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Preface

Preface

Stephen Greenblatt, one of the representatives of New
Historicism, puts forward the idea that literary texts are cultural
artifacts that can tell people something about the interplay of
discourses, the web of social meanings, operating in the time and
place in which the text was written. And they can do so because the
literary text is, itself, part of the interplay of discourses, a thread
in the dynamic web of social meaning. For new historicism, the
literary text and the historical situation from which it emerged are
equally important because text, which refers to the literary work,
and context, which are the historical conditions that produced it,
are mutually constitutive: they create each other. Like the dynamic
interplay between individual identity and society, literary texts
shape and are shaped by their historical contexts (Tyson 627). The
New Historicism and Cultural Materialism, which has these as some
of its strategic analyzing principles, provides a suitable critical
method for the understanding of Philip Roth’s later novels. The full
disclose of Roth’s insightful depiction of the specific Jewish American
history and the American national historical contexts can help to
clarify the contents, and themes of his novels.

Philip Roth (1933— ) has been regarded as one of the most
prominent contemporary Jewish American writers. From the
moment that his debut book, Goodbye, Columbus (1959), won
him the National Book Award and earned him attacks from the
Jewish community, Philip Roth has been among the most influential

and consistently controversial writers of our age. Until now, he is
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the author of thirty-one novels, numerous stories, two memoirs and
two books of literary criticism. He has won the Pulitzer Prize, the
American National Book Award, the PEN/Faulkner Award, and
the National Book Critics Circle Award for his fiction. Most of the
awards are given to him for his novels published since 1986.

From this year on, Philip Roth’s writing has undergone great
changes. His fifteen novels published after The Counterlife have
changed from the early realism and modernism to postmodernism.
Historical representation and postmodernist literary discourse
permeate these novels, such as The Counterlife ( 1986 ),
Deception: A Nowvel (1990 ); Patrimony (1991 ); Operation
Shylock: A Confession (1993 ); Sabbath’s Theatre (1995 );
American Pastoral (1997); I Married a Communist (1998); The
Human Stain (2000); The Dying Animal (2001); The Plot
Against Animal: A Novel (2004); Everyman (2006) and Exit
Ghost (2007). Profound themes and insightful perceptions situated
in the broad historical context have marked his later novels that
require a close examination.

The themes Roth has been concerned in the course of his literary
career are varied. Nevertheless, Roth is unafraid to mine the same
territory over and over again, to deepen his investigations rather
than just broaden them. Therefore, there is a good deal of
consistency about all of his works. His novels, stories and non-
fiction writing all seem to be intricately conjoined. When examined
closely, they all point to a relatively historical sense. His novels
resonate with the American history from the 1940s to the present and
the history’s impact on the twentieth-century American life.
Therefore, throughout the dissertation, the focus of discussion has
been set on the historical representation of Self, social conflicts in
the U.S., and the postmodernist literary discourse applied in his
later fiction:

Most of the characters in Roth’s novels suffer from conflicts of
identity when their entire self-image, or even part of it, doesn’t

i



