&

Journal of Literary Schools, Volume 8, Number 29, pp. 32-53

|

University of
Mazandaran

Postmodernism and the Ontology of “Kilgore Trout” in the Novels of
Kurt Vonnegut

Sarvenaz Malek! " Maryam Faghihabdollahi1!
1. Mazandaran and Babolsar, University Mazandaran, Iran

DOI: https://doi.org/10.22080/RJLS.2024.25716.1407

Abstract

One of the common techniques in postmodern fiction is the use of intertextual
characters. In this technique, the author either borrows a character from other authors’
works and incorporates it into their own story, or repeats a character they have created
across most of their works. One such character is Kurt Vonnegut’s creation, Kilgore
Trout, who appears in most of his stories. In each story, the author crafts a different life
and fate for this character. This article aims to examine the ontological function of this
intertextual character in Vonnegut’s novels based on Brian McHale’s theory of the
“dominant element.” Studies show that Trout operates simultaneously across multiple
realms. On one hand, he conveys the presence of a real character—\Vonnegut himself—
to the audience, moving back and forth between fiction and reality. On the other hand,
he transitions from one fictional world to another, even crossing the ontological
boundaries between the worlds of the living and the dead. Therefore, by simultaneously
violating several ontological boundaries, Trout serves a multifaceted ontological
function. By making his ontological status appear ambiguous to the audience, he raises
a wide range of ontological questions.

Keywords: Postmodernism, Intertextual Character, Ontology, Brian McHale, Kurt
Vonnegut, Kilgore Trout.

Introduction

World War | was a product of a society striving to civilize humanity through reason and
technology. This led writers to rethink rationalist and humanist principles, developing

stories that emphasized the fragmentation of reality and explored more abstract realms.
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In these realms, writers could challenge reality and experiment with language without
concern for direct representation. (McCaffery, 2008: 21).

Postmodern literature emerged in the United States due to numerous social and literary
factors, but scholarly focus on American postmodern literature began to diminish after
1990. Consequently, postmodernism became a global phenomenon, challenging
America’s dominance in both practice and theory (Hutcheon, 2002: 173). This
literature, characterized by deconstruction, aesthetic fragmentation, relativism,
uncertainty, and decentering, became a major focus for writers and poets worldwide.
Although postmodern literature positions itself as a reaction to modernism, it also
intensifies and adopts many modernist principles. For instance, “like modernism,
postmodern literary works critique traditional realism, yet they attempt to go beyond or
beneath modernism, offering readers multiple meanings instead of a single one”
(Jensen, 2002: 110-111).

A primary feature of postmodern literary forms is their exploration of their own
existential conditions, a characteristic which often creates humorous effects.
Postmodern works not only employ language but also investigate its processes. They
belong to a genre while simultaneously questioning it. Linda Hutcheon notes that
postmodern works use, misuse, establish, and destabilize rules. They constantly pose
questions such as: How do | create meaning? How can | provide an accurate
representation of reality? For whom and about what do I speak? (Ward, 2013: 51-52).
Research Questions and Methodology

This study employs a descriptive-analytical method based on library sources to answer
the following questions: Is Kilgore Trout an intertextual character with a postmodern
approach? According to McHale’s theory, can this character challenge the certainty of
the ontological structure of the story?

Findings and Conclusion

In realist stories, nothing should interfere with the representation of reality in the
narrative. Characters are constructed to appear realistic, enabling readers to empathize
with them. However, in postmodern fiction, elements that undermine the representation
of reality are emphasized. Thus, postmodern authors diminish realism in their narratives
by creating intertextual characters, emphasizing the artificiality of their fictional worlds.
Kilgore Trout, Vonnegut’s intertextual creation, appears in most of his novels, and his

existence is repeatedly questioned as either real or fictional. Vonnegut often enters his
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stories to remind readers that Trout is a fictional character created by him. This strategy
disrupts the illusion of realism, preventing readers from empathizing fully with Trout.
At the same time, readers harbor a persistent illusion of the unity between Trout and
Vonnegut in the background of their minds. Vonnegut uses this technique to keep
readers in a state of ambiguity regarding Trout’s fictional or real nature—a suspension
between belief and disbelief about his ontological position.

Consequently, Trout simultaneously operates across multiple realms. He creates the
illusion of a real character—\Vonnegut himself—while transitioning between fictional
worlds and reality. This movement repeatedly blurs ontological boundaries. Trout’s
ultimate ontological instability lies in crossing the boundary between the living and the
dead. By so doing, he aligns two incomparable ontological levels, highlighting and then
dissolving the boundary between them.

Trout’s fundamental characteristics remain consistent across all the novels in which he
appears, causing readers to wonder whether all the Trouts are the same. Conversely, his
contradictory and varied traits in different novels suggest they might be different
characters altogether. His death and resurrection reinforce this ambiguity. Ultimately,
the doubt cast over his ontological status deprives readers of the ability to definitively
place him within a fixed framework. Furthermore, Trout’s intertextual appearances,
with each one differing from the last, prevent readers from perceiving him as a real
character existing outside the narrative. Trout’s life ends in one story and begins anew
in another fictional world. Vonnegut disrupts the rule of Trout’s consistent presence
across locations and questions the realism of the story, preventing readers from fully
empathizing with him as a real character.

Kilgore Trout, as an intertextual character, continuously breaks the fixed ontological
frameworks of various worlds. Simultaneously operating across multiple realms and
ontological levels, he renders his ontological position perpetually unstable in readers’
minds. In this way, foundational questions about the certainty of the story’s ontological

structure arise—questions that the text deliberately avoids answering.
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