PAGE  
256
Sanity, Neurosis and Psychosis in the Modern History of the English Narrative

Sanity, Neurosis and Psychosis
in the Modern History of the English Narrative

A casual glance at the history of modern culture reveals that the problem of mental illness  gained popularity during the 20th century. The purpose of the present paper is to examine how this phenomenon has been reflected in the three basic conventions of modern narrative literature. Realism, modernism and postmodernism – both via their subject-matter and via their form, i.e. in terms of formal narrative techniques adopted in each convention – might be said to reflect the three basic psychic states – sanity, neurosis and psychosis, respectively. I would also like to consider whether this hypothesis might remain in other than purely incidental relation with another hypothesis I examined in my paper, “The Three Stages in the History of the Novel – Realism, Modernism and Postmodernism: A Reflection of the Evolution of Reality in Karl Popper’s Model of the Three Worlds,” that each of the three conventions is primarily occupied with one of the three worlds distinguished by Karl Popper (realism with World One, i.e. the material world, modernism with World Two, i.e. the world of consciousness, and postmodernism with World Three, i.e. with products of the human mind). The above hypotheses are summarised  in figure 1.

	The narrative convention
	The primary mental state of man  depicted therein
	Man’s primary environment
	Man’s primary environment located in the narrative structure (an extension of the previous column)

	Realism
	Sanity
	World One – material reality
	Characters’ interaction

with external reality

	Modernism
	Neurosis
	World Two – consciousness
	The narrator’s and characters’
consciousness and introspection

	Postmodernism
	Psychosis
	World Three – products of the human mind
	The author’s, the narrator’s and characters’ creation


Figure 1
My use of the terms sanity, neurosis and psychosis may depart from the strict psychiatric taxonomy. In fact, the words are taken colloquially to refer to the state of psychic well-being, a relatively mild psychic impairment and an acute form of psychic affliction, respectively.

By sanity I will understand the state in which internal, i.e. psychic problems do not seriously impoverish man’s ability to cope with external reality. If a sane man is unable to enjoy life and to work (to borrow Freud’s criteria, Freud 408) that is because of unfavourable circumstances of his/her existence which remain beyond his/her control. 

To differentiate between neurosis and psychosis I would like to quote an epigram of Jerome Lawrence. The epigram draws a distinction between a neurotic, a psychotic and a psychiatrist (and is, I am afraid, unappreciative of the medical profession). “A neurotic is the man who builds a castle in the air. A psychotic is the man who lives in it. A psychiatrist is the man who collects the rent” (qtd. in Cohen and Cohen 197). The saying renders the layman’s view of neurosis and psychosis, suggesting that what both conditions share is strained contact with (phenomenal and objective) reality, while they differ in that the psychotic person, unlike the neurotic person, takes his/her misperception of reality, his/her misconceptions, at their face value, i.e. for real.

Neurosis, in other words, is the state of psychic strain which diminishes, but does not cancel, one’s ability to cope with everyday life. The neurotic’s ability to act efficiently is limited in proportion to his/her preoccupation with himself/herself, in proportion to the attention and energy consumed by his/her inner conflicts. The state of psychosis is, by contrast,  highly destructive both to the person in question and his/her environment. It combines a loss of “objective” perception of reality, with an experience of emotions inadequate to the situation, with a, temporary at least, unawareness of one’s condition and loss of control over one’s life.   

I realize, of course, that psychiatry knows finer distinctions between sanity and insanity, not to mention the distinction between various kinds of mental disturbances. For the purpose, however, of a brief discussion of their representation in the modern narrative these simple definitions will suffice.


The modern history of narrative may be perceived in terms of the three major conventions: realism, modernism and postmodernism.
 This is true not exclusively of the modern English narrative. However,  my examples being confined to the English novel, I will limit the scope of my hypotheses accordingly. The names of the conventions may be employed with reference either to historical periods (realism flourished in the 18th and 19th centuries, modernism dethroned it in the early decades of the 20th century, postmodernism has been gaining in popularity ever since World War II), or ahistorically to refer to certain narrative techniques, themes and views of life which, though once typical of an epoch, have also a perennial dimension. The latter use of the terms is justified especially in the face of the fact that at the moment all three conventions coexist in the modern English narrative.


The question is whether the three conventions on the level of theme and form correlate in the main with one of the three states of the human psyche. To investigate this question with reference to the thematic level one need survey the realist, modernist and postmodernist fiction classifying their characters and/or narrators in terms of their mental health. In figure 2 below the titles of books representing a given convention have been compiled on the basis of their traditional classification.

	
	Sanity


	Neurosis
	Psychosis

	Realism
	The Forsyte Saga (1922)  by John Galsworthy (Soames Forsyte)

Point Counter Point (1928) by Aldous Huxley (Mark Rampion)

Brighton Rock (1938)  by Graham Greene (Ida Arnold)

Key to the Door (1961) by Alan Sillitoe (Brian Seaton)

I’m the King of the Castle (1970) by Susan Hill (Charles Kingshaw)
	Lucky Jim (1954) by Kingsley Amis (Jim Dixon)

Under the Net (1954)  by Iris Murdoch (Jake Donaghue)

Therapy (1995) by David Lodge (Laurence Passmore)
	The Light and the Dark (1947) by C. P. Snow (Roy Calvert)

The Collector (1963)  by John Fowles (Frederick Clegg)

/In spite of Fowles’s declarations  that this novel he “tried to write in terms of the strictest realism” (qtd. in Conradi 34),  the book’s use of the convention might be disputed./

A Judgement in Stone (1977) by Ruth Rendell (Joan Smith and Eunice Parchman) /The novel’s use of the technique of anticipation is untypical of realism./

	Modernism
	The Nigger of the Narcissus (1897) by Joseph Conrad (Singleton)

Sons and Lovers (1913)  by D. H. Lawrence (Walter Morel, Annie Morel)

A Passage to India (1924) by E. M. Forster (Henry Fielding)


	The Nigger of the Narcissus (1897) by Joseph Conrad (the crew) 

Sons and Lovers (1913) by D. H. Lawrence (Paul Morel)

Pointed Roofs (1915) by Dorothy Richardson (Miriam Henderson)

A Portrait of the Artist as A Young Man (1914-5)  by James Joyce (Stephen Dedalus)

A Passage to India (1924) by E. M. Forster (Adela Quested)
	The Turn of the Screw (1898) by Henry James (the governess)

Mrs Dalloway (1925)  by Virginia Woolf (Septimus)

Under the Volcano (1947)  by Malcolm Lowry  (Geoffrey Firmin)



	Postmodernism


	The French Lieutenant’s Woman (1969)  by John Fowles (Charles Smithson)

/The novel parodies the Victorian convention./

Oranges are Not The Only Fruit (1985) by Jeanette Winterson (Jeanette)

/Unless one views the lesbian orientation of the protagonist and narrator as a sexual-identity disturbance./


	The Magus (1966) by John Fowles (Nicholas Urfe)

The White Hotel (1981) by D. M. Thomas (Lisa Erdman)

Waterland (1983) by Graham Swift (Tom Crick)


	At Swim-Two-Birds (1939) by Flann O’Brien (Sweeny)

Watt (1953) by Samuel Beckett (Watt)

Cards of Identity (1955)  by Nigel Dennis (all characters)

The Driver’s Seat (1970) by Muriel Spark (Lise)

The Infernal Desire Machines… (1972)  by Angela Carter (Doctor Hoffman, Desiderio)


Figure 2
At first glance the table seems to suggest that each literary convention may successfully represent any of the three psychic conditions; examined more closely it reveals that realism is only incidentally concerned with mental illness, just as sanity will remain on the outskirts of modernism, with postmodernism exploring the world of madness.
While it is possible to have sane, neurotic and psychotic characters in realism, the focus of realistic novels is not the psychic condition of the mind, but man’s ability to cope with reality, with other people, with society. Psychotic characters, in particular, when they appear in realistic fiction remain, by and large, in the background (this is not true about The Collector and A Judgement in Stone, but these novels, though predominantly realistic in form, depart in some respects from the convention).


Conversely, sane characters play inferior roles in modernist fiction (as in D. H. Lawrence’s book), unless they are introduced for the sake of contrast (as in Conrad’s novel). It is also worth mentioning that the narrator in the modernist convention gets more attention than in the realist one and various mental states can be illustrated not only by characters, but also by the narrator. 


With reference to postmodernist fiction it is hardly feasible to assess the mental condition of characters, the narrator or the implied author (postmodernism, foregrounding the fiction’s status of artefact, foregrounds also the authorial presence: the author as conjurer, artist and creator). The cause of this difficulty is the accumulation of techniques such as metafiction, magic realism, parody, grotesque and irony, which naturally involves a rejection of the verisimilitude principle. Although the literary world of postmodernist literature continues to relate to the real world, the relation is highly problematic. The characters of postmodernist fiction often seem like weird and unpleasant caricatures of people from real life. Taken in earnest, they do not match the ideal of sanity. Incidentally, this subversion of reality – at the heart of the more aggressive variety of postmodernist novels – might be the source of their aura of madness.

So far in my analyses I have concentrated on the thematic content of the three conventions. It is time now to examine formal, or at least semi-formal features of the three conventions, i.e. the features which do carry certain thematic implications (and in that sense are far from purely formal), but which on the other hand can be identified as typical of the convention without reference to any particular narrative plot, subject-matter or theme.


To make the discussion of the three narrative conventions less abstract, it seems advisable to consider more closely their short but highly representative samples.

1. Realism:
Heavy boots sounded on gravel and cinders outside, and a tall man in a raincoat passed the rainspitted window. The door burst open and Merton pushed his bike into the parlour.


[. . .] The storm roared as if threatening the house, Mary took steel knives and forks from the table to put them back in the drawer.


[. . .] ‘We ain’t ‘ad tea yet.’ 


[. . .]’You know I don’t like to see steel on the table during a storm. It might get struck.’

He let out a terrific ‘Ha!’ like a bullet: ‘You’d take ‘em off the table just because it’s lightening? [. . .] I’ll show you there’s no bloody need to be frightened at a bit o’ lightening.’ He scooped a bundle of knives and forks, flung open the window and held them outside, waiting for a flash of lightening while Brian and his grandmother froze by the table. (Key to the Door 72)

2. Modernism:

He was not afraid of death perhaps, but I’ll tell you what, he was afraid of the emergency. His confounded imagination had evoked for him all the horrors of panic, the trampling rush, the pitiful screams, boats swamped – all the appalling incidents of a disaster at sea he had ever heard of. He might have been resigned to die, but I suspect he wanted to die without added horrors, quietly, in a sort of peaceful trance. A certain readiness to perish is not so very rare, but it is seldom that you meet men whose souls, steeled in the impenetrable armour of resolution, are ready to fight a losing battle to the last, the desire of peace waxes stronger as hope declines, till at last it conquers the very desire of life. (Lord Jim 56)

3. Postmodernism:

Conclusion of the book, ultimate: Evil is even, truth is an odd number and death is a full stop. When a dog barks late at night and then retires again to bed, he punctuates and gives majesty to the serial enigma of the dark, laying it more evenly and heavily upon the fabric of the mind. Sweeny in the trees hears the sad baying as he sits listening on the branch, a huddle between the earth and heaven; and he hears also the answering mastiff that is counting the watches in the next parish. [. . .] But which of us can hope to probe with questioning finger the dim thoughts that flit in a fool’s head? [. . .] Well known, alas, is the case of the poor German who was very fond of three and who made each aspect of his life a thing of triads. He went home one evening and drank three cups of tea with three lumps of sugar in each, cut his jugular with a razor three times and scrawled with a dying hand on a picture of his wife good-bye, good-bye, good-bye. (At Swim-Two-Birds 216-7)

The themes of the three passages can be easily identified as a trivial family quarrel in Sillitoe’s novel, the narrator’s agitated attempt to understand and explain Jim’s inability to act and rescue the passengers of the Patna caused by the character’s overactive imagination in Conrad’s story, and, finally, in O’Brien’s anti-novel the narrator-fabulator ending the novel with a discussion of madness, apparently out of place and itself verging on the incoherent and illogical discourse of a madman. In other words, the themes of the three passages neatly illustrate the idea of the sanity of realism (the character’s mental condition does not draw the reader’s attention), the neurosis of modernism and the madness of  postmodernism (both explicitly made the subject of the narratives). Admittedly, they have been selected for this purpose.

The passages illustrate at the same time certain narrative strategies typical of the three conventions (and in this respect their choice is essentially random). Typical of realism and illustrated by the first passage is an external narrator who lacks personal features and acts as the author’s mouthpiece; chronological  presentation of events causally connected with one another, as well as respect for the rule of verisimilitude; plain discourse; plausible and even mediocre characters set against a social background. Typical of modernism, and more or less exemplified in the passage from Lord Jim, is a personal and internal narrator who does not claim omniscience but is himself involved in the plot, and may therefore be fallible; various stream-of-consciousness techniques; the use of retrospection; an element of myth; focus on meaningful and often symbolic detail. Finally, typical of postmodernism is a playful narrator who presumes to be the author; metafictional strategies such as metalepses or the Chinese-box structure; an overt introduction of the narratee; an absence of clear causal or logical order; characters borrowed from other works of fiction; an excessively rich world presented; discontinuous spatial and temporal dimensions.

Form in art conveys meaning, hence the three conventions may also be characterized in terms of the view of reality they offer. It is this level of communication, i.e. the formal channel of communication (least open to the reader’s consciousness but also most typical of art) and its proclivity to the presentation of sane, neurotic and psychotic states of consciousness I want now to consider. Indeed, I believe that realism, modernism and postmodernism give the reader a chance to experience vicariously the sane, neurotic and psychotic perception of life and of one’s self.
In particular, the narrative techniques of the realist convention induce in the reader the belief that human life is orderly, coherent and comprehensible. Reason and senses are reliable sources of information, while language satisfies the human need for communication – the reader rarely feels alienated or mystified. Human actions can be measured against socially accepted moral principles. A clear distinction obtains between external and internal reality, the reader’s attention focusing predominantly on the former. The sense of the self is taken for granted, with the individual self safely located within social structures. Such is the experience of life conveyed by realism (inherent in the fundamental formal features of the convention). Lodge seems correct when arguing that realism offers the common-sense perception of reality that most people share (114).


The modernist novel offers a radically different experience: it is full of inner tension, uncertainty and loneliness. There is in modernist literature a strong sense of imprisonment in one’s own psyche, of lack of access to other people’s inner worlds, of the relative unimportance (or irrelevance) of external reality. The primary conflict is located within the self. Human perception of reality is unreliable – it is subjective and non-verbal. A sense of deep meaning is clearly evoked, but the meaning itself is vague and uncertain. The world of modernism lacks a clear resolution – the tension of unresolved dilemmas remains with the reader. Humphrey, in his study of the stream-of-consciousness novel, offers an accurate description of modernist protagonist whose psyche is the proper battlefield, 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 [. . .] 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” (118-9).


Postmodernist literature, in turn, generates the sense of absurdity and nonsense. It deprives the reader of almost all stable points of reference, and cancels its own message by  recurrent contradictions. Demarcation lines between the areas of inner and outer reality, between  fiction and life, between metaphorical and literal meaning, between brutal violence and sacredness are either fluent or non-existent. A morbid sense of humour accompanies this destruction of social structures, the individual self and of anything and everything that previously seemed to save man from total confusion and despair. The feeling that postmodernism displays a certain proclivity to various kinds of mental aberrations is reflected e.g. in the references to schizophrenia in Waugh’s study of postmodernist fiction (38) and to the schizoid personality of the postmodernist reader in McHale’s (158). The case may be argued more forcefully and comprehensively: whereas realism offers the world-view of sanity and common-sense, and modernism reflects the oversensitive, self-centred, conflicted psyche of a neurotic, the 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 three passages from Sillitoe’s, Conrad’s and O’Brien’s novels may also be said to exemplify the realist concern with external reality (Popper’s World One), the modernist narrator’s effort to disentangle the conflicting urges of the mind (Popper’s World Two), and the playfully absurd words of the postmodernist narrator enjoying the role of the author, his/her ability to create (Popper’s World Three, admittedly not represented in its entirety).


If the hypothesis of the three conventions being most suitable to the presentation of one only psychic state: sanity, neurosis and psychosis by realism, modernism and postmodernism respectively, is combined with the idea that the three conventions are concerned each with one world of Popper (World One, World Two and World Three, respectively), it follows that sanity is related to the material environment (more precisely to the condition of life in which man’s time, energy and attention are consumed by the effort to survive in an environment which demands much physical effort and endurance); neurosis to the mental world (more precisely to the situation in which the battleground is consciousness, the problems to be solved entail one’s identity – sexual, ethnic or religious, one’s freedom as opposed to one’s accepted code of moral conduct, etc); psychosis – i.e. all serious mental ailments – to the world of human constructs (more precisely to the state in which the dominant area of human life is constituted by constructs of the human mind and by material reality which has been transformed under the impact of the human mind). In other words, 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.


The connection need not be accidental. One could speculate whether the appearance of realism first, modernism at the beginning of the 20th century and of postmodernism in the middle of that century, might not reflect the order of the evolution of the universe, as envisioned by Popper (the material world culminating in the birth of consciousness, consciousness learning to create), and whether the partly unfortunate, i.e. in some respects detrimental, change in the human psyche (reflected in postmodernist literature) has not been effected by the contemporary inordinate expansion of World Two and, especially, Three. Alternatively, one might argue that literature extends its area of interest and having depicted the world perceived by a sane man, has proceeded to reconstruct the experience of mental illness (or that by means of the new exploration of the mind affected by an illness, it aims to investigate the mind as such). The phenomena might coincide. Without checking any statistics concerning the epidemic of mental illness, one is inclined to take its tendency to grow (at least in all countries of advanced technology) for granted. Once again, this may mean that the scholars are better equipped and have more sophisticated tools with which to detect mental aberration; alternatively it might mean that people find it increasingly difficult to remain mentally healthy in a world which they themselves change ever so fast. 

If this is so, one could refer to Popper’s thought for consolation. According to the philosopher, life consists in problem-solving. The expansion of World Three and its impact on World One might be one of the factors impairing human mental health. But World Two (the author of World Three) even though it cannot entirely control the effects of its creativity, may also provide the solution.
To conclude, in suggesting that the postmodernist literature depicts more often the aberration of the human mind than its sane dimension, whereas modernist literature favours the neurotic condition, I am not suggesting that either convention is for that reason less valuable. On the contrary, it is most important that literature faces the problem. The postmodernist literature of our age, approached sometimes with misapprehension by both scholars and lay readers, might in this context be viewed as a precious attempt at a diagnosis.
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� Naturally, narrative literature knows also other conventions: magic realism, Gothic fiction, allegory or satire to quote but a few. I believe that realism, modernism and postmodernism deserve a more prominent position because they have dominated the history of the narrative and because they seem to reflect the evolution of the modern (American and European) mentality.


� A more detailed description of the three narrative conventions can be found in section 3.1.
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