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Abstract 

Kurt Vonnegut’s Cat’s Cradle is a postmodern novel that is widely considered 

as a work of speculative fiction. This study employs a tripartite analysis of 

the novel to trace the trajectory of speculative fiction from a mid-20th Century 

genre to a cultural field in the Contemporary period. Cat’s Cradle will be 

analysed through the lens of Heinlein, Atwood and Oziewicz to demonstrate 

how the theoretical interpretation and application of speculative fiction has 

drifted from man-technology interaction during the 1950s to ethical and 

social concerns about technological proliferation in the 21st C. The study 

observes a transition from pure structural analysis to a study of the function, 

purpose and impact of the supercategory of speculative fiction on popular 

imagination today. 

Key words: cultural field, man-technology interaction, speculative, 

supercategory. 

 

Introduction 

The 1960s was marked by a foundational shift in science fiction because of significant 

advancements in biotechnology, genetic engineering and digital technology. In light of this, writers 

started using their craftsmanship to ‘speculate’ about the human dilemma in a highly unpredictable, 

rapidly changing society. The New Wave science fiction of the 1960s posed a radical challenge to 

traditional science fiction themes by focusing on the impact of technology on human consciousness and 

identity. Writers like J G Ballard, Samuel R Delany, Ursula K Le Guin and Philip K Dick adopted a new 

experimental style of writing that focused on the “inner space” rather than the “outer space” in 

traditional science fiction. J G Ballard’s Crash is a techno-apocalyptic speculative novel that depicts a 

new social reality in which man is controlled and managed by automobile technology. John Brunner’s 

The Jagged Orbit is another bleak read that depicts a frightening future overwhelmed by widespread 

technological surveillance. The 1960s produced some of the best speculative novels like A Clockwork 

Orange, Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? and The Crystal World, all of which predicted dreary futures 

of psychological dystopias and existential crisis in the face of technology, marking a significant 

departure from the optimism that dominated the Golden Age. In the 21st Century, speculative fiction 
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has expanded its horizon by exploring themes like environmental collapse and climate change, 

corporate power and unchecked AI proliferation, media manipulation, human objectification etc. Oryx 

and Crake, The Hunger Games, The Murderbot Diaries are a few 21st C speculative novels widely acclaimed 

for their narrative structure and thematic treatment.  

Speculative fiction today is an umbrella term encompassing the genres of science fiction, fantasy 

and horror and their subgenres like cyberpunk, alternate history, apocalyptic and post-apocalyptic 

fiction. As the name suggests, speculative fiction encourages the reader to “speculate” on a reality that 

is different from the known and the familiar. The term “speculative fiction” was first coined by Robert 

A Heinlein in his 1947 essay “On the Writing of Speculative Fiction” to describe the “honest to 

goodness” (A.Singh 250) science fiction stories during the mid-20th C. Heinlein’s use of speculative 

fiction was an attempt to honour this genre’s higher purpose by differentiating it from the gadget stories 

of hard sci-fi that appeared in pulp magazines during the period. He dismisses the “ pseudo-scientific 

double talk” (A.Singh 250) in the pulp magazine market in favour of the stories of greater rigor, logic 

and plausible extrapolation to produce a human-interest story in which the characters must cope with 

the problems arising out of the new situation (A.Singh 250). Speculative fiction has been subject to many 

different interpretations over the years. While Jinqi Ling viewed it as “a generic category derivative 

from science fiction” (C. Lee 497), Gerald R. Lucas  observed that Speculative fiction “ poses a “ what -

if” question that challenges assumptions of empirical experience or reality…includes all of the 

characteristics of science fiction, but often has a broader scope, including alternate histories, magic 

realism, contemporary fantasy and so on”(W. Shaffer 840).  

Discussion 

One of the most exhaustive frameworks for the study of speculative fiction is Oziewicz’s scrutiny 

of three time-bound perspective on the genre. His paper on speculative fiction in the Oxford Research 

Encyclopaedia of Literature explores all three perspectives, spanning from the understanding of 

speculative fiction as a sub-category of science fiction to a super category, encompassing all non -

mimetic genres. According to Oziewicz, the earliest “original” and “not wholly abandoned” 

formulation of science fiction can be tracked back to Robert Heinlein. Heinlein defined speculative 

fiction as a superior form of science fiction that addresses a new world situation triggered by scientific 

and technological progress. These stories according to him embody a new situation of “just suppose” 

or “What would happen if”. The alternate world constructed around “what would happen if” scenario 

creates new problems and possibilities and reflects on how human beings cope with the newly 

introduced dilemma.  

The second approach associated with Margaret Atwood positions speculative fiction as a genre 

distinct from and opposite to science fiction. Atwood considers speculative fiction as    “ plots that 

descend from Jules Verne’s books about submarines and balloon travel and such -things that really 

could happen but just hadn’t completely happened”(Atwood, In Other Worlds 6).  She refuses to 

categorise her books under the genre of science fiction because they do not “ contain intergalactic space 

travel, no teleportation, no Martians…invent nothing we haven’t already invented or started to 

invent”(Atwood, Moving Targets 330). Science fiction, she claims includes narratives about events that 

are not likely to happen. 

The third historically located meaning of speculative fiction with which Oziewicz identifies 

himself is that of a “meta-generic fuzzy set supercategory” (Oziewicz 1). This understanding he 

observes was triggered by the meteoric rise of unrealistic narratives in the 21st century. He draws from 

Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of literature as a cultural field to surmise that today the genre is a cultural field 

in which the dominant mimetic narratives and the subversive non mimetic narratives engage in a 

struggle for power. Speculative fiction in the modern sense has emerged as a “supergenre” that 

includes all marginalised non-realistic narratives -stories of the exotic and the indigenous that have 
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long been excluded from the ambit of literature. As a “supergenre”, speculative fiction enjoys a degree 

of autonomy that allows it to function as a tool to “dismantle the traditional western cultural bias in 

favour of literature imitating reality” (Oziewicz 3). This autonomy according to Oziewicz, is reflected 

in its socio-cultural function and in its use of world building, “what -if” themes and alternate realities 

that challenge real-world assumptions and critique dominant discourses.  

One of the most powerful roles of speculative fiction according to him is to examine the concept 

of gender, justice, ethics and personal autonomy by depicting a confrontation with regulative 

frameworks of power that decide individual and group behaviour.  Oziewicz argues that the scope of 

speculative fiction has expanded overtime and that it would be limiting to define this supergenre based 

on a single framework as that of Heinlein or Atwood. He therefore calls for a set of operational modes 

for analysing speculative fiction, modes which would focus on what speculative fiction does rather 

than what it is. 

Kurt Vonnegut’s Cat’s Cradle integrates perfectly into all three perspectives on the genre. In the 

novel, Robert Heinlein’s premise of a “new situation” is created by Dr Felix Hoenikker’s invention of 

ice-nine which in turn serves as the basis for a “what if” scenario. Dr. Hoenikker, one of the fathers of 

the atom bomb is depicted as a playful individual with childlike curiosity. His messy lab, cluttered with 

cheap toys, “a paper kite…a broken spine …a toy gyroscope…a top…a bubble pipe” (Vonnegut 40) 

mirrors him as a trivial man with a brilliant mind. In his Nobel acceptance speech, he attributes his 

success to the dawdling curiosity of an eight-year-old that makes him look and learn. However, his 

“seed of doom” (Vonnegut 37) invention, the ice-nine, an ice polymer capable of freezing all water on 

earth, would lead to a near complete extinction of life on the planet. Conceived as a playful solution to 

the US Marine trouble with mud on the waterfront, this polymer would put the world under threat of 

an instantaneous, global disaster. Interestingly, the inventor who operates in an intellectual bubble 

remains blissfully negligent of the new scenario. Hoenikker views ice -nine chip as his “last batch of 

brownies” (Vonnegut 26) baked in the General Forge Laboratory. Much like a child who has a fetish for 

toys, this man of “incalculable” contributions, bottles the chip and carries it home. His careless 

indulgence with the element perturbs the reader. Angela’s disclosure that her father was trying to 

perfect his invention in the most domestic of places, his kitchen is one of the most disturbing revelations 

in the novel. While Hoenikker dies on his wicker chair on a Christmas eve under mysterious 

circumstances, he does not prepare the world for the “what if”. 

 In a state of shock, Vonnegut’s readers are forced to challenge the lack of moral and ethical 

responsibility in scientific research. To compound the trauma, the ice -nine sliver is shared and traded 

by Hoenikker kids for personal gains. Angela buys herself a husband, Newt buys love and Frank, the 

eldest trades it to the dictator of San Lorenzo for power. Frank’s deal with “Papa” Monzano followed 

by the dictator’s suicide by ice -nine becomes the tipping point for the END of the World. 

Speculative fiction according to Heinlein is a literary realm to document human interaction with 

technology (A. Singh 7). In Cat’s Cradle, the interaction between man and technology breaks down, the 

disconnect stems from the deep chasm between relentless scientific pursuit and ethical indifference. 

While Cat’s Cradle addresses the new world situation sparked by scientific progress, it is arguably more 

about Bokononism, the fictional religion on San Lorenzo that helps its population cope with the 

catastrophe. Composed of Calypsos that are both cynical and witty, its Holy text, The Books of Bokonon 

offers the relief of “being brave and kind and healthy and happy” amidst unpredictability and doubt. 

Towards the end, Jonah, the narrator, learns that almost everyone in San Lorenzo is a Bokononist.  In 

Heinlein’s terms, the social consensus on the widespread acceptance of Bokononism is the coping 

strategy adopted by the San Lorenzans to respond positively to their journey towards the END! 

Cat’s Cradle fits well into Atwood’s framework as well. The novel is primarily set on a believable 

location, the island of San Lorenzo in the Caribbean. Although not real in the geographical sense, the 
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socio-political detailing of San Lorenzo is highly plausible. The island ruled by “Papa” Monzano, serves 

as a grim reminder of postcolonial dictatorial regimes in Africa, Asia and Latin America. Jonah, the 

narrator gathers convincing details about the island from the New York Sunday Times: “Fifty miles 

long and twenty miles wide…population…four hundred and fifty thousand souls…highest point 

Mount McCabe…eleven thousand feet about sea level… capital…Bolivar” (Vonnegut 58). 

Furthermore, Dr Hoenikker, the inventor is the plausible archetype of a morally detached 

researcher who serves as a caustic parody of atomic scientists like Robert Oppenheimer, Enrico Fermi 

and many more. During one of his interviews with W… Vonnegut recounts how his stint in the public 

relations department of the GE Research Laboratory served as the basis for critical scientific and ethical 

elements in the novel. The Nobel Prize winning chemist of GE, Dr Irving Langmuir and his idea of a 

form of ice that remains stable at room temperature is stated by him to be an inspiration behind Dr 

Hoenikker and his ice nine. Vonnegut says that like Hoenikker, “Langmuir was absolutely indifferent 

to the uses that might be made of the truths that he dug out of the rock and handed out to whomever 

was around. But any truth he found was beautiful in its own right, and he didn’t give a damn who got 

it next” (Allen 233). He further claims that the cloud seeding done at the General Electric Laboratory 

was also one of the inspirations behind ice-nine. Viewed this way, we may infer that by drawing from 

real world characters and real-world inventions, Cat’s Cradle perfectly satisfies Atwood’s criteria for 

speculative fiction.   

Cat’s cradle strongly aligns with Oziewicz’s understanding of speculative fiction as a supergenre. 

It adeptly integrates the genres of science fiction and apocalyptic fiction, to create a sweeping satire on 

the human search for knowledge and truth. Vonnegut uses “thought experiments”, one of the core 

elements in science fiction to create a hypothetical situation involving a radical scientific concept, ice-

nine. The action shifts to San Lorenzo and the readers are introduced to an “alien” island of miserable 

population with missing teeth and bowed legs, an “other world” that seems absurd and grotesque with 

its fictional religion. Furthermore, Vonnegut adopts the popular science fiction trope -science in the 

hands of the military, to highlight the consequences of scientific progress without strong ethical 

foundation.  

 Central to the narrative is the character Jonah or John who in his attempt to collect data for his 

book The Day the World Ended, an account of “what important Americans had done on the day when 

the first Atom Bomb was dropped on Hiroshima, Japan” (Vonnegut 1) identifies his Karass, that 

includes three children of Dr Felix Hoenikker. During his conversation with Hoenikker kids, he learns 

a deadly secret about a terrific substance called ice-nine, a polymorph of water that causes water to 

freeze instantly and permanently. While his initial focus is the scientist himself, a journalistic 

assignment on the sugar Millionaire John Castle, a philanthropist who runs a life saver unit on San 

Lorenzo, takes him to the miserable island. In an unexpected turn of events, the island becomes a scoop 

for his book, giving him a “story” that transforms his book writing enterprise into a profound 

philosophical undertaking. “Papa” Monzano’s death by consuming a capsule of ice nine escalates his 

fears about the element, paving way for a near- death encounter with a curious and supposedly fictional 

invention that transitions into a physical world-ending reality. Monzano’s frozen body, “lips and 

nostrils and eyeballs… glazed with a blue-white frost… (Vonnegut169) serves as a revelation for Jonah. 

He fears that the lethal invention has been traded by the Hoenikker’s for personal gains, “I gathered 

that…the United States of America and the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics had it too. The United 

States had obtained it through Angela’s husband…Soviet Russia had come by it through Newt’s little 

Zinka…” (Vonnegut175).   

Jonah recognizes the exigency of holding back the dangerous corpse from freezing all the world’s 

water. He calls for help. However, the situation transitions instantly as a fighter plane crashes into the 

cliff supporting Monzano’s castle, carrying the corpse into the Caribbean. “It was a grand Ah-Whoom”, 

says Vonnegut. What follows after is rockslides of all sizes, “a lazy curtain of dust…wafting out to sea” 
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(Vonnegut 186) cracks and abyss, and a cataclysmic rush that sucks in virtually everyone on the planet. 

Unlike most apocalyptic novels, in Cat’s Cradle the cause of cataclysm is not technological failure, 

natural disaster or cosmic change, it is human negligence.       

Ice-nine is Vonnegut’s “what -if” element, his metaphor for the nuclear bomb which serves as a 

critique for the human obsession with ownership and technology’s capacity for destruction. Dr 

Hoenikker, propelled by his quest for “new knowledge” had fathered the atom bomb and the ice-nine, 

“New knowledge is the most valuable commodity on earth.” Says Breed, “The more truth we have to 

work with, the richer we become” (Vonnegut 29). Vonnegut assigns this deadly invention a thematic 

purpose by using it to satirize the Cold War arms race. The unethical pursuit of science and the 

nonchalance of the scientific community towards the moral implications of their work also come under 

close scrutiny. Dr Hoenikker who represents the scientific community is depicted as insensitive and 

unresponsive to the emotional needs of people around him. His marriage to Emily is a strategic alliance, 

the most pragmatic and logical “formula” to balancing his life. One of the best instances of Hoenikker’s 

nonchalance is the “Maramon Episode” that culminates in a fatal pelvic injury for his wife and leads to 

her death during child birth.  

“The master narrative of science “, says Brian Atterbery “has always been told in sexual terms. 

It represents knowledge, innovation and even perception as masculine, while nature , the passive object 

of exploration is described as feminine”(James and Mendlesohn 241). Oziewicz observes that 

speculative fiction today critiques this traditional marginalization of women in literature by addressing 

gender roles, sexuality and the concept of bodily autonomy. Cat’s Cradle offers a strong resistance to 

western post enlightenment androcentric discourses that have historically excluded female issues and 

failed to examine power imbalance in society. It reveals and challenges the normative understanding 

of gender by ridiculing the meaningless “male” pursuit of power at the cost of women’s individual 

autonomy and free will. Marvin Breed describes Angela as an unhappy woman whom nobody ever 

asked out, “she didn’t have any friends, and the old man never even thought to give her any money to 

go anywhere “(Vonnegut 50). Angela’s agency is severely compromised as her life choices are limited 

by the psychological trauma triggered by her mother’s death and her father’s detachment. However, 

after her father’s death, she feels empowered by the possession of ice-nine, the lethal chemical with 

which she may even destroy the world. Socially inept and desperate for validation, she trades the power 

device for a high-profile marital alliance that wins her social status but stifles her self-worth and agency. 

Rejected and unvalidated, Angela dies by suicide, playing her clarinet till the last breath.  

Mona Aamons Monzano, another prominent female character in the novel depicted as the 

embodiment of grace and beauty and widely acclaimed as the” national prize”, exercises little agency 

like Angela. Promised in marriage to Monzano’s successor, Mona is a used as a tool by the dictator to 

legitimise his power and to increase his popularity.  However, at the most critical juncture of the 

apocalypse she too makes a conscious choice to die. Unlike Angela Hoenikker, Mona, a practising 

Bokononist exercises her spiritual agency to embrace the absurdity of life. In essence, both women’s 

deaths contrast sharply with the frenzy and fear of the men washed away by the cataclysmic event, by 

accepting the end they expose the futility of all “masculine” pursuits. Vonnegut does not create “super 

women”, his women are emotional and sensitive with a deeply flawed female experience that is often 

the result of the inhuman modern world that they inhabit.  

Cat’s Cradle does not critique science but the idea of “new knowledge” in science that is isolated 

from human and ecological concerns. Vonnegut pits Bokononism, an invented religion and its parallel 

belief system of lies against random empirical scientific pursuits to expose the moral vacuum that 

occupies modern day research. Founded by an Episcopalian Negro, Lionel Boyd Johnson, Bokononism 

acknowledges that the phenomenal world is sad, for which the only remedy is the Bokonon “foma”:  

I wanted all things 
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To seem to make some sense.  

So we all could be happy, yes,  

Instead of tense. 

And I made up lies 

So that they all fit nice,  

And I made this sad world 

A Paradise. (Vonnegut 91) 

Bokononism bears striking resemblance to concepts in various Eastern philosophies because of 

its emphasis on human experience, discovery and liberation. One of the most direct parallels is that of 

Karass and Karma and Maya and Foma. Boko- maru, the Bokononist ritual of “mingling of awareness” 

(Vonnegut 112) wherein one achieves a “sole -to -sole” (Vonnegut 112) connection with others is also 

deeply reflective of the ritualistic practices in certain Eastern philosophies that help the performer attain 

a higher level of consciousness. 

The Bokononist emphasis on man and his life experience lends the religion a deep spiritual 

significance. One of the most striking lines in the novel is when Jonah questions Frank about “‘What is 

sacred to Bokononists?’” …  ‘Man’ said Frank. ‘That’s all. Just man.’” (Vonnegut 151) In being 

profoundly anthropocentric, Bokononism is distinct from all dogmatic world religions that are based 

on unquestionable authoritative “truths”. Bokonon views all such claims to absolute truth as foma, 

“Truth was the enemy of the people, because the truth was so terrible” (Vonnegut 123), he says. So he 

offers his faith of lies as a cure to those affected by non -negotiable beliefs, a relief he says even the 

Catholic Church had failed to offer. The narrator’s conversion into Bokononism comes from a 

realisation that his worldview is restrictive and rigid with little scope for love and mutual respect. 

Having lost his Christian conviction, he fumbles before Mona: 

“‘What does your religion say 

‘I-I don’t have one’… ‘Could I have your religion if I wanted it?’ 

‘Of course…’ 

‘I want it’”. (Vonnegut150) 

Bokonon is not a religious figure, he does not claim to have had a divine revelation. He is rather 

a philosophising cynical soul who chooses to address the spiritual misery of San Lorenzans with his 

“harmless untruths”. Religion and science represent diametrically opposite systems in the novel. 

However, science is minimal because the narrative does not dwell so much on the science of ice -nine 

as much as on the spiritual and social impact of the catastrophe that is unleashed by the invention. The 

true subject of speculation is the outlawed religion of Bokononism, the only source of emotional 

sustainability for the suffering population. Cat’s Cradle can be considered a quintessential work of 

speculative fiction because it perfectly challenges the human need for meaning and demonstrates the 

necessity of ethical wisdom and moral foresight to evade chaos. 

Conclusion  

In showcasing the human problem of ethical indifference and the human efforts to track down a 

coping mechanism, Cat’s Cradle falls in line with Heinlein’s conceptual basis for speculative fiction. The 

novel discusses groundbreaking discovery, but dismisses this feat with abject pessimism. Confronted 

with Gloom, Vonnegut’s men find assistance in an outlawed faith, a coping mechanism which seems 

to be relatively less damaging than Science. In accordance with Heinlein’s proposition, Cat’s cradle is 

most definitely a human-interest story, it also speculates on a probable disaster in Atwood’s terms, but 
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its primary objective, when analysed through Oziewicz lens, is a social critique. In undermining all 

major institutional structures, Cat’s Cradle leaves a lasting impression, it prompts the reader to think 

critically and to re-consider the dominant discourses of power and progress that have mislead him 

since ages.  
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