
Opponent’s Report  

Alžběta Ambrožová, “Assimilated Aliens: The Rise of David Levinsky and Portnoy’s 

Complaint” (BA Thesis) 

 

The objective of Alžběta Ambrožová’s Bachelor’s thesis is to discuss the issue of assimilation of 

Jews into American society as it appears in two novels, Abraham Cahan’s The Rise of David 

Levinsky and Philip Roth’s Portnoy’s Complaint. The candidate manages to offer many plausible 

observations concerning the respective novels and their protagonists, and above all does a good 

job of commenting both on the widely different historical contexts in which these works were 

written, and on the differences in terms of the background of the protagonists (first-generation 

immigrant vs. second-generation immigrant, origin in a poor religious family vs. a family of 

secularized Jews who are comfortably well-off). The style of writing is largely lucid and the 

candidate’s command of academic English is very good. 

 

The thesis structure is much less clear however. The minimalist Preface and the Introduction 

sketch out the methodology (about which later) and provide a basic survey of Jewish immigration 

to the United States. Four comparative chapters follow; while these offer many pertinent points, 

as indicated above, their focus features numerous overlaps. In fact, Chapters I-III discuss mostly 

the love life of David Levinsky and Alexander Portnoy respectively, and only Chapter IV moves 

to other matters. The discussion of the amorous relationships and sex life of the protagonists is 

commented upon in extensive detail and mostly in apt manner, but forming the major part of the 

thesis as this part does, one wonders whether the thesis title is appropriate. Another shortcoming 

as regards the structure concerns the fact that Chapter 1 begins, so to say, in medias res: nowhere 

in the thesis are the novels introduced, and neither are their authors (which would have been 

appropriate in this case, since at least Cahan’s novel is generally regarded as strongly 

autobiographical). 

 

The methodological framework of the thesis is given by a chapter from Homi Bhabha’s The 

Location of Culture, which creates considerable problems. As much as one can see the utility of the 

concepts of mimicry and double vision adopted from Bhabha’s work for the central argument of 

the thesis, the fact remains that Bhabha’s postcolonial theory is hardly relevant for the situation 

of Jewish immigrants to the United States at any point of its history. As regards the theme of 

assimilation, two points are to be raised, the first of which is vital: 1. as it is, the thesis abstract 

and Introduction indicate that one becomes an alien by assimilation (surely this is not what the 

candidate intends to argue); 2. why does the candidate use a 1921 introduction to sociology as her 

only source as regards the concept, in place of more up to date scholarship? 

 

The argument involves a number of generalizations which require reconsideration; here are some 

examples: 1. “the process of assimilation can be regarded [as] a conscious strategy rather than a 

natural process happening unwittingly” (p. 20); 2. Jews do not wish to become fully American 

because of their belief in being the chosen people (pp. 21-22); 3. the comments on the immigrant 

Jews’ obsession with the shiksa on p. 23 (together with the candidate not discussing the gendering 

of her observations – the thesis does not indicate at any point that its focus is on male immigrants 

only). A surprising factual error concerns the dating of the publication of The Rise of David 

Levinsky, which appeared in 1917, rather than 1919 as the candidate repeatedly asserts. There are 



numerous formal errors as regards referencing; above all, several footnotes are absent altogether 

(note 1 in the abstract; note 35 on p. 26), some are misattributed (note 46 on p. 30) and footnote 

numbers are given in odd places with no text (p. 59 n. 101, 102; p. 65 n. 115). Robert Ezra Park is 

renamed to Pound in a moment of unwanted comedy; on which note, the translation of “alien” 

as “mimozemšťan” in the Czech abstract verges on the incredible (never mind the English-style 

capitalization in the Czech). 

 

As regards the thesis defence, these are some further issues that should be addressed: 

1. The candidate does not comment anywhere in her work on the genre differences between 

the respective novels. In this context, I propose that she address the role of humour in 

Portnoy’s Complaint – which, unlike Cahan’s, is a comic novel –; how does humour relate, 

in particular, to the numerous Jewish stereotypes broached by Roth? 

2. The candidate claims that the dominant society in the U.S. refused to regard the Jews as 

equals (p. 21). Could she specify the period and context(s)? 

3. In the Conclusion, the candidate regards the exploitation of women by the protagonists 

of the respective novels as a form of mimicry. This would imply that they imitate non-

Jewish white American males in this respect – is this really what she wishes to argue? 

 

I recommend the thesis for defence and propose to grade it as “good” or “very good”, based on 

the answers to the questions outlined above. 
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