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Chapter 2

THE SITUATION OF THE NOVEL IN 
POSTWAR BRITAIN1

Barış METE2

1. INTRODUCTION

Mainstream literary criticism in Britain had developed a 
strict convention in which it categorised British postwar fiction 
as belonging to one of two precisely juxtaposed categories, the 
traditionalists and the experimentalists, and it observed no mi-
nor movement in between. What is more significant is that there 
was, in critical practice, until the final decades of the twentieth 
century, an unconcealed tendency to privilege the former over 
the latter. Accordingly, the established works of literary criticism 
of the period mostly concentrate on and document the turning 
of certain British postwar novelists, such as Charles Percy Snow 
(1905-1980), Angus Wilson (1913-1991) and Kingsley Amis 
(1922-1995), back to the norms of Victorian and Edwardian fic-
tion as their source of formal inspiration. For example, in one of 
the most influential and latest of these works, The Novelist at the 
Crossroads, the British author and critic David Lodge states that 
“the English literary mind is peculiarly committed to realism, 
and resistant to non-realist literary modes to an extent that might 
be described as prejudice” (1971, p. 7). It was so much so that 

1	 This chapter is adapted from the author’s doctoral thesis, entitled Reconceptualisation 
of Realism in British Postwar Fiction: The Cases of Iris Murdoch, Muriel Spark and 
John Fowles.
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both more innovative than traditionalist and more traditionalist 
than innovative literary works. In other words, these critics have 
pointed to the emergence of a new kind of fiction that is neither 
traditionalist nor experimentalist, nor anti-experimentalist in the 
postwar period in Britain.

This study has revealed that the canonical interpretations of 
the novelists who were publishing in postwar Britain had to be 
formed according to a classification between the traditionalist 
and the experimentalist works. Let alone modernist experiment, 
the term realist tradition, however, has always been debatable 
in literary criticism. Even the work of one of the most celebrat-
ed “realist” novelists in English literature, George Eliot, recent 
studies have demonstrated, includes the writer’s references to 
the problem of representation in traditional realist literature in 
a self-reflexive fashion. Therefore, the future studies in terms of 
either postwar British fiction or, more generally, realist tradition 
in literature might be in one way or other related to how the writ-
er himself or herself individually interprets traditionalism in his 
or her own terms since realism has always been a multi-faceted 
phrase in literature. Related to this, the concept of innovation in 
writing, future studies might demonstrate, is to be related to how 
the idea of experimentalism operates for the writer.

REFERENCES
1.	 Barth, John (1997). “The Literature of Exhaustion.” The Friday Book: Essays 

and Other Nonfiction. Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press.
2.	 - - - (1997). “The Literature of Replenishment.” The Friday Book: Essays and 

Other Nonfiction. Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins UP.
3.	 Bergonzi, Bernard (1970). The Situation of the Novel. Pittsburgh: University 

of Pittsburgh Press.
4.	 Bradbury, Malcolm (1993). The Modern British Novel. London: Secker and 

Warburg.
5.	 Bradbury, Malcolm and David Palmer (eds.) (1980). The Contemporary 

English Novel. New York: Holmes and Meier.
6.	 Bradford, Richard (2007). The Novel Now: Contemporary British Fiction. 

Malden: Blackwell.



Language and Literature II

- 42 -

7.	 Byatt, A. S. (1980). “People in Paper Houses: Attitudes to ‘Realism’ and 
‘Experiment’ in English Postwar Fiction.” The Contemporary English Novel. 
Malcolm Bradbury and David John Palmer (eds.). New York: Holmes and 
Meier Publication Inc.

8.	 Elias, Amy J. (1993). “Meta-mimesis? The Problem of British Postmod-
ern Realism.” British Postmodern Fiction. Theo D’haen and Hans Bertens 
(eds.). Amsterdam: Rodopi.

9.	 Figes, Eva (1981). “Eva Figes.” The Imagination on Trial: British and Amer-
ican writers discuss their writing methods. Burns, Alan and Charles Sugnet 
(eds.). London: Allison and Busby.

10.	 Gasiorek, Andrzejz (1995). Post-War British Fiction: Realism and After. 
London: Edward Arnold.

11.	 Hayman, Ronald (1976). The Novel Today: 1967-1975. Essex: Longman.
12.	 Hutcheon, Linda (1980). Narcissistic Narrative: The Metafictional Paradox. 

New York: Methuen.
13.	 - - - (1989). The Politics of Postmodernism. London: Routledge.
14.	 Johnson, B. S. (1990). ‘Introduction to Aren’t You Rather Young to be Writ-

ing Your Memoirs?’ Malcolm Bradbury (ed.). The Novel Today: Contempo-
rary Writers on Modern Fiction. London: Fontana.

15.	 Johnston, John (1987). “Postmodern Theory/Postmodern Fiction.” Clio. 
16:2 (Winter).

16.	 Lodge, David (1971). The Novelist at the Crossroads and Other Essays on 
Fiction and Criticism. London: Ark Paperbacks.

17.	 - - - (1979). The Modes of Modern Writing: Metaphor, Metonymy, and the 
Typology of Modern Literature. London: Edward Arnold.

18.	 - - - (1992). “‘Middlemarch’ and the Idea of the Classic Realist Text.” Mid-
dlemarch: George Eliot. John Peck (ed.). London: Macmillan.

19.	 Morrison, Blake (1986). The Movement: English Poetry and Fiction of the 
1950s. London: Methuen.

20.	 Morrison, Jago (2003). Contemporary Fiction. London: Routledge.
21.	 Onega, Susana (1989). Form and Meaning in the Novels of John Fowles. 

London: UMI Research Press.
22.	 Rabinovitz, Rubin (1967). The Reaction against Experiment in the English 

Novel, 1950-1960. New York: Columbia UP.
23.	 Shaffer, Brian W. (2006). Reading the Novel in English: 1950-2000. Malden: 

Blackwell.
24.	 Todd, Richard (1988). “Confrontation within Convention: on the Charac-

ter of British Postmodernist Fiction.” Postmodern Fiction in Europe and the 
Americas. Theo D’haen (ed.). Amsterdam: Rodopi.

25.	 Watt, Ian (1957). The Rise of the Novel: Studies in Defoe, Richardson, and 
Fielding. Middlesex: Penguin.

26.	 Waugh, Patricia (1984). Metafiction: the Theory and Practice of Self-Con-
scious Fiction. London: Routledge.

27.	 Williams-Wanquet, Eileen (2006). “Towards Defining ‘Postrealism’ in Brit-
ish Literature.” Journal of Narrative Theory. 36.3 Fall: 389-419.


