, but that is all right: “[The destruction of Dresden] was all 
right […] Everything is all right, and everybody has to do exactly what he does” (Von-
negut 2000: 144-145).

The topic of resignation to fate is again linked to Billy’s perception of time: 
fatalistically, Billy becomes “completely quiescent, calmly accepting everything that 
happens as happening exactly as it ought to” (Tanner 1971: 198), since “[n]othing can 
be done to change it because each moment is structured in its own particular way – it 
always has been and always will be” (Holland 1995: 42). Furthermore, this strong fatalist 
impression does not speak for Slaughterhouse-Five’s being an anti-war novel: “With his 

5 Cf. the following description of the author’s creative method (Allan 1988: 69, 48-49): “My books are 
essentially mosaics, thousands and thousands of tiny little chips all glued together, and each chip is this 
thing I learned to do – this thing I learned to make as a child – which is a little joke. […] I find sections of 
my book constructed like jokes and then they’re not very long and I suddenly realize the joke is told, and 
that it’d spoil the joke if I were to go past. The tag line is where the joke paid off and so I’ll make a row 
of dots across the page to indicate that something’s ended and I’ll begin again and it’ll essentially build as 
another joke.”
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new vision, Billy does not protest about the Vietnam war, nor shudder about the effects 
of the bombing” (Tanner 1971: 198).

Conclusion

An analysis of the type attempted here can only reveal a small part of the whole 
picture, and even at the level of language there are many more elements to Slaughter-
house-Five than have been discussed here. “[T]he language of texts cannot be adequately 
explored by focusing only on one particular feature of organization such as grammar 
or phonology […] The way language is patterned in such contexts involves attention 
to the organization of language beyond grammar, that is beyond such relatively small 
units of language as the sentence and towards larger units of organization” (Carter and 
Nash 1994: 2).

Nevertheless, the method applied provides some interesting insights into how 
this particular novel functions, and how it builds up its unique style. Modal structure 
in Slaughterhouse-Five (Chapter 8) evidences the prominence of past positive Mood. 
The cases of present tenses point to the exceptional understanding of time in Slaugh-
terhouse-Five: it is an illusion that one moment follows another, and all moments exist 
simultaneously in the present, past and future. The relative lack of negative operators 
is linked to the novel’s recurrent fatalism; it derives from the fact that people cannot 
change their destiny. The analysis thus shows how grammar develops some of the topics 
in Slaughterhouse-Five such as fatalism and the problem of time. It seems that these 
themes are so clearly expressed through structure that there might be a point to criticism 
of exaggerated straightforwardness in the form of Vonnegut’s authorial metatextual 
commentaries. 

The contribution linguistic analyses of literary works such as the one presented 
here make is to provide a form of disciplinary knowledge that can be tested, debated 
and built upon; without linguistics, the study of literature all too often remains a series 
of personal preferences (Hasan 1985: 104; cf. Lukin and Webster 2005: 419). Any 
interpretations and conclusions drawn from this can, however, only be partial as it is 
quite possible to claim that yes, the grammar of the book does suggest fatalism, but the 
novel as a whole has to be understood as a warning against the perils of fatalism (cf. 
Broer 1994: 86-87, 95) or as transcending it and thus “re-presenting the gospel message 
of Christ to the disciples” (Cacicedo 2005: 365). While a focus only on the grammar 
component of language cannot spell out all the secrets of Vonnegut’s style, and even 
less all the meanings hidden – or at times laid out – in the book, the article shows that 
even a very limited microscopic view can in fact expose some of the mechanisms by 
which the novel achieves its effect on the reader.

University of Ljubljana, Slovenia
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tipične značilnosti Kanade in ljudi, ki živijo v tem prostoru, ni njen primarni interes, 
avtorica nam želi predvsem sporočiti svoje razumevanje resnice. 

UDK 821.111(540)–3–055.2.09«195/199«

Tina Grobin

RAZVOJ INDOANGLEŠKE POST-KOLONIALNE ŽENSKE PROZE

Začetki indoangleške post-kolonialne proze, ki nastaja pod peresom pisateljic 
v domovini in indijski diaspori, segajo v drugo polovico dvajsetega stoletja, ko so 
se na literarni zemljevid umestile avtorice Kamala Markandaya, Nayantara Sahgal, 
Ruth Prawer Jhabvala in Anita Desai. Prevladujoča tematika je prikaz indijske žen-
ske v odnosu do (nenaklonjenega) družbenega okolja, ki je v zgodnji prozi umeščen 
v kontekst nastajajoče postkolonialne družbe in njenih dilem. V luči družbenih 
sprememb se lik indijske ženske poda na pot utiranja identitete in širjenja meja v 
dojemanju ženske družbene in literarne vloge, ter doživi razcvet v sodobnih delih 
indijske proze, ki v bogatem literarnem slogu ponudi bralcu pisano paleto aktualnih 
tem širšega družbenega pomena, ki se prepletajo z izročilom indijskega subkonti-
nenta. Namen članka je prikazati razvoj na področju ženskega literarnega ustvarjanja 
in njegov pomen pri oblikovanju ženske družbene vloge. Članek se osredotoča na 
obdobje od začetkov pisanja avtoric pa nekje do poznih devetdesetih let prejšnjega 
stoletja, medtem ko si zadnje desetletje na področju ustvarjanja indijskih avtoric 
zasluži že samostojni članek.

UDK 81'42:821.111(73)–311.6.09Vonnegut K.

Monika Kavalir

Modalna zgradba v Vonnegutovem romanu Klavnica pet

Članek obravnava mehanizme, s katerimi Kurt Vonnegut v romanu Klavnica pet 
skozi modalno zgradbo (slovnični čas, polarnost), ki je analizirana po načelih sistem-
sko-funkcijske slovnice, izgrajuje ključne teme besedila. Podrobna obravnava modalnih 
elementov v osmem poglavju romana (skupaj 4.533 besed) pokaže, da v besedilu pre-
vladujejo pozitivne pretekle oblike (396 stavkov od 522). Med sedanjiškimi oblikami, ki 
se pojavljajo, je 9 nepričakovanih glede na sobesedilo in udejanjajo Vonnegutov koncept 
časa: ta ni linearen, temveč preteklost, sedanjost in prihodnost v vsakem trenutku so-
obstajajo. Prav tako je pomenonosna pozitivna polarnost stavkov; negativna polarnost 
se pojavlja samo v 19 izmed analiziranih stavkov, s čimer roman konceptualizira idejo 
fatalizma in vdanosti v usodo.
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UDK 821.112.2–31.09Böll H.

Kristina Jokić

ŽENSKI LIKI V DELIH HEINRICHA BÖLLA IN NJIHOVA VLOGA V 
PRIPOVEDNI ZGRADBI

Članek predstavlja ženske like v štirih pomembnih delih nemškega nobelovca 
Heinricha Bölla. Osrednji ženski liki, ki so predmet raziskovanja, so Johanna Fähmel iz 
romana Biljard ob pol desetih (1959), Marija Derkum iz romana Klovnovi pogledi (1963), 
Leni Pfeiffer, glavna junakinja romana Skupinska slika z gospo (1971) in Katharina 
Blum iz novele Izgubljena čast Katharine Blum (1974). Delo pisatelja Heinricha Bölla 
je bilo nemalokrat raziskovano in analizirano, vendar pa so doslej kritiki ženskim likom 
v njegovih delih posvetili premalo pozornosti. Na prvi pogled tem likom ne pripišemo 
večjega pomena, vseeno pa ne smemo zanemariti njihove vloge v pripovedni zgradbi. 
Čeprav so bili s strani literarnih znanstvenic, med drugim tudi Dorothee Römhild in 
Evelyn T. Beck1, večinoma kritizirani in označeni kot nesamostojni, tradicionalni in 
povsem moškim podrejeni, dokazuje ta članek prav nasprotno. Ženski liki v Böllovih 
delih so kompleksni in delujejo na okolico ambivalentno. Predvsem pa je pomembno 
dejstvo, da vplivajo tako posredno kot tudi neposredno na samo pripovedno zgradbo in 
predstavljajo nepogrešljivi del v Böllovi Književnosti.

UDK 821.131.1–32.09Groto L.:133.52:929Boccaccio G.

Kristina Lazar

ASTROLOGIJA V CENZURIRANEM DEKAMERONU LUIGIJA GROTA

Ko je leta 1588 izšla cenzurirana verzija Dekamerona, katere avtor je Luigi Gro-
to, je to bila že tretja cenzura Boccaccieve mojstrovine v obdobju protireformacije. V 
nasprotju z drugima cenzuriranima verzijama v tej ni poudarka na filoloških vprašanjih, 
temveč je opazen predvsem poskus narativno zapolniti vrzeli, ki jih je povzročila ek-
spurgacija. Pri tem je Groto v nekaterih primerih sledil originalnemu zapletu, v drugih 
pa ga je spremenil do te mere, da je novele komajda mogoče prepoznati. Ta prispevek 
osvetljuje nekatere značilnosti Grotovega manierističnega sloga, predvsem elemente 
astrologije, ki se pojavljajo v cenzuriranih delih teksta, ter načine, kako ti elementi 
funkcionirajo znotraj Bocaccievega teksta.

1 Dorothee Römhild: Die Ehre der Frau ist unantastbar. Das Bild der Frau im Werk Heinrich Bölls. 
Pfaffenweiler: Centaurus Verlag 1991 und Evelyn T. Beck: Ein Kommentar aus feministischer Sicht zu Bölls 
„Ansichten eines Clowns“. In: dell’Agli, Anna Maria (Hrsg.): Zu Heinrich Böll. Interpretationen. Stuttgart: 
Klett 1983, S. 59-64.
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