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Narrative and philosophy: a formal-historical approach

3. Narrative and philosophy: a formal-historical approach

We are all, I suspect, a little Victorian, Modern, and Postmodern, at once.
Ihab Hassan


So far I have been examining the philosophical potential of the narrative in formal terms, focusing on the narrative structure. This section continues to employ the formal approach to investigate realism, modernism and postmodernism, the three narrative conventions which have dominated the evolution of the novel and have been reflected in the evolution of shorter narrative fictional prosaic forms (the short story and novella). All the three occupy a prominent position in the history of the twentieth-century English novel.


The novel as a genre has produced a variety of conventions and forms. The decision to choose only realist, modernist and postmodernist (rather than e.g. the Gothic, allegorical, magic-realist or picaresque) traditions as superior categories may seem arbitrary. The main answer to this objection is the fact that it is possible to distinguish three large chapters in the history of the English novel, realism (the 18th-century and Victorian novel), modernism (the last decade of the 19th-century and the first four decades of the 20th) and postmodernism (after the Second World War), which seem to reflect major shifts in the European philosophical consciousness. In my dissertation the terms denote literary conventions – not historical periods (the distinction is vital for the two categories do not exactly overlap). Even so the history of the novel seems to authorize this classification. Neither Gothic, allegory, nor the picaresque conventions have ever dominated the novelistic world. They all carry their own philosophical implications without, however, reflecting on a large scale the evolution of the European mentality.


The remaining argument in favour of my decision to call the three major kinds of novel realist, modernist and postmodernist is the multiple insights into the novel’s philosophical potential which can be thus obtained.


All attempts to order reality are guilty of simplification. General laws, classifications and paradigms, for all the cognitive insight they might offer, of necessity falsify reality. This is also true of the models of realist, modernist and postmodernist novels I have constructed: they represent empty categories which do not do justice to the richness and originality of real novels.
3.1. Formal features of the three conventions and their philosophical implications


The realist, modernist and postmodernist conventions are discussed below in terms of their dominant raison d’être, typical combinations of formal and semi-formal (as opposed to clearly thematic, i.e. related to specific stories) features (classified in terms of narrative structure into those subordinate to the author, the narrator and characters), and implied philosophical assumptions (ordered according to the three fundamental philosophical disciplines: epistemology, ontology and ethics).


The presentation is based primarily on the research of the following critics: Ian Watt, David Lodge, George J. Becker, Stanisław Eile, Robert Humphrey, Malcolm Bradbury, Michael Bell, Leon Edel, Stephen Spender, Gabriel Josipovici, Brian McHale, Ihab Hassan, Linda Hutcheon, Patricia Waugh, Patrick O’Neill, Henryk Markiewicz and others (for full bibliographic data see the works-cited list), as well as on my reading experience.

3.1.1. Realism


In principle, realism attempts faithfully to render objectively observable reality. Watt’s interpretation of the term expresses this idea: “all uses of the term ‘realism’ which are not purely historical eventually involve an imputation of correspondence between the work of art under discussion and ‘reality’” (“Realism” 67).
 Realism intends to be mimetic.

Watt explains further that the birth of the novel and literary realism is closely related to the philosophical tradition of empirical realism represented by René Descartes, John Locke and Thomas Reid, and at the same time remains in opposition to the previous literary tradition (genres such as the epic poem, tragedy or romance) in that it values unique individual authentic experience more highly than authority or convention.


The typical formal features of the realist novel, classified according to the narrative levels, may be as follows:

– at the level of text: the implied author’s authority, self-confidence, and presence often appears tangible, while the distinction between the author and the narrator is marginalized, the narrator acting as the author’s mouthpiece;

– at the level of narration: the narrator who lacks personal features and is not engaged in the story (external narrator) is often identifiable with the (implied) author; s/he is omniscient, sometimes intrusive, and assumes the right to pass moral judgement; the tale is neatly constructed with a tight plot (consisting of exposition, denouement, climax, closed ending), and a course of events that respects the rules of causality and natural law (events depicted respect the principle of verisimilitude, i.e. nothing supernatural, fantastic, or consistently random occurs); the dominant discourse is that of plain, everyday language;

– at the level of story: plausible (life-like) and typical (rather than unique), even mediocre characters interact with each other against a panoramic social background and material setting; the subject-matter inclines towards the ordinary.


The realist convention can be translated into the following philosophical propositions:

– cognitive: human life is (at least in the long run) meaningful and intelligible (all phenomena can be explained with the use of reason and senses); objective truth exists and can be accessed;

– ontological: man is part of society, this dimension of social interactions is crucial in man’s life;
 life consists of ordinary events, its heroes are normal people, its setting everyday reality; there exists some absolute transcendent authority, God (of Christianity),
 or some absolute immanent authority, the impersonal rules of nature (as in scientism), or the impersonal rules of social life (as in Marxism);

– ethical: man’s social life involves choices of a moral character; there is a socially shared set of moral principles against which individual lives can be measured; art is concerned with the moral assessment of man’s choices.


Apart from conveying its own set of philosophical convictions, realism favours in particular one philosophical discipline: ethics. When human knowledge of reality (even if as yet imperfect and incomplete) appears limitless, and the existence of meaningful reality is taken for granted, there is hardly anything else to examine but man’s moral life. Thus Daiches, referring to the English novel of the 18th and 19th centuries, says “the characteristic theme [. . .] was the relation between gentility and morality [. . .]” (Critical History 1155).


In “Realism and the Novel” Watt adopts a broad definition of literary realism, which covers all works respecting the principle of verisimilitude in their presentation of reality, whether primarily external (in the fiction of Daniel Defoe or Henry Fielding) or internal (in the fiction of Marcel Proust, James Joyce or Virginia Woolf; esp. 68-70). In doing so, Watt rightly emphasizes the modernist alliance with reality, yet at the same time he seems to dismiss the new literary interest in unconscious areas of the human psyche and new narrative techniques, and neglect the modernist novelists’ sense of opposition to their predecessors (cf. Spender’s account of the debates between Henry James and H. G. Wells, Virginia Woolf and Arnold Bennett, D. H. Lawrence and John Galsworthy; 119-123). He seems to blur the distinction between nineteenth and twentieth-century narrative literature and disregard the critical tradition. Modernism deserves a position of its own in the history of the English novel.

3.1.2. Modernism


Modernism has its intellectual roots in the collapse of old beliefs (religious, social, scientific) at the beginning of the 20th century. It is hardly surprising that, as Schorer states, “modern fiction at its best has been peculiarly conscious of itself and of its tools” (399): any attempt to employ the old forms to express the new outlook upon life was bound – through their incompatibility – to reveal the significance of form (cf. Woolf’s words: “the form of fiction most in vogue [realism] more often misses than secures the thing we [the modern writers] seek. Whether we call it life or spirit, truth or reality, this, the essential thing, has moved off, or on, and refuses to be contained any longer in such ill-fitting vestments as we provide,” “Modern Fiction” 105). Hence the popularity of those formal means which foreground the priority of individual and subjective life experience, the freedom to experiment and the superiority of aesthetic design over external reality (social interactions included), past conventions and authorities.


The modernist novel is usually characterized by the following formal features:
– at the level of text: the author’s presence is hardly perceptible;

– at the level of narration: the narrator, often personal and internal, does not claim omniscience, or moral authority; the fallible narrator may withhold or distort important information; the story lacks clear structure, opening in medias res, having no definite ending, and with plot (causally connected incidents) replaced by pattern (aesthetic design), mythic or symbolic structures; the chronological order is weakened by flashbacks, flashforwards and an irregular pace of narration; space, as an ordering dimension of narrative, is foregrounded at the expense of time; the story is told from multiple subjective perspectives; everyday language is often combined with poetic discourse (poetic diction, figurative language, unusual syntax, symbols); various stream-of-consciousness techniques are employed to represent man’s introspective and subconscious (unconscious) life;

– at the level of story: the characters’ inner life (life experience) is of primary importance; meaningful details of life replace the former panoramic vision.


The modernist convention conveys the following philosophical ideas:

– cognitive: human cognition and verbal communication are limited, with both the external reality and the inner world of another human being remaining obscure (even one’s own life is not entirely intelligible); the sense of human life is no longer taken for granted – it may appear in man’s effort to find/create it, in the community of the human lot (expressed in mythic analogies) or in the experience of life itself; no absolute, infallible authorities exist;

– ontological: life is primarily individual and subjective inner experience (social interactions and physical reality lose their priority), the most important conflicts are inner conflicts; unable to articulate and communicate his/her personal experience, man is lonely; man is not fully rational, not fully in control of his/her life; no absolute being can be taken for granted;

– ethical: moral judgements are suspended (this seems related to the inaccessibility of the human psyche); man’s inner life is the arena of moral experience; life consists of unresolvable dilemmas and paradoxes; art’s vocation is cognitive (rather than moral), consisting in exploring human nature.


As regards the philosophical discipline essential for modernism McHale has rightly identified it as epistemological. Applying Roman Jakobson’s concept of “dominant” to Douwe Fokkema’s catalogue of modernist features – “textual indefiniteness or incompleteness, epistemological doubt, metalingual skepticism, and respect for the idiosyncrasies of the reader” (8)
 – McHale concludes that the dominant of the modernist fiction is epistemological:
modernist fiction deploys strategies which engage and foreground questions such as those [. . .]: ‘How can I interpret this world of which I am a part? And what am I in it?’ [. . .] What is there to be known?; Who knows it?; How do they know it, and with what degree of certainty?; How is knowledge transmitted from one knower to another, and with what degree of reliability?; How does the object of knowledge change as it passes from knower to knower?; What are the limits of the knowable? And so on. (9)

To conclude, out of the three main philosophical disciplines modernism is most concerned with epistemology.

3.1.3. Postmodernism


At the bottom of postmodernism lies the old modernist realization that the truth about reality escapes man; this cognitive aporia (for modernist authors a challenge) leads postmodernist authors to either playful resignation which transforms literature into game or formal experiments which disclose the fictitious nature of reality. While modernism is conscious of man’s individual, subjective consciousness acting as a filter in man’s contact with reality, postmodernism, as Hutcheon emphasizes, perceives very intensely the social, communal and political determinants of human vision.


A list of the main formal features of postmodernist convention may be compiled as follows:

– at the level of text: the author is a clearly felt presence; s/he communicates via shocking formal experiments (including typographic innovations, unusual pagination, unorthodox placement of the text, illustrations etc.), inflated paratextual components (e.g. introductions, letters to the editor, footnotes), and techniques which disrupt the illusion of reality such as confluence of narrative levels, sudden changes of convention, and the frequent introduction of self-reference (metafiction); the (unreliable) author may intentionally manipulate (provoke or mislead) the reader; the author invites intertextual readings of the text by the use of parody, pastiche and allusion; the text is often left indeterminate (the reader may choose his/her own order of chapters, his/her own ending – out of the variety offered, etc.);

– at the level of narration: the narrator often presumes to be the author (self-conscious metafictional narrator), or else accepts the role of a puppet in the author’s hands; s/he is usually highly prominent, often external and multiple, and frequently playful and untrustworthy; the narratee (sometimes identifiable with the implied reader) is often foregrounded; the telling of the tale is either aleatory (random) or governed by abstract and arbitrary rules; a clearly delineated plot is absent (space may replace time as the dominant dimension); vulgar, poetic, high and popular discourses are freely mixed; the distinction between literal and metaphorical language may be blurred, and other discourses (e.g. documents, journalism) incorporated;

– at the level of story: characters are often humanoid rather than fully human, they may be historical figures or characters borrowed from other works of fiction; agents and events defy natural laws (and the principle of verisimilitude) with those recently narrated often declared fictitious or cancelled by their new versions; the world is discontinuous, excessively rich or self-contradictory, unnaturally orderly or utterly anarchic and amorphous; the ending is either closed but forced or open yet multiple, or else circular; characters frequently become narrators (multiple Chinese-box structure); the setting is often “a zone” – a closed place governed by special rules – yet the spatial and temporal dimensions may well be discontinuous and irregular.

Additionally it should be mentioned that the autonomy and identity of the three narrative levels are in postmodernist literature often violated in various forms of metalepsis (the narrative structure is hence much less stable and orderly, yet, as McHale repeatedly argues, the violated form of the narrative comes by the same token fully into being).


The fashion in postmodernist literature is to be devoid of any message, but its lack of message is itself a message. These are the postmodernist beliefs:

– ontological: all reality (though it is social reality with which postmodernist novel is most concerned – society, gender, self, reality, truth, literature, history) is a matter of convention or construction, i.e. they are fictitious (and/or textual), established by either social consensus or individual creative act; life is an otherwise meaningless game;

– cognitive: art reveals the absurdity and nonsense of life, and destroys misconceptions.


The postmodernist dominant is ontological according to McHale. As typically postmodernist questions he quotes:
‘Which world is this? What is to be done in it? Which of my selves is to do it?’ [. . .] What is a world?; What kinds of world are there, how are they constituted, and how do they differ?; What happens when different kinds of world are placed in confrontation, or when boundaries between worlds are violated?; What is the mode of existence of a text, and what is the mode of existence of the world (or worlds) it projects?; How is a projected world structured? And so on. (10)

Postmodernist literature, exploring the status of the world, the text, and the world projected by the text, favours the philosophical discipline called metaphysics or ontology.
3.2. Comparison and contrast


Each of the three conventions employs its formal techniques and carries a corresponding set of philosophical assumptions.


Each operates on all three fundamental narrative levels (the level of characters, the level of the narrator and the level of the implied author), yet each operates on one level with the utmost awareness and skill. Each employs one level of narrative fiction in particular to convey its philosophical vision of life. Realist fiction uses the story (the world presented: characters and the narrator’s commentary), modernist fiction uses the narration, and postmodernist fiction uses the text. There are only three basic narrative levels, which means that, theoretically speaking, all the three options have by now been exhausted, i.e. the three conventions seem to represent the three basic theoretical variants (naturally, various combinations of the conventions, their modifications, and the introduction of other genres are still possible).


As regards the confidence of the writers representing the three conventions, the realist novelists, the least self-conscious, presume to reveal the truth. By contrast, modernism, in its cognitive humility, never claims to have grasped the objective and absolute truth. Postmodernism, while striving to deconstruct all popular misconceptions and illusions, may deconstruct the concept of truth itself and, opting for games and silence, it may automatically forsake such cognitive aspirations. Its main aim, according to Josipovici, is to warn the reader against the illusion that reality is what it appears to be; further than that it cannot proceed.

To conclude, this short analysis of the three literary conventions testifies to the philosophical potential of literature. Philosophical notions and theories are tested and conveyed not only by the form of narrative or the genre of the novel, but also by literary conventions.
3.3. The cognitive potential of mimetic and experimental fiction


My primary interest is in the novel’s philosophical potential, but this is closely related to the novel’s cognitive potential (i.e. the novel’s ability not only to convey information, but also to investigate). The three conventions I have discussed have all attempted to assert their cognitive supremacy. The claim of realism rests upon its effort to imitate and its respect for the principle of verisimilitude, while those of modernism and postmodernism rest upon their liberty of formal experimentation.


Watt argues that realism represents human experience in the most comprehensive and unselective way, unlimited by conventions: as if it were “a mirror of the internal and external world [. . .],” its method almost scientific (“Realism” 84). That is, Watt believes that realist fiction avoids making a priori assumptions, is in principle empirical.


However, realist fiction, as I have argued, does carry its own philosophy of life which, like any view of life, is defended by some intellectuals as corresponding to a common-sense interpretation of human life (Lodge, “The Novelist” 112-4), and by others condemned as outdated (Waugh 7), perpetuating habitual misconceptions (Josipovici, The World and The Book ix-xvii,1-24) or misleading the reader into “‘substitute living’ or ‘vicarious existence’” (Watt, “Realism” 85).
 In fact, mimesis in art does not mean copying reality. Borowiecka, who goes back to Aristotle’s concept of mimesis, argues that he never postulated passive copying of the real world (12) and neither did artistis and theoreticians of the mimetic school in subsequent ages (94). It is, in fact, impossible to imitate reality, “Every work of art, even the most orthodoxly realistic [. . .] is essentially a creative construction; its making does not consist in imitation but in the creation of a new world, the unique world of the work [. . .]” (95-6, translation mine). Contrary to declarations professed by some authors, the realist novel does not intend to produce a copy of reality: “Selecting and transforming material derived from reality, an author (also an author of an orthodoxly realistic work, against his/her imitative intentions) represents not life itself, but a certain concept of life [. . .]” (Borowiecka 178, translation mine). One should recognize in art both the element of representation (imitation) and the element of transformation (construction, creation): the real-life inspiration and its artistic interpretation. All fiction is partly mimetic and partly experimental, though in different proportions. The realist convention belongs, by and large, to the mimetic tradition (focused on external reality); modernism is partly mimetic (focused on inner experience), partly experimental; whereas post-modernism is primarily experimental, i.e. formally innovative.
 

Further, even if realism, in much greater degree than modernism, let alone postmodernism, imitates reality it does not automatically mean, as Katarzyna Rosner explains, that it is for this reason cognitively more valuable. The cognitive content of literature is conveyed by means of the analogy between the fictional world presented and some aspects of the real world, yet all elements of the fictional world – “analogous and deformed, fantastic and indefinite” (163, translation mine) – are relevant (realism in itself is no more enlightening than fantasy). What is cognitively precious in art is not so much imitation as interpretation of reality (158-167). Borowiecka likewise argues: “The ability of art to represent ideas – philosophical ideas included – consists not in art’s effort to achieve resemblance, but in its departures from it” (96, translation mine). Art of illusion, art which pretends to be reality (if it deserves the name of art) is not informative (Borowiecka 94).


Although in the 18th century realism must have appeared revolutionary, now it may seem underprivileged by its formal conservatism and lack of self-consciousness. Speaking in paradoxes, Michel Butor suggests that “Formal invention in the novel, far from being opposed to realism as shortsighted critics often assume, is the sine qua non of a greater realism” (48). The novel creating new forms reveals both “what is contingent in the form we are used to, unmasks it, releases us from it, allows us to rediscover beyond this fixed narrative everything it camouflages or passes over in silence: that fundamental narrative in which our whole life is steeped,” as well as “new things in reality, new connections [. . .]” (47).


The narrative and the novel in particular have undergone yet another (though closely related to the mimetic versus the experimental alternative) evolution with reference to its approach to epistemology. Whereas in the past the novel was treated more often as a depository of knowledge, it is now commonly taken as a mode of cognition, an area of experimentation and discussion. According to Mary McCarthy, in the nineteenth century the novelist was still held to be an authority on “medicine, religion, capital punishment, the right relation between the sexes” (ch. 2). The breakthrough took place at the turn of the century with the appearance of modernism and seems related to two processes: the collapse of past authorities, of cognitive complacence, of the ambitious concept of knowledge itself
 on the one hand; and art’s growing self-consciousness (consciousness of form), on the other hand (both phenomena are discussed, for instance, in Josipovici’s “The Lessons of Modernism,” Bell’s “Metaphysics of Modernism,” McFarlane’s “The Mind of Modernism” and Bradbury’s “Phases of Modernism”). Together with the crisis in man’s ability to define his identity in the rapidly evolving world of the twentieth century this new awareness of the novelistic form as being pregnant with meaning has brought about a change in the cognitive function of the novel. G. S. Fraser emphasizes the less dogmatic character of modern novels: “The true novel [. . .] is an exploration, not an exposition, and the true novelist arrives at his sense of life through his story [. . .]” (23). The modern novel chooses the risk of experiments; Butor’s description specifies their role: “The search for new novelistic forms with a greater power of integration thus plays a triple role in relation to our consciousness of reality: unmasking, exploration, and adaptation” (47-8). He explains: “A new state of consciousness, a new awareness of what a novel is, of its relationships to reality, of its status, corresponds to new subjects, to new forms on every level – language, style, technique, composition, structure” (49). The change corresponds to the decline of the hegemony of realism, and the birth of modernism.
3.4. The three conventions and the history of the novel and of European thought


The three narrative conventions are part of the history of the novel and of European culture. McHale has demonstrated that the difference between modernism and postmodernism consists in the dominant: epistemological and ontological, respectively. As I have argued above, realist fiction with its solid background of empirical realism, is free to investigate ethical problems; hence the novel’s evolution from realism to modernism may be said to express a shift of interest from moral to cognitive problems. Tentatively one can say then that since its creation in the 18th century the focus in the novel has tended to shift from characters to the narrator and then to the author, and that this formal evolution corresponds to the thematic shift from ethical issues through epistemological to ontological ones.


So far my approach has been in principle formal, i.e. if I have considered the message of the narrative and of the three conventions, the starting point of my analyses has always been their formal structure and shape.
 Reflecting now upon their thematic content, I would suggest that the three fundamental conventions of the most popular genre of modern Europe, could be seen as corresponding to the three worlds distinguished by Karl R. Popper (Popper, Wiedza, W poszukiwaniu 15-46, Magee 65-9). Realism would appear to be concerned with man interacting with World One: not exclusively but primarily, the realist novel is occupied with people coping with nature, including the nature of social life, often perceived in material terms. Modernism examines man’s relation with Popper’s World Two, i.e. with the realm of the mind, its inner conflicts, its struggle to know and its search for identity. Finally, postmodernism focuses on the problematic nature of World Three, the world of the constructs of the human mind which, though produced by man’s ingenuity, are partly autonomous and unpredictable in the ways they affect the other two worlds. This is not to say that the subjects of realism, modernism and postmodernism are material reality, consciousness and products of the human mind, respectively, but that each time the subject of the narrative is man in reference to a realm defined by Popper as World One, World Two or World Three.

The thesis can be partly supported with the words of Lodge, who, surveying the novel’s narrative modes in “Consciousness and the Novel,” points out that “the Victorian novelist’s aim [was] to present the individual in relation to society and social change” (49), while modernists
manifested a general tendency to centre narrative in the consciousness of its characters, and to create those characters through the representation of their subjective thoughts and feelings [. . .]. This technique implies a belief that reality inheres not in the common phenomenal world but in the perceptions of that world in individual minds. (57-8).

As regards postmodernist literature, the contemporary omnipresence of metafictional strategies which transform the act of writing into its own subject, stated with authority by Waugh – “nearly all contemporary experimental writing displays some explicitly metafictional strategies” (Metafiction 22) – corroborates my argument. Indeed, many other historians of literature, such as Daiches, Humphrey, Levenson, McHale or Hutcheon, could be quoted to support the theory of the three conventions and their thematic content. In fact, the theory has for a long time been taken for granted, so much so that it is practically a trivial statement, though one which is more often implicit than explicit.

Further, in Popper’s philosophy the three worlds have developed in the process of evolution (Wiedza, W poszukiwaniu 15-46); the history of the novel and the history of modern European consciousness (of which the novel is a part) might mirror this evolution.


Taking into consideration both their thematic content and the narrative structure (the three levels of the narrative text), it seems possible to make even finer distinctions between the three conventions and to explain their potential for the presentation of various aspects of reality, as illustrated in the chart below:
	
	Text
	Narration
	Story

	Realism
	the author’s
act of creation
	the narrator’s
consciousness
and opinions
	the characters’
interaction
with external reality

	Modernism
	the author’s
act of creation
	the narrator’s
consciousness
and

self-consciousness
	the characters’
and the narrator’s
introspection
and interaction
with external reality

	Postmodernism
	the author’s
act of creation
	the narrator’s
consciousness,
often conscious
of its creative activity
	the characters’,
and possibly also,
the narrator’s

interactions
(esp. activity with the
man-made environment),
introspection
and creative performance


(Bold marks the foregrounded narrative component, underlining indicates the narrative component of inferior emphasis, small font names the host of the narrative level).

While discussing the three conventions in terms of their formal attributes, I have argued that, while all of them operate on all three narrative levels, each employs one narrative level with the utmost skill and commitment (in realism it is the level of the characters, in modernism the level of the narrator, in postmodernism the level of the author). A corresponding regularity can now be observed with reference to their thematic content (as demonstrated in the chart). The ultimate objects of the narrative levels – the author’s act of creation, the narrator’s consciousness and the characters’ interaction with various aspects of reality – do not undergo extensive modification. The difference between realist, modernist and postmodernist narratives consists in the a shift of emphasis, which falls on the characters’ interaction with various aspects of reality, the narrator’s consciousness and the author’s act of creation, respectively.


Incidentally, the three conventions might also be said to correspond to the three basic conditions of mental health: realism is the world view of sanity, of common-sense; modernism reflects the oversensitive, self-centered, conflicted psyche of a neurotic; postmodernist vision verges on psychosis and may even adopt the position of schizophrenic disorientation, narcotic intoxication, sexual perversion, paranoiac conspiracy theory, or autistic retirement.
 The narrative object – man’s interactions with a Popperian World – might actually be correlated with the insight into a particular psychic disposition of the narrative subject.


Secondly, my analyses exemplify the hardly original thesis that the history of art reflects the gradual increase in the consciousness of art’s form and gradual decrease in philosophical confidence. The more literature (perhaps all art) becomes sensitive to how it wants to communicate its message, the less certain it is what the message should be.


In many cases postmodernism embodies a rejection of modernism’s heroic quest for truth in favour of a reckless game. Possibly this decision to persevere in spite of the hopeless recognition that truth will always remain out of one’s reach (this is what I mean by “heroic quest”) is easier to defend in the field of cognition than in metaphysics. The modernist author can at least define the limits of human cognition and exemplify the problems involved in the use of language; at most s/he can give meaning to life through his/her quest and overcome the cognitive weakness through its recognition and disclosure. Many postmodernist authors, by contrast, in an effort to destroy illusions and misconceptions, deconstruct the notion of – among other things – truth; inevitably by this token their quest comes to an end.


Thirdly, this view of the present state of narrative literature might offer a perspective on its future, though the value of such prophetic vision must not be overestimated. In a highly technical (informative) society, in which products of mass culture/industry (esp. computer games, three-dimensional films, special-effect techniques and multi-media museums/performances), available to increasing numbers of consumers, will continue to imitate real life, invade its territory, and make “real” reality appear dubious, postmodern interest in ontology will probably persist. In deconstructing the artificial world of civilization, postmodernism (unless it becomes an undiscriminating game) might at the same time reinforce the sense of the indeconstructible: the realm of nature (the biological fundament of life) and the realm of spirit (of human desire for transcendence). Realism, out-dated as it might appear today, will probably continue to examine the sphere of morality. With life consisting of moral choices and the conditions of human life continually evolving, the readers’ interest is not likely to abate, or even if it does (in proportion to the part of life being spent in an artificially generated world of digital fiction), it is not likely to disappear completely, or not before the extinction of the human race. Likewise modernism with its examination of the human psyche will continue to appeal to “narcissist” human self-absorption. By exploring the conditions of human cognition, modernism might, moreover, help control the scope of postmodernist deconstruction, as well as curb realist self-confidence and its dogmatic view of morality – critically assessing the strength of their assertions. The best novel of the future could draw on the three literary conventions; as the epigraph taken from Hassan’s “The Question of Postmodernism” suggests, they are not absolutely incompatible.



� Allegory, as Josipovici convincingly argues, the dominant fictional mode of the Middle Ages, in its very structure reflected the Christian belief in the correspondence between the natural and spiritual realms (The World and the Book 25-51); but these were pre-novelistic times.


� Cf. Josipovici: “The prime allegiance of this form [the traditional novel] is to verisimilitude: the author enters into a silent agreement with his reader to create a world which will give the illusion of being ‘real life’” (“Lessons” 111).


� To support his theory, Watt explains that, opposing the previous literary tradition, the novel has to meet few formal requirements (and can thus concentrate on the experience of life, its primary subject); it is written and read in privacy; it also introduces original plots, particular and lifelike details of spatio-temporal setting, language which approximates the spoken register, and plausible names of characters.


� Some theorists of realism (Becker is a case in point) insist that in the realist novel the author should be effaced, “facts should speak for themselves,” the design should be minimized in favour of the “slice-of-life” approach, characters should be shown from without (in terms of their objectively observable behaviour) and so forth. I would call this “radical realism.” Most writers commonly labelled “realist” do not go to such great lengths in an attempt to imitate real life. Becker also names the philosophy conveyed by this “radical realism” – it is “pessimistic materialistic determinism,” which means that “the universe is observably subject to physical causality [. . .]” to the exclusion of divinity, human spirituality, life’s meaningfulness, man’s ability to rationally control his/her life (34-6).


� Yet the relation between man and society in the realistic novel is viewed as problematic. In the chapter “Private Experience and the Novel” Watt speaks of “the transition from the objective, social, and public orientation of the classical world to the subjective, individualist, and private orientation of the life and literature of the last two hundred years” (182). He argues that, partly because of the process of urbanization, in the novel “the individual is immersed in private and personal relationships because a larger communion with nature or society is no longer available [. . .]” (The Rise of the Novel 192). The public, social, communal meaning of human life is no longer obvious.


� Olson claims that omniscient narration in particular invites analogies between the author as well as the narrator and God (11-36).


	On the other hand, Watt, discussing Robinson Crusoe, argues that the rise of the novel is related to the secular view of reality (which does not allocate much space to either the Church or God), and that this is reflected in the realist convention, which “tends to exclude whatever is not vouched for by the senses: the jury [and by analogy the realistic novel’s reader] does not normally allow divine intervention as an explanation of human actions.” A realist novel may be religious but “the realm of the spirit should be presented only through the subjective experiences of the characters.” Paraphrasing Georg Lukács, Watt says that the world of the realist novel is “forsaken by God” (The Rise of the Novel 87; see also Becker 34).


	This seems a mistaken view: a world in which God is accessible not only through the subjective experience of a character, but also through higher narrative agents is typical of realism. The author may embody his/her religious experience in the narrative structure and in the figure of the narrator (Watt overlooks this possibility). The fact that God (or any spiritual being) is not introduced explicitly into the world presented need not be interpreted as God’s absence, it may express God’s hidden presence – a belief which in the real world is the quintessence of faith.


� The realist philosophy of life is at present often denounced as outdated. A good case in point is Eco’s interpretation of realism: referred to as traditional narrative form, exemplified with the detective story, and identifiable with order, causality, continuity, intelligibility, moral certainty. Man’s situation in the modern world needs different narrative techniques, expressive of discontinuity, fragmentation, irrationality and indefiniteness (“Sposób kształtowania” 282-290).


	Yet realism is still highly popular, its vision of life corresponding to the common-sense experience of man, as argued by Lodge:


most of us continue to live most of our lives on the assumption that the reality which realism imitates actually exists. History may be, in a philosophical sense, a fiction, but it does not feel like that when we miss a train or somebody starts a war. We are conscious of ourselves as unique, historic individuals, living together in societies by virtue of certain common assumptions and methods of communication; we are conscious that our sense of identity, of happiness and unhappiness, is defined by small things as well as large; we seek to adjust our lives, individually and communally, to some order or system of values which, however, we know is always at the mercy of chance and contingency. It is this sense of reality which realism imitates; and it seems likely that the latter will survive as long as the former (“The Novelist” 114).


� Although the main aim of Humphrey’s work is to describe the narrative techniques of the stream-of-consciousness novel, he also presents the (existentialist) image of man that is expressed therein. The image is of a man whose psyche is the proper battlefield, who is torn between contradictory impulses and whose triumph consists in challenging his/her own neurosis:


when personality is examined as closely and candidly as it has been in the twentieth-century novel – in and out of stream of consciousness – it appears as an individual and not as a “norm.” And if we have not been convinced in this century that everyone is abnormal, that the so-called neurotic condition is the general condition, we have learned nothing essential about ourselves at all. The stream-of-consciousness novel has given us empirical evidence for this truth. [. . .] We have learned from the explorers of man’s psyche that the individual attempts, and sometimes achieves, a transcendency of what Balzac depicted as the condition humaine. The empirical world produces the neurotic personality; but that personality is able to yearn for contact with what is stable, for knowledge of the center of meaning. (118-9, see also 1-22)


� The last expression does not satisfy McHale and he replaces it with his own description of the modernist text which


deeply implicates its reader in its own preoccupations, “transferring” to him or her (almost in the psychoanalysts’ sense) the same problems of reconstructing a coherent story from a radically indefinite and doubtful text that beset its own characters. (9)


� The first two questions McHale quotes after Dick Higgins.


� Josipovici argues that the (post)modernist writer initially invites the reader to take the fictional reality for granted so as to expose the reader’s naive complacency about his/her habitual view of life when the fictional illusion collapses. Or the writer might invent arbitrary rules in order to reveal the arbitrary character of all order (or opt for a game to encourage people to enjoy life; “Lessons,” The World and the Book ix-xvii, 1-24, 298-311). Josipovici’s use of the term “modernism” for the literature he discusses might be problematic. In my opinion, even if the beginnings of the new literary fashion can be traced back to the years 1880-1920, the proper name is “postmodernism” and the epoch could be placed after 1945.


	There are other theories of postmodern literature. Hutcheon, for examples, argues that postmodernism challenges both modernist formalism (Hutcheon’s interpretation of modernism is very narrow) and liberal humanism (with its rationalism, humanism, principles of meaning, identity, value, transcendence, authority and the like). In the place of formalism it offers contextualization – a deep recognition of the contribution of political and social context to art – while it values the other, the marginal, the hybrid. However, postmodernism is better viewed as subversive of everything, and conscious of its own (illogical under the circumstances) commitment. Hutcheon’s theory, being based on the history of architecture and historiographic metafiction, might not cover the whole phenomenon.


� The first three questions are formulated by Dick Higgins.


� The narratives of various conventions differ from each other, above all, in the degree in which they activate narrative levels, though the means at the disposal of the narrative agents and the narrative structure may also slightly vary (admittedly, unreliable implied author is typical of postmodernism, the narrator personally involved in the tale, thus making existential decisions, is rare in realism), but these differences can be dealt with within one diagram – there is no need to introduce separate variants for realism, modernism and postmodernism.


� In his book The Rise of the Novel Watt modifies his position and admits that


Formal realism is, of course [. . .] only a convention; and there is no reason why the report on human life which is presented by it should be in fact any truer than those presented through the very different conventions of other literary genres. (33)


� Watt identifies the cause of this phenomenon as the novel’s “methodological realism” (“Realism” 85). Cf. also Bakhtin who claims that the novel, unlike other genres, encourages its reader to closely identify with the character (“Epos i powieść” 572).


� Even so, postmodernism is also to an extent mimetic (representational) as recognized by its theoreticians, such as McHale:


postmodernist fiction turns out to be mimetic after all, but this imitation of reality is accomplished not so much at the level of its content, which is often manifestly un- or anti-realistic, as at the level of form [. . .] what postmodernist fiction imitates [. . .] is the pluralistic and anarchistic ontological landscape of advanced industrial cultures [. . .]. (38)


Eco also retains the notion of representation in his discussion of  modern art, and regards the drastic changes in techniques as consequent upon the transformation of reality which, he implies, has come to resemble the frantic condition of the stock exchange (“Sposób kształtowania” 271-293). Even Hutcheon, who argues that  postmodernist literature problematizes extratextual reference, indicating that reality is available only through the mediation of discourse (40,52-3,141-157,229-230), admits that “Postmodern novels problematize narrative representation, even as they invoke it” (40). Josipovici’s formulation is more extreme: he argues that “the modern novel” (the discussion and examples seem to indicate that he is speaking above all of postmodernist metafictional literature) does not so much represent reality as the reader’s habitual misperception of reality with a view to exposing its inadequacy (The World and the Book 298-311). His approach might well be called anti-representational.


� The older concept of knowledge, where man was theoretically able to comprehend reality as it is, was replaced with a new twentieth-century version in which all we can hope for are hypotheses, as described by C. S. Lewis:


The nineteenth century still held the belief that by inferences from our sense-experience (improved by instruments) we could “know” the ultimate physical reality more or less as, by maps, pictures, and travelbooks, a man can “know” a country he has not visited; and that in both cases the “truth” would be a sort of mental replica of the thing itself. Philosophers might have disquieting comments to make on this conception; but scientists and plain men did not much attend to them. (216)


and “Part of what we know is that we cannot, in the old sense, ‘know what the universe is like’ [. . .]” (218; see also footnote 11 of the present dissertation).


	I quote this passage at length, as a kind of meta-comment on the current dissertation: it does not presume to have found the ultimate truth about literature; it merely offers a theoretical (hypothetical) model with which to analyze the contemporary narrative literature.


� Yet another aspect of the evolution from realism, through modernism, to postmodernism is succinctly presented by Lamarque and Olsen: the “early French proponents” of realism unselfconsciously aimed to present the world “as it really is”; modernism exposed the fallacy involved in the concept of faithful representation (“The point of modernism, at its best, was to exhibit the plurality of worlds, private and public, in contrast with some single ‘objective’ world given in experience”); consequently (“Once representation itself had been exposed as a kind of artifice [. . .]”) postmodernism (the term is not used by the authors) is concerned with disclosing its own status of fiction (170-1).


� Taking into consideration both formal and thematic characteristics of the conventions in question, the critics have already established the affinity of realism with rationalism, empiricism, anti-idealism, scepticism, positivism and scientism; the kinship of modernism with existentialism, personalism, individualism and psychoanalysis; and the connection of postmodernism with relativism, irrationalism and the postmodernist thought of Derrida, Foucault and others.


� In the essay Lodge does not venture to define the primary area of interest of postmodernist narrative. Incidentally, however, the novel which, in his essay illustrates contemporary literary fashions happens to be an American novel about artificial intelligence, Galatea 2.2 by Richard Powers (20-8). This choice, far from providing conclusive evidence, might imply that the primary area of interest of the postmodernist novel is the world of human invention.


	At the same time, presenting his theory of the novel, Lodge argues in the same essay that consciousness lies at the centre of the novel, not only its modernist variety. Citing Damasio and Watt, Lodge claims that the history of the word/concept of “consciousness” in European culture is approximately as long as is that of the novel (dating back to ca 1650; 39-40), and “individual consciousness,” “the self,” has always been constitutive for the novel. The construct of novelistic character derives from “the humanist or Enlightenment idea of man” (2), based on “the Judeo-Christian religious tradition” (89). The novel’s evolution amounts to the development of various narrative modes serving to approach consciousness from without (the early Victorian novel), from within (the modernist novel), and, more often, from a more balanced perspective.


� Cf. Lodge’s opinion that realism is common-sensical and Humphrey’s presentation of the neurotic vision of man offered by the stream-of-consciousness novel (both quoted above in sections 3.1.1. and 3.1.2); as well as the mention of schizophrenia with reference to postmodernist metafiction (Waugh 38), and of the schizoid personality of the postmodernist reader (McHale 158). 


� Neither the analogy with Popper’s Worlds, nor with the three states of the human mind exhausts the subject of the three conventions and both should at this stage be viewed as working hypotheses in need of in-depth investigation.
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