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Postmodernist Fiction:
Deconstructing

Narrative with Brian
McHale

Brian McHale's seminal work, *Postmodernist
Fiction*, stands as a cornerstone text for
understanding the complex and multifaceted
landscape of postmodern literature. This

article delves into McHale's contribution to
literary theory, exploring his key arguments
and their lasting impact on how we interpret

and analyze postmodern novels. We will examine
his concept of "ontological" and

"epistemological" dominance, focusing on how
these frameworks help us understand the unique

characteristics of postmodern fiction.
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McHale's Framework: Ontological
and Epistemological Dominance
McHale's central argument in *Postmodernist
Fiction* revolves around the distinction
between two dominant modes of questioning

within postmodern literature: the ontological
and the epistemological. These aren't mutually
exclusive; rather, they represent different

levels of narrative interrogation.

Epistemological Dominance: This mode focuses on
the *how* of the narrative – the methods and
processes of knowing. Postmodern novels with
epistemological dominance frequently explore

unreliable narrators, fragmented perspectives,
and multiple, conflicting accounts of reality.
The reader is challenged to piece together the

truth from a scattering of potentially
deceptive information. This resonates with the
postmodern distrust of grand narratives and
objective truth. Think of the unreliable
narration in Thomas Pynchon's *Gravity's

Rainbow*, where the reader constantly questions
the validity of the information presented. This

is a clear example of postmodern narrative
techniques at play.

Ontological Dominance: This mode shifts the
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focus to the *what* of the narrative – the
nature of being and reality itself. These

novels challenge the very fabric of reality,
playing with fictional constructs and

metafiction. They often blur the lines between
fiction and reality, questioning the very act

of storytelling. A prime example is Don
DeLillo's *White Noise*, which explores the
anxieties of contemporary existence and the

artificiality of media-saturated society, using
postmodern literary theory to unsettling

effect.

Key Features of Postmodern
Fiction According to McHale
McHale identifies several key features

characteristic of postmodern fiction, many of
which are intricately linked to his concepts of

ontological and epistemological dominance:

Metafiction: Postmodern novels often
explicitly draw attention to their own

fictional nature, breaking the fourth wall
and questioning the relationship between
the author, the text, and the reader. This

self-reflexivity is a hallmark of
postmodernism.

Intertextuality: Postmodern fiction
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frequently engages in dialogue with other
texts, incorporating allusions,

quotations, and parodies. This creates a
complex web of references and meanings,
demanding a reader with a broad literary

knowledge.
Unreliable Narration: As mentioned

earlier, the prevalence of unreliable
narrators challenges the reader's ability
to trust the narrative voice, prompting a

critical engagement with the text.
Temporal and Spatial Disruptions:
Postmodern novels often disrupt

conventional notions of time and space,
employing non-linear narratives,

fragmented timelines, and shifting
perspectives.

Irony and Parody: Irony and parody are
frequently employed to undermine

established conventions and expose the
absurdity of certain beliefs or systems.

The Lasting Influence of
McHale's Work

McHale's *Postmodernist Fiction* has had a
profound and lasting impact on literary

studies. His framework provides a valuable tool
for analyzing and understanding the
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complexities of postmodern literature. His
clear distinction between ontological and

epistemological dominance offers a systematic
approach to dissecting the intricate layers of
meaning embedded within postmodern narratives.
His work continues to be cited and debated,

shaping the ongoing conversation about
postmodernism and its enduring relevance. This
contribution to postmodern literary criticism

is undeniable.

Beyond the Binary: Nuances and
Criticisms

While McHale's framework is incredibly useful,
it's not without its limitations. Some critics

argue that the strict
ontological/epistemological dichotomy is too

rigid and fails to account for the nuances and
complexities of individual texts. Moreover,

some postmodern works may resist easy
categorization within this binary system.

Despite these criticisms, McHale's work remains
an invaluable contribution to the field,

offering a robust starting point for engaging
with the rich and diverse landscape of

postmodern fiction.
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Conclusion
Brian McHale's *Postmodernist Fiction* provides
an essential framework for understanding the
distinctive characteristics of postmodern

literature. His concepts of ontological and
epistemological dominance offer a powerful lens
through which to analyze the complex interplay
of narrative strategies, thematic concerns, and

reader engagement. While not without its
limitations, McHale's work remains a seminal
contribution to literary theory, shaping our
understanding and appreciation of postmodern
fiction for decades to come. His legacy lies

not just in providing a clear methodology, but
also in encouraging a deeper, more critical
engagement with the multifaceted nature of

narrative itself.

FAQ: Postmodernist Fiction and
Brian McHale

Q1: What is the main difference between
ontological and epistemological dominance in

postmodern fiction?

A1: Ontological dominance focuses on the nature
of reality itself, questioning the very fabric

of existence within the narrative.
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Epistemological dominance, on the other hand,
centers on the process of knowing, questioning
the reliability of information and perspectives

presented. Think of it as "what is real?"
versus "how do we know what is real?".

Q2: Can a novel exhibit both ontological and
epistemological dominance simultaneously?

A2: Absolutely. Many postmodern novels blend
both modes, creating a complex interplay

between questioning reality and questioning the
means of knowing it. The lines often blur,
making the reader actively participate in

constructing meaning.

Q3: How does McHale's framework help in
analyzing a specific postmodern novel?

A3: By applying McHale's framework, we can
identify the dominant mode of questioning in a

novel. This allows us to understand the
narrative strategies employed, the challenges

presented to the reader, and the overall
thematic concerns explored. For example,
analyzing the unreliable narration and

fragmented perspectives in a novel helps us
determine its leaning toward epistemological

dominance.

Q4: Are there any limitations to McHale's
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framework?

A4: Yes. Some critics argue that the binary
model is too simplistic, failing to capture the

full spectrum of possibilities within
postmodern fiction. Some works defy easy

classification, exhibiting features of both
modes in a way that resists categorization.

Q5: What are some examples of novels that
exemplify McHale's concepts?

A5: *Gravity's Rainbow* by Thomas Pynchon
(epistemological dominance), *White Noise* by

Don DeLillo (ontological dominance), and *House
of Leaves* by Mark Z. Danielewski (a complex

blend of both).

Q6: How does McHale's work contribute to the
broader field of literary criticism?

A6: McHale's framework provides a systematic
and rigorous approach to analyzing postmodern
fiction, offering a valuable tool for scholars
and students alike. It has influenced the way
we understand and interpret complex narrative

structures and thematic concerns within
postmodern literature.

Q7: What are some of the criticisms leveled
against McHale's work?
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A7: Critics have argued that his binary
categorization is overly rigid and does not
account for the multifaceted nature of many
postmodern texts. Some believe it is too

prescriptive and overlooks the richness and
complexity inherent in individual works.

Q8: How has McHale's *Postmodernist Fiction*
impacted the teaching of postmodern literature?

A8: McHale's book has become a standard text in
many literary theory and postmodern literature
courses. His clear and accessible framework
provides students with a solid foundation for
understanding the key features and debates

surrounding postmodernism, equipping them with
the tools to analyze and interpret a wide range

of postmodern texts independently.

Deconstructing Reality: An
Exploration of Postmodernist

Fiction by Brian McHale
Brian McHale's contribution to literary

criticism is undeniable. His seminal work,
*Postmodernist Fiction*, published in 1987,

remains a foundation text for understanding the
complexities of postmodern literature. McHale

doesn't merely enumerate examples of postmodern



Postmodernist Fiction By Brian Mchale

Postmodernist Fiction By Brian Mchale
10

novels; he provides a robust theoretical
framework for analyzing their distinctive
characteristics. This framework, centered

around the concept of "ontological" ambiguity,
offers a effective lens through which to

understand the problems posed by postmodern
texts.

The book's core argument rests on identifying
the dominant concern that a literary work
explores. While realist fiction primarily
struggles with epistemological questions –

"What is true?" – McHale posits that postmodern
fiction shifts its focus to ontological

questions – "What is real?". This seemingly
minor distinction has far-reaching implications

for how we interpret the text. McHale
illuminates this shift by analyzing a range of

strategies employed by postmodern authors,
including metafiction, unreliable narrators,

and the blurring of fiction and truth.

One of the most crucial elements of McHale's
analysis is his discussion of metafiction. He
shows how postmodern authors frequently call

regard to the constructedness of their
narratives. By disrupting the illusion of

reality, these authors compel the reader to
reflect the character of storytelling itself.

Examples like John Barth's *Lost in the



Postmodernist Fiction By Brian Mchale

Postmodernist Fiction By Brian Mchale
11

Funhouse* or Donald Barthelme's short stories
ideally illustrate this occurrence. The

narrative becomes self-aware, commenting on its
own creation, its constraints, and the very act

of reading.

McHale also highlights the role of unreliable
narrators in postmodern fiction. Unlike the
relatively trustworthy narrators of realist

novels, postmodern narrators often deceive the
reader, withholding information or presenting a
distorted outlook. This produces ontological

ambiguity, challenging the reader's ability to
construct a coherent meaning of the story.
Thomas Pynchon's sprawling and enigmatic

novels, such as *Gravity's Rainbow*, serve as a
potent illustration of this technique.

Furthermore, McHale's work illuminates how
postmodern authors obliterate the lines between

reality and fact. They often incorporate
features of history, society, and popular media
into their narratives, generating a hybrid form

that challenges easy categorization. This
method underscores the fabricated nature of

reality itself, suggesting that our
understanding of the world is mediated by

story.

The practical advantages of understanding
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McHale's framework are significant. By
employing his ontological approach, readers can

gain a greater appreciation of postmodern
literature. It permits a more insightful

interpretation of complex narratives, leading
to a more rewarding reading engagement.

Moreover, understanding the methods employed by
postmodern authors can inform one's own

creative writing.

In summary, Brian McHale's *Postmodernist
Fiction* remains a monument accomplishment in
literary theory. His focus on ontological
ambiguity provides a important tool for

understanding the questions and originality of
postmodern literature. By examining

metafiction, unreliable narrators, and the
blurring of fantasy and truth, McHale offers a
thorough and insightful account of a difficult

and important literary period.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs)

Q1: What is the difference between
epistemological and ontological questions in

literature?

A1: Epistemological questions concern knowledge
and truth ("What is true?"), while ontological
questions concern being and reality ("What is

real?"). Postmodern fiction shifts the emphasis
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from epistemological to ontological questions.

Q2: How does McHale's work aid in understanding
postmodern novels?

A2: McHale's framework provides a theoretical
lens for interpreting the unique strategies and

concerns of postmodern novels, focusing on
their questioning of reality and the nature of

narrative itself.

Q3: Are there limitations to McHale's approach?

A3: Some critics argue that McHale's focus on
ontology is too narrow and doesn't consider
other significant elements of postmodern

literature. However, his work remains highly
important and provides a useful starting place

for further study.

Q4: How can I apply McHale's ideas in my own
writing?

A4: By consciously experimenting with
techniques like metafiction, unreliable

narration, and the blurring of fiction and
reality, you can create narratives that engage

with ontological questions and challenge
readers' perceptions of reality.
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