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	Bonner Program Reflection Resource:

Kurt Vonnegut’s Reflections on Poverty
Developed by Andrew Brown, Bonner Intern, for the Bonner Program


Purpose:  This reflection uses excerpts from Kurt Vonnegut’s classic novel Slaughterhouse Five to understand and contemplate the notion of the American Dream and meritocracy and to raise questions about who in society has not benefited from the distribution of wealth and opportunity.  It engages students in asking about the treatment and livelihoods of poor people within society, the struggles they face, and what can be done about poverty.
The works of Kurt Vonnegut Jr. present some astounding social commentary within his humor. Most striking and convicting was the picture he paints of the devastating social situation of the poor within America. This country stands atop the world militarily, intellectually, economically, and because of this we often overlook the places where we are weak. In fact, those who do not share in American dominance are cast aside, shunned, and disgraced. Americans leave it up to the oppressed and poor to fight for themselves and thus we have experienced the Civil Rights movement and the Women’s suffrage movement. We still have a long way to go. 

This activity focuses on the plight of the growing gap between the rich and the poor and the devastating effects it is having on our culture. America was founded as a land of opportunity. People traveled to the west to make a new life, to find riches, a land flowing with milk and honey, the ‘American Dream’. We have been built upon the myth that anyone who works hard enough will find wealth here. But have we recognized the effects that this has on the poor? This reflection engages participants in examining a quote from Kurt Vonnegutt’s classic Slaughterhouse Five:

“America is the wealthiest nation on Earth, but its people are mainly poor, and poor Americans are urged to hate themselves. To quote the American humorist Kin Hubbard, ‘It ain’t no disgrace to be poor, but it might as well be.’ It is in fact a crime for an American to be poor, even though America is a nation of poor every other nation has folk traditions of men who were poor but extremely wise and virtuous, and therefore more estimable than anyone with power and gold. No such tales are told by the American poor. They mock themselves and glorify their betters. The meanest eating or drinking establishment, owned by a man who is himself poor, is very likely to have a sign on its wall asking this cruel question: ‘if you’re so smart, why ain’t you rich?’ There will also be an American flag no larger than a child’s hand – glued to a lollipop stick and flying from the cash register…

“Americans, like human beings everywhere, believe many things that are obviously untrue. Their most destructive untruth is that it is very easy for any American to make money. They will not acknowledge how in fact hard money is to come by, and, therefore, those who have no money blame and blame and blame themselves.” 

1. Evaluate the statement, “It ain’t no disgrace to be poor, but it might as well be.” 

a. Define ‘poor’. Does it apply to money? How else might it be used?

b. Is this statement true?

2. “It is very easy for any American to make money.” Who in America would agree with this statement? Who would disagree?

3. Is it true that the common opinion of most Americans is that poor people are poor because they are lazy, uneducated and/or unmotivated?

Stanley Hauerwas, a Christian Ethicist and professor at Duke Divinity School, takes a more serious and intellectual approach to the situation of the poor in America but arrives at a similar conclusion:

“One of the ways we try to fend off anonymity is to try to become ‘successful.’ This effort is closely tied to our cultural habits of consumption. Many expensive ‘luxury’ products are advertised as markers of the buyer’s ‘arrival’ at a status of wealth, financial security, worldly achievement. You, the buyer, have worked hard, made a contribution to society, hoarded your money (‘invested wisely’), and now in retirement you ‘deserve’ to drive an expensive car. You are someone; you have arrived. You stand on the peak of success…. Because achievement is so often defined as ‘having it all,’ having less means failure. And who wants to be friends with a failure?”

1. Are Hauerwas and Vonnegut right? How are poor people characterized in America? Has our country become a place where it is disgraceful to be poor? Are poor people considered ‘failures’?

2. How did this happen? Who or what is to blame?

3. What role do the poor people play in American society? 

4. Do we as a nation believe that poor people have anything to offer?

5. Should the value of people be based upon what they can give or contribute to the society? Is this how a persons worth is calculated in America?

6. Does America empower the poor or strip them of what power they have left? Does our definition of success destroy hope and desire within the poor? 

7. Is America a nation where the ‘poor can become rich’ or where ‘the rich get richer and the poor get poorer’? Why?

In another novel, God Bless You, Mr. Rosewater, Kurt Vonnegut addresses this issue again. Here he tries to get at the root of the problem, to find out what made America the country it is today. This quote is set within a narrative about Eliot Rosewater, the heir of a multi-million dollar corporation, and his distaste for wealth and love for humanity. Throughout the novel he is criticized and considered insane for not caring about money, not wanting to be rich, not living according to American standards of ‘success’ and ‘worth’. Here, Eliot reflects upon his ancestors and the plight of the poor in America:

“Noah Rosewater and a few men like him demonstrated the folly of the Founding Fathers in one respect: those sadly recent ancestors had not made it the law of the Utopia (America) that the wealth of each citizen should be limited. This oversight was engendered by a week-kneed sympathy for those who loved expensive things, and by the feeling that the continent was so vast, and valuable and the population so thin and enterprising, that no thief, no matter how fast he stole, could more than mildly inconvenience anyone.”

1. How has the belief that the countries wealth and resources are inexhaustible contributed to the devaluing of American poor?

2. Is this statement right? Is the plight of the American poor to be blamed upon the greed of the rich?

In conclusion, another quote from Vonnegutt’s God Bless You, Mr. Rosewater:

 “No more apologies! So we’re poor! This is America! And America is one place in this sorry world where people shouldn’t have to apologize for being poor. The question in America should be, ‘Is this guy a good citizen? Is he honest? Does he pull his own weight?’”

1. What can we do to raise the dignity of poor people and offer them a valuable place in our society? 

2. Is the best way to return value and worth to poor people to eliminate poverty? If this is the case, what role do poor people play in society while they wait for deliverance from poverty? Can poverty be eliminated? What alternative ways might we reestablish pride and hope among the poor in America?

3. In a society based upon consumerism and wealth, what do the poor have to offer that other social classes do not?

4. How can we determine the worth of individuals in a way that does not devalue or bring disgrace to the poor? 
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