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Roth’s Fiction


Roth is concerned with reinforcing the idea in the readers’ heads that what we are reading is fiction.  Much like life, it is based on suppositions (many of which are false).  Roth, through Zuckerman, says, “I am a theater and nothing more than a theater”
 to emphasize this point.  He further says, “one invents one’s meanings, along with impersonating one’s selves…”
 [note the plural].


The Counterlife is full of different “version of reality”.  What is real?  What is not real?  It seems the offering up of different, or counter, lives is akin to Kundera’s notion that all of his characters are simply “possibilities” that he chose not to explore in his life.  In Reading Philip Roth, the interviewer asked, “…do you think of fiction as a way of knowing the world or of changing the world?”  Roth responds:  “As a way of knowing the world as its not otherwise known.  Clearly a lot can be known about the world without the help of fiction, but nothing else engenders fiction’s kind of knowing because nothing else makes the world into fiction.”
  Kundera echoes this idea when he says, “The sole raison d’etre of a novel is to discover what only the novel can discover.”

Roth & Kundera


“Roth, then, is not just the sum of ‘Roth’ and ‘Zuckerman’.  Maria offers a third perspective from which to critique the versions offered by ‘Roth’ and ‘Zuckerman’…Maria too is Roth’s fictional creation, the spokesperson for his anima or Other.”
  We get this same perspective from Kundera.  In Dialogue on the Art of the Novel, Kundera speaks of creating his characters to explore uncultivated aspects of his own personality:  “I had to invent Tereza, an ‘experimental self’…”
 Both authors utilize the characters in their novels to uncover something unknown about themselves.  In this process, we too are exposed to these same aspects of our own character.  These novels challenge us to look at ourselves in ways previous novels didn’t.  


I believe Roth, like Kundera, asks questions, but puts forth no real answer to these questions.  Is this purposeful ambiguity?  Yes, it most certainly is.  We see Mordecai Lippman, the militant Jew.  We hear him talk; defend his position.  We hear Shuki Elchanan, the “realistic” Jew, and his ideas about Zionism and Lippman.  Automatically, on the surface, most people would probably side with Shuki, but the logic of Lippman’s argument cannot be completely invalidated.  Where does this leave us?  Roth leaves it up to us to decide.



Roth also addresses the idea of kitsch through the character of Jimmy and Henry among others.  Here is a sample of some of Jimmy’s ideas:  “FORGET REMEMBERING! … THE PAST IS PAST!  WE LIVE! … We are torturing ourselves with memories! … We have reminded them enough, we have reminded ourselves enough – we must forget!”
  Jimmy has embraced this notion that the future holds the answers and to get to that, we must forget the past.  He wants Jews to forget about the Holocaust – he believes that this remembering is what is holding the Jew back.  It is why the rest of the world will not support Israel; it is why anti-Semitism exists in this era.  Henry, as Hanoch, also embraces the political kitsch of Zionism.  “…a world defined by action, by power, where how you wanted to please Momma and Poppa simply doesn’t matter!  Everybody escapes… They were escaping history!  Here they’re making history!  There’s a world outside the Oedipal swamp, Nathan, where what matters isn’t what made you do it but what it is you do…”
  This is Kundera’s definition of kitsch repeated by Roth through Henry.  These two authors echo each other in many ways.  It comes as no surprise that these two men are friends and admirers of each other’s work.

The Jewish Question


Having read this book once before, prior to reading Edward Said, and now reading it again after being exposed to Said’s Orientalism, I must say that the experience was a different one.  Many of the questions raised about the face of Zionism in this book are much more meaningful and less cut and dry than they were the first time around.  Lippman and Shuki, Henry and Zuckerman, even Jimmy of the Five Books of Jimmy, all of these guys have their ideas of the Jewish homeland and the notion of Zionism.  They’re all a little different, but they all believe in it to a certain extent.  Does Roth hold this view as well?  One would think so, as there is no one to champion the other side (the Arab or Palestinian side) in this novel.  (This is just my own little aside.  Now back to the discussion.)

Roth, being Jewish, is deeply concerned with Jewish identity – through Shuki, he attacks himself in the following way:  “Why do you pretend to be so detached from your Jewish feelings?  In the books all you seem to be worrying about is what on earth a Jew is, while in life you pretend that you’re content to be the last link in the Jewish chain of being.”
  We know that Roth has issues with the Jewish community and his own Jewish-ness.  For example, “…he reports how he was asked to speak at Yeshiva University in New York where he was given a roasting by an enraged faculty and student body of orthodox Jews.  The episode, he maintains, turned the angry young writer into one destined to be permanently embroiled in Jewish self-definition”
 [emphasis mine].


The Counterlife asks some of these serious questions about Jewish-ness.  It’s everywhere.  Roth spends a lot of time examining what it means to be Jewish.  Do you have to be an extremist like Mordecai Lippman and Henry (Hanoch)?  And let’s look at Henry in this role (as militant Jew).  Does being militant make him more Jewish than he was in New Jersey?  Can a Jew be more Jewish, less Jewish?  Or can he simply be Jewish?  These questions Roth asks, over and over, throughout this novel.  In Christendom, Zuckerman finds his Jewish-ness.  He finds it through the anti-Semitism displayed by his sister-in-law, mother-in-law, and the English in general.  Through opposition, he embraces his heritage, even though he does not practice, or necessarily believe, in its tenets.  Thus he defines himself as what he is not (goy, woman, English), as do many others in this novel.

Conclusion


The Counterlife is one of the most provocative novels I have ever read.  Its complexities and alternate versions of itself are jarring, shocking, and ultimately, genius.  Everyday, we define ourselves anew, revising our past in hopes of reshaping our future.  Roth exposes what we do to ourselves and one another on a regular basis.  He captures this element of reality in a way that only the novel can.  He says it best when he says,  “We are all each other’s authors.”

Questions for thought

1. Is there a Henry, or is Henry a fictive creation of Nathan (who, in turn, is a fictive creation of Roth)?

2. What does Roth say about essential differences (pp. 300-301 – difference for difference sake and creation of identity)?

3. Roth’s novelistic style runs counter to traditional linear novels.  By utilizing this style, what is Roth asking us to do?  What is he asking us to reflect on?  What’s the impact of essential self vs. constructed self?

4. To what end is the “wrathful” deconstruction?  What’s the purpose of the anger in this novel?  Is this catharsis?  What are we supposed to walk away with upon completion of this novel?

5. If he doesn’t want us to get into the characters as real people, why does he present them that way?  Speaking of Maria in particular, why does she appear to us as a real person (specifically in her tirade at the end of the novel)?
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