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ABSTRACT: In times of crisis, the very foundations and boundaries of humanity come under immense 

pressure, often leading to dramatic shifts and distortions. It is the violation of land and humane borders and 

boundaries that often thrusts individuals into war conflicts. Undoubtedly, the theater of war is not only deployed 

on the battlefield but is also a major theme in literary fiction. According to Viljoen (2013), boundary crossing 

involves overlooking the physical, moral, and psychological limits often triggered by war and its effects. This 

paper analyzes three seminal war novels – Kurt Vonnegut’s Slaughterhouse-Five, Joseph Heller’s Catch-22, and 

William Wharton’s A Midnight Clear – by looking at boundary crossing at times of war. It also focuses on the 

interwoven themes of normality, absurdity, and madness as the related themes. Each narrative reflects the blurred 

lines existing between the ordinary vs. extraordinary, order vs. chaos, and sanity vs. insanity. Each provides the 

opportunity to interrogate society and human experiences during war, highlighting the various techniques scholars 

have identified as boundary crossings in literature. The comparative analysis of the three novels is aimed at 

highlighting several recurring themes in them: the assessment of border and boundary crossing, its realizations in 

war literature, and its challenge to norms, as well as examining how the characters in these works contribute to the 

exemplification and problematization of normality, absurdity, and madness during the war.  

KEYWORDS: Kurt Vonnegut, Joseph Heller, William Wharton, borders, crossing, absurdity, madness, 

sanity  

 

Introduction 

The novels "Slaughterhouse-Five" by Kurt Vonnegut, Joseph Heller's "Catch-22", and "A 

Midnight Clear" by William Wharton are well known novels that have substantial contribution to war 

literature. In addition, war literature is prevalent for utilizing boundary crossing for various purposes. 

According to Viljoen (2013), boundary crossing involves overlooking the physical, moral and 

psychological limits often triggered by war and its effects. This paper analyzes the above-mentioned 

novels by looking at boundary crossing during war and stressing on normality, absurdity, and madness 

as the related themes. "Slaughterhouse-Five" by Kurt Vonnegut, Joseph Heller's "Catch-22", and "A 

Midnight Clear" by William Wharton reflect the blur lines existing between the ordinary vs. 

extraordinary, order vs. chaos, and sanity vs. insanity. It additionally provides the opportunity to 

interrogate society and human experiences in war highlighting the various techniques scholars use to 

emphasize boundary crossing in literature. 

They use character experiences and societal norms to offer advanced knowledge on how to 

employ narrative strategies in storytelling to capture the complexities of war and its effects. Far from 

providing individual experiences, assessing order vs. chaos, the ordinary vs. extraordinary, and sanity 

vs. insanity, we have included a commentary on the general essence of war when it comes to humanity. 

Therefore, the core elements of the paper comparative analysis are the recurring themes in the three 

literary works, the assessment of boundary crossing and its application in war literature and how it 

challenges norms and how the book's characters contributed to the interplay of normality, absurdity, and 

madness during the war. 

Boundary Crossing 

Literature is a broad subject and in between themes like boundary crossing stress individuals' 

experiences during conflict highlighting the challenges of war beyond the battlefield hence stressing its 

significance (Nünning, 1997). “Slaughterhouse-Five” is an example that narrates the protagonist, Billy 

Pilgrim, experiences reflecting the absurdity of war and its effects on individuals through the traveling 

concept that blurs the boundaries between the past, present, and future. On the other hand, “Catch-22” 
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greatly illuminates the bureaucracy of war, revealing the unfair rules and issues faced by soldiers trying 

to maintain the impression of normalcy in the face of irrationality. The last and most vital narrative is 

“A Midnight Clear” which skillfully scrutinizes the social relationships during conflict, stressing the 

challenging moments of truce between soldiers that test the limits between opponents and their enemies 

(Wharton, 1984). Therefore, while centering on assessing how these novels use boundary crossing as a 

narrative device to subvert prevailing beliefs and norms, the next section will simplify the severe 

outcomes of breaking boundaries and emphasize the need to do so in justification of how individuals 

react to absurdity, insanity, and breaking rules due to the stress caused by war. 

Analysis of Boundary Crossing in War Literature 

Narrative Device 

Various war literature authors use boundary crossing as a compelling narrative device to highlight 

the intricacies and paradoxes of battle experiences, hence overthrowing the traditional standards and 

misconceptions. According to Hedges (2003), war offers meaning and its literature highlights how war 

destroys its victims. Additionally, he adds that no one who is caught up in war arises unscarred, they 

often reach their moral, psychological, and physical barriers. Therefore, this storytelling system 

encourages readers to reevaluate their beliefs by upending oversimplified ideas about bravery, 

patriotism, and the morality of war. An example of how boundary crossing is employed as a narrative 

device can be seen in “Slaughterhouse-Five” where the protagonist time travels focusing on when he 

was a prisoner in Dresden during the firebombing and a soldier in World War II. Consequently, this 

reflects the trauma and disorientation of memory that war causes (Vonnegut, 1968). By adopting the 

hypothetical time travel aspect, Vonnegut combines tenses to create a consistent narrative throughout 

the novel. Similarly, in Joseph Heller's "Catch-22," the author uses the protagonist to reflect the insanity 

of war using the unreasonable rules and guidelines of the military bureaucracy. In the end, the author 

demonstrates how absurd war is and how it dehumanizes people by going beyond the bounds of reason 

and logic (Heller, 1999). 

In addition to the provided examples from"Catch-22" and “A Midnights Clear”, boundary 

crossing in war literature transcends the material into the domains of ideology and identity. An example 

is in the book “A Midnights Clear”, by William Wharton where the intelligence unit helps their rivals 

cross their emotional and social boundaries. In the analysis, Wharton examines issues of unity, 

honor/dishonor, and how conflict affects both individual and societal identity with this narrative method 

(Wharton, 1984). Hence, at large, boundary crossing in war literature is a powerful technique for 

upending prevailing narratives, illuminating the complexity of the human condition, and encouraging 

compassion and understanding. 

Sanity and Insanity, Order and Chaos, and the Mundane and the Absurd 

In the "Slaughterhouse-Five," Billy Pilgrim experiences nonlinear flashbacks of his life, as he 

gets “unstuck in time” (Vonnegut, 1968). He tries to explain his experiences to those who think he is 

crazy, so this blurring of the lines between the past, present, and future calls into question ‘the accepted 

definition of sanity’. The author also contrasts surrealist moments with the horrific realities of war to 

emphasize the madness of human aggression and the chaos of war.  

Another form of blur is how Joseph Heller's "Catch-22" examines the unclear nature of order and 

chaos boundaries, especially in its depiction of military bureaucracy and the irony of war. Yossarian, 

the protagonist, must make his way through a world where reason is perverted and laws appear to be 

written to guarantee his continued involvement in military work. As seen in Heller (1999), Yossarian 

and his fellow soldiers are caught in a vicious circle of irrationality by the Catch-22, a paradoxical 

regulation that serves as an example of this line that divides order from chaos. The humorous tone of 

the narrative emphasizes how ridiculous war is and how random the lines defining normalcy are. 

Further, “A Midnight Clear" explores the blurring of borders in a different setting, concentrating 

on a group of American troops fighting in World War II (Wharton, 1984). The lines between the 

mundane and the absurd blur as these soldiers come across some German soldiers who are looking for 

a truce, resulting in instances of unity and human connection. This blurring of lines exposes the absurdity 

of war and calls into question the morality of warfare. The ordinary features of soldiering, including the 

soldiers' longing for home and the ease of a truce, are explored in the novel in contrast to the chaos and 

bloodshed of war, highlighting how fragile human sanity is in the face of such extremes. 

Impact on Character Development and Narrative Structure 
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"Boundary crossing" significantly influences characters in war narratives. For instance, as 

readers, we see Wont’s attitude and the values he uphold conflict, especially when it comes to their 

assigned responsibilities. Wont and his group struggle with accepting their morality as well as not 

knowing who the real enemy is (Wharton, 1984). They come across a mirror when they are touring the 

chateau where they have been stationed. Every soldier starts adjusting how they look, which leads Wont 

to say, “…we’ve been seeing ourselves the way we look in these mirrors; it’s hard to accept. We look 

like the enemy” (Wharton 55). The troops see a very different picture of themselves as combatants in 

war, even though they have been commended for their bravery and devotion. This insight reflects that 

when people transcend this threshold and encounter novel situations and circumstances that put their 

values, ethics, and fortitude to the test, it frequently sparks profound character growth.   

Boundary crossing also affects narrative structure by fostering a dynamic interplay between 

various timeframes and perspectives. The narrative framework, which alternates between the past and 

the present, mirrors this metamorphosis and captures the fractured character of experience and memory 

in times of conflict (Viljoen, 2013). By emphasizing the contradiction between individual and group 

narratives, this strategy enables writers to examine the complexity of wartime experiences. The novels 

openly reflect their protagonist's path from innocence to disappointment (Heller, 1999; Vonnegut, 1968; 

Wharton, 1984). Moreover, they similarly reflect confusion led by war highlighting the psychological 

damage it has on those involved. Notably, authors can utilize boundary crossing to give their narrative 

a structure and provide ideas of what it is like to live and experience war periods by transcending both 

real and imagined boundaries. 

Comparative Analysis 

Compare /Contrast Treatment of Boundary Crossing and Thematic Elements 

Assessing Vonnegut's work in "Slaughterhouse-Five”, the author utilizes a nonlinear and unreal 

narrative technique to efficiently reflect boundary crossing from his themes. Vonnegut jumps into the 

topics of free choice, fate, and the essence of time often blurring the boundaries between fact and fiction. 

In the novel, we can witness boundary crossing between not only different periods but also different 

states of consciousness. This is evident as Billy struggles with many things including being abducted by 

aliens and going through the pain of conflict (Vonnegut, 1968) while, he finds himself "unstuck in time," 

reliving events from several periods of his life. This is an unorthodox storytelling technique being 

utilized effectively. On the other hand, Joseph Heller's "Catch-22" focuses more on the insanity of 

bureaucracy and war than it does on boundary-crossing aspects. The story recounts US Army Air Forces 

B-25 bombardier Captain John Yossarian's struggles to stay sane and meet his mandatory duty hours 

(Heller, 1999). He notes… “Insanity is contagious. This is the only sane ward in the whole hospital. 

Everybody is crazy but us. This is probably the only sane ward in the whole world, for that matter’…” 

(p.14). Furthermore, the story's structure and use of dark humor to draw attention to the absurdity of 

military and conflict are what define it. Consequently, the characters in this book frequently cross 

boundaries to get around the absurd military laws and regulations as well as the moral and ethical 

quandaries they encounter during hostilities. Lastly, when exploring Wharton's "A Midnight Clear", he 

treats border crossing and thematic themes more realistically by basing them on the experiences of a 

group of American soldiers during World War II. The idea of crossing borders is more tangible as the 

soldiers have to make their way over both mental and physical barriers—between the past and the 

present, as well as between themselves and the enemy (Wharton, 1984). In addition, the novel explores 

friendship, loyalty, and the pointlessness of war as the soldiers develop an odd connection with their 

enemies. In this narrative, the soldiers are assigned to a seemingly deserted chateau in the French Alps, 

and the story follows them as they find out that it is occupied by a group of German soldiers who are 

also fleeing for their lives. Hence, they cross boundaries both physically and socially. 

Recurring Motifs, Narrative Techniques, and Thematic Intersections 

In the three narratives, we can see the recurring motifs, narrative techniques, and thematic 

intersections. First, Vonnegut establishes a close connection between fiction and his ideas by structuring 

his book with chapters in which he talks openly about his experiences during the conflict(Vonnegut, 

1968). However, as we make this link, Vonnegut takes a backseat and lets Billy Pilgrim's story take 

emphasis. Vonnegut occasionally enters the story as a character, like in the Dresden corpse mines, the 

POW camp latrine, and the moment he calls Billy by mistake (Vonnegut, 1968). These recurring 

incidents highlight Billy's struggles to fit into human society and relate his life to a larger world. 
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Similarly in a different novel, Yossarian can continue flying combat missions in one version of 

Catch-22 because Doc Daneeka cannot ground him for insanity until he asks, and if he asks, then he 

must be sane (Heller, 1999). Catch-22 is also present in different contexts, although without a specific 

name. Because war profoundly undermines the principles of their professions and requires them to 

practice in the environment of war, both the chaplain and the doctor find themselves caught in their 

versions of Catch-22. There are several different variations of Catch-22, the overarching idea expressed 

by the elderly Italian woman in the abandoned brothel: "They have a right to do anything we can't stop 

them from doing."(p.375) Yossarian's understanding has always been supported by this depiction of 

Catch-22: it is not a true constraint. It is only a term for an illogical defense of the fundamental fact. 

Catch-22 is based on the unshakeable belief that might make right. In a way, Heller's writing style is 

similar to a Catch-22 in that the dialogue jumps around erratically and frequently ends differently than 

the author had expected. 

Discussion 

Implications of the Comparative Analysis  

After the comparative analysis, it is evident that border crossing in war literature can be assumed 

both metaphorical and literal by stressing the intricate and commonly unclear nature of borders. Among 

the implications of analyzing, the information is that have realized that borders can be flexible and 

permeable during times of war. Heller (1999), Vonnegut (1968), and Wharton (1984) have created 

protagonists that time travel, cross borders, and deal with unrealistic leadership in the war zones. 

Consequently, readers can see how vulnerable the soldiers are when they are experiencing those barriers 

that stand between them, their objectives, and survival. By assessing, the different methods the authors 

portray borders and their crossing, we have gained a better comprehension of the implications of war, 

on people and society, as well as how it reshapes and challenges the marked boundaries. 

Furthermore, our analysis has also highlighted how war literature questions the blurring of moral 

and ethical boundaries. an example from the provided narratives by Wharton (1984) is where soldiers 

are obliged to experience an encounter during the war that questions their loyalty and morals, forcing 

them to make challenging decisions that are against their accepted beliefs and ideas of what is accepted, 

what is good and what is wrong. Comparing these different narratives has offered us an opportunity to 

see how the authors present their characters and how it connects to boundary crossing illuminating the 

extremity in which war can cause and the tendency to cross lines during desperate moments. 

Insights from Examining the Characters' Responses to Absurdity /Madness in War  

Far from contrasting implications, Billy Pilgrim, the main character of Kurt Vonnegut's 

"Slaughterhouse-Five," offers experiences that perfectly capture the ridiculousness of war. Billy gets 

"unstuck in time," flashing back and forth between several points in his life, including his incarceration 

in Dresden during the Allied bombing (Vonnegut, 1968). Moreover, Billy's philosophical acceptance of 

his situation and detached manner allow Vonnegut to illustrate the dehumanizing effects of trauma 

caused by war. Many troops are caught in the whirlwind of battle and experience a sense of helplessness 

that is mirrored in Billy's incapacity to dictate his own story. Notably, Vonnegut's narrative reflects the 

absurdity of war and the act of trying to reason with its outcome. Relatedly, "Catch-22" by Joseph Heller 

also manifests the bureaucratic absurdity that permeates military institutions. Yossarian, who happens 

to be the main character, has to overcome the insanity of the Catch-22 rule, stating that any soldier 

cannot be restated from their duty unless they prove to be mad, but they have to do so by giving proof 

of sanity (Heller, 1999). Additionally, he adds "…And regulations do say you have to obey every order. 

That's the catch. Even if the colonel were disobeying a Twenty-seventh Air Force order by making you 

fly more missions, you'd still have to fly them, or you'd be guilty of disobeying an order of his. And then 

the Twenty-seventh Air Force Headquarters would jump on you." (p.68). Yossarian's attempts to 

navigate these illogical rules reflect the absurdity of the war bureaucracy and the unfairness of subjective 

regulations. Ultimately, the book delivers the disproval of institutionalized war and its dehumanizing 

consequences. Lastly, William Wharton utilizes the characters to show that accepting the absurdity of 

one's situation is frequently necessary for survival during a conflict in "A Midnight Clear". Wharton's 

representation highlights the thin line separating sanity from insanity while responding to absurd and 

insanity in a different setting—the eerie silence of the Ardennes woodland during World War II. 

According to Wharton (1984), the boundaries between the two sides blur as a troop of US soldiers come 

across an abandoned chateau that is occupied by a group of German soldiers fleeing the war. The 
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struggle is random, and even in the middle of the madness of war, human sensitivity is evident in the 

exchanges between the soldiers, which alternate between times of distrust and support.  

Social, Political, and Philosophical Implications of the Themes Explored 

From a wider perspective, we can notice the social, political, and philosophical ramifications in 

the novels (Heller, 1999; Vonnegut, 1968; Wharton, 1984). These stories highlight the terrible effect 

that war has on people—individuals, groups, and humanity at large. Kurt Vonnegut uses the idea of time 

travel to illustrate the insanity of war and to imply that humanity is caught in a never-ending cycle of 

bloodshed and devastation. Billy Pilgrim alternates between several moments in the Dresden meat 

locker as he goes through a variety of adventures, such as his YMCA swimming classes, his Lions Club 

talks, and his imprisonment on the planet Tralfamadore. There, in a city engulfed in flames from constant 

bombardment, he almost misses death by asphyxia and burning. Regardless of how individuals read 

Slaughterhouse-Five—as a semi-autobiographical moral criticism or as a work of science fiction—they 

are forced to imagine the terrible consequences of war. All other seemingly disconnected incidents in 

the story are placed in context by the crucial World War II firebombing of Dresden.  

Similar to this, Joseph Heller's "Catch-22" highlights the dehumanizing effects of institutionalized 

warfare while satirizing the bureaucratic craziness of war. The existential crises that occur at a time of 

conflict are reflected in the characters' struggles to retain their humanity and sanity in the face of 

overwhelming absurdity (Heller, 1999). Catch-22 depicts a terrifying world in which a heartless and 

threatening bureaucracy, rather than the men in Yossarian's squadron's assessment of risk, decides their 

fate. The men are forced to endanger their lives even if they are aware of the futility of their missions; 

for example, they must continue flying combat missions after the Allies have effectively won the war 

(Heller, 1999). The bureaucrats continue to act irrationally, making them resistant to rational arguments. 

For instance, Doc Daneeka declines to ground Yossarian on the grounds of insanity because Yossarian's 

request is interpreted as evidence of sanity, while Major Major only receives visits when he is not 

around. From a social perspective, William Wharton's "A Midnight Clear" provides a moving depiction 

of soldiers debating the moral intricacies of war. The book examines themes of loyalty, friendship, and 

the futility of violence, implying that moments of kindness and connection can occur even in the most 

dreadful circumstances. Wont meets with seven German soldiers, who appear more battered than his 

crew (Wharton, 1984). These older, freshly returned from the Russian front soldiers say they are not 

looking forward to taking part in the impending German attack. They want to stage their surrender as 

though they were captured in a battle, but they have decided to give up. By doing this, they hope to spare 

their families from hardship and to shield themselves from prejudice following the conflict. All of these 

instances emphasize how important it is to reflect on the themes and their social, political, and 

philosophical implications. They force readers to reflect on the moral and ethical implications of 

conflict, which makes them reassess the shared obligation to stop tragedies in the future. 

Conclusion 

Summary and Significance in Boundary Crossing In War Literature 

The paper analyzes the three war literature—"A Midnight Clear" by William Wharton, 

"Slaughterhouse-Five" by Kurt Vonnegut, and "Catch-22" by Joseph Heller by proficiently addressing 

the aspect of boundary crossing. In the first novel, Billy Pilgrim finds himself recalling events from 

different eras of his life, including his post-war years and his time as a soldier in World War II Vonnegut, 

1968 while "unstuck in time,". The author proves to have employed a non-traditional narrative structure 

that tries to connect the lines between the past, present, and future that overrides fear and confusion 

caused by war. Vonnegut therefore challenges the old-fashioned views about war and reflects the 

absurdity and chaos it causes to the society. 

On the other hand, the essay mentions "Catch-22" which highlights Captain John Yossarian who 

was a bombardier for the U.S. during World War II. he finds himself woven into a bureaucratic space 

where they have rules that fail to favor them as soldiers. For instance, He can only be barred from combat 

missions if he is declared insane, but the military views his desire to avoid the risky missions as a 

reasonable response, thus making him sane. The author, Heller, exposes the insane and absurd military 

structures that downgrade the aspect of war from a political perspective. This questions the blurriness 

of the lines dividing right and wrong during a war and the impact it has on soldiers. 

The last narrative we mention in the essay is “A Midnight Clear” which recounts the story of 

American soldiers within the French Alps during World War II who, on Christmas Eve, decide to call a 

truce with the German soldiers. The story explores the intricacies of human connections and our shared 
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humanity beyond the enemy lines and national boundaries. Wharton also confronts the issues that come 

with making the right decisions in war by reflecting on how the soldiers’ decisions blur the boundary 

between enemy and friend. This reflects that despite craving for brevity, war turns humans into 

compassionate beings despite the political and ideological barriers and the possibility of social 

connections even amid violence. 

Contributions of the Study  

Consequently, in war literature studies, boundary crossing establishes a broad knowledge of the 

details people experience during the war, which is a vital contribution to both war studies and literary 

analysis. Scholars such as Remarque (2004) believe that analyzing how individuals and society 

exchange and deal with psychological, moral, and physical barriers of war, researchers get better 

knowledge of the intricate nature of war and its impacts. For that reason, the concept of boundary 

crossing improves people’s awareness of humanity in war literature by helping readers reflect on the 

various cultural, historical, and political contexts. Likewise, this analysis reveals the manner in which 

literature changes people’s norms of the outcomes of war at an individual level and society. Hedges 

(2003) also adds that analysis of border crossing in war literature motivates scholars to dig into the 

themes of trauma, identity and the ability of humans to show compassion or destroy others. This implies 

that war can both build and destroy an individual. In the end, this knowledge not only guides our 

assessment and analysis of the various issues linked to war such as the causes, effects, and boundary 

implications, it also improves how individuals appreciate literature (Hedges, 2003).Notably, boundary 

crossing study has offered an entertaining realm where readers can view war at a different perspective. 

Avenues for Future Research and Inquiry  

War literature may help individuals comprehend the nature of the human mind under pressure by 

examining the issues of normality, absurdity, and madness in war and the lines separating sanity from 

insanity. More studies can emphasize the psychological effects of war, particularly on how the three 

provided books' approaches and narrative structures reflect the suffering and confusion the soldiers go 

through. Additionally, questioning how narrative and recollection shape readers' perception of war as 

demonstrated by the fragmented and nonlinear storytelling may offer new insights into how soldiers, are 

and their outcomes are shown in society not just by media. Therefore, these books and more studies will 

convert various conventional ideas of bravery and nationalism and offer a framework for analyzing new 

war narratives that prioritize human needs ahead of ideological ideals. 
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