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Ian Watt's *The Rise of the Novel*
1957: Chapter 1 and the Concept of

Realism
Ian Watt's seminal work, *The Rise of the Novel* (1957), remains a cornerstone of
literary criticism. Its first chapter, dedicated to the exploration of realism in the

novel, lays the groundwork for Watt's broader argument about the novel's
development and its unique characteristics. This article delves into Watt's definition

of realism, its historical context, and its lasting influence on literary studies,
examining key aspects such as formal realism, psychological realism, and the
historical context of realism. We will also consider the criticisms leveled against

Watt's approach.

Watt's Definition of Formal Realism
Watt's concept of "formal realism" isn't simply a mirroring of objective reality.

Instead, he identifies a specific set of literary conventions that contribute to the
*impression* of realism. Key elements include:

Detailed Descriptions: Watt highlights the importance of detailed and
specific descriptions of settings, characters, and events. This meticulous

attention to detail, unlike the generalized descriptions found in earlier forms
of fiction, aims to create a convincing and believable world. Consider, for

example, the detailed descriptions of London streets and social settings found
in works like Daniel Defoe's *Robinson Crusoe*.

Emphasis on the Individual: The rise of the novel, according to Watt, is
intrinsically linked to a focus on the individual's experience. Unlike earlier
genres that focused on archetypes or generalized characters, the novel
delves into the specificities of individual lives, their thoughts, and their

feelings. This emphasis on psychological realism, a crucial aspect of Watt's
analysis, becomes a key feature of the genre.

Focus on the Ordinary: Watt argues that realistic novels often center on
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the lives and experiences of ordinary individuals, rather than solely on the
aristocracy or the extraordinary. This shift towards depicting the everyday is
a critical component of the genre’s claim to representing the world as it is.

This is apparent in the works of many 18th-century novelists.

The Historical Context of Realism in Watt's
Argument

Watt's analysis is deeply rooted in historical context. He situates the emergence of
the novel within specific socio-cultural shifts, such as the rise of the middle class,

the development of print culture, and the growing emphasis on individualism in the
17th and 18th centuries. These factors, he argues, contributed to the development

of a new literary form that aimed to represent the world in a more detailed and
individualized manner. He meticulously traces the evolution of narrative

techniques, demonstrating how these techniques contributed to the creation of a
more "realistic" effect. Understanding this historical context is vital to grasping the

nuances of Watt's argument. The increasing literacy rates and the availability of
printed material played a significant role in shaping this new literary landscape.

Criticisms of Watt's Approach
Despite its enduring influence, Watt's work has not been without its critics. Some

scholars argue that his definition of realism is too narrow, neglecting other forms of
realism that don't necessarily conform to his specific criteria. Others criticize his

Eurocentric focus, neglecting non-European literary traditions that developed
parallel notions of realism. The debate surrounding the very definition of "realism"

itself remains a contested area within literary studies. His emphasis on formal
elements, some argue, overlooks the social and political dimensions inherent in the

production and reception of literature.

The Lasting Legacy of Watt's Chapter 1
Despite these criticisms, Chapter 1 of *The Rise of the Novel* remains a landmark
contribution to literary criticism. Watt's meticulous analysis of formal techniques

and their relationship to the historical context provided a framework for
understanding the novel's development that continues to influence scholarly

discourse. His work highlights the importance of considering both the literary and
historical dimensions when analyzing any work of literature, emphasizing the

interwoven nature of text and context. The ideas presented in this foundational
chapter continue to shape discussions surrounding narrative techniques and the

evolution of literary styles.
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Conclusion
Ian Watt's *The Rise of the Novel*, specifically its first chapter on realism, offers a

compelling, albeit contested, analysis of the novel's emergence. His focus on formal
realism, psychological realism, and the historical context provides a valuable lens
through which to examine the genre's development. While criticisms regarding the
limitations of his definition and Eurocentric bias exist, the enduring impact of his

work on literary studies is undeniable. Watt's insights continue to provoke
discussion and inspire new interpretations of the novel's rich history and its ongoing

evolution.

FAQ
Q1: What is Watt's primary argument in Chapter 1 of *The Rise of the

Novel*?

A1: Watt's primary argument in Chapter 1 centers on the emergence of "formal
realism" in the novel. He argues that this realism is not simply a reflection of

objective reality, but rather a product of specific literary conventions, including
detailed descriptions, a focus on the individual, and an emphasis on the ordinary.

These conventions, he suggests, are linked to broader socio-cultural changes in the
17th and 18th centuries.

Q2: How does Watt define "formal realism"?

A2: Watt defines "formal realism" not as a mimetic representation of the external
world, but as a set of literary techniques that create the *illusion* of realism. These
techniques include detailed descriptions of settings and characters, a focus on the

individual's psychology and experience, and a preference for depicting the ordinary
rather than the extraordinary.

Q3: What are some criticisms of Watt's approach to realism?

A3: Critics argue that Watt's definition of realism is too restrictive and Eurocentric,
overlooking other forms of realism and non-European literary traditions. Some also

criticize his emphasis on formal elements at the expense of social and political
contexts. The very definition of "realism" remains a contested term within literary

studies.

Q4: How does Watt's analysis relate to the historical context of the novel's
development?

A4: Watt links the rise of the novel to specific historical changes, such as the rise of
the middle class, the development of print culture, and the growing emphasis on
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individualism. He argues that these factors created a cultural environment
conducive to the emergence of a literary form that prioritized the detailed depiction

of individual lives and experiences.

Q5: What is the lasting significance of Watt's work on realism?

A5: Despite its criticisms, Watt's work remains influential. It established a
framework for understanding the novel's development by examining both formal

techniques and historical contexts. His emphasis on the interplay between literary
conventions and socio-cultural forces continues to shape scholarly discussions of

realism and the novel.

Q6: How does Watt's concept of psychological realism differ from other
forms of realism?

A6: Watt's concept emphasizes the detailed and nuanced portrayal of characters'
inner lives, thoughts, and feelings. This moves beyond simply describing external

actions to exploring the internal motivations and psychological complexities driving
characters' behaviour, a significant departure from earlier narrative traditions.

Q7: What are some examples of novels that exemplify Watt's concept of
formal realism?

A7: Examples include Daniel Defoe's *Robinson Crusoe*, Samuel Richardson's
*Pamela*, and Henry Fielding's *Tom Jones*. These novels showcase detailed

descriptions, a focus on individual experiences, and a representation of ordinary
life, all key elements in Watt's definition of formal realism.

Q8: How has Watt's work influenced subsequent literary criticism?

A8: Watt's *The Rise of the Novel* has profoundly influenced the field of literary
criticism, particularly in the study of the novel. It provided a framework for

analyzing the novel's development, emphasizing the importance of both formal
elements and historical context. His ideas continue to be debated and refined, but

his contribution remains a foundational text in the field.

Deconstructing Ian Watt's "The Rise of the
Novel": A Deep Dive into Chapter 1's Conception

of Realism
Ian Watt's seminal work, "The Rise of the Novel" (1957), remains a cornerstone
keystone of literary study . Its inaugural chapter, dedicated to the essence of

realism, presents a nuanced and provocative argument that continues to
reverberate with scholars today. This article will examine Watt's understanding of
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realism in detail, analyzing his key arguments and evaluating their continued
influence on literary thought .

Watt's argument hinges on a differentiation between the structural characteristics
of the novel and those of previous literary forms. He argues that the novel's rise to
prominence is closely linked to the development of a specific type of realism, one

which differs significantly from the idealized realism found in, for example, classical
epic poetry or courtly romances.

Watt emphasizes the novel's emphasis on individual experience. Unlike epic
narratives which frequently portray heroes of exceptional prowess operating within

a pre-ordained framework of fate or divine intervention, the novel tends towards
portraying ordinary individuals navigating the intricacies of everyday life. This

change in perspective is crucial to Watt's argument. He suggests that the rise of the
novel is directly connected to the expanding emphasis on empiricism and the

individual in the intellectual climate of the 17th and 18th centuries.

Further, Watt highlights the novel's dedication to verisimilitude . He argues that
novels, unlike previous literary forms, strive to create a plausible world populated
by characters who operate in a way that appears consistent with the public's own
understanding of the world. This dedication to verisimilitude is achieved through a

detailed portrayal of setting , mental intricacy in character development, and a
narrative style that replicates the rhythm of everyday speech and thought.

Watt uses instances from prominent 18th-century novelists like Defoe and
Richardson to substantiate his claims. He notes to the detailed descriptions of
setting and the emotional realism in their characterizations as evidence of this

innovative approach to storytelling. The lengthy descriptions of daily routines in
Defoe's *Robinson Crusoe*, for instance, contribute to the book's verisimilitude and

immerse the reader in the protagonist's isolated world. Similarly, Richardson's
epistolary novels, like *Pamela*, showcase the psychological depth of characters

through their intimate letters, offering an unprecedented insight into their thoughts
and feelings.

However, Watt's interpretation isn't without its challengers. Some scholars have
disputed the oversimplification of his dichotomy between the novel and previous
literary forms. Others have pointed to the presence of realistic elements in pre-

novelistic literature, suggesting that Watt's structure is too inflexible . Despite these
criticisms , Watt's work remains an significant contribution to literary studies ,

offering a valuable model for understanding the development and attributes of the
novel.

In closing, Ian Watt's exploration of realism in the first chapter of "The Rise of the
Novel" provides a groundbreaking and enduring assessment of the novel's
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beginnings . His concentration on the novel's commitment to individual experience
and realism remains a key element in understanding the genre's progress. While
not without its limitations, Watt's work continues to shape literary research and

offers instructive lessons for both learners and readers alike.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs):

1. What is Watt's main argument in Chapter 1 of "The Rise of the Novel"?
Watt argues that the rise of the novel is linked to the development of a specific

type of realism, characterized by a focus on individual experience and a
commitment to verisimilitude, differentiating it from previous literary forms.

2. How does Watt define realism in the context of the novel? Watt defines
realism as a blend of psychological depth in character portrayal, detailed depiction
of settings, and a narrative style that mimics the cadence of everyday speech and

thought, ultimately aiming for believability .

3. What are some examples Watt uses to support his claims? Watt uses
works by authors like Daniel Defoe (*Robinson Crusoe*) and Samuel Richardson

(*Pamela*) as examples to show the shift towards a more psychologically detailed
and believable portrayal of characters and settings in the developing novel.

4. What are some of the criticisms leveled against Watt's argument? Some
critics argue that Watt exaggerates the differences between the novel and earlier

literary forms, and that he neglects the presence of realistic elements in pre-
novelistic literature.

5. What is the lasting impact of Watt's work? Watt's work remains highly
significant in literary studies , providing a foundational model for understanding the

development and attributes of the novel and the nature of literary realism.
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