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     Slaughterhouse-Five by Kurt Vonnegut provides a profound discussion on how the many 

traumas of war affect the human psyche. The novel’s protagonist, Billy Pilgrim, is a direct 

witness of many horrific events in World War II, which causes certain life-changing 

symptoms later in his life. This essay examines the psychological processes of Billy Pilgrim 

in relation to the traumatic events he experiences in the war. More specifically, Billy’s 

delusions of supernatural nature are discussed in an attempt to find a connection to the war-

trauma. In doing this, the analysis utilizes a psychoanalytic approach to explore the 

theoretical concepts of trauma and delusion. The essay then identifies certain key moments 

that are of significance to the development of Billy Pilgrim’s psychological processes and 

investigates how the different events affect his psyche. Furthermore, Billy’s delusions are 

discussed to identify their cognitive functions. The analysis finds a clear connection between 

Billy’s delusions and his trauma, and the essay finds that several of his psychological 

mechanisms are supported by the corresponding ideas within the psychoanalytic framework. 

Moreover, a progression of his symptoms is identified and discussed in relation to his 

experiences in World War II.  
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1. Introduction  

     One of the most prominent and distinguished novels within the genre of American anti-

war literature is Kurt Vonnegut’s Slaughterhouse-Five  ̧first published in 1969. In American 

history, the 1960s is a particularly interesting and eventful decade. Marked by conflicts such 

as the cold war, and controversies around certain political policies, this period saw the rise of 

several liberal and intellectual movements as a reaction to these divisive events. As a result of 

this new wave of liberalism, the atrocities committed by the American government in the 

Vietnam war were not received well by a significant portion of the American population, and 

American leaders were heavily criticized. Thus, in the midst of the escalating conflict, an 

important anti-war movement arose. This movement was concerned with ending the war in 

Vietnam, partly due to the ever-increasing number of civilian casualties, but also due to a 

desire to bring the American troops back home.  

     In the literary-cultural sphere, Kurt Vonnegut is arguably one of the most prominent anti-

war writers. For novelists such as Vonnegut, the collective shock caused by war serves as a 

forum in which different realizations and expressions of trauma can be processed and 

examined through various narrative structures. This is reflected in Slaughterhouse-Five, a 

novel that effectively brings to light the atrocities of warfare by focusing on the war-trauma 

and delusions experienced by Billy Pilgrim, Slaughterhouse-Five’s protagonist. 

Consequently, in analyzing trauma and its effects in literature, one of the most effective tools 

for accomplishing this task becomes the theories and concepts associated with 

psychoanalysis. This methodology for investigating mental processes provides an extensive 

and comprehensive framework through which a number of behavioral and cognitive 

phenomena can be identified and examined. Thus, it becomes relevant to analyze Billy 

Pilgrim and the relationship between the trauma he suffers and the delusions he experiences. 

For instance, one can apply certain psychoanalytic concepts and ideas in order to explore the 

mechanisms behind delusion, along with the occurrence of delusion. Additionally, one can 

look at certain events in Kurt Vonnegut’s Slaughterhouse-Five and identify them as pivotal 

moments in the development of Billy’s deteriorating mental health. Subsequently, the main 

purpose of this essay is to explore and analyze Billy’s delusions and attempt to explain them 

in relation to certain repressed traumas left untreated after returning home from the war. 

Moreover, psychoanalytic concepts and theories will be applied to look at delusion as a 

defense mechanism, and how trauma can surface and be understood through this mechanism. 

Finally, certain key events in the novel will be identified, discussed and traced, both to 

understand the chronology in the non-linear narrative and to investigate how particular events 
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trigger a progression and decline of his mental health. 

     Concerning the overall structure, this essay will be divided into several different parts. 

First, after the introduction, there will be a brief examination of the American cultural and 

political atmosphere preceding and during the time in which Vonnegut’s novel was 

published. Following this, previous research and studies on Slaughterhouse-Five will be 

discussed. Here, the main focus is on how the concepts of trauma and delusion are analyzed 

both individually and in relation to each other, and how Billy’s war-trauma plays a role in 

this. After this, the main concepts of psychoanalysis will be explained, along with a more 

thorough explanation of the psychoanalytic ideas which are the most relevant for this 

analysis. The subsequent section will consist of the analysis of Vonnegut’s protagonist Billy 

Pilgrim, where psychoanalysis will be applied to look at certain events in the novel in order 

to analyze his trauma, and how his mental health progressively deteriorates. After this, the 

main arguments and conclusions drawn from the analysis will be reiterated and summarized 

to provide a conclusive and comprehensive overview of the essay. Finally, some examples of 

different approaches to conducting further research on Slaughterhouse-Five will be 

discussed.   

 

2. Background 

2.1. Contemporary background 

     In the context of this essay, the anti-war attitude of the 1960s and the collective war-

trauma caused by the Vietnam war serves as a backdrop from which this analysis can be 

carried out. Therefore, it is appropriate to examine and discuss the events which led up to this 

anti-war attitude, and how the collective trauma influenced literature and Kurt Vonnegut’s 

Slaughterhouse-Five in particular. After the Second World War, many parts of the world 

were in economic and psychological shambles. Even though the United States economically 

did not suffer to the same degree as many European countries, the nation still saw heavy 

losses from the war. Around 1.2 million Americans were either killed or wounded in combat 

or as a result of other war acts, and approximately $625 billion from the United States 

treasury was used to finance the devastating war (Reeves 137-138). Not only were there 

material losses associated with the Second World War; overall, the general population was 

disturbed by the traumatic events of the war, and previously optimistic attitudes towards 

societal progress and humanitarianism were challenged (Reeves 138). Horrific acts that can 

only be described as crimes against humanity, such as the bombing of Dresden, were 

committed during the war, and this had a significant psychological impact on many. 



 

3 

 

Furthermore, many feared nuclear repercussions due to the use of this weapon of mass 

destruction in Japan, and because the secrets of nuclear weaponry were no longer secure 

(Reeves 138). Despite all of this collective trauma, the United States, fronted by President 

Johnson, did not hesitate to become involved in the ongoing Vietnam crisis in the 1960s 

(Reeves 182). Moreover, as the situation worsened and American warships were attacked, the 

United States retaliated shortly thereafter by commencing airstrikes against certain military 

targets in North Vietnam (Reeves 183). This escalating conflict caused Vietnam to become a 

chaotic warzone, and by 1967 almost half a million U.S soldiers were deployed in the region 

(Reeves 184). Furthermore, the United States carried out massive incendiary bombings 

against their military opponents, which also “inadvertently and sometimes deliberately, led to 

the destruction of entire villages and the deaths of many innocent people” (Reeves 184). 

These cruel bombings and military tactics, along with the ever-increasing death toll for 

American soldiers, led to an important antiwar movement in the United States. Reeves 

explains that large protests against the Vietnam war were organized and attended by tens of 

thousands of people, and that “the American people had not been so divided since the Civil 

War” (184). It soon became the default for intellectuals and liberals to oppose the Vietnam 

war and America’s actions, and the antiwar sentiment became a notable response to the 

collective and individual traumas caused by the war (Reeves 185). Slaughterhouse-Five was 

published during this era, and although Vonnegut’s novel details events from World War II, it 

undeniably functions as a contemporary critique by paralleling events with the Vietnam war. 

Therefore, the novel exposes and discusses the horrific acts committed during both wars, 

along with the trauma suffered by those who experienced it, by juxtaposing certain events in 

both World War 2 and the war in Vietnam.   

 

2.2. Previous research   

     In the attempt to analyze Billy Pilgrim and his trauma, discussion and examination of 

other literature concerned with Vonnegut’s novel become important aspects. More 

specifically, previous research on the origin and details of Billy Pilgrim’s trauma is of 

particular interest. Moreover, other studies on the mechanisms and contents of Billy’s 

delusions, along with certain cognitive processes are of importance for this particular 

analysis. An examination of this earlier research will provide tools and methods for analyzing 

Slaughterhouse-Five, while simultaneously strengthening and reinforcing the hypothesis and 

claims provided by the analysis. The discussion on earlier studies on Vonnegut’s novel will 

be divided into two sections. First, a general overview of literary studies involving Billy 
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Pilgrim’s trauma and the psychological mechanisms involved in his thoughts and actions will 

be provided. Second, previous research concerning the actual contents of his delusions and 

fantasies in relation to his trauma will be examined and discussed. 

     On the subject of Vonnegut’s protagonist Billy Pilgrim, several literary studies have been 

involved with examining the psychological mechanisms involved in his trauma. For instance, 

many scholars are concerned with describing and classifying Billy’s trauma in relation to the 

delusions he engages in. Susanne Vees-Gulani analyses Billy Pilgrim from a psychiatrist’s 

perspective, applying concepts and ideas related to psychiatry. Vees-Gulani claims that 

Slaughterhouse-Five was written as a way for Vonnegut to cope with the trauma he suffered 

because of his experiences in the war (175-176), mirroring the trauma that Billy Pilgrim 

experiences. Vees-Gulani also dismisses earlier theories that Billy suffers from 

schizophrenia, due to the fact that his symptoms do not match those of schizophrenics and 

that the condition is not triggered by environmental factors (176). Rather, it is suggested that 

“Billy’s fantasies seem more the result of a vivid imagination that he uses as a sense-making 

tool to deal with his war trauma” (Vees-Gulani 176). Furthermore, Vees-Gulani (176-177) 

notes a significant connection between Billy’s symptoms and symptoms associated with post-

traumatic stress disorder. These symptoms include reliving and reexperiencing traumatic past 

events, and they can be triggered by external stimuli that carry an association with these 

traumatic events (Vees-Gulani 177). A similar line of reasoning is found in Amanda Wicks’ 

analysis of Vonnegut’s novel. She, however, strongly suggests that Billy Pilgrim is an alter-

ego for Kurt Vonnegut and that the trauma explained in the novel is the trauma which 

Vonnegut himself experienced (Wicks 330). Therefore, an analysis of Vonnegut is effectively 

also an analysis of his fictional protagonist. Moreover, Wicks sees Billy’s constant time-

traveling as symptoms of PTSD, where traumatic events are “predominantly experienced as 

repetitions, flashbacks, and nightmares” (331-332). This theory is also presented by Vees-

Gulani who argues that Billy's time-traveling is a metaphor for […] repeatedly re-

experiencing the traumatic events he went through in the war” (177). She also argues that 

Billy is not sufficiently helped after returning from the war, as American medical institutions 

do not provide enough support for Billy to process the trauma he experienced in the war, 

which in many ways worsens his suffering (Vees-Gulani 177).  

     Additionally, Vees-Gulani notes that Billy not receiving sufficient treatment becomes a 

critical turning point in the development of his symptoms. She claims that by resorting to 

science fiction, “Billy conquers his trauma in a way that enables him to function” (180). 

According to Vees-Gulani, Billy’s symptoms are somewhat remedied after adopting the 
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supernatural delusion, and his “symptoms of arousal are confined to his trouble sleeping and 

his occasional bouts of weeping” (Vees-Gulani 180). However, Vees-Gulani argues that this 

type of delusionary therapy typically comes with a price, and by adopting the Tralfamadorian 

fantasy rather than receiving proper treatment, Billy “can never fully escape from the trauma 

that continues to intrude into his life” (180).  

     On the other hand, Kevin Brown (101) claims that categorizing Billy’s symptoms as 

evidence of PTSD is problematic. Rather, he downplays the influence of external factors, 

such as war experiences, when discussing Billy’s post-war mental illness. He notes certain 

passages in which Vonnegut points to certain pre-war events in Billy’s past, along with 

evidence to suggest that Billy is predisposed to mental illness, regardless of events in the war 

(Brown 101-102). Overall, however, there seems to be a consensus amongst literary critics 

that Billy Pilgrim’s predicaments are mainly caused by the undeniably traumatic events 

experienced in World War II, and that his delusions and fantasies are specific mental 

mechanisms utilized to cope with this suffering.  

     Furthermore, several literary scholars are concerned with discussing the actual contents of 

Billy’s delusions, along with attempting to describe the meaning behind them. In particular, 

many literary studies focus on the science-fiction elements in Vonnegut’s novel and how 

these are related to these delusions that occur as a result of trauma. For instance, Parshall (50) 

deliberates that the Tralfamadorians, the aliens whom Billy through his delusions encounters 

in the novel, are attached to a certain philosophy which focuses on minimalizing and 

sometimes even trivializing horrific events. Parshall claims that “the Tralfamadorian 

philosophy suggests adopting a detached stance from the problems of the world” (50). This 

detached stance would then have the purpose of softening the emotional impact of certain 

horrible events in order to protect those who experience it, which in this case is Billy Pilgrim. 

Discussing the Dresden bombing in relation to Vonnegut’s novel, Parshall poses an 

interesting question; “can we ignore the death of 135,000 innocent human beings?” (51). If 

one would follow the Tralfamadorian philosophy, these civilian deaths are trivialized and 

become of little importance, effectively showcasing this viewpoint’s potential for dealing 

with events that would otherwise be impossible to deal with. Agreeing with this mindset, 

Wicks argues that Vonnegut uses science-fiction as an attempt to understand and cope with 

the suffering caused by the war, while transforming the abstract and chaotic concept of 

trauma into a structured narrative (331). Moreover, according to Wicks, Vonnegut makes 

heavy use of schizophrenic and erratic ideas and associates them with the Tralfamadorian 

philosophy in order to place focus upon symptoms related to severe mental illness (334). 
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Finally, in line with the reasoning discussed above, Wicks explains that in Slaughterhouse-

Five, “Billy draws on science fiction in general and time travel in particular to create a more 

accessible tale” (335). Science-fiction then serves as an effective set of ideas from which 

discussions about trauma, mental illness, and unspeakably evil acts draw conclusions. 

 

2.3. Psychoanalysis 

2.3.1. Introduction to psychoanalysis 

     Furthermore, in order to effectively analyze and discuss Billy Pilgrim’s trauma and the 

effects it has on his psyche, one must begin by attempting to understand the psychological 

mechanisms and inner workings of the mind. For this purpose, a certain theoretical 

framework within psychology must be constructed for the reason of applying the concepts 

and ideas associated with it. For this analysis, the approach of psychoanalysis has been 

chosen. Psychoanalysis is the invention of Sigmund Freud, a clinical psychologist. 

Psychoanalysis was initially developed “as a method of treating neurotic patients by 

investigating their minds” (Freud, Introductory Lectures, 2). Later, however, psychoanalysis 

came to serve as the basis for a collection of psychological observations and theoretical 

approaches that emphasize the external influences on the psyche. One of the main ideas of 

psychoanalysis is the interaction and dynamic relationship between the unconscious and 

conscious mind. Freud argued that external events, such as certain traumatic incidents, are 

processed in the unconscious mind. Here, then, the experiences can manifest in the conscious 

mind through both voluntary and involuntary actions, such as thoughts and dreams (Freud, 

Introductory Lectures, 2). Psychoanalysis also provides the opportunity to explore how this 

unconscious and conscious interaction functions, along with the relationship between 

unconscious thoughts and external influences. 

    Additionally, another crucial aspect of psychoanalysis is the concept of the ego, the id, and 

the super-ego. These three concepts are part of Freud’s attempt to categorize and describe the 

various mechanisms of the psyche. In this categorization, Freud explains that the ego is a 

“coherent organization of mental processes” (Freud, The Ego and the Id, 5) that governs 

much of what constitutes a person’s identity and self. According to Freud, the ego is the part 

of the psyche that is concerned with managing the conscious mind, and where external 

stimuli and influences are processed (Freud, The Ego and the Id, 5). Moreover, the ego 

handles the cognitive mechanisms that govern repression, in which negative and painful 

thoughts or traumas are pushed aside in order to protect the conscious mind (Freud, The Ego 

and the Id, 5). In a way, the ego functions as a governing agent that controls the id and the 
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super-ego which along with the ego, constitutes the entirety of the human psyche. However, 

this study is primarily concerned with the interactions between trauma, delusion and the ego, 

since the ego is the part of the psyche that deals with these sorts of cognitive processes. 

Therefore, most ideas associated with the id and the super-ego will be disregarded.      

     Moreover, while psychoanalysis provides a fundamental framework upon which many 

types of psychological studies rely, not all of its concepts and theories are of relevance in this 

study. Since this analysis is focused on analyzing trauma and delusion in Vonnegut’s 

protagonist Billy Pilgrim, some aspects of psychoanalysis will not be included in this study. 

Freud’s often discussed ideas about sexuality, for instance, will not be applied. However, 

certain passages in the novel point to issues related to sexuality, which would give ample 

opportunity for a traditional Freudian psychoanalytic approach.  Nevertheless, for reasons of 

space and the fact that the primary reason for Billy’s trauma and mental issues are caused by 

other external factors, problems related to sexuality will not be discussed in this essay. 

Consequently, this study will discuss the psychoanalytic concepts of trauma and delusion, 

along with exploring the connection between these terms and the ego, the conscious, and the 

unconscious mind. Therefore, a more thorough look at trauma and delusion is necessary to be 

able to analyze Slaughterhouse-Five from a psychoanalytic perspective.  

 

2.3.2. Trauma 

     In this literary analysis, the most relevant out of the vast array of psychoanalytic ideas is 

perhaps the concept of trauma. This term is frequently discussed in psychoanalytic literature, 

where it is often analyzed and explained in relation to significant cognitive processes and 

external factors. For instance, one of the most famous scholars within psychoanalysis, Carl 

Jung, discusses his own views, along with Freud’s and other psychologists’ assessments on 

the concept of trauma. Jung mentions a development in the consensus regarding trauma and 

its causes (Jung 89). Previously, psychotic and neurotic episodes were thought to be 

exclusively caused by early childhood trauma or various physiological causes. As a reaction 

to this, Jung explains certain advances within psychoanalysis, wherein hysteria could be 

explained as being caused by an external factor, such as an accident or an emotionally 

traumatic shock (Jung 90). Indeed, Jung places significant emphasis on the emotional aspect 

of trauma. He mentions that hysteria is often found in patients who have been exposed to 

“certain psychic experiences of a highly emotional nature, called traumata or psychic 

wounds” (Jung 89). He goes on to explain that “especially painful and distressing occurrences 

do in fact often lie at the root of the illness” (Jung 89) and clarifies that this is more or less 
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accepted as a truth within the psychoanalytic community. Additionally, Jung discusses the 

negative implications of trauma, wherein he explains that trauma often causes significant 

emotional distress, and if this negative excitation is left untreated, it might manifest in both 

mental and physical complications later in life (Jung 90). However, Jung stresses that the 

cause of trauma can be different in various cases, therefore making it difficult to arrive at a 

unifying conclusion; mental issues can be caused both by hereditary and physiological 

traumas, as well as environmental factors (Jung 91). Still, Jung paints a fascinating picture of 

the role of trauma in psychoanalysis, and his exploration of this topic is of the utmost 

relevance for this analysis. 

    Another important discussion on the topic of trauma is found in the works of Sigmund 

Freud himself. In Introductory Lectures on Psychoanalysis, Freud discusses trauma and the 

tendency for individuals to fixate upon the circumstances and events surrounding their 

trauma. In his sample studies, he often found that patients who suffered from some form of 

traumatic experience displayed involuntary resistance in regard to treating their illness. He 

presents a situation in which patients who did not manage to let go of their trauma  

“were for that reason alienated from the present and the future” (Freud, Introductory 

Lectures, 313). With this, Freud argues that to a varying degree, a fixation to trauma leads to 

a significant negative impact on a person’s life. Freud also found that patients with a 

psychological illness stemming from a traumatic past find themselves transported back to a 

period in their lives when the trauma was most apparent (Freud, Introductory Lectures, 314). 

He also points out that the source of the trauma often stems from an experience early in a 

person’s life; however, this is not necessarily always the case. Freud stresses that childhood 

trauma makes up a majority of the cases observed, which means that in certain instances, 

traumas that arise in adulthood can create issues of a similar magnitude (Freud, Introductory 

Lectures, 314).  

     Furthermore, Freud deliberates the actual definition of trauma within the psychoanalytic 

theoretical framework (Freud, Introductory Lectures, 315). Along with defining the term, he 

describes the cognitive mechanisms involved in processing trauma and the results of leaving 

such a mental state untreated. He describes trauma as a certain experience that occurs over a 

relatively narrow time span, which “presents the mind with an increase of stimulus too 

powerful to be dealt with or worked off in the normal way, and this must result in permanent 

disturbances of the manner in which the energy operates” (Freud, Introductory Lectures, 

315). In this way, a traumatic event can cause a progression of negative symptoms. The 

disturbances which Freud mentions can manifest itself and impact an individual’s life in 
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several different ways. For instance, a traumatic event can cause a person to completely lose 

interest in their lives, in a way that they completely disregard both the present and the future. 

Freud claims that in certain cases “a person is brought so completely to a stop by a traumatic 

event […] that he abandons all interest in the present and future and remains permanently 

absorbed in mental concentration upon the past” (Freud, Introductory Lectures, 316). Once 

again, Freud places a significant emphasis on a fixation upon the period in which the trauma 

occurred, with a complete inability for the people affected to move forward in their lives. The 

fixation is described by Freud as “obsessional neurosis” (Freud, Introductory Lectures, 318) 

and more often than not, Freud observed that patients were unaware of the correlation 

between their illness and the actual traumatic experience that triggered the neurosis (Freud, 

Introductory Lectures, 317). Therefore, according to Freud’s studies, patients exhibited 

dysfunctionality without knowing the underlying cause and were therefore unable to explain 

the reasoning behind their obsessive behavior. Moreover, since the source of the trauma often 

remains unclear, these processes are involved with the unconscious mental processes (Freud, 

Introductory Lectures, 318). However, while the trauma itself is involved with the 

unconscious part of the psyche, the fixation to the trauma often manifests in the conscious 

mind. This is evidenced by the fact that the obsession affects conscious thoughts and actions, 

and Freud argues that these “would not have become symptoms if they had not forced their 

way into consciousness” (Freud, Introductory Lectures, 319). He also argues that symptoms 

of trauma can worsen over time, leading to a negative progression towards further 

obsessional neurosis and that certain symptoms suddenly can disappear only to resurface 

years later (315-316).  

 

2.3.3. Delusion 

     Another notion which is of utmost importance for the analysis of Billy Pilgrim’s trauma is 

the psychoanalytic understanding of delusion. In the common sense of the word, a delusion is 

a type of fantasy, or substitution of reality, which is seen as real by those who suffer from it. 

By applying psychoanalysis, one can explore and discuss the mental processes and cognitive 

mechanisms involved in the creation of a delusion. First, Freud claims that delusions are 

“ideas […] which are inaccessible to logical arguments based on reality” (Freud, Introductory 

Lectures, 289). Along with this definition, Freud discusses the origin of particular instances 

of delusions and argues that they are entirely separated from reality, which means that a case 

of delusion cannot be treated by such a simple act as reminding the affected individual that 

the delusion is not based in reality. Freud claims that “if a delusion is not to be got rid of by a 
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reference to reality, no doubt it did not originate from reality either” (Freud, Introductory 

Lectures, 289). Furthermore, Freud opposes the then general view among psychiatrists, who 

argue that delusions arise only in people who are predisposed to mental illness. This 

predisposition could be due to a history of psychological disorders within the family, for 

example. Freud downplays the role of hereditary influences in regard to the mechanisms of 

delusion and argues that there must be other factors involved. Consequently, Freud argues 

that experiences in life which are of high emotional significance play a large role in the 

“genesis of […] delusion” (Freud, Introductory Lectures, 291). To exemplify the mechanisms 

of delusion, Freud describes a case in which a woman found herself in a situation where she 

was deeply in love with her son-in-law (Freud, Introductory Lectures, 291-292). This 

relationship was an impossibility, partly due to the young man being a family member, but 

also because the woman did not wish to be unfaithful towards her husband. This unresolved 

passion caused a great deal of distress for the woman, who kept it in her unconscious since 

acting out the desire in consciousness would be morally inexcusable. There, in order to cope 

with the immense stress and guilt of the impossible love, the woman created a delusion in 

which her husband was having an affair with a younger woman. Therefore, in this delusion 

the woman would be absolved of her guilt for being in love with her young son-in-law, thus 

partly resolving her inner conflict. The unconscious trauma would then become a conscious 

process, as the woman is now convinced that this imaginary situation is truthful, therefore 

creating an obsessional neurosis (Freud, Introductory Lectures, 291-292). In discussing the 

concept of obsessional neurosis, Freud argues that in many cases, the obsession itself creates 

a tangible reality for the individual who suffers from it, further complicating the matter 

(Freud, Introductory Lectures, 318). He mentions that obsessional neurosis symptoms can 

create convincing delusions and illusions in which an individual thinks of themselves as “all-

powerful guests from an alien world, immortal beings intruding into the turmoil of mortal 

life” (Freud, Introductory Lectures, 318). Thus, finding that a delusion manifests as a fantasy 

containing supernatural elements is not an uncommon occurrence within psychoanalysis.  

     Moreover, an analysis of delusion is found in the works of Anna Freud, Sigmund Freud’s 

daughter. In her book about the defense mechanisms utilized by the ego, Anna Freud (67-76) 

accounts for several different daydreams and fantasies as told by young boys. While the 

details of the fantasies vary, the boys share a common denominator; all of their fantasies 

involve animals and are concerned with processing impossible desires and traumas involving 

their fathers. For example, one boy often finds himself daydreaming about being the manager 

of a circus, in which he is in control of an assortment of tamed animals. In his fantasy, the 
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boy’s animals stop and punish a criminal who had previously attempted to assassinate the boy 

during a circus performance. According to Anna Freud, this fantasy serves the purpose of 

relieving the boy of his trauma regarding jealousy towards his father by taking positive 

attributes from him and projecting them onto the boy’s circus animals. In this way, the 

jealousy is resolved due to the positive traits being attributed to the boy rather than the father 

(A. Freud 72-73). Daydreams and fantasies like these are common ways for children to 

resolve various complications by altering and reversing reality, and if the method is 

successfully carried out, the ego is protected from a painful realization (A. Freud 76). 

However, according to psychoanalysis, such fantasies can also occur in adulthood (A. Freud 

76). In adulthood, though, the mechanisms of fantasies are more often than not expressions of 

significant mental illness (A. Freud 76). Anna Freud explains that “under the influence of 

shock […] the ego rejects the circumstances of reality and replaces the unbearable truth with 

a delusion, a wishful fantasy” (A. Freud 76, my translation from Swedish). Also, she argues 

that while a rejection of reality often serves the purpose of processing internal conflicts, such 

as innate urges and desires, rejection often deals with external stimuli (A. Freud 67-68). She 

explains that the ego is intimately connected to its environment, which makes it more 

sensitive to negative stimuli from external sources. Moreover, the more the ego is concerned 

with matters from its environment, the more significant of an impact it has on the psyche 

when traumatic or painful realizations occur. Furthermore, she explains that a delusion that 

arises in adulthood often significantly impacts the ego’s capacity to separate fantasy from 

reality, while children are intellectually capable of distinguishing the two (A. Freud 77). In 

addition, when adults find themselves in a situation where a wishful fantasy is the only way 

to cope with trauma, fantasy and reality can no longer co-exist, leading the adult to either 

accepting reality or accepting the delusion (A. Freud 77). This is due to the fact that as we 

age, the ability of the ego to prevent contradictory fantasies is strengthened, which explains 

why fantasies in childhood are a natural part of development while fantasies in adulthood are 

symptoms of underlying mental illness involving delusions. Therefore, when this occurs in 

adulthood, the ego’s relationship to reality is fundamentally impacted in a negative way. 

Thus, according to psychoanalytic theory, the moment an adult adopts a fantasy and 

transforms it into a delusion serves as an important phase in the progression of certain mental 

health issues. Finally, Anna Freud claims that defense mechanisms involving obsessive 

fantasies tend to cause the ego to completely separate from its environment, therefore ceasing 

to register external stimuli. If this happens, the ego is no longer concerned with the present; 

rather, it chooses to linger in the delusion (A. Freud 77-78). 
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2.4. Background conclusion 

     Having examined previous studies and discussions on Kurt Vonnegut’s Slaughterhouse-

Five, along with certain aspects of the psychoanalytic theory, a fundamental framework of 

ideas upon which this analysis will be based has been established. In analyzing Billy Pilgrim, 

the novel’s protagonist, this set of ideas and concepts, derived from examining previous 

research and theory, will be applied to identify, describe and analyze instances of Billy’s 

delusions. More importantly, these delusions will be studied in relation to different traumas 

experienced by Billy both during and after the Second World War, in an attempt to identify a 

connection between the two. There will also be a focus on investigating how Billy’s mental 

illness progresses, along with possible events that trigger the progression. Therefore, the 

analysis will use previously discussed psychoanalytic concepts to examine Billy’s trauma and 

delusions and their association with certain mental processes. 

 

3. Analysis 

3.1. Timeline 

     Before attempting an analysis of Billy and his trauma in Slaughterhouse-Five, it is 

beneficial to sort out the actual timeline in which certain events occur. The reason for this is 

that Vonnegut utilizes a non-linear narrative, meaning that events do not progress according 

to the conventional understanding of time. For example, instead of taking place in order from 

earliest to latest within a fixed period, events in Slaughterhouse-Five jump back and forth, 

complicating the narrative. Consequently, identifying and describing the timeline in which 

important events occur is of the utmost relevance when analyzing Billy Pilgrim’s trauma and 

delusions. The earliest mentioned year in Vonnegut’s novel is 1922, the birth year of the 

protagonist Billy Pilgrim (Vonnegut 23). This is mentioned along with a brief description and 

summary of Billy’s appearance and life events. Therefore, the year 1922 is not directly 

associated with any specific events of importance in regard to Billy’s trauma. A few events 

from Billy’s childhood are also described. First, Vonnegut (84) details Billy’s memories of 

his mother from his infancy, which are of a positive nature. Second, Billy remembers two 

traumatic events that occurred when Billy was twelve years old (Vonnegut 88-90), which 

would place these events in the year 1934. Also, Vonnegut (43-44) details events from when 

Billy was a young boy, and he had a traumatic experience with his father. Billy also 

remembers a fairly trivial incident from when he was sixteen, in 1938 (Vonnegut 189). 

Within the timeline of the novel, the next events associated with a specific year do not occur 
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until 1944. This year is arguably the most important in regard to analyzing Billy’s trauma 

since 1944 is the year when he was stationed in Germany as a chaplain’s assistant (Vonnegut 

30). Billy remains in Germany until 1945 (Vonnegut 24). During these two years, many 

events that influence Billy’s psyche occur, which is the reason why this period is of utmost 

relevance. Next, Vonnegut mentions the year 1958 (45). This period, from the late 1950s to 

the mid-1960s, contains certain aspects of Billy’s life after the war, such as his relationship 

and details about his children and his wife. In 1968, Billy is involved in a tragic airplane 

incident. It is also the year in which the final events in the novel transpire, which makes this 

the end of the linear timescale in which Slaughterhouse-Five takes place.  

 

3.2. Billy’s Trauma 

3.2.1. Traumatic events 

     In order to gain an understanding of Billy Pilgrim and the nature of his delusions, it is 

necessary to first identify and discuss certain traumas that occur in his life. This is based on 

the presupposition that trauma is a direct cause of delusion, as presented by advocates of 

psychoanalysis such as Anna Freud (76) and Sigmund Freud (291). Furthermore, this analysis 

is based upon the psychoanalytic view of trauma as an event that causes significant 

psychological and emotional disturbance, as suggested by Jung (89) and Freud (315). 

Another important aspect to discuss is the fashion in which the different traumatic 

experiences are presented. In Slaughterhouse-Five, Billy experiences these through what he 

comprehends as time-travel. Early in the novel, it is explained that “Billy Pilgrim has come 

unstuck in time” (Vonnegut 23). This expression is used throughout the novel to explain the 

nature of Billy’s time-traveling. Being “stuck” in time, which is the conventional way 

humans understand chronicity, is here portrayed as something negative. On the other hand, 

Billy, who is “unstuck” in time does not have the capacity to control his travels. He is 

“spastic in time, has no control over where he is going next, and the trips aren’t necessarily 

fun. […] he never knows what part of his life he is going to have to act in next” (Vonnegut 

23). Billy himself believes his time-travels to be real, and in a similar fashion, the novel 

presents this phenomenon as the truth. For the sake of this analysis, however, Billy’s account 

will not be accepted at face value. The illogical and improbable nature of time-traveling, 

along with the myriad of evidence which suggests that Billy is not telling the truth, leads to 

the assumption that time-travel in Slaughterhouse-Five is not real. On the other hand, 

Vonnegut’s novel belongs to the genre of postmodernism, where concepts such as reality 

often are challenged and questioned. Therefore, labeling something within postmodernist 
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fiction as realistic or unrealistic proves rather problematic. Nevertheless, for the sake of 

coherence, a certain distinction between realism and non-realism must be made. In line with 

this, the supernatural elements are manifestations of delusion, in which Billy attempts to 

understand and cope with his previous traumatic experiences. The time-traveling presented in 

Vonnegut’s novel is more akin to flashbacks, in which people who have suffered a traumatic 

event often find themselves re-experiencing it, often against their will. This is in line with the 

reasoning presented in various earlier studies on Slaughterhouse-Five, such as Vees-Gulani’s 

analysis of the psychological mechanisms involved in Billy Pilgrim’s trauma (176-177). With 

this understanding, Billy’s trauma becomes clearer. Consequently, having made the 

distinction that time-travel is not realistic in the context of the novel, the connection between 

trauma and delusion appears much more distinct.  

     For the sake of coherence, Billy’s traumatic experiences will be discussed based on the 

linear timeline presented in the previous section. Also, while Vonnegut’s protagonist 

experiences many tumultuous events throughout the course of his life, a few key events 

which occur during and after the war are of relevance for analyzing Billy’s psychological 

mechanisms. For the purpose of relevancy, this analysis will be limited to mainly studying 

these specific traumatic events. There are, however, a few instances where a discussion of 

general trauma through an accumulation of experiences is of particular interest. Since Billy’s 

traumas are so numerous, certain events will be discussed as a general idea, rather than 

discussing the actual details and particulars. Arguably the most important of these is the 

general trauma Billy experiences in World War II. While Vonnegut does not directly describe 

certain events as especially traumatizing or shocking, the clue to the significance of the 

trauma lies in the explanation of it. For example, Vonnegut writes that “Billy […] first came 

unstuck while World War Two was in progress” (30). If one follows the line of reasoning 

which argues that Billy’s time-travels are similar to flashbacks, the events which Billy time-

travels to are highly emotionally impactful and traumatizing.  Also, while the events during 

the war are described in a neutral way, Vonnegut frequently describes Billy’s state of mind 

during the war. While joining an infantry company in Luxembourg, the whole regiment is 

destroyed by the Germans. Vonnegut details that “Billy survived, but he was a dazed 

wanderer far behind the new German lines” (32). Billy is clearly impacted by the fierce 

warfare, and this is further reflected in the descriptions of Billy and his psychological state. 

While joining a small group of soldiers, Billy is described as “bleakly ready for death” 

(Vonnegut 32). Similarly, when the company comes under attack by Germans, instead of 

dodging for cover, “Billy stood there politely, giving the marksman another chance” 
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(Vonnegut 33). The other soldiers are then forced to save Billy, because of his seemingly 

insufficient sense of self-preservation. Vonnegut explains Billy’s state of mind during this 

phase: 

Billy wouldn’t do anything to save himself. Billy wanted to quit. He was cold, 

hungry, embarrassed, incompetent. He could scarcely distinguish between sleep and 

wakefulness now, on the third day, found no important differences, either, between 

walking and standing still. He wished everybody would leave him alone. “You guys 

go on without me,” he said again and again. (Vonnegut 34) 

Here, Billy showcases a clear pessimism and resignation from his environment. The 

inhumanities and horrific events of the war have caused a trauma in Billy which causes him 

not to care whether he lives or dies. Therefore, the psychoanalytic view of trauma causing 

such distress that a person detaches from reality is effectively proven through Vonnegut’s 

explanation of Billy’s psychological state. This lack of self-preservation and resignation is 

present throughout Billy’s participation in the war and clearly shows that trauma has caused 

Billy’s ego to detach from the present, making him indifferent towards whether he lives or 

dies.  

     Furthermore, one of the most prominent traumas in the novel, which also serves as the 

backbone of the narrative structure in which the story unfolds, is the firebombing of Dresden. 

Billy experiences this horrific event first-hand, as he is being held as a prisoner of war in a 

sheltered slaughterhouse in the city. Safely out of reach from the devastating bombing, Billy 

can only listen as the brutal attack is carried out, and Vonnegut describes that “there were 

sounds like giant footsteps above. Those were sticks of high-explosive bombs. The giants 

walked and walked” (177). Furthermore, one of the guards in the shelter occasionally goes to 

the surface to witness the events, and according to his account “Dresden was one big flame. 

The one flame ate everything organic, everything that would burn” (Vonnegut 178). When 

they all eventually emerge from the shelter, Vonnegut describes the city as a scene of total 

destruction and annihilation; “Dresden was like the moon now, nothing but minerals. The 

stones were hot. Everybody else in the neighborhood was dead” (178). There were corpses 

lining the streets, and these are described as “little logs lying around” (Vonnegut 179) since 

the obliterating inferno had incinerated their bodies beyond any form of human resemblance. 

All but a few buildings in the city had been reduced to piles of smoking rubble, and the 

streets are completely devoid of life. Billy participates in clearing and digging up corpses 

from the fallen ruins of Dresden. Vonnegut calls this a “corpse mine” (214), in which soldiers 

eventually cremate bodies with flamethrowers since taking them to the surface proves too 
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difficult. Vonnegut clearly expresses the inability to express something so unspeakably 

destructive and claims that “There was nothing appropriate to say […] Absolutely everybody 

in the city was supposed to be dead, regardless of what they were, and that anybody that 

moved in it represented a flaw in the design” (180). The cold and calculated nature of the 

attack, which is expressed by Vonnegut as being a “design”, is arguably the most pivotal 

trauma throughout the course of the novel. For Billy, this arguably serves as trauma in two 

different ways. First, Billy witnesses the destruction and knows that people he once knew, 

along with hundreds of thousands of innocents, had just been needlessly slaughtered. For 

most people, the act of witnessing just one dead body can cause significant shock, and Billy 

witnesses many hundred bodies, along with a multitude of destroyed homes, schools, and 

property. Second, the fact that Billy knew that it was his own people, the Americans, who 

caused this devastation, leaves him permanently scarred and pessimistic. This is showcased in 

the seemingly sarcastic and highly critical statement about the reason for the bombing, where 

Vonnegut writes that “the idea was to hasten the end of the war” (180). This statement 

directly follows the description of the devastation left by the bombing, which makes it 

difficult to interpret this as anything other than a sarcastic jab towards the Americans who 

authorized the attack. Although neither Billy nor the narrator explicitly states to which extent 

Billy is emotionally impacted by the bombing of Dresden, the thorough description of the 

events gives reason to believe this moment to be of major significance in the development of 

Billy’s trauma. Also, the fact that Billy “remembered it shimmeringly” (Vonnegut 177) 

proves that the event left a lasting impression on him.  

     Moreover, after returning home from the war, Billy once again experiences traumatic 

events that significantly impact him. In early 1968, Billy, along with a group of his fellow 

optometrists board a plane headed to Montreal for a convention. On the way there, the plane 

suddenly crashes into a mountaintop, killing everyone aboard except Billy Pilgrim and the 

plane’s copilot (Vonnegut 156). Billy is severely wounded in the accident and receives 

extensive brain surgery. During his recovery, medical personnel are unsure whether Billy will 

live or die, and doctors tell Billy’s wife Valencia that if he somehow survives, he might well 

enter a vegetative state, becoming entirely unresponsive (Vonnegut 182). Upon receiving this 

news, Valencia rushes to see Billy at the hospital. In her rush, however, she is involved in a 

car crash. The crash results in exhaust fumes entering the passenger compartment, causing 

Valencia to eventually die from carbon monoxide poisoning (Vonnegut 183). Vonnegut 

explains that “Billy hadn’t said much since regaining consciousness, hadn’t responded very 

elaborately to the news of Valencia’s death […] and so on – so it was generally believed that 
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he was a vegetable” (190). Once again, the sole experience of surviving a plane crash would 

leave anyone with trauma significant enough to impact their everyday lives. For Billy, 

however, this trauma is but a part of an extensive series of events. This accumulation of 

traumatic events has a noteworthy effect on Billy’s psyche, which causes his mind to adopt 

certain defense mechanisms in order to protect the ego from harm. The negative effects 

which Billy suffers as a result of his trauma will be more extensively discussed in the 

following section.  

 

3.2.2. Effects of Billy’s trauma 

     When looking at the effects of trauma on Billy and his psyche, a certain development 

within his psychological processes can be observed. While in the war, Billy suffers from only 

a few symptoms associated with his traumatic experiences. As mentioned earlier, Billy 

showcases something akin to depression, where he completely resigns from matters of the 

present and adopts a generally pessimistic outlook on life. Also, during the war, Billy 

displays odd behavior which foreshadows more significant psychological mechanisms later in 

his life. While escaping from the enemy, Billy time-travels back to a traumatic event in his 

childhood in which his father tried to force Billy to learn to swim by pushing him into the 

deep end of the pool (Vonnegut 43). As described earlier, time-travel is not attached to reality 

in the context of Slaughterhouse-Five. Therefore, this time-travel serves as a flashback which 

is triggered by the overwhelming trauma Billy suffers in a situation of war. The reason he 

travels back to this specific point could be interpreted in different ways. Most likely, 

however, the crushing sense of dread he feels while running from certain death triggers a 

memory in which he feels the same sense of fear, effectively causing his mind to “time-

travel” to that particular event. Also, this relates back to the theory of trauma in several 

psychoanalytic works of literature, such as in Freud’s Introductory Lectures on 

Psychoanalysis, which claims that trauma causes a fixation to the past and indifference 

towards the present (313). Billy clearly shows this indifference throughout the course of the 

war, as his mind has been severely traumatized. At this point, however, most of Billy’s 

trauma still lies dormant in his unconscious and only surfaces to the conscious through 

flashbacks and certain thoughts. Later in life, the effects of Billy’s traumatic experiences are 

shown more clearly, and his psyche starts utilizing more destructive defense mechanisms in 

order to protect the ego from discomfort.  

     A few years after the war, Billy voluntarily checks himself into the mental ward of a 

veteran’s hospital, because he has started to realize that there might be a certain 
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dysfunctionality within his mental processes. In the hospital, Billy is placed next to 

Rosewater, another war veteran. Vonnegut describes that “they had both found life 

meaningless, partly because of what they had seen in the war” (101). The doctors at the 

hospital, however, believe Billy’s illness to be a result of trauma from his childhood. Then 

again, it seems unlikely that the multitude of horrific traumas that Billy experienced during 

the war would have less of an impact on his psyche than the fairly insignificant childhood 

experiences. The fact that Billy voluntarily commits himself to the hospital shows that he at 

least to some extent is aware of his own illness. Indeed, Vonnegut claims that Billy marrying 

Valencia, who is described as ugly, was “one of the symptoms of his disease. He knew he 

was going crazy when he heard himself proposing marriage to her” (107). However, Billy 

never explicitly makes the connection between his deteriorating sanity and his experiences in 

the war; rather, this is implied through Billy’s actions and thought patterns. At one point, 

while listening to a barbershop quartet at an optometrist gathering, Billy has “powerful 

psychosomatic responses to the changing chords” (Vonnegut 173). Billy is puzzled by his 

powerful reaction, as he is unaware of the reasons behind its occurrence. The people around 

him also notice his reaction, remarking his peculiar appearance. Vonnegut states that “Billy 

had supposed for years that he had no secrets from himself. Here was proof that he had a 

great big secret somewhere inside, and he could not imagine what it was” (173). This clearly 

indicates that Billy’s trauma lies within his unconscious, and only surfaces through 

undeniably noticeable abnormal behavior. Therefore, the trauma foregoes the conscious, 

which causes further problems for Billy. Also, the many reactions which occur in Billy are in 

line with the psychoanalytic view that if they remain untreated, symptoms progressively 

become more significant and harmful.  

     Furthermore, the fact that Billy on many occasions experiences flashbacks, which he 

understands as time-travel, points towards this arguably being the most prominent symptom 

of his trauma. Since this analysis challenges Slaughterhouse-Five’s verisimilitude, which 

within the context of the narrative structure portrays time-travel as the truth, Billy cannot 

travel forward in time to see his future. However, in a certain sense, one can travel back in 

time by remembering past experiences. Therefore, a reasonable assumption is that the 

instances in which Billy claims to see into the future are actually his present self looking back 

into the past. Similarly, Billy traveling back in time is the simple act of him voluntarily or 

involuntarily remembering past events throughout different parts of his life. Throughout the 

novel, it is also made evident that Billy regularly “travels” from one memory to another. The 

moments that Billy re-experiences pertain to certain triggers that carry specific associations. 
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These triggers exist both in Billy’s environment as well as within his own memories, which 

makes it difficult for him to avoid them. For example, the previously mentioned barbershop 

quartet which causes a powerful reaction in Billy most likely has this effect because it 

reminds Billy of the aftermath in Dresden. Here, the guards who accompanied Billy are in 

complete awe of the destruction. Vonnegut describes that “they looked like a silent film of a 

barbershop quartet” (178). The barbershop quartet then serves as a trigger which brings Billy 

back to that specific period in his life, causing him great discomfort. Another example of this 

is shown during one of Billy’s numerous recollections of his past life experiences. While 

remembering a frightful event during his childhood, in which Billy and his family visit a dark 

cave system, a memory of a watch which “had a radium dial” (Vonnegut 90) transports Billy 

into a memory associated with the war. Here, he finds himself in a delousing station at a 

German prison, where he and many other prisoners of war are being held. The most 

remarkable aspect of Billy’s recollection, however, is a relatively small detail: While 

observing the other prisoners of war in the delousing station, Billy notes a group of Russian 

prisoners of war. It is described that “there were more starving Russians with faces like 

radium dials” (Vonnegut 91). This section of Vonnegut’s novel clearly shows the complexity 

of Billy’s symptoms. Rather than simply re-experiencing certain events through 

environmental triggers in the present, a certain detail within a memory has the potential to 

transport him into an entirely different traumatic memory. In this situation, the radium dial 

serves as triggering imagery which carries significant negative associations. This kind of 

inter-memory traveling is featured prominently throughout Vonnegut’s novel and serves as 

an example of how significant the effects of Billy’s trauma are.  

     Another example of how Billy’s trauma dramatically affects his life after the war is a 

general habit detailed by Vonnegut. While describing Billy’s life after the war, Vonnegut 

indicates that “every so often, for no apparent reason, Billy Pilgrim would find himself 

weeping. Nobody had ever caught Billy doing it. Only the doctor knew” (61). Later in the 

novel, it is further explained that Billy “would weep quietly and privately sometimes, but 

never make loud boohooing noises” (Vonnegut 197). As in the case of the barbershop quartet 

which heavily affects Billy, he is unaware of the reasons behind his weeping. It is never 

explained that Billy is sad about a specific event; rather, the weeping seems habitual and 

deeply ingrained in Billy’s behavior. Here, the logical supposition is that Billy’s silent 

lamentation is yet another symptom of the uncountable trauma he suffers in the war. The 

severe emotional impact, which has flooded his unconscious, manifests in the act of crying. 

Still, the trauma remains in the unconscious, as Billy is unaware of the reasons behind him 
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crying, which causes him to feel the need to hide this fact from nearly everyone is his 

environment. As explained earlier, Billy knows that there is a certain dysfunctionality within 

his psyche, but to him, the underlying cause still eludes his understanding.  

     Along with Billy’s weeping, he also showcases a generally pessimistic outlook on life. 

This gloomy attitude which started in the war accompanies Billy throughout his life and 

generally affects his behavior. For instance, it is explained that Billy keeps a famous prayer 

framed and hanged in his office. The prayer 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” (Vonnegut 60). Vonnegut, however, explains in a largely tragicomic fashion that 

“among the things Billy Pilgrim could not change were the past, the present, and the future” 

(60). In this passage, Vonnegut points to Billy’s apathy, in that he accepts his powerlessness 

in regard to influencing his own fate. In a way, Billy’s apathy can be interpreted as him 

attempting to accept the reality he is faced with; however, this line of reasoning becomes hard 

to accept when one considers the multitude of negative symptoms Billy suffers at the hands 

of his traumatic experiences. His ego strives to avoid admitting an uncomfortable truth, but 

the reality of Billy’s situation proves much too difficult for his psyche to handle, which 

results in dysfunctionality and erratic behavior. Consequently, since the truth is too hard for 

Billy to accept, his ego eventually starts utilizing new mechanisms that will allow him to deal 

with his trauma. In doing so, Billy hopes to regain control of his fate, which would help him 

cope with his traumatic experiences. However, the resulting mechanisms become a 

destructive process of delusion which eventually warps and distorts his sense of reality, 

resulting in Billy not being able to distinguish between fantasy and reality. 

        

3.3. Billy’s Delusions 

3.3.1. Instances of Billy’s delusion 

     The delusion which eventually consumes Billy involves two specific machinations. The 

first of these is time-travel, which entails Billy both traveling back to his past and into the 

future. The phenomenon of time-travel has already been discussed in this analysis, where it 

was determined that it functions similarly to flashbacks and vivid recollections. Billy merely 

deludes himself into believing that he time-travels, because accepting that he experiences 

flashbacks would mean accepting that there is a significantly problematic underlying cause 

for his mental illness. Choosing to adopt the delusion of time-travel also gives Billy control 

of his life, as the situation then becomes that Billy chooses to do something, such as boarding 

the plane, even though he already knows it is going to crash (Vonnegut 154). The second 
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realization of Billy’s delusion is seen in the form of the supernatural elements within 

Vonnegut’s novel. Throughout the narrative, many passages mention Billy meeting and 

interacting with aliens from the planet Tralfamadore. In 1967, Billy claims that he is abducted 

by these aliens and taken to their planet to be put on display in a Tralfamadorian zoo. 

Vonnegut notes that the Tralfamadorians have a rather peculiar philosophy and outlook on 

existence. They believe that everything that ever happened and ever will happen exists 

simultaneously in a non-linear continuum. After questioning why Billy was the one chosen 

for abduction, the aliens respond “that is a very Earthling question to ask, Mr. Pilgrim. Why 

you? Why us for that matter? Why anything? Because this moment simply is […] there is no 

why” (Vonnegut 76-77). As shown here, the Tralfamadorians exhibit a rather skeptical view 

of humanity and its associated desire to find a logical connection between cause and effect. 

Because of their peculiar philosophy, the aliens are not concerned with these matters of 

causality. In line with this reasoning, then, the question of why and its accompanying answer 

becomes devoid of any meaning and purpose. The Tralfamadorians condescendingly claim 

that “Earthlings are the great explainers, explaining why this event is structured as it is, 

telling how other events may be achieved or avoided” (Vonnegut 85). In addition, Vonnegut 

explains the vast differences between human literature and Tralfamadorian literature. He 

notes that the aliens “produce an image of life that is beautiful and surprising and deep. There 

is no beginning, no middle, no end, no suspense, no moral, no causes, no effects” (Vonnegut 

88). The fact that this view on life is described as beautiful carries significant value in 

analyzing Billy’s psyche. Subsequently, when Billy asks the aliens if “the idea of preventing 

war on Earth is stupid, too” (Vonnegut 117) they promptly respond “of course” (Vonnegut 

117). Upon explaining the Tralfamadorian view on wars, they claim that while their planet is 

in a current state of peace, “on other days we have wars as horrible as any you’ve ever seen 

or read about. There isn’t anything we can do about them, so we simply don’t look at them. 

We ignore them. We spend eternity looking at pleasant moments” (Vonnegut 117). This 

notion lies at the very core of Tralfamadorian philosophy and serves as the basis of what 

becomes Billy’s general attitude towards the traumatic events in his life. Due to their time-

traveling abilities, the Tralfamadorians appear to be almost omniscient. Because of this, Billy 

is in awe of their vast knowledge, causing him not to hesitate to adopt the aliens’ outlook on 

the traumatic circumstances of life. 
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3.3.2. Source of Billy’s delusion 

     Throughout Slaughterhouse-Five, the Tralfamadorians and their planet Tralfamadore are 

described as factual by both the novel’s narrator and Billy himself. However, a multitude of 

evidence shows that rather than being real experiences, Billy’s encounters with the 

Tralfamadorians are merely figments of his imagination. The most convincing piece of 

evidence is that Billy’s ideas about aliens are not original thoughts. While in the veteran’s 

hospital in Vermont in 1948, Billy is introduced to Kilgore Trout, a science fiction writer. 

Vonnegut writes that “Kilgore Trout became Billy’s favorite living author, and science 

fiction became the only sort of tales he could read” (101). Later in the novel, the contents of 

Trout’s books are revealed, and in many ways, Trout’s stories mirror the experiences of Billy 

Pilgrim. For example, one of Trout’s novels was about “an Earthling man and woman who 

were kidnapped by extra-terrestrials. They were put on display in a zoo” (Vonnegut 201). 

Billy claims that he has been kidnapped by aliens and put in a zoo on Tralfamadore along 

with Montana Wildhack, a famous actress, and his story is suspiciously similar to that of 

Kilgore Trout. Furthermore, a different novel by Trout follows a man who had managed to 

construct a time-traveling device. What this shows is that Billy absorbed stories and 

information throughout his life and used them to construct a fantasy. Billy saw, perhaps 

unconsciously, the value of Kilgore Trout’s stories, and chose to adapt them for his own 

needs. This agrees with the reasoning presented by Vees-Gulani (180), as the moment Billy 

chooses to adopt science fiction serves as an important moment in the development of his 

symptoms. Also, the fact that Billy’s experiences line up with certain triggers in his 

environment is another clue that the supernatural elements are figments of his imagination. 

For instance, in the moments before being abducted by the Tralfamadorians, Vonnegut writes 

that Billy “looked down at his bare feet. They were ivory and blue” (72). This set of colors is 

particularly central since they reappear on several occasions throughout Vonnegut’s novel, 

but most importantly, the colors are noted by Billy in the war where they are seen on frozen 

dead feet on various corpses. When Billy then looks down at his own feet, which appear blue 

and ivory due to a combination of the cold temperature and the moonlight, he is instantly 

reminded of the traumatic circumstances of the war. This triggers a powerful response in 

Billy, in which he is emotionally overwhelmed, and for a certain purpose, he constructs an 

alternate reality. This purpose will be explored and discussed in the following section. 
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3.3.3. Purposes of delusion 

     As mentioned earlier, Billy’s symptoms of trauma undergo a certain development. At first, 

he is depressed, pessimistic and generally resigned from life. As time goes on, he experiences 

more and more psychosomatic symptoms, as his life is significantly affected by the 

devastating events in the war. Eventually, his mechanism of repression is no longer adequate 

in regard to keeping Billy from accepting the reality of his situation. Therefore, the 

construction of his delusions can be seen as the final step in this gradual degradation of his 

psyche. Having looked at the actual contents of his delusions, the purpose of them becomes 

clear. Billy’s primary wish is for the war not to have happened, or at least for the costs of the 

war to be nullified. Therefore, Billy constructs a fantasy in which the consequences of the 

war are minimized. Since the Tralfamadorian philosophy claims that everything that has 

happened always will happen, no matter what anyone does, the consequences of war are 

utterly unavoidable. Additionally, since everybody exists in every timeline simultaneously, 

no one ever really dies, since a version of them always exists in another instance of time. 

With this reasoning, the trauma Billy has suffered loses its significance and becomes just 

another aspect of reality. Here, the psychoanalytic view of delusions is confirmed, since Billy 

repurposes reality to fit his own psychological needs. Through his fantasy, he becomes more 

in control of his fate and is no longer a victim of circumstance. The delusion is the only way 

Billy can accept what happened to him. At this point, Billy’s trauma has been internalized 

and left untreated in his unconscious for such an extended period of time that his psyche has 

embraced the fantasy as the only way that Billy can continue to function in life.  Moreover, 

after almost dying in the plane crash and seeing his wife tragically die during his recovery, 

his ego is warped to such a degree by the accumulation of trauma that he completely accepts 

the fantasy as reality, thereby becoming a delusion. Billy turning his fantasies into delusion 

represents a pivotal phase in the development of his mental illness. From this point on, Billy 

is set on telling the world about the Tralfamadorians, in order to spread the word of their 

fantastic therapeutic philosophy. His fantasy and reality can no longer co-exist, so he 

substitutes reality for his fantasy, which he then completely fixates upon. This is wholly in 

line with certain psychoanalytic discussions on trauma, as seen in the works of Anna Freud 

(76-78). His delusion then serves as the pinnacle of the various symptoms associated with his 

trauma, and which finally consumes and overpowers his psyche.  
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4. Conclusion 

     This analysis set out with the intention of exploring Billy Pilgrim’s delusions and their 

relation to his trauma by discussing and applying certain psychoanalytic concepts and ideas. 

The purpose was to deconstruct the various traumatic events Billy experiences and 

investigate the extent to which this is connected to the nature of his delusions. Thus, the aim 

became to understand this connection by examining certain psychological mechanisms 

presented within the psychoanalytic framework. By looking at certain examples of Billy’s 

trauma and his delusions, it was possible to identify a clear connection between these. For 

instance, Billy’s time-travel was shown to share similarities with flashbacks, which in turn 

were triggered by everyday occurrences which remind him of his time in the war. 

Furthermore, the analysis was able to prove that certain events in Billy’s life trigger a certain 

progression in regard to the negative development of his mental illness, and that specific 

external stimuli carry significant emotional association for Billy. Also, the analysis was 

concerned with exploring the nature of his delusions, along with their psychological 

significance. Here, it was demonstrated that Billy’s experience with aliens was inspired by 

stories from a science fiction author, from which he created a fantasy involving the 

Tralfamadorians. His fantasy then served the purpose of alleviating him from the painful truth 

of his traumatic experiences. In his delusion, the bombing of Dresden carries no significance, 

since the event is unavoidable in addition to the casualties being of no importance. 

Ultimately, Billy’s delusions were shown to be symptoms of heavily dysfunctional mental 

processes within his psyche. Most importantly, what this analysis proves is that Billy’s 

delusions take him out of the reality which haunts him and causes him unspeakable pain - 

which is what allows him to keep on living, even though his sense of reality has been 

completely devastated. 

     While this analysis focused on looking at certain traumatic events throughout Billy’s life, 

the trauma discussed here is but the tip of the iceberg when it comes to exploring Billy’s 

psychological mechanisms. For instance, this analysis was primarily concerned with looking 

at traumatic events during the war; however, many traumatic occurrences in Billy’s 

childhood are described in the novel. Here, classic psychoanalytic methods can be utilized to 

see how Billy’s childhood experiences affect his life in adulthood. There are also several 

opportunities for exploring certain sexual aspects of Vonnegut’s novel, as many passages 

showcase a certain sexual undertone. Alternatively, further research can explore more 

instances of trauma throughout Billy’s life in order to gain a deeper understanding of how his 

experiences affect the delusions he suffers from later in life. More interestingly, perhaps, is 
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the idea of analyzing Slaughterhouse-Five with a focus on the connection between moments 

in the novel and certain contemporary real-world events. While this analysis included a brief 

description of the sociopolitical atmosphere in the United States during the 1960s, a more 

thorough study can look at specific passages in Slaughterhouse-Five to prove that Vonnegut 

uses Billy’s trauma as a metaphor for the collective trauma suffered by Americans as a result 

of the Vietnam War. That type of study would adopt a different perspective and find more 

direct examples of Vonnegut using the novel as a platform to criticize the American 

government and its actions during the Vietnam war. Many parts of the novel could be 

interpreted as Vonnegut directly addressing America and its people, and here, further studies 

could investigate whether or not Billy becomes a symbol for the representation of general 

attitudes towards war during the 1960s. Ultimately, however, this particular analysis of 

Billy’s trauma and his psychological mechanisms tells us an important lesson; the cost of war 

is not only measured in human lives and economic losses. Many of those who lived to tell the 

tale of World War II had their mental health drastically affected by the unspeakable atrocities 

of war. As Vonnegut so effectively and critically expresses through one of his characters in 

the novel: “That’s the attractive thing about war, […] absolutely everybody gets a little 

something” (111).  
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