https://sanad.iau.ir/Journal/jostarnameh/Article/1196701

Analyzing the Ontological Components of Brian McHale's Theory in
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Abstract

The ideas of postmodernism can be divided into two general categories. The
first category includes theorists such as Barry Lewis, Peter Whalen, and David
Lodge, who introduce a set of stylistic features of postmodernism, including
uncertainty, paranoia, and temporal disorganization. The second category is a
prominent theory by Brian McHale, which was inspired by the concept of the
dominant element in Russian formalism to explain postmodernism. McHale
argues that postmodernism focuses on ontology, as opposed to epistemology,
which is the dominant element of modernism. Ontology examines the nature of
existence. McHale argues that understanding the world is a prerequisite for
answering ontological questions, but modern works refuse to provide definitive
answers and leave the reader in existential uncertainty. Now, this research is
looking for an answer to the question, what are the methods and components of
ontology in the novel If One Night of the Winter Nights of a Traveler by Italo
Calvino according to Brian McHale's theory and how these methods and
components according to Brian McHale's theory highlight the ontological
element of this novel. Do they play a role? This research examines the novel If
One Night of the Winter Nights of a Traveler by Italo Calvino and tries to
identify the strategies and ontological elements in this novel based on McHale's
theory. The results show that this novel is known for its complexity and
difficulty by using techniques such as polyphony, uncertainty, temporal and
spatial irregularity, and paranoia, and it portrays ontological elements well.

1 Ph.D student of Persian Language and Literature Department, Central
Tehran Branch, Islamic Azad University, Tehran, Iran. Email:
Sahar.alikahi1991@gmail.com

2 Assistant Professor of Persian Language and Literature Department,
Central Tehran Branch, Islamic Azad University, Tehran, Iran.
(Corresponding Author) Email: salamatlatifeh@yahoo.com

3. Assistant Professor of Persian Language and Literature Department,
South Tehran Branch, Islamic Azad University, Tehran, Iran. Email:
salehi.iau@gmail.com




289 / Analyzing the Ontological Components of Brian McHale's Theory in

Keywords: If a night from the winter nights of a traveler, postmodernism,
McHale, the foundations of ontology.

Extended Abstract

-Introduction

Postmodernism is a concept that has been subject to a variety of definitions and
interpretations in the humanities and arts. The term has taken on different
meanings and interpretations over time, and for this reason, it seems like a
comprehensive and universally agreed-upon definition. However, different
perspectives on postmodernism in literature can be divided into two categories.
The first group are theorists who focus on the stylistic and structural
characteristics of literary works. They provide a list of characteristics of
postmodern literature in order to analyze and examine the works related to this
period. David Lodge, Thab Hassan, and Dove Fukma are among these theorists
who have attempted to categorize the characteristics of postmodern literature.
Barry Lewis, another critic, identifies six basic elements in this context:
temporal disorganization, adaptation, disjunction, incoherent association of
ideas, paranoia, and authorial interference in the narrative. These elements form
the basis of literary criticism in postmodern works. But some theorists, such as
Brian McHale, argue that popular theories of postmodernism, led by people like
Barry Lewis and Dove Fokma, have failed to adequately explain the process of
literary transformation from modernism to postmodernism. These theories,
which include various lists of postmodernist characteristics, seem to neglect the
historical and evolutionary aspects of literature. McHale attempts to fill this gap
by using the concept of the “dominant element” in the theory of Russian
formalism. This concept, introduced by Roman Jakobson in literary criticism,
serves as a powerful tool that can help understand the hidden systems in
modern and postmodern literature. McHale believes that the dominant element
in modern literature is “epistemology,” and in postmodern literature, it is
“ontology.” Epistemology deals with the study of knowledge and cognition,
while ontology is concerned with the nature of being and existence. This
difference in dominant elements can be the key to understanding the
transformation of literature from modernism to postmodernism. In other words,
the postmodern novel is not concerned with how the world is known, but with
the nature of existence. In this article, the key components of postmodernism
from Brian McHale's perspective are examined and analyzed in the novel in
question, relying on its ontological foundations (incoherence and discontinuity,
changes in narrator and point of view, narrator's plot, polyphonic technique,
paranoia, temporal and spatial disorder, uncertainty, etc). The present study
seeks to answer the question of what are the postmodernist techniques and
components in the novel If a Winter Night Were a Traveler (according to Brian
McHale's theory) and how do these techniques and components play a role in
highlighting the ontological element of this work?

-Research methodology

This research, with a descriptive-analytical approach, examines the factors
affecting the ontological content in the novel "If a Night of Winter Traveler".
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The main goal is to identify and analyze the words and expressions that direct
the structure and content of this novel towards ontological issues. In this regard,
first, related words and phrases were collected and then classified based on
ontological principles. This classification included elements such as
incoherence, short circuit, polyphony, paranoia, temporal and spatial disorder,
uncertainty, and formal and typographic games. The characteristics of these
elements were then recorded and analyzed in a research corpus to examine their
role in the ontological richness of the novel.

-discussion and analysis

McHale considers ontological themes to be the main characteristic of
postmodern texts and believes that the rule that highlights ontological elements
in a text leads the text towards postmodern writing. Consequently, from his
point of view, whether the techniques and components present in a postmodern
text are predetermined or not, in any case, they should highlight the ontological
element of a work.

McHale considers this very important component, which draws a content
boundary between modernism and postmodernism, to be the most important
characteristic of postmodernism and the axis of other components. According
to McHale, the main characteristic of postmodern literature is the dominance of
ontological content.

"If One Winter Night You Were a Traveler" is a postmodern work that reveals
ontological secrets. The novel depicts a complex world in which the boundaries
of fantasy and reality are lost. In encountering this work, the reader becomes
involved in questions about the nature of narrated worlds, where death and life,
existence and non-existence, and the boundaries between author, narrator, and
reader are intertwined. The turmoil of the narrator's mind is a reflection of the
turmoil of his inner and outer world, and the narrative is both the cause and the
result of this turmoil. This novel takes the reader on a journey into the depths of
existential complexities and confronts him with the fundamental questions of
existence.

The novel uses many techniques of postmodern fiction to represent this
ontological confusion. The time of the novel is chaotic and disorganized, and
the language of the novel is metafictional. The names and terms are used in a
way that demonstrates the novel's artificiality and construction.

-Conclusion

In this novel, at the highest ontological level of the story is the author, who
narrates his story. The reader enters a labyrinth of imaginary and real worlds
from which it seems very difficult to escape .The audience is constantly

engaged with the fictional world and their own real world, such that in one
episode, the narrator explains to the audience about the woman in the story "If
One Winter Night You Were a Traveler" that it is because of your expectations
that the author created this character in the story to make the story more
interesting .The author's dialogue with her reader, from the very beginning of

the story to the end, breaks the boundaries between the real world and the
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fictional world, making the reader understand that she is not dealing with an
ordinary work.

The novel frequently reveals literary devices in the form of short circuits. The
author has left a trace of himself in the form of each of the characters in the ten
narratives of his novel, in the form of a first-person narrator, and has brought it
to its peak .In this novel, the reader is in search of the truth, believing that he

can discover it through words. He reads with enthusiasm, hoping to uncover the
secrets hidden in the text. But the further he goes, the more complexities he
discovers .The story gradually leads the reader to doubt the existence of a single

truth, leaving him in a world of uncertain possibilities. Words, which were
initially his guide, now become tools for questioning the nature of reality. In
this intellectual journey, the reader discovers that truth may lie beyond his
comprehension, hidden in the shadows of doubt and uncertainty.

The lack of coherence and unity in the novel, in the form of a representation of
the unpresentable, continues from the moment the publisher made an excuse for
a mistake in the finishing of Calvino's book, that is, the beginning of the first
chapter, to the end of the chapter, and the reader must continue reading in
search of the author's secrets; narratives that begin, but the author at the
beginning of each chapter announces the lack of coherence and the absence of a
fixed center and its continuation by stating sentences.

In this novel, with a relatively long gap from the first to the tenth chapter, the
existence of dozens of characters who sometimes exist and sometimes do not
exist is formed. The contradictions of the characters in this novel are
manifested by behavioral instability, multiple identities, and an unknown
relationship between the characters, and only two main characters (the male and
female reader) are present until the end of the story.

By prioritizing reading over writing and the role it gives to the reader, the
author transforms the story from a monologue to voices that are the result of a
collaborative effort between the reader, writer, translator, publisher,
international advertising agencies, and the police, and brings this voice to the
ears of all writers and readers
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