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Nothing Sacred, Nothing Gained: Deprogramming and Community in Kurt Vonnegut’s 
Breakfast of Champions

Helen Pinsent

“Kilgore Trout once wrote a short story which was a dialogue between two pieces of yeast. They were discussing the possible purposes of life as they ate sugar and suffocated in their own excrement. Because of their limited intelligence, they never came to close to guessing that they were making champagne.”
 – Kurt Vonnegut, Breakfast of Champions

	In a review of Breakfast of Champions issued shortly after its release and titled “Nothing Sacred,” Peter S. Prescott gives a glib assessment of the novel’s plot before dismissing it as “an armature for Vonnegut’s specialty: gratuitous digressions” (39-40). The depth of Prescott’s underestimation notwithstanding, he does get one thing right – Breakfast of Champions is not about plot. In fact, as Prescott’s review amply demonstrates, looking for greatness in any one excerpt may lead to the conclusion that Vonnegut’s writing is, in Prescott’s formulation, “Pretentious, hypocritical manure” (40). Breakfast is structured to resist this type of reading. Yet the depth of scholarly literature on this novel demonstrates the drive to dissect and interpret it.[footnoteRef:1] So the question becomes, what type of critical approach to Breakfast will preserve its cohesive integrity? The answer is to focus on the artistic and thematic benefits of said integrity – to consider Breakfast as a systemic whole, an amalgamation of processes that combine in a specific way to serve the argument they communicate. 	Comment by Bruce Greenfield: With regard to discursive footnotes: MLA basically outlaws them altogether, exceptions made for purely technical information that is useful to the reader.  If something is really part of your argument, it should be present in your discussion.  If not, then . . . save it for another day. My sense of your notes is that they do NOT bear directly on what you’re saying; so they could be deleted, or if you think they are essential, then they should be incorporated into the body of the essay.  I’ll leave it up to you, but they would not make it into any scholarly journal, as things are done these days.  [1:  Recently, critics have favoured studying Vonnegut’s oeuvre as a whole, but of the critics who have notably worked with Breakfast since its release, May and Messent have engaged with it on a biographical level, and Hume on a psychoanalytical level. Both approaches are heavily rooted in plot. Greer has approached the text from a narratological perspective, focusing specifically on the author/narrator dynamic. These approaches seem to me to spoil some of the richness of the overall aesthetic of Vonnegut’s novel, ultimately missing the larger themes.] 

	Vonnegut hints at this approach in his prologue when he explains his need for the decluttering exercise that Breakfast represents. “The things other people have put into my head, at any rate,” he says, “do not fit together nicely, are often useless and ugly, are out of proportion with one another, are out of proportion with life as it really is outside my head” (5, italics original). Proportion is the key, and proportion is what critics such as Hume and Greer miss when they consider only certain individual aspects of the novel. Rather than strictly relying upon any one literary device, Breakfast of Champions delicately balances diction variances, metafiction, bricolage, and self-conscious narration; these techniques cooperate to perform the specific function of freeing a fifty-year-old man’s mind from the alienating “programming” that contemporary western society fosters, thereby allowing the “sacred” ideal of a human community to manifest itself (4, 6).[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  The term “sacred” is here used in the context Vonnegut himself uses, a context which does not entirely match its traditional definition. I will expand on this later.] 

	In addition to suggesting the manner in which to read it, Breakfast’s prologue gives us the means by which to read it, hinting at which literary processes to examine. The abovementioned techniques, which he employs in the body of the novel, are all alluded to in Breakfast’s first few pages. If Jean-François Lyotard is correct, and the way we collect and disseminate knowledge in contemporary society can be categorized as “language games” (10, italics original),[footnoteRef:3] then in this prologue, Vonnegut outlines the rules by which he is playing. Using autobiography instead of a fictional plot (which, as I discuss above, can be distracting), and the above devices, Vonnegut lays out a thematic and rhetorical microcosm of the rest of the novel: a literary diagram of how he himself has been programmed, and how he proposes to reboot his psyche.  [3:  Lyotard classifies several systems of knowledge – scientific, mathematic, philosophical, social, etc. – as languages (3-4); hence, all related education consists of learning to understand and use these languages both correctly and rhetorically, with the result that what we say becomes less important than how we say it.] 

	One of the social constructions from which Vonnegut needs to free himself is language, and he uses language to do it. He uses certain words differently from their common usage, without articulating his alternate or expanded definition. The departure is always very slight; his new meaning can be inferred – but not seamlessly. Vonnegut’s use necessitates some questioning of the word’s common usage before its full meaning becomes apparent. 
	Roland Barthes sheds light on how this technique works when he discusses the mythologization of meaning in his afterword to Mythologies: he argues that myth manifests as “a type of social usage which is added to pure matter” (218, italics original). In other words, any unit that conveys information (an image, a phrase, an idea) develops “significations” that transcend its explicit meaning(s) and express entire concepts or ideologies (219). How is this possible? “[I]t is because all the materials of myth . . .  presuppose a signifying consciousness that one can reason about them while discounting their substance” (219). I argue that the process that Barthes describes for concepts also applies to individual words. Once a word is sufficiently familiar, its usage can shift and/or expand without its users troubling much about dictionary definitions. Thus, by defamiliarizing certain words, Vonnegut strips away their existing mythology, forcing the reader to focus on the substance of each word’s signification before adjusting it to match the new definition. In effect, he is creating new myths, but noticeable ones – ones that call attention to language as a programming tool. 
	In Breakfast’s prologue, Vonnegut talks about Phoebe Hurty, an early mentor of his. He describes her as “impolite”: 
She would talk bawdily to me and her sons, and to our girlfriends when we brought them around. She was funny. She was liberating. She taught us to be impolite in conversation not only about sexual matters, but about American history and famous heroes, about the distribution of wealth, about school, about everything. (2)
This definition of “impoliteness” almost fits with how the word is generally understood by speakers of American English, but not quite. Vonnegut’s description does not make it seem like he or any of his friends were offended or made uncomfortable by Phoebe’s conversational style. So what is the impoliteness that Vonnegut is aiming at? The answer is clearer when we read on in Breakfast with Vonnegut’s usage in mind. Two of Vonnegut’s characters, Kilgore Trout and Patty Keene, feel similarly about manners, but coming from different angles. The cynical Kilgore speculates that “Ideas on earth were badges of friendship or enmity. Their content did not matter. Friends agreed with friends, in order to express friendliness. Enemies disagreed with enemies, in order to express enmity” (27). The naïve Patty, a poor waitress who hopes to marry wealthy, suspects that “unusual ideas could make enemies, and th[at] women, if they were going to achieve any sort of comfort and safety, needed all the friends they could get” (140). Thus, Kilgore pretends to agree with the man giving him a ride “in order to keep things friendly” (113), and Patty is “stupid on purpose” (140). 
	Both characters sacrifice ideas, or meaning, for manners. Phoebe Hurty did not; she knew better than to waste her words on insincere agreement, because “she was able to believe that the impoliteness she recommended would give shape to an American paradise” (2). She taught Vonnegut the same, and Vonnegut uses this approach throughout Breakfast. As Jerome Klinkowitz puts it: “Manners are important to him, but only when sincere. It’s an insult to public decency when politeness is used to obfuscate the truth.” Instead, Klinkowitz claims, Vonnegut’s mission is “to upset preconceptions, to mix in the surprising, to defamiliarize, . . .  sweeping away the cobwebs of assumptions that dull one’s vision” (7, italics original). His use of language is not designed to make friends, but to express ideas. This interpretation explains Vonnegut’s definition of “impoliteness” as well as his own practice of it. 
	Vonnegut’s own re-definition of two other terms crops up later in the prologue: Vonnegut laments, “I have no culture, no humane harmony in my brains. I can’t live without a culture anymore” (5). The word “culture” is not commonly paired with a singular conjugation of “to have” (“I have no culture”), since it denotes values that are shared. But Vonnegut qualifies his own definition of the word by also calling it “humane harmony.” Therefore, his use of the former term must depend on what he means by the latter.
	Like “culture,” neither “humane” nor “harmony” can be applied to solitary units – they denote types of relationships; combining these two words as Vonnegut does allows each to operate on the other. Harmony suggests a peaceful relationship, but it may be the peace that comes from one party’s resignation to being controlled. Humanity denotes kind treatment, but does not necessarily flow both ways (i.e., one party can be humane without the other being humane back). When paired, these words each exclude the other’s problematic aspects: “humane” precludes a harmony consisting of resigned subservience, and “harmony” ensures that the kindness is not one-sided. The two words thus create a functional term to describe a cohesive system that allows all parts to interact on a proportional level – a symbiosis. Inside Vonnegut’s “brains,” this system would be composed of thoughts and ideas that cooperate with other thoughts and ideas.
	Vonnegut’s definition of “humane” as adapted here deepens in relevance when the body of the novel tells about Kilgore’s future. In a flash forward, Vonnegut describes Kilgore’s later life “as a great artist and scientist.” His experience of having “made Dwayne Hoover so sick” with his writing teaches Kilgore that “[i]deas or the lack of them can cause disease” (15). As a result, Kilgore dedicates his life and work to “the field of mental health” (15), and his epitaph is a line from his final book: “We are healthy only to the extent that our ideas are humane” (16). In the context of Vonnegut’s usage in the prologue, healthy ideas are ideas that are not only sympathetic to individual people, but compatible with a humanistic outlook, and in harmony with each other.  
	Jerome Klinkowitz interprets this epitaph differently. Discussing Vonnegut’s focus on “the pathological or beneficial power of thought,” Klinkowitz cites Trout’s being “awarded a Nobel Prize – not in literature, but in medicine, for his demonstration of how people are healthy to the extent that their ideas are” (68). Choosing to focus on Trout’s passion for ideas, Klinkowitz assumes (or, at least, implies) that the words “humane” and “healthy” are interchangeable in this context. They are not. The problem here is that Trout is not passionate about just any kind of idea, sound though it may be, but about ideas that are conducive to the independent flourishing of other, equally important ideas, whether inside the same brain or not. Not only does each individual need healthy ideas to be considered mentally healthy, but each individual must allow for such ideas in others. 
	The word “humane” fits Vonnegut’s definition more smoothly when put into a social context. C. Barry Chabot uses this context in “The Thirties and the Failure of the Future” when he discusses the disillusionment felt by many writers in the Great Depression: “they believed that the economic dislocations of the thirties revealed the decisive nature of American capitalism, thereby demonstrating the need to replace it with a more humane economic and social system” (208). In this scenario, American capitalism is inhumane because of its determinism – its “decisive nature.” Depression-era writers believed that, despite its claims to nurture the rights of the individual, American capitalism (driven by consumerism and Darwinian financial practices) was not conducive to the growth of human individuality. By this description, American capitalist ideology is not a healthy idea. I suspect that Vonnegut’s definition of “humane harmony” is inviting us to consider humanity on a more political, structural level. 
	And of course, this application of “humane harmony” directly influences how Vonnegut defines “culture.” He places it (or the lack of it) directly in his “brains” (5), implying that he does not feel bereft of the collective higher achievements of contemporary society, but of an internal, quasi-Arnoldian ideal. But when he qualifies it as a “humane harmony,” he adds a dimension to it of cooperation and growth that brings the word “culture” closer to its other popular sense: a growth of microorganisms in a hospitable environment. By “clear[ing] [his] head of all the junk in there” (5), Vonnegut is hoping to make his brain an environment where higher ideals can emerge and thrive. Everything that interferes with that is programming. 
	Vonnegut is clear that he is not getting rid of everything during this process. “I don’t want to throw away any sacred things” (6), he says. But the list of such things he gives (though presumably not exhaustive) does not appear to associate sacredness with traditional religious accoutrements: 
Armistice Day has become Veteran’s Day. Armistice Day was sacred. Veteran’s Day is not.
So I will throw Veteran’s Day over my shoulder. Armistice Day I will keep. I don’t want to throw away any sacred things. 
What else is sacred? Oh, Romeo and Juliet, for instance. 
And all music is. (6)
The commonalities among Armistice Day, Romeo and Juliet, and music reveal Vonnegut’s sense of the word sacred, and the ways it differs from traditional application. 
	If keeping sacred things will allow Vonnegut’s culture to grow, then presumably these sacred things are humanely harmonious (i.e., each part is compatible and cooperative with the others, and they as wholes are compatible and cooperative with other wholes). It is easy enough to see how intricately constructed works of art such as Romeo and Juliet and music fit these qualifications, but what about Armistice Day? True to fashion, Vonnegut uses Armistice Day in his prologue to pose this question, and uses the body of Breakfast to answer it. To articulate the difference between the two, Vonnegut depicts this conversation between Kilgore and one of the men with whom he hitches a ride to Midland City:
The driver mentioned that the day before had been Veteran’s Day.
“Um,” said Trout.
“You a veteran?” said the driver.
“No,” said Trout. “Are you?”
“No,” said the driver.
Neither one of them was a veteran. (106)
This is the scene in its entirety. These men have nothing more to say about Veteran’s Day, because neither has participated in a war. What is intended as a communal celebration of peace ends up an exclusive honour reserved for American soldiers. Conversely, Vonnegut describes the “sudden silence” on the battlefields on Armistice Day as a moment “when God spoke clearly to mankind” (6). In this case, the opposite happens: an event witnessed by only a few grows into a monumental moment for the whole of humanity, regardless of nation or military affiliation. Thus, Armistice Day as a shared memory invites the growth of other shared memories, and can be called sacred.
	Vonnegut expands on his sense of sacredness later in Breakfast, in the mouth of one of his viler characters. Rabo Karabekian is a minimalist painter who has been invited to exhibit his work at the Midland City Festival for the Arts. In an explosion of self-defensive rage, he shouts, “Our awareness is all that is alive and maybe sacred in any of us. Everything else about us is dead machinery” (226). Human awareness is what keeps us from being “machines, doomed to collide and collide and collide” (225), meaning that awareness – of self, of others – is what allows us all to coexist and even to touch each others’ lives for good. Such nurturing and cooperative acts make up human culture, and they are sacred.
	This collection of defamiliarized words is integral to the themes in Breakfast. Each new definition contains an added element of community that is essential to a proper understanding of a work as apparently solipsistic as this one. While each of Vonnegut’s characters silently goes through life bereft of intimate connection with others, Vonnegut makes it clear that intimacy – community – is available, but his characters lack the means to reach for it. 
	Of Vonnegut’s characters in this novel, Kilgore Trout may be the closest to finding the intimacy that the others are seeking, although he doesn’t want it (Vonnegut says of him that “he supposed he was dead. He hoped he was dead” (14, italics original)). Kilgore is a failed science fiction writer, and several of his stories are summarized within Vonnegut’s novel in enough detail to serve as metafiction. His stories all follow similar themes, and the majority involve conflict that arises from the absence of community that Breakfast bemoans.
	One story in particular parallels one of Vonnegut’s most salient arguments. In “This Means You,” property ownership in Hawaii is concentrated into few hands; these owners take their property rights very seriously, leading to the entire island being covered with “No Trespassing” signs. Hence, the laws against trespassing stand in conflict with the law of gravity. The United States government solves this problem by giving “a big balloon full of helium to every man, woman and child who didn’t own property. . . . There was a cable with a harness on it dangling from each balloon. With the help of the balloons, Hawaiians could go on inhabiting the islands without always sticking to things other people owned” (74). When faced with two conflicting laws, one natural and one human, the government chooses to address the natural one. 
	This story depicts a government that prioritizes the wishes of a wealthy few over the needs of each of its citizens, and reflects Vonnegut’s lament that “a lot of [American] citizens were so ignored and cheated and insulted that they thought they might be in the wrong country, or even on the wrong planet, that some terrible mistake had been made” (9). Vonnegut’s motive is clear enough in this context, so the question becomes, why metafiction? Why did Vonnegut choose to imbed his argument in a story within a story? I argue that the answer is tied to Barthes’ theory about the three ways of reading (i.e., analyzing and dispelling) myth – in particular, the first. Barthes states, “If I focus on an empty signifier, I let the concept fill the form of the myth without ambiguity, and I find myself before a simple system, where the signification becomes literal again” (238). Calling attention to the signifier, the instrument of myth (in this case Kilgore’s stories), as an instrument chosen with a purpose makes it easier to see what the instrument represents (e.g., an acute dissatisfaction with democracy under capitalism); thus, the extra level of fictionality added to the metaphor makes it easier to spot the actual argument – the man behind the curtain, so to speak. Showing that Kilgore has a moral agenda draws attention to the novel’s moral agenda.
	Linda Hutcheon posits that the common occurrence of metafiction in postmodernist literature arises both from a change in how we think about reality and a widespread sense of disillusionment with fiction as a means of representation. She writes, “Fiction does not mirror reality; nor does it reproduce it. It cannot. . . .  Instead, fiction is offered as another of the discourses by which we construct our versions of reality, and both the construction and the need for it are what is foregrounded in the postmodernist novel” (40). According to this argument, Vonnegut is not only challenging the truths that art is expected to express, but asserting the flawed status of art as an expresser of truth.
	There is a third possible reason. I suspect that Vonnegut is not satisfied with representing only a government disconnected from the needs of its citizens. By showing it through the eyes of Kilgore, a writer and observer of human folly, he can also depict the dismay of someone who recognizes such faults in the world but feels helpless to fix them. Furthermore, by making Kilgore an unsuccessful writer, Vonnegut turns the screw another few degrees, choosing also to depict the loneliness of seeing truths no one else sees. The metafiction here serves the frame fiction, and in turn highlights Breakfast’s pivotal theme of the desperate need to renew America’s sense of community, of being part of a greater whole.
	The Hawaiian metanarrative pops up in the middle of an episode of Kilgore’s journey to Midland City. Kilgore has just left a pornographic theatre when “two young black prostitutes [materialize] from nowhere” (73). Vonnegut provides a flippant account of the history of slavery and emancipation in the United States, ultimately depicting the cruel irony of black people going from being highly valued as commodities to being utterly rejected as human beings, seeing only “No Trespassing” signs everywhere they go; the story then digresses to a description of Kilgore’s story about trespassing. After his story, the main narrative returns to the two prostitutes. 
	Vonnegut’s tangents, far from being “gratuitous,” as Peter S. Prescott would have us believe, are part of Breakfast’s style of bricolage. Again, Prescott’s preoccupation with plot causes him to overlook the advantages of a novel that resembles Vonnegut’s “sidewalk strewn with junk” (5). Vonnegut pieces Breakfast together from bits of advertising, history and civics lessons, and figures of speech because it is a composite of “the things other people have put into my head” (5), and the disjointed form keeps it from passing too easily into a reader’s head without serious interrogation. 
	This form does stand up to interrogation, however. Adam Kaiserman notes that Breakfast’s episodic and interruptive structure mimics television, but uses this format “for purposes of enlightenment rather than misinformation or distraction” (337). He argues that “Vonnegut aspires to free himself and his readers from the crippling delusions of advertising and the mediascape more generally” (336-7), observing that a bricolage technique is also used in children’s educational programming, notably Sesame Street. Short segments with frequent repetitions and flat language characterize both the program and the novel, and both use this format to the same end: to make important, but sometimes complicated, information plainer (335). In short, before Vonnegut throws away the junk in his head, he marks it as junk to keep anyone else from picking it up unawares. 
	Although Breakfast appears disjointed, its fragments are artfully correlated. Breakfast is made up of short segments that gesture toward each other along important thematic lines. Some of these connections mimic the human train of thought, such as the connection between “No Trespassing” signs on white farms and a story about extreme trespassing enforcement. Others reveal a relationship based on interpretation, such as the link between the following two major sections of Breakfast’s prologue. 
	As Vonnegut introduces Phoebe Hurty and describes her impoliteness and the Great Depression, he mentions her dream of “an American paradise,” and then notes that “nobody believes anymore in a new American paradise” (2). But before he moves on, he offers this sentiment: “I sure miss Phoebe Hurty” (2). His next segment is about witnessing a terminally ill man trying to cross a street, specifically “The Crossroads of America” (3, italics original). The man is unable to cross because “his brains, where the instructions to his legs originated, were being eaten alive by corkscrews. The wires which had to carry the instructions weren’t insulated anymore, or were eaten clear through” (3). In this segment, he is describing a man, standing at a crossroads with a very pointed name, who knows where he wants to go but does not have the equipment to get him there. When this segment is placed opposite the Phoebe Hurty segment on the page, it marks a clear connection between the lost Rockwell-esque American Dream and this defeated man who “certainly looked like a machine” to young Vonnegut (3). By pairing these two anecdotes in this way, Vonnegut is asserting that, while the American Dream may be noble – even affirming – it cannot be achieved with the tools Americans are given. This theme then plays out throughout the book as multiple characters fill machine-like roles under the illusion of the search for happiness. 
	Other segments connect this or other themes in similar ways, and the total effect is to link seemingly unrelated anecdotes and observations in a community of experiences that mirrors the connection the characters do not realize they share. Roy Townsend speculates, “When writers produce characters who tolerate . . . their own dehumanisation, some sort of imaginative compensation is required in the structure of the text itself – some fantasy or special stylistic feature” (99). In Breakfast, the bricolage-centred style is not only the “compensation” for reading others’ dehumanization, but the method for depicting it. 
	As important as it is to understand how to read each of Vonnegut’s techniques individually, it is equally important to understand how these techniques work together. No one deprogramming technique is assigned to a specific issue that Vonnegut addresses; each technique spans the thematic spectrum, and several segments address more than one program at a time. Consider this metanarrative, situated when Kilgore is riding to Midland City with a travelling salesman. It begins by describing a certain ad campaign that announces several statistical averages of the citizens on the planet where the campaign is running, encouraging all the planet’s citizens, “superior and inferior people alike,” to eat a certain brand of “Shazzbutter” (173). Meanwhile on Earth, “the Earthlings hadn’t just demolished West Virginia and Southeast Asia. They had demolished everything. So they were ready to go pioneering again” (175). Before setting out, the Earthlings undermine the self-esteem of the new planet by altering the statistics in their ad campaign, listing the statistical averages as being much higher than the actual. “And then the Earthling armored space ships came in and discovered the planet,” the story goes. “Only token resistance was offered here and there, because the natives felt so below average. And then the pioneering began” (175). This story covers nearly every aspect of programming with which Vonnegut takes issue: mythologized language, capitalist dogma, idealized history, and the overarching theme of emotional isolation that pervades the whole novel. It also uses every technique I have discussed: shifting word usage, metafiction, and bricolage. The key to understanding Breakfast as a systemic whole is to see how these themes and techniques interact. 
	Vonnegut weaves his deprogramming techniques together with details from his own life and a narrative voice that he presents as the author’s. This self-conscious, and even intrusive, narration draws attention again to what Hutcheon calls “the construction and the need for it,” but this time with a different demystifying – deprogramming – effect. Barthes argues that “the best weapon against myth is perhaps to mythify it in its turn, and to produce an artificial myth” (247, italics original) – in Breakfast’s case, the myth of Vonnegut the author. Vonnegut calls attention to his own myth when he signs his prologue with the pseudonym Philboyd Studge. Studge is the identity he assumes when, as he says, “I write what I am seemingly programmed to write” (4); Vonnegut uses this name to dispel the myth of the author benevolently instilling wisdom as drops of rain, and to conjure the myth of what Charles Berryman calls “a naïve character, bewildered and lost in his own novel” (162). Berryman argues that Vonnegut is laughing at himself in his depiction of Philboyd; comparing Vonnegut to Jonathan Swift, Berryman writes, “The humor comes from our recognition that Lemuel Gulliver and Philboyd Studge, despite their pretensions of superiority, are still quintessential Yahoos” (167). Rather than being a moral or philosophical authority, Philboyd Studge is an American everyman. 
	This distinction does not change his mission, however, since Breakfast’s decluttering-to-deprogram mission is “something most white Americans, and nonwhite Americans who imitate white Americans, should do” (5). And in doing so, Philboyd has a chance to experience firsthand “the spiritual climax of this book” and is “suddenly transformed by what [he has] done so far” (224). Realizing that humanity’s “awareness is all that is alive and maybe sacred in any of us” (226), he chooses to instill that awareness in Kilgore Trout, revealing Kilgore to himself as a character in a novel and telling him, “you are free, you are free” (299-301, italics original). After Studge leaves his story, he finishes the novel and bookends it with a different kind of signature – a drawing of his own face, which is Vonnegut’s. Purer than a name, which is programming in itself,[footnoteRef:4] an image of the man, the deprogrammed individual, marks the end of the novel.  [4:  Vonnegut’s name contains a greater degree of programming than most, it being also the name of his father. The spectre of Vonnegut, Sr. pops up throughout the book, even in the prologue, before Vonnegut has assumed Philboyd Studge’s identity. He is mentioned as the designer of both the building that housed the department store Phoebe Hurty worked for and the clock that overhung The Crossroads of America (2-3).] 

	Studge-Vonnegut’s character arc houses in its narrative the collection of techniques Vonnegut implements, as well as depicting the effect of the deprogramming process. Ultimately, the process allows Vonnegut to assert his individuality, but it also allows him to connect more fully with others – he can tell Kilgore, “I love you” (300), which is a sentiment he does not even express for Phoebe Hurty, who is by far the most revered figure mentioned in the whole book, and the woman to whom Vonnegut dedicates his novel. Vonnegut’s feelings for Kilgore are in fact sacred, because they motivate him to heal Kilgore, to allow Kilgore “to feel a wholeness and inner harmony such as [he has] never allowed [him] to feel before” (300). Thus, Vonnegut and Kilgore are both saved from solipsism and cultural atrophy by this intricate series of fragments. 
	Clearly aware of the hidden unity of his novel, Vonnegut compares it to a certain “plastic molecule” (232), and links this molecule to his repeated use of the word “ETC.” (234, 288, 302), drawn in enormous type across the page. By placing this word-image at the end of the body of the novel and near the end of the epilogue,[footnoteRef:5] Vonnegut fiercely resists customary closure. This resistance fits perfectly with the novel’s status as a deprogramming regimen, since Vonnegut’s decluttering is supposed to occur alongside his journey “in time back to November eleventh, nineteen hundred and twenty-two” (5), the day of his birth. This metaphor frames deprogramming as a rebirth – a beginning rather than an ending – that allows the deprogrammed individual to cultivate a “humane harmony,” the community that is ultimate route to the “paradise” whose hope is lost to Vonnegut’s America (2). The things he keeps cooperate in the same way as the novel’s devices, working together to foster a new community in his head, and allowing him to grow a community with the others he suggests perform the same exercise. This community can then, in turn, behave like the novel, combining to become more than the sum of its parts.  [5:  The final image of the novel, as mentioned previously, is of Vonnegut, shedding a tear. Whether the tear reflects his reaction to parting with Kilgore or his earlier indication that he “feel[s] lousy about” his novel (4), the image of Vonnegut’s own reaction to what he has written reminds us that, while the novel is over, the repercussions to its events have not been fully realized.] 
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