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The Three Worlds of Karl Popper and the Modern History of the English Narrative

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


The purpose of this essay is to test with reference to the 20th century British novel the hypothesis that the primary thematic content of the three conventions which have dominated the history of the English novel, realism, modernism and postmodernism, corresponds to the three worlds distinguished by Popper.


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 either natural or social environment, often perceived in material terms (if the realist novel depicts the human world, this world is often seen collectively, and is presented as being governed by general rules of a social or biological nature). 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 man’s position in World Three, i.e. among the constructs of the human mind which, though produced by man’s ingenuity, are partly autonomous and unpredictable in the ways they may 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 with reference to a realm defined by Popper as World One, World Two or World Three. The main theme of literature in general, and of the novel in particular, has always been man, yet the aspect by which man is considered in the novel has undergone a process of evolution not unlike that which is a part of Popper’s theory.

A survey of well-known and easily classifiable English novels will illustrate this claim. Realism may well be represented by such titles as Somerset Maugham’s Of Human Bondage, Aldous Huxley’s Point Counter Point, Graham Greene’s Brighton Rock, Kingsley Amis’s Lucky Jim, or David Lodge’s Changing Places. The examples come from 20th century British literature. This seems inconsistent with the traditional location of realism in the 18th and 19th centuries. However, though originating in those times, realism, as most scholars agree, has survived into the 20th century and is not likely to become extinct, possibly owing to its vital subject: man versus his/her environment. Realism may, at most, have lost some of its popularity and its dominant position, as the novel discovers the world of the mind in the early decades of the 20th century. This second –  modernist – convention may be illustrated with Joseph Conrad’s Lord Jim, James Joyce’s Ulysses, Virginia Woolf’s Jacob’s Room, or Ford Madox Ford’s The Good Soldier. After World War II modernism, in turn, is not so much replaced by postmodernism, as deprived of its conspicuous position in the world of high art (popular literature seems never to have abandoned its primary allegiance to the realm of human interaction with “World One”; man’s struggle with the external world remains its central concern, cf. whodunits, romances and adventure novels to name but a few categories).
 The postmodernist convention, which at present remains in vogue, may be exemplified by such works as Flann O’Brien’s At Swim-Two-Birds, William Golding’s Pincher Martin, Angela Carter’s The Infernal Desire Machines of Doctor Hoffman, John Fowles’s Mantissa, or Kate Atkinson’s Emotionally Weird.


The titles I have listed are in my opinion uncontroversial examples of the three conventions,
 and they are obviously concerned with man’s dealings with social reality (the realist novels); with his/her consciousness (the modernist ones); and with artefacts, man-made reality, i.e. art, language, fiction, narration and technology (the postmodernist ones).


It is obviously possible to think of more disputable cases of novels traditionally classified as realist, modernist and postmodernist which will not fit my scheme so neatly.
 Before exposing the vulnerability of my thesis let me support it with the words of literary critics.


Surveying the novel’s narrative modes in “Consciousness and the Novel,” David Lodge  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 [. . .]” (57), as if “reality inheres not in the common phenomenal world but in the perceptions of that world in individual minds” (58). In the essay Lodge does not venture to define the primary area of interest of postmodernists. Incidentally, however, the work 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. That this is really the case might be inferred from Patricia Waugh’s discussion of metafiction – strategies which transform the act of writing into its own subject. Discussing postmodern literature, the theorist states that “nearly all contemporary experimental writing displays some explicitly metafictional strategies” (22). Indeed, many other historians of literature, such as David Daiches, Robert Humphrey, Michael Levenson, Brian McHale or Linda 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. The novelty of my approach lies in the explicitness and comprehensiveness with which the traditional subject-matter of realist, modernist and postmodernist narrative is defined, as well as in its correlation with the three realms of reality distinguished by Popper.

As mentioned above, there are some novels whose allocation causes some disturbance. In particular there are writers who belong (at least in terms of the thematic content of their novels) to the combined conventions of realism and modernism: Sons and Lovers by D. H. Lawrence, A Passage to India by E. M. Forster (the modernist label traditionally assigned to both writers becomes inadequate when the thematic content is the primary criterion), as well as The Remains of the Day by Kazuo Ishiguro. Some, in turn, belong to the combined conventions of modernism and postmodernism: Samuel Beckett’s Watt would serve as a good case in point. Then, there are narratives which combine a “social” with an “artificial” focus: 1984 by George Orwell, Brave New World by Alduous Huxley and A Clockwork Orange by Anthony Burgess all present some mechanisms involved in social life, at the same time disclosing their man-made (constructed) dimension. It is also possible to name some titles, such as Graham Swift’s Waterland, Jeanette Winterson’s Oranges Are Not the Only Fruit, or William Golding’s Rites of Passage, which interweave all three threads of narrative.


More urgent than the task of thus classifying books seems the necessity of making finer distinctions between the three conventions, of taking into consideration not merely their thematic content, but also the narrative structure. Indeed, three levels of the narrative text – the level of the author (text), the level of the narrator (narration), and the level of the characters (story) – should be duly considered, as only then will the evolution of the novel become visible. The chart below compares and contrasts the three conventions in terms of their thematic content, taking into consideration the three narrative levels.


Figure 1 Realism, modernism and postmodernism – the  thematic content of their three main narrative levels
	
	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 (section 3.1), I have argued that each employs one narrative level with the utmost skill and commitment: realism – the level of the characters (the presented world); modernism – the level of the narrator; postmodernism – the level of the author (though each time the three narrative levels are present; section 3.2). A corresponding regularity can now be observed with reference to the thematic content (as demonstrated in the chart). The ultimate objects of the narrative levels – the author’s act of creation, the narrator’s consciousness, the characters’ interaction with various aspects of reality – do not undergo extensive modification. The difference between realist, modernist and postmodernist narratives consists in a shift of emphasis, which falls on the characters’ interactions with various aspects of reality, the narrator’s consciousness and the author’s act of creation, respectively.


Resuming now the issue of classification, I want to suggest that it might be more productive to analyse the three narrative levels of a given novel and decide on this basis with which convention they display the closest affinity, rather than to label the novel a cross-breed of realism and modernism, or of modernism and postmodernism, merely on the basis of a general view of its thematic content. For example, The Remains of the Day on the level of the story is occupied with the professional life of a butler in Lord Darlington’s mansion, as well as with the butler’s suppressed love for the housekeeper, and with the political allegiance of Darlington with the Nazis. On the level of narration, the novel is introspective: the butler, who acts as the narrator re-telling his life as he travels to meet the ex-housekeeper, gradually comes to understand the waste of his own life – an effect of his misguided notions of dignity (identified with reserve), and loyalty to the master (as if no other loyalty obliged). These are the two narrative levels emphasized in the novel, as typical of modernism; considering, however, the precision with which the external world is presented (not at all as if it were subordinate to the inner experience) and the scope of the novel’s interest (apart from the butler’s painful insight into his own life, it includes both European history before the outbreak of World War II, and the problems of England’s domestic policy, namely the idea of democracy), it may more adequately be viewed as combining modernism with realism.


Samuel Beckett’s Watt confronts the reader with the world of Watt – a phenomenal world transformed into a grotesque so absurd that it is in the first place a representation of the implied author’s creative and insane imagination, and only secondarily a mirror reflection of life. The reader, however, becomes acquainted with the world of Watt via the consciousness of Sam, the narrator. His unending and illogical speculations constitute the second highlighted narrative level of the book, hardly separable from the level of the author. Thus, the novel appears to combine postmodernism with modernism. 


Graham Swift’s Waterland, in terms of the story, tells an unusual tale of murder, incest, insanity, abortion, childless marriage and a couple – a history teacher and his barren wife – burdened with this load of the past; yet the level of narration reveals the narrator’s (i.e. the history teacher’s) quest to retrieve meaning in the complex personal history of himself and his wife as well as to place it in the context of European history. The narrator is both highly self-conscious and conscious of his, more broadly, of the human need to find meaning, to create history, to tell tales. The characters’ struggle with external reality, though pictured with intensity, seems subordinate to the narrator’s mental quest, and the recognition of the creative nature of this quest suggests that the novel should be seen as a union of the realist, modernist and postmodernist conventions.


Discussing the dominant thematic content of the three conventions in the first part of this paper, I have relied on the traditional perception of various British novels. Now, however, I want to suggest that sometimes a consistent application of the interpretation of the thematic content typical of realism, modernism and postmodernism as a classification criterion may bring unexpected results. For instance, G. K. Chesterton’s The Napoleon of Notting Hill, though published in 1904, should – by virtue of its subject matter – be properly called a postmodernist novel: the story of Auberon Quin and Adam Wayne is the story of man’s creative potential. 


The former, as King, declaring his belief in the sense of humour (“Humour, my friends, is the one sanctity remaining to mankind,” Chesterton 30), and his proclivity to art (“I like art” 38), publishes a Charter of the Cities and transforms the modern suburbs of London into numerous medieval boroughs, each bound to cherish its own tradition. Unexpectedly, the King’s joke is taken seriously by Adam Wayne, a provost of Notting Hill, who successfully persuades his people to defend the sovereignty of their borough. Eventually his determination inspires the people of all London with a new sense of patriotism, which may lead to violence and bloodshed, but which at the same time brings back life’s heroic dimension, and restores meaning and passion. 


The tale should be read as an allegory: the King stands for God and for humour (laughter); Adam Wayne for man and for fanaticism (earnest love); the constitution of the Charter of the Cities for the creation of the world. Wayne’s passionate commitment to the cause shows how man embraces life, regardless of what that life might mean to its creator, God. That the commitment involves an act of creation is emphasized by the rhetoric of Quin: “I thought I would have a joke, and I have created a passion. I tried to compose a burlesque, and it seems to be turning half-way through into an epic” (61), and “‘Old Wayne was right in a way,’ [. . .]. ‘The sword does make things beautiful. It has made the whole world romantic by now. [. . .]’” (137); the rhetoric of Adam: “We have lifted the modern cities into that poetry which every one who knows mankind knows to be immeasurably more common than the commonplace” (158); and the rhetoric of the narrator:

But, oddly enough, it was because he was a small poet that he came to his strange and isolated triumph. It was because he was a failure in literature that he became a portent in English history. He was one of those to whom nature has given the desire without the power of artistic expression. He had been a dumb poet from his cradle. He might have been so to his grave, and carried unuttered into the darkness a treasure of new and sensational song.

However, having been involved in Quin’s joke, Adam Wayne,
taking it seriously, sprang suddenly into a throne of artistic omnipotence. Armour, music, standards, watchfires, the noise of drums, all the theatrical properties were thrown before him. This one poor rhymester, having burnt his own rhymes, began to live that life of open air and acted poetry of which all the poets of the earth have dreamed in vain; the life for which the Iliad is only a cheap substitute. (69-70)


I hope to have convincingly argued that the subject of the novel is art, i.e. the act of creation, though one which employs life as its aesthetic form, and which therefore is de facto identical with life (in that human life is at stake, the passage of time is relentless, and everything is experienced without any detachment).
 As regards the novel’s formal elements, they all – allegory, fantasy, caricature, and game – belong to the postmodernist convention. The list may not be very impressive, yet these are the four postmodernist elements which constitute the novel (though the novel does display certain narrative features typical of realism as well: the world presented is depicted with factual precision, and the narrator and the author are not prominent).


In Popper’s philosophy the three worlds have developed in the process of evolution: World One produced World Two, which in turn resulted in World Three; the history of the novel might be said to mirror this evolution of the cosmos.

Figure 2 Popper’s view of the evolution of the cosmos  and the history of the novel’s narrative conventions



World One  (   World Two    (     World Three



               realism     (   modernism     (      postmodernism


On a small scale the history of the novel might also be said to represent in terms of thematic content the evolution of human thought: concerned first with external reality, then with internal reality, and finally with all kinds of artifacts (this evolution also seems to be present in the history of other kinds of art, other nations’ culture and European philosophy).


Interestingly, the modern novel often synthesizes elements of various conventions. Its ability to reconcile acute observation of external reality with precise introspective examination of the self and with the awareness of man’s creative potential seems a very fine achievement, which might not easily be surpassed by the novel of the future, or by any other genre which might replace it in times to come.


I have so far unreservedly adopted Karl Popper’s theory, as if it were perfect. Indeed it does seem tailored for my purposes. But it has its faults: unless I am mistaken, it passes over in silence the question of a possible predecessor of World One, and a possible successor to World Three. I can think of only one eligible candidate for each post. World Zero would be  God, the ultimate creator, while World Four would be constituted by – imaginary (at least for the time being) – ideas/products invented by androids. Though not taken into account by Popper, World Zero and World Four have already become the subject-matter of novels – viz. Watt by Samuel Beckett, The Napoleon of Notting Hill by G. K. Chesterton (both concerned with God), or the  sub-genre of cyberpunk fiction. The human mind (in the act of creating art, including the act of novel-writing) tackles the unknown, undeterred by any challenge – not even by the lack of hard evidence which restrained the philosopher.
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� It is also noteworthy that the modernist preoccupation with consciousness need not involve a dismissal of material reality, and that the postmodernist interest in artifacts need not imply a loss of respect for the realm of the psyche and/or its material environment. A radical form of realism, modernism or postmodernism would indeed reduce all reality to matter (even human beings in naturalism approach the status of things), states of consciousness (as if all that mattered were desires, memories, dreams, fears etc. experienced by man), or the artificial world of language, technology and art, respectively. Such extremist positions, which can often deter the reader, are far from typical of the contemporary British novel.


� Even science-fiction’s anticipation of man’s future inventions considers them frequently as part of man’s material environment, not as products of the human mind. 


	On the other hand, it has frequently been noted that postmodern literature often mixes high and low art, taking advantage of popular genres to compose masterpieces of postmodern art (e.g. Angela Carter’s The Infernal Desire Machines of Doctor Hoffman or The Book of Evidence by John Banville).


� The lists of realist, modernist and postmodernist titles have been compiled with reference to the tradition of literary criticism. The criteria adopted by this tradition might include both formal and thematic aspects of the novels, but they are not concerned exclusively, or even primarily, with the typical subject-matter of the works in question (defined as external reality, internal experience, and products of the human mind). In other words, I do not think my argumentation at this point might be justifiably accused of the fallacy of circular reasoning.


� Firstly, some works classified by the tradition as representing one convention may belong to another in terms of their thematic content; exceptions of this kind do not seriously question the general tendency described above. Secondly, some works may in terms of their thematic content represent a combination of two or even three conventions (such cases will be discussed in greater detail below). Thirdly, some novels might represent one convention in terms of formal features (cf. the three sets of narrative techniques typical of the realist, modernist and postmodernist conventions, organizing the levels of the author, the narrator and characters, listed in section 3.1) and another in terms of thematic content – this problem, however, will not be delved into in the present essay.


� Alternatively, the novel might be defined as dealing with a world that has no number in Popper’s classification, i.e. the world of God, or more precisely, with man’s relation to God.
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