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Abstract 

 Following Baudrillard’s critical insights into hyperreality and 

simulation, it has been argued that the playwright masterfully creates a 

simulated world in which the characters find themselves trapped in a 

world mediated by numerous simulations, resulting in a lack of 

authenticity in their interactions and experiences. This inquiry focuses 

on Jean Baudrillard’s theory of hyper reality, which maintains that the 

contemporary era is marked by an endless production of simulations, 

thereby creating a real without an original; a framework employed by 

Vonnegut through the inculcation of meta-fictional narrative techniques, 

which lays bare the process of alienation faced by individuals in a sign-

saturated society. In particular, the play’s portrayal of mortality and its 

investigation into identity render a hyperreal state in which fabricated 

experiences precede real-life interactions. The standard of reality is thus 

simulated, and genuine experiences become copies of ideological scripts 

that lack a true referent. Therefore, the play is not a conventional 

narrative but a Baudrillardian text that reinforces the dominance of 

simulacra, a stage where Vonnegut illuminates the modern condition 

with a critique of simulated existence.  

 

Keywords: Simulacra, Simulacrum, Hyper- reality, Fragmentation, 

Hyper-masculinity 
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Introduction 

Human beings have always relied on the false expectations society 

imposes on them to give meaning to their lives, readily accepting the 

projected images as their ultimate reality. These false expectations take 

the form of traditional norms and cultural values that individuals are 

compelled to adhere to. Nevertheless, they fail to realize that the 

constructed reality they wholly believe in becomes a catalyst in heavily 

influencing their perspectives on ideological and social ideals and 

constructs. In the end, society is governed by forces that surpass their 

understanding, leaving the masses navigating a fragmented version of 

reality, devoid of true essence. Subsequently, a symbolic prison is 

produced for individuals that limits them to only the ideals they have 

been exposed to, disabling their ability to look past the superficiality. As 

a result, human beings fail to distinguish between the true power 

structures that should otherwise have influenced their thoughts and 

interactions. This study examines the ways in which Kurt Vonnegut’s 

play, Happy Birthday, Wanda June, reflects Jean Baudrillard’s theory of 

hyper reality, a situation in which signs produce a reality that is 

simulated in nature and lacks true referents (Baudrillard 1994, 1). 

 

In an era when it has become increasingly difficult for society to discern 

the boundaries between the real and the imagined, individuals have no 

choice but to rely on meaningless cultural ideals to lend meaning to their 

identity. As a result, they attempt to find meaning in symbols or images 

that may seem original or of real value, but mainly serve to emphasize 

the societal and political agenda. Happy Birthday, Wanda June by Kurt 

Vonnegut invites a deep exploration with regard to Jean Baudrillard’s 

theories pertaining to simulation and hyper-reality. It challenges the 

fabricated ideals that have dominated the present-day society, confining 

human thought and action. Baudrillard’s notion of the hyperreal hero is 

exemplified in the fictional world of Happy Birthday, Wanda June, with 

particular regard to Harold Ryan, as he embodies only the venerated 

symbol of masculinity that is no longer relevant in contemporary society 

(Baudrillard 1994, 1-2). However, despite the hollowness that plagues 

his identity, Harold Ryan is still capable of captivating the society for 

instance his son Paul Ryan and the moderately affluent people such as 

Herb Shuttle. Within the play, significant questions are raised with 

regards to the degree in which these outdated norms are capable of 

shaping human thought and behaviour. Finding out the answers to these 

questions becomes all the more important owing to society’s growing 

fascination with artificial intelligence and other technological tools, 

which contribute to the distorting of the boundaries between the genuine 
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and imagined, paving the way for the production of a digital hyper 

reality. 

 

From the inception of humankind, man has been troubled by the notions 

of truth and mortality, both of which have been largely distorted due to 

language changes and the ever-fluctuating shifts in cultural norms. 

Modern thinkers, with the likes of Sigmund Freud as well as Jacques 

Lacan, have postulated that the minds of individuals have been shaped 

by societal paradigms that influence human thought as well as their 

experiences as a community (Freud 1961; Lacan 2006). This viewpoint 

speculates that society lives in a fabricated reality, teeming with 

constructed symbols that form the basis of its beliefs. Often, the belief 

renders them incapable of discerning fact from fiction, reality from the 

imagined. This notion has been employed in the play through various 

metafictional narrative techniques to evaluate the degree to which the 

false ideals of heroism and masculinity shape human thought and 

behaviour. Linda Hutcheon’s A Poetics of Postmodernism draws 

attention to the employment of metafictional narrative techniques 

present in postmodernist texts, which critique the notion of authenticity 

through heightened self-awareness (Hutcheon 1988, 20-21). 

 

Central to this investigation is the interplay between simulacra and 

hyper reality by Jean Baudrillard as depicted in Happy Birthday, Wanda 

June, which postulates that contemporary life remains heavily 

dominated by countless representations (Baudrillard 1994, 12-13). These 

representations significantly impact an individual’s ability to discern the 

real from the created. In particular, Vonnegut’s satirical critique of 

contemporary society pinpoints how the identities of the masses become 

simulated, finding inspiration only in the unreal representations present 

in society to give meaning to their lives. Christopher Bigsby’s Modern 

American Drama 1945-2000 posits that Vonnegut’s critique of 

ideological myths is heightened by his use of satire (Bigsby 2000). Also, 

his insights illuminate Baudrillard’s ideals pertaining to simulacra as a 

means of ideological control, enriching the investigation of the play’s 

simulated archetypes (Bigsby 2000). 

 

According to Baudrillard’s views, simulacra and simulations are copies 

which do not have any original referent, producing a representation of 

truth based merely on fabricated images (Baudrillard 1994, 6). To 

describe the state of a hyper reality, Baudrillard postulates that it is a 

condition whereby the boundary between the real and the simulated 

collapses entirely, paving the way for the creation of a reality that 
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appears to be more real than the actual reality (Baudrillard 1994, 12-13). 

Thus, the fragmentation of identity that results from the presence of 

cultural myths in the play provides a solid base for further investigation. 

The play deconstructs longstanding myths about false ideals of 

masculinity and heroism through a hyperreal theatrical experience. 

Richard Schechter’s Performance Theory critically examines the ways 

in which theatrical spaces augment simulated realities, exemplifying 

Baudrillard’s theory of hyper reality (Schechter 2003, 22-23). This 

perspective accentuates Vonnegut’s artificial stage as a space that 

further amplifies simulated narratives of the characters in the play. 

 

As per Baudrillard’s views, modern society remains trapped in 

inauthentic experiences in such a manner that ultimately results in the 

absolute breakdown of authenticity, thereby producing multiple layers of 

simulations (Baudrillard 1994, 23-25). Coined as simulacra by 

Baudrillard, these simulations create an alternate truth, devoid of any 

reality or originality. Therefore, a simulated truth is produced, which is 

perceived as more genuine than the actual experience itself (Baudrillard 

1994, 25-6). Resultantly, the distinction that differentiates the real from 

the simulated collapses entirely, rendering the masses to live in a created 

truth which is constructed by artificial symbols far from reality. This 

created truth becomes their ultimate reality, exemplified by characters 

such as Wanda June and Harold Ryan in Vonnegut’s play. Both these 

characters merely exist in a hyperreal state and have to rely solely upon 

hollow symbols of heroism and mortality to create meanings in their 

otherwise meaningless lives, therefore they remain trapped in a reality 

removed from authentic experiences. Fredric Jameson’s Postmodernism, 

Or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism displays an 

interconnectedness with Baudrillard’s hyper reality to postmodern 

disjointed non-linear narrative choices (Jameson 1991). His views cast a 

novel light upon Vonnegut’s texts as he brings attention to the sign 

driven culture present with the narratives, underscoring the research’s 

emphasis particularly on simulacra and hyper reality.  

 

This research utilizes a qualitative lens and the theoretical framework 

consists of Jean Baudrillard’s theory of hyper-reality and simulacra. In 

particular, the technique of close-reading is employed for the critical 

examination of selected passages from Vonnegut’s play Happy 

Birthday, Wanda June in the light of Baudrillard’s notions of simulacra 

and hyper-reality. Through a multi-layered examination centered in 

Baudrillard’s theory of simulacrum and hyper reality, the play’s 

character dynamics and the dialogue will be scrutinized to unearth the 
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ways in which the stage operates as a hyper real space wherein signs 

precede reality. Grounded in Baudrillard’s Simulacra and Simulation in 

which he postulates that signs “simulate a real that never existed”, the 

method employees Vonnegut’s play to investigate various simulations at 

work and how they contribute to the erasure of the real (Baudrillard 

1994, 1-3). These include Harold Ryan’s exaggerated sense of a hyper 

masculine war hero perpetuated by boasts of war kills and trophies; 

Penelope’s vacillation between archetypical feminine roles and a newly 

found sense of self; Paul’s conditioning and readiness in accepting an 

alternate identity of his father; and the trophy-clad living area brimming 

with pointless awards which contributes to the masking of reality. Also, 

Wanda June’s parodic encapsulation of the afterlife will be dissected to 

examine how the after-death experience is simulated. The technique of 

close reading applies Baudrillard’s theory of simulacrum and hyper 

reality to examine the textual elements of the play in particular the 

constructed quality of the dialogue’s exchanged between the characters 

as well as the suggestive stage symbolism which deepens the discord 

between the fact and the fiction.  

 

Simulacra, Hyper Masculinity and the Obliteration of the 

Authentic: A Baudrillardian Critique of Simulated Identities  

Baurdillard focuses particularly on simulacra and defines it as a 

condition in which copies create their ultimate reality, as a result of 

which they precede their true referents (Baudrillard 1994, 6-7). With 

regards to the contemporary era, simulacra often maintain dominance 

over not only the cultural tapestry but also the moral fabric which 

governs the modern society. Further, his investigation takes into account 

how the growing impacts of media, the unchecked influence of 

technology and consumer culture result in the production of a simulacra 

(Baudrillard 1994, 55-61). Essentially, he posits that this complicates the 

society’s understanding of truth while also making it difficult for them 

to find meaning in an otherwise meaningless society (Baudrillard 1994, 

79-81). This is particularly evident through the ways in which famous 

brands endorse an alternative lifestyle through their exaggerated 

advertisements that often lack true essence and actual connection to the 

real life (Firdaus 2024). 

 

Baurdillard draws attention to the notion of the precession of simulacra, 

a hyper real state in which simulacra precedes the reality and plays a 

significant role in influencing our perception in terms of truth 

(Baudrillard 1994). Therefore, instead of merely replicating reality, 

simulacra go a step further and regulates the actions which create the 
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ultimate reality. He explores the premise that media tools are mainly 

responsible for perpetuating hyper reality, as they lead to the production 

of a never-ending chain of simulations (Baudrillard 1994). These 

simulations are largely responsible for ultimately obscuring the actual 

truth. He also explores the concept that signs of the real have preceded 

reality itself, thereby resulting in the masses to encounter with simulated 

representations which are far from real. He also draws attention to the 

notion of virtual reality as an example, while postulating that virtual 

reality experiences are perceived to be more genuine in nature as 

compared to genuine human interactions. Moreover, Baudrillard 

theorizes that in modernist societies, commodities are considered 

valuable largely for the signs they represent while often ignoring their 

actual convenience and purpose (Baudrillard 1994). As a result, 

perpetuated symbols are consumed instead of the goods. 

 

While elaborating on the notion of hyper reality, Baudrillard employs 

Disneyland as an example; he asserts that Disneyland creates an 

alternate reality which distorts the fabricated nature of reality itself. 

Thus, it represents a constructed image of reality that lacks an original 

referent (Baudrillard 1994, 12-13). Baudrillard underscores the 

argument that owing to the production of hyper reality in modern 

society, supplemented by online media platforms, the true essence of 

authentic human experiences faces a critical blow. This is largely due to 

the overall decrease in meaningful human contact which has been 

replaced by weak chains of links via technological platforms. Although 

in the modern scenario, exchanges via social media platforms are 

considered equivalent to in person interactions, yet still, it often lacks 

the warmness and authenticity that results from meaningful exchanges. 

His examination is backed by David Lyon who further asserts due to 

excessive sharing of personal information via virtual platforms, there is 

an increase in the overall confidentiality related issues. This is often due 

to the fact that the online presence of individuals serves as a hyper real 

illusion (Lyon 1994, 80-5). 

 

This dissection in collaboration with Kurt Vonnegut’s play Happy 

Birthday, Wanda June explores the various ways in which the play 

intersects with Baudrillard’s theory of hyper-reality and simulacra while 

critically examining how the idea of reality is influenced by larger 

societal constructs. In particular, the depiction provided by Vonnegut of 

a society which is heavily influenced by false notions of reality as well 

as deceitful frameworks brings attention to the numerous ways in which 

the perspectives of modern-day individuals remain disjointed in nature. 



Aafia Firdaus & H. M. Zahid Iqbal 
       

61 

This is mostly as a result of the over-reliance on the false social notions 

perpetuated through media and the pervasive power of traditional 

notions. Parallels can be drawn from Vonnegut’s fictional world and the 

contemporary society of today, specifically with regard to the 

fragmented sense of self. This is largely due to the growing influence of 

technological advancements, which have taken over modern man’s 

thoughts since their inception. As remarked by Nobert Woodly in the 

play, “Chinese maniacs and Russian maniacs and American maniacs and 

French maniacs and British maniacs have turned this lovely, moist, 

nourishing blue-green ball into a doomsday device” (Vonnegut 1970, 

13).   

 

The play also reflects on the false glorification of irrelevant social and 

cultural ideals, which reinforce unrealistic expectations. Due to these 

false constructs, a growing sense of disillusionment prevails in the lives 

of the characters not only in Vonnegut’s fictional world of Happy 

Birthday, Wanda June, but it also reveals the existential anxiety of the 

contemporary man as well as their never-ending search for meaning. 

Within this hyper-real system, there are numerous qualifiers which 

enable the creation of a fabricated reality that exists in the contemporary 

society. The factors which are at play range from the pervasive influence 

of media as well as the traditional narratives that dictate the course of an 

individual’s life. Owing to these constructs, society is largely frozen in a 

state of confusion and unending ambiguity, hindering their ability to 

discern the fact from the fiction. Because of the constant substitution of 

one truth with another similar truth, modern individuals have to grapple 

with a chain of various illusions (Baudrillard 1994). This struggle has 

been aptly reflected in the characters of Harold Ryan as well as his wife, 

Penelope Ryan both of which are victims of differing realities. By 

presenting a world wherein media and cultural constructs perpetuate 

such delusions, Vonnegut brings to limelight how the modern world is 

trapped in endless illusions which poses a challenge to their 

understanding of the mechanisms that resultantly governs their actions 

and interactions. 

In a hyper real environment, false cultural notions project a fragmented 

sense of reality, crippling an individual’s ability to decipher what holds 

true essence (Baudrillard 1994). Vonnegut also illustrates the ways in 

which cultural philosophies and mythical symbols have the power to 

assert control over the society, preventing their autonomy and personal 

thought. This lack of competence to discern the truth from the fiction is 

often being passed down from generation to generation. In the same 

vein, language also holds significant power in terms of perpetuating 
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illusions and influencing the ways in which the societies approach the 

idea of truth. Language is employed as a catalyst by those who are in 

power to propagate their idea of reality, thus political leaders often 

project truths that favour their overall agenda (Foucault 1972, 46-49). 

 

Theatre, in a hyper real system, functions as a medium which relies 

heavily upon exaggerated forms of spectacle. In view of Baudrillard’s 

theory, the stage transforms into a space which methodically contributes 

to the degeneration of reality (Baudrillard 1994). In essence then, 

instead of aiming at showcasing reality using dramatic realism as a 

catalyst, some plays center around the fictive nature of an individual’s 

identity thereby paving way for the dismantling of meaning and 

authenticity.  The current examination offers insights into the ways in 

which the characters find themselves trapped in a world featuring a 

constructed reality, wherein the truth is substituted for inauthentic 

experiences and endless representations mediated by traditional norms. 

Through the incorporation of an experimental narrative framework and 

the intricate development of the characters, the play offers an 

investigation into how the boundaries between the reality and the 

imagined begin to breakdown. In the same vein, Vonnegut creates a 

fictitious world which is mediated by hyper-real logic particularly one 

that is largely governed by modernist society. This is predominantly 

evident in the ways through which the characters navigate their lives 

motivated fundamentally by symbols and signs instead of their intrinsic 

psychological or moral motivations.  

 

Theatre, a performative medium which is governed by the norms of 

pretense, exaggeration and unending replication ties in meticulously 

with the philosophy of simulacra (Bigsby 2000). When analyzed 

through Baudrillard’s lens, the stage transforms into a hyper real space 

wherein the authentic degenerates only to be substituted by chains of 

endless representation. Thus, some plays resultantly keep the fictive 

nature of meaning at the forefront instead of aiming at unearthing the 

verity through dramatic realism. This is particularly evident in Happy 

Birthday, Wanda June wherein the hyper real conditions are augmented 

further through a stage which fails to project the psychological depth as 

well as the moral complexities of the characters.  

 

In particular, Baudrillard’s theory posits that within a simulated 

environment the real and the authentic actively loses its essence 

(Baudrillard 1994). He elucidates that this is largely as a result of its 

replacement by an unending system of masked representations which 
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bear little to no resemblance or connection to reality. This replacement 

is systematic, bias and ideological. In this simulated atmosphere, signs 

are no longer attached to referents of the real world. Instead, they 

operate in self-reflexive loops without being anchored to a true sign or 

symbol (Baudrillard 1994). Further, Jean Baudrillard’s theory of 

simulacrum postulates that within a postmodern setting, identity finds its 

meaning through symbols and signs instead of genuine essence or 

inward philosophical ideals. Thus, identity morphs into performative 

surface, finding meaning only in signs which deviate largely from reality 

(Baudrillard 1994). In Vonnegut’s Happy Birthday, Wanda June this 

Baudrillardian structure is captured aptly wherein the characters inhabit 

identities teeming with cultural symbols, while lacking true 

individualism, demonstrating the overwhelming conquest of simulacrum 

over the genuine.  In particular, Harold Ryan represents the fabricated 

hero as the epitomes he upholds in terms of bravery, honor and courage 

stand obsolete in the modern-day society. To be exact, the ideals of war 

result in his total disillusionment with today’s world. This is owing to 

his failure to discern between the fact and the fiction. Harold Ryan’s 

self-reflection reveals how he venerates his image as himself as an 

intrepid warrior though he fails to comprehend how he is revealing the 

ways in largely influenced by the hyper-masculine archetype of a noble 

war veteran perpetuated through the society’s expectations as a whole. 

Also, through his exaggerated banter with regards to his adventures and 

feats as a war hero unearths his deep seated hyper masculine mindset 

that fail to take into account the moral impacts of his actions. His 

proclamation reveals this notion, “I am Harold Ryan, her husband.  I 

have killed perhaps two hundred men in wars of various sorts--as a 

professional soldier.  I have killed thousands of other animals as 

well…for sport” (Vonnegut 1970, 1). 

 

On the contrary, Harold Ryan’s son, Paul Ryan’s perceptions regarding 

heroism and courage are largely influenced by the heroic tales of his 

father, thus his understanding is mediated by the hyper-real versions of 

reality. Paul’s naivety results in his inability to differentiate the truth in 

between his father’s exaggerated expressions and tales pertaining to his 

acts of bravery. He remains deeply immersed in the tales of his father’s 

hyper real persona particularly as a result of the disjointed accounts 

which he comes across that are devoid of authenticity. Baudrillard’s 

theory underscores how simulations distort the actual experience, 

thereby creating a fragmented narrative. The fact that Paul strictly 

conforms to these idealized simulated truths renders him susceptible to 

the true essence of the real-world experiences.  Paul seems to be trapped 
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in a world that is constructed by illusions, and is deeply saddened by the 

way in which his father’s supposed greatness is forgotten: “I'd just sit 

here and cry about the way my father's been forgotten” (Vonnegut 1970, 

17). 

 

Therefore, he struggles to discern the separation between genuine and 

the simulated. Paul’s innocence underscores Baudrillard’s idea that the 

hyper-real substitutes for the real experiences, in return stripping them 

off any form of authenticity (Baudrillard 1994). This results in innocent 

individuals such as Paul being defenseless against the breakdown of 

meaning and reality. The extent of Paul Ryan’s naivety surfaces in his 

staunch belief with regards to his father’s glorified past which he trusts 

undoubtedly. The image which he receives from his surroundings of his 

father perpetuate a simulacrum of his father’s identity. For Paul, these 

multiple narratives serve as a strong basis for influencing his perceptions 

regarding the identity of his father, hindering his ability to differentiate 

the fact from the fiction to a great degree. Paul recalls his teacher’s 

statement, “She said you were legendary.  I wrote a theme about you, 

and she said, ‘Your father is a legendary hero out of the Golden Age of 

Heroes” (Vonnegut 1970, 61). 

 

Penelope’s character adheres to the archetype of femininity in the play 

owing to the fact that she is forced to behave as a conventional wife 

while also conforming to the martial roles that are imposed on her by the 

society. When examined through Baudrillard’s theories, her role as a 

wife thus becomes a hyper-real construct which is shaped by cultural 

norms instead of authentic feelings of affection for her husband, who 

she presumes long dead. The archetype she represents is a simulation 

owing to her imitation of a role instead of performing it with love and 

affection (Baudrillard 1994). Her interactions with her husband remains 

largely overshadowed by the hyper-real image of the traditional wife 

and so her whole identity is shaped to conform to this simulated image. 

The way in which Penelope Ryan navigates through the expectations 

imposed to her by the society uncovers a deep conformist mindset. 

Particularly, her character serves as an embodiment of the hyper real 

projection of the ‘ideal wife’ who is expected to remain confined to her 

domestic roles as a caregiver and a nurturer while also a devoted wife. 

Her remark about a particular coat which she dons on reflects her pride 

at her husband’s supposed bravery, “Seven jaguars' skins, I'm told. 

Harold shot everyone.  Shall we go?” (Vonnegut 1970, 12). 
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Wanda June, the deceased girl who was driven over by an ice-cream 

truck driver at the tender age of eight years, symbolizes Baudrillard’s 

notion of simulacrum. This is because the representation of innocence 

she presents is overly generalized and a simplified version shaped by the 

ideals of child-like purity attributed to childhood. Wanda June’s 

innocence reduces death to a mundane experience, thereby nullifying its 

actual impact, which ultimately creates a hyper-real image. Through her 

depiction of life after death, Wanda June trivializes the experience of 

death as a delightful endeavor. As a whole, the way in which Wanda 

June portrays her experience after death creates an imitation of life on 

earth, complete with silly birthday celebrations and endless games 

which results in the minimization of the authenticity of the experience, 

thereby creating a hyper-real depiction. 

 

While referring to the souls in heaven, Wanda June innocently 

contemplates on their supposed happiness at being parted from their life 

on earth. However, in this alternate afterlife, death is reduced to a 

trivialized notion and exemplifies an extension of life on earth complete 

with luxuries that suit to every whim. Wanda June’s remark in which 

she suggests that those being murdered would gladly ‘kiss you for doing 

it’ is a satirical overstatement which throws a new light at the murderer 

as someone who is offering assistance rather than someone committing a 

large-scale crime (Vonnegut 1970, 38). Thus, this sardonic reflection of 

the idea of death paves way for the depiction of death as a mere hyper 

real extension of the earthly life. Also, her dialogue seems to totally 

eradicate the sense of moral implications which should dictate the 

course of an individual’s life. This statement reflects a hyper real 

representation of life after death in which individuals would not be 

penalized for their actions. 

 

The notion of heroism as portrayed by Vonnegut in his play also 

exemplifies his satirical characterization which he employs as the 

fundamental technique of narration. His hyperbolic depiction of an 

archetypical hero stands as an example of the way in which distorted 

representations blur the boundaries between the real and the imagined. 

The portrayal of heroism is a form of simulacrum as reflected in the 

character of Harold Ryan. This is particularly true in the way through 

which he showcases an alternative reality which is an abstract idea away 

from reality. Thus, the actions performed by Harold are a simulated 

version of an abstract idea of violence. Baudrillard’s theory of simulacra 

demonstrates that in a world mediated by alternative representations, the 
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authentic form (in this case, the ‘hero’) ceases to exist (Baudrillard 

1994, 28-29). 

 

As a result, the imitations of the representations begin to circulate and 

gain dominance. Therefore, Harold’s constructed heroism is an 

imagined substitute, devoid of any authenticity or depth. This is because 

Harold possesses only the hyper-real image of war mediated by cultural 

constructs. Further, Vonnegut’s subtle critique is evident in his 

employment of dialogues teeming with irony with regards to Harold 

Ryan’s fixation on heroism. For instance, Harold Ryan ridiculously 

claims, “There has to be a threat of some sort, nobility of some sort, 

glamour of some sort, sport of some sort. These elements are lacking”. 

(Vonnegut 1970, 25). When engaging in a conversation with Woodly, 

Harold makes absurd claims while describing what the ideal way of 

facing the ultimate downfall would seem like. However, through 

Vonnegut’s incorporation of irony within the passage, Harold Ryan’s 

obsession with meaningless instances of heroism is brought to the 

limelight, which he glamourizes unnecessarily.  

 

The idea of the heaven as a distorted construct is key in the investigation 

of the play’s criticism of shifting values in the contemporary era as well 

as the shift in their moral sense. In the play Happy Birthday Wanda 

June, heaven is portrayed as a hyper-real place, wherein the borders 

between the real and the unreal become progressively vague. 

Vonnegut’s inculcation of a nonlinear plot structure aptly mirrors the 

discord within the heaven. This is evident in the way through which it 

alters the fundamental understanding concerning hereafter thereby 

enabling its transformation into a form of a comic spectacle. The non-

linear plot structure presented by Vonnegut reflects the hyper real 

representations of life and death in the play. Further, the events of the 

play shift from the past to the present and between numerous characters 

such as Wanda June’s account from the heaven and Harold Ryan’s tales 

of victory on Earth. These shifts are enabled by a fragmented narrative 

plot structure that does not follow a chronological order. Through the 

incorporation of a shifting perspective which constantly switches from 

one character to another, between life on earth as well as the afterlife, 

Vonnegut manages to reflect the disorientated sense of time which 

prevails in the hereafter and also the earthly life. Further, the erratic 

description of the paradise in presented by Vonnegut casts a new light 

on the life in the heaven which is utterly ambiguous and capricious in 

nature, suggested by Wanda June’s statements.  This has been made 

possible by Vonnegut’s incorporation of a disjointed plot, which reflects 



Aafia Firdaus & H. M. Zahid Iqbal 
       

67 

the heaven as a hyper real space on the verge of earthly existence that 

remains largely detached from time and space. Also, this depiction aptly 

mirrors the aftermath of the experience of death in which time is 

arbitrary and it becomes significantly difficult to discern the past from 

the present reality.  

 

Particularly, Wanda June’s depiction of death, as a trivial matter, 

highlights how her innocence has stripped death of its profound depth. 

Thus, her exaggerated sense of naivety and innocence transforms into a 

simulacrum. She represents the symbol of innocence, evident through 

her childlike treatment of notions pertaining to mortality and her dismay 

at her inability to now celebrate her birthday. Owing to her innocence, 

she fails to recognize the profound depth of the experience of death, 

rather she happily accepts her fate with a nonchalant air. Wanda June’s 

states, “Everybody up here is happy-- the animals and the dead soldiers 

and people who went to the electric chair and everything” (Vonnegut 

1970, 5).   

 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, rooted in Baudrillard’s principles of hyper reality and 

simulacra, Happy Birthday, Wanda June portrays characters like Harold 

Ryan, Penelope, Paul Ryan, and Wanda June as blurring the boundaries 

between fact and fiction. It is evident that authentic experiences of 

heroism and identity contrast drastically with their replicated foils. 

Evolving into a simulacrum, these archaic traditions result in the 

creation of a reality that lacks authenticity without their genuine 

referents. Baudrillard’s lens reveals the play’s use of meta-fictional 

irony and exaggerated archetypes, such as Harold’s militaristic posturing 

or Wanda June’s trivialized afterlife, as void of substance, critiquing 

society’s disconnection from truth.  

 

The inculcation of dialogues imbued with irony and satire by Vonnegut 

throughout the course of the play also demonstrates a sharp critique of 

societal expectations that repress individual thought. As a result, truth is 

largely disguised in a hyperreal society owing to the hyperbolic 

exemplifications of heroic ideals and representations of mortality. The 

play thus abounds with satirical reflections on how modern life is 

dominated by hollow signs. Consequently, Vonnegut’s work emerges as 

a profoundly philosophical text, illuminating Baudrillard’s concept of 

hyper reality to unsettle notions of the ‘real self,’ crafting a theatrical 

world of simulacra and their pervasive simulations. 
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