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The Emergence of the Novel 
 

In his Autobiography, Benjamin Franklin commented on John Bunyan’s famous 
Protestant religious allegory Pilgrim’s Progress by connecting it with some of the 
groundbreaking novels of the 18th century: “Honest John was the first that I know of who 
mixed narration and dialogue, a method of writing very engaging to the reader, who in 
the most interesting parts finds himself as it were brought into the company; and 
present at the discourse. Defoe in his Cruso [sic], his Moll Flanders, Religious 
Courtship, Family Instructor, and other pieces, has imitated it with success. And 
Richardson has done the same in his Pamela.” Here, Franklin helps us to begin to 
locate the origins of the English novel and some of its earliest important manifestations. 
For Franklin, what distinguishes this kind of composition is its combination of narration 
and dialogue in a way that draws the reader into the plot. The reader imagines himself 
or herself right alongside the characters as they make their way through the world. 
 
The novel is often defined as a long prose narrative, a definition that would include 
works stretching back more than 2,000 years. When critics speak of the modern 
European novel, they tend to include a number of other specific features and 
characteristics and to see the form as only emerging in the 17th and 18th centuries. In 
particular, within English literary history, the 18th century is often seen as giving birth to 
the novel as a modern form. One of the most influential accounts of the development of 
the novel over the course of the 18th century in England came from Ian Watt’s The Rise 
of the Novel, first published in 1957. Watt focused on Daniel Defoe, Samuel 
Richardson, and Henry Fielding in articulating what he saw as the key ways the novel 
breaks from earlier literary forms. Above all, Watt emphasized what he called the 
novel’s formal realism, “the premise, or primary convention, that the novel is a full and 
authentic report of human experience, and is therefore under an obligation to satisfy its 
reader with such details of the story as the individuality of the actors concerned, the 
particulars of the times and places of their actions, details which are presented through 
a more largely referential use of language than is common in other literary forms” (Watt 
1957). 
 
For Watt, many of the key distinguishing features of the novel’s formal realism 
differentiated it from Franklin’s starting point—Bunyan’s allegory of Christian, an 
everyman character, recounting his journey towards salvation. In particular, Watt 
highlighted the novel’s movement away from plots based on pre-existing models from 
classical or Biblical tales and towards what was deemed a more realistic account of life 
as it exists and is lived. In other words, plot was no longer supposed to mirror a story 
that readers are familiar with but should be organic to individual characters and their 
situations. The rejection of traditional plots and the focus on individual lives meant that 
the novel, unlike earlier forms, attached great significance to the particular details of 
those individuals’ lives. The individual character, to a large extent, no longer stood in for 
a larger category or type but was supposed to be distinct as an individual, through the 
kind of psychological and material details that would distinguish him or her from other 
similar people in real life. In turn, this individuation greatly affected the way novelists 
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created characters. Characters began to have names that were both commonplace and 
distinct. Names no longer served as allegorical markers, but, as they do in common life, 
as simply ways to distinguish one person from another. This placed the individual 
characters that the novel treated within a larger social milieu so that one of the 
characteristics of the novel was its intense focus on the relationship between the 
individual and his or her social environment. Another essential element of the novel’s 
formal realism was its transformation of time. Watt emphasized the way that time 
becomes essential to the novel’s development of causal relationships, to its logical plots 
as revealing the forces and decisions that lead to further action. This new sense of time 
in the novel was set in contrast to an emphasis within much thought prior to this period 
on unchanging essences, or on a cyclical notion of time as simply repeating patterns 
established outside of historical development. That new sense of time also meant that 
novels tended to place their action and their characters in particular places and times, 
adding to the layer of physical details necessary for creating the sense of material 
reality. It followed, then, that the novel, unlike earlier forms, expended much more time 
on elaborating setting. Elaborate and extensive description began to take a central 
place in the novel. Finally, Watt saw these various elements of formal realism emerging 
in a different use of language. With the novel, authors focused on making language as 
transparent as possible, on using it merely to convey the realities of setting, time, and 
character, which were at the center of the novel, rather than, as with poetry and other 
forms, making language itself, its intricacies and inconsistencies, one of the key focal 
points of attention.   
 
Watt’s characterization of the novel and its development has been revised and criticized 
over the past few decades, and his description is most apt for Defoe and Richardson 
and does not fit as well with Fielding. The characteristics he highlighted do not hold for a 
great number of particular novels and novelists, yet his account of the novel, broadly 
speaking, remains a touchstone for considerations of the development of the novel as a 
form in England. While Watt described some of the larger social and cultural forces 
leading to the emergence of the novel in 18th-century England, other literary historians 
have provided more detailed and nuanced accounts of the factors contributing to the 
form’s rise to prominence. Among the most important factors often listed are the 
scientific revolution, with its parallel emphasis on the close observation of particular 
facts and phenomena; the spread and development of print culture and literacy, which 
both enabled the cheaper production of greater numbers of printed works and created a 
market for them among a developing middle class looking for texts that reflected their 
lives and concerns; and radical Protestantism’s emphasis on the close examination of 
the self and the self’s behavior and psychological and spiritual growth and trials. 
According to Michael McKeon, the key to the emergence of the novel was the conflict 
among aristocratic, progressive, and conservative ideologies, all of which attempted to 
make claims to truth and virtue through narrative forms. For McKeon, the novel initially 
began as part of the progressive ideology’s emphasis on the individual and its faith in a 
naïve empiricism—that we can trust our senses to lead us to an understanding of the 
world—but over the course of the first half of the 18th century, reactions and counter-
reactions expanded the possible uses and perspectives of the novel.   
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While the novel is now so central to many people’s understanding of literature that they 
call any literary work a “novel,” it initially was met with a great deal of resistance and 
was often seen as a sub-literary form until well into the 19th century. For many among 
the social and cultural elite, the novel was decidedly low-brow, in its focus on common 
people, their day-to-day existence and problems, and its use of everyday speech and 
language. Further, many moral authorities questioned its tendency to captivate the 
imagination of young people, especially women, in ways they worried would lead them 
astray from a path of morality. It did not help that many early novels focused on 
romantic themes, and quite a few indulged in descriptions of scandalous behavior.  
Those very features that led many to question its propriety, however, also led to its 
immense popularity.   
 
For many historians of the novel, Miguel de Cervantes’s Don Quixote, published in 1605 
and 1615 in Spain, was the first true modern novel. While Quixote believes in the stories 
told by chivalric romances and attempts to live his life according to the patterns they set 
up, the novel reveals life as it truly is, with characters that have quotidian problems and 
foibles. In this way, the novel marks a break from the romance, with its focus on elite 
characters acting within a fantastic world in incredible ways. The English novel, 
according to most, appears about a century later, with Watt and many others often citing 
Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe (1719) as the first true English novel. Other critics question 
this selection and the very idea of being able to determine a distinct break from earlier 
forms, as Franklin’s quotation and his associating Crusoe with Bunyan’s allegory 
suggests. In fact, early novels often elided generic borders, moving between older prose 
narratives such as Indian captivity narratives, travel narratives, religious allegories, and 
chivalric romances. What has become more important to many of these critics is why 
the novel began to achieve such success when it did and as it did. The form only started 
to consolidate towards the middle of the 18th century with the success of Samuel 
Richardson and Henry Fielding and their elaborate stories of their everyday heroes and 
heroines, but, as remains the case, a vast range of different texts were arrayed under 
the title novel, displaying a variety of narrative perspectives, different social and political 
commitments, and alternative visions of what truly defines the most essential parts of 
reality. Those differences give rise to different modes or subgenres within the novel, and 
in the 18th century, various subgenres, such as the sentimental novel and the gothic 
novel, began to develop their own motifs, themes, and formal features.   

 
Summary 
 

• According to most literary historians, the novel first appeared in England in the 
early 18th century as part of a reaction against aristocratic stories such as the 
romance and in concert with the rise of the middle class, its focus on the 
individual, and the development of a scientific emphasis on particular, empirical 
details. 

• Ian Watt’s The Rise of the Novel provided one of the most influential accounts of 
the development of the English novel in the 18th century, distinguishing the novel 
from earlier forms through its formal realism. 
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• For Watt, among the key features of the novel’s formal realism are its 
abandonment of traditional plots, its emphasis on individual traits, its elaboration 
of descriptions of persons and places, its action within historical time, and its use 
of common, everyday language. 

• Over the course of the 18th century, the novel developed along a number of 
different lines in respect to what parts of reality it focused on, its moral and 
epistemological perspective, and its address to its readership, giving rise to 
numerous sub-genres such as the gothic novel and the sentimental novel. 
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