




































































































































































must always make the effort. He must change everything. For him that was the
purpose of being in the world. Everything he wanted to change was here.

“But as soon as you want passionately what is beyond your control, you
are primed to be thwarted—you are preparing to be brought to your knees.” (84)

Additionally, Murray tells Nathan about the apparent attempt at tolerance for Ira’s
marriage to Eve, issued from Murray’s wife, Doris, a justification that Murray could not
accept, understanding Ira the way he did:

“Doris always excused him and made allowances for him, came to Ira’s defense

every time I started in. ‘Yes,” Doris said, ‘here is a Communist, a big

revolutionary, a party member with his kind of zeal, and he suddenly falls in love
with an unthinking actress in this year’s ladylike waspy-waist jackets and long
skirts, who is famous and beautiful, who is steeped like a teabag in aristocratic
pretensions, and it contradicts his entire moral standard—but this is love.” ‘Is it?’

I would ask her. ‘Looks like credulity and confusion to me. Ira had no intuition

about emotional questions. The lack of emotional intuition goes a long way with

his being the kind of flat-footed radical he is. Those people are not very

psychologically attuned.”” (82-83)

Murray then recounts a fight he had with Ira regarding Ira’s blindness to the
irrevocably dysfunctional relationship between Eve and Sylphid. Ira’s response was that
Murray could not possibly understand the situation, as Murray was steeped in a
“bourgeois Jewish marriage,” and that Ira’s main problem was political, not private (86).
Murray further elaborates, stating, “Leave it to Ira to aggressively miss the point. His
mind moved, all right, but not with clarity. It moved only with force” (86).

This argument escalates to a bitter estrangement between Murray and Ira. As
Murray explains,

“Well, it wasn’t hard for Ira to say ‘Fuck off” and never see you again. He did not

modulate. There’s first gear and then suddenly there’s fifth gear, and he’s gone. I

couldn’t stop, I wouldn’t stop, so he tells me to go fuck myself and he leaves. Six

weeks later I wrote him a letter he didn’t answer. Then I made phone calls he
wouldn’t answer.” (87)
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Murray continued to pursue Ira until he finally made peace by apologizing, but
admits to Nathan that what he really attempted to convey to Ira was, “‘The menace to you
is not imperialist capitalism. The menace to you isn’t your public actions, the menace to
you is your private life. It always was and it always will be’” (87). What Nathan is
conveying to the reader via Murray’s wisdom, is that Ira’s inherent extremism blinded

him to a life of rationalizations and irrationality, a ruinous combination under Aristotelian

theory.

PartV
A Hero Vanquished

As Nathan drifts back into his own memory, he remembers a horrifying
experience that he himself had with Ira when Nathan was still a teen and Ira still his
mentor. One afternoon, Ira drove Nathan out to a suburb of Newark to see an old army
buddy, Erwin Goldstine. While sitting in the kitchen, Ira starts raving about capitalism,
aiming his anger toward Goldstine, once a fellow Marxist, but now the owner of a
mattress factory (94). Goldstine is not about to cower to the agitated giant before him,
and answers Ira’s implied accusations by turning and addressing Nathan:

“He tells you capitalism is a dog-eat-dog system. What is life if not a dog-eat-dog

system? This is a system that is in tune with life. And because it is, it works.

Look, everything the Communists say about capitalism is true, and everything the

capitalists say about Communism is true. The difference is, our system works

because it’s based on the truth about people’s selfishness, and theirs doesn’t

because it’s based on a fairy tale about people’s brotherhood. [. . .] But we know

what our brother is, don’t we? He’s a shit. And we know what our friend is,

don’t we? He’s a semi-shit. And we are semi-shits. So how can it be wonderful?

Not even cynicism, not even skepticism, just ordinary powers of human
observation tell us that is not possible” (95).
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Ira soon became enraged and pulled a pistol and aimed it Goldstine’s head. Goldstine
then responded by stating, “I’m scared of you, Ira,” [. . .] “I’ve always been scared of
you. You’re a wild man, Ira. I’m not going to wait for you to do to me what you did to
Butts. Remember Butts? Remember little Butts? Get up and get out, Iron Man. Take

Kid Asslick with you” (97). Before Nathan had the chance to leave, Goldstine decided to

continue:

Asslick, didn’t the Iron Man ever tell you about Butts? [. . . .] He tried to kill
Butts. He tried to drown Butts. He dragged Butts out of the mess hall—didn’t
you tell the kid, Ira, about you in Iran, about the rages and then tantrums in Iran?
[....] Somebody drops in the water to try and get at [the drowning] Butts, and so
Ira jumps in after him, lands on him, starts pummeling this guy’s head and
gouging his eyes and holding Aim under. You didn’t tell the kid about Butts?
How come? Didn’t you tell him about Garwych, either? About Solak? About
Becker? Get up. Get up and get out you crazy fucking homicidal nut.” (98)

Nathan remembers being stunned at the turn of events, and thinking,

We were all three of us Jews. Ira had come by to say hello to an old army buddy.

What was wrong with these guys?

It was when I began to tremble that Ira ceased to look deformed by

whatever antirational thought he was thinking. (98)

Soon after the Goldstine incident, Nathan recalls being invited to a dinner party at
Ira and Eve’s home and witnessing Ira, his mentor, in the whirlwind of another tirade
involving a political argument with one of his dinner guests. Nathan recalls Ira
attempting to justify his anger as a civic duty:

“But nobody’s arguing the point,” Eve said with a smile, “so why be angry?”

“Look, I get angry,” he said to her, “I always got angry, I hope to my dying day I

stay angry. 1 get in trouble because I get angry. I get in trouble because I won’t
shut up. I get very angry with my darling country when [. . .]” (126).
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By the time Nathan is seventeen and on his way to college, his infatuation with Ira
is nearly dissipated, and his patience weary. As Nathan recalls, Ira was off on a familiar
diatribe about the Korean War, and Nathan remembers thinking,

I’d heard it all before, these exact words many times, and by the end of my
vacation week I couldn’t wait to get out of earshot of him and go home. [. . ]
With hardly an inkling of how embattled he saw himself on every front, of how
compromised he felt his defiant independence to have become—still imagining
that my hero was on his way to leading and winning radio’s fight against the
reactionaries at Red Channels—I couldn’t understand the fear and desperation,
the growing sense of failure and isolation that were feeding Ira’s indignant
righteousness [. . .] Ira was so big that he looked like something out of the circus
sitting at the wheel of the car, and that second summer, when he sat beside me and
let me drive, I felt as though I were driving a monument around, a monument in a
mad rage about the Korean War, a battle monument commemorating the battle
against battling (190-91).

At that point, Nathan further remembers,

I was starting college the following week, and my education with Ira had ended.
With a speed that was incredible, it was over. That innocence was over too. I had
walked in the shack on Pickax Hill Road one person, and I was walking out
another. Whatever the name of the driving new force that had come to the
surface, it had come unbidden, all by itself, and was irreversible. The tearing
away from my father, the straining of filial affection prompted by my infatuation
with Ira, was now being replicated in my disillusionment with him (194).

Meanwhile, Ira and Eve finally divorced, and she wrote a book about their
marriage: / Married a Communist. As the title suggests, she publicly named Ira as a
communist, and he was then blacklisted from radio. Ira retreated to his cabin in Zinc
Town full of uncontrollable rage and a thirst for vengeance. As Murray explains it,

“I went out [to the cabin]. ‘Ira,’ Isaid, ‘I couldn’t sleep last night, and I couldn’t

teach the kids all day, because I know that you will not quit until you have

brought down on yourself a horror that goes far beyond being blacklisted.

Someday the blacklisting is going to end. This country may even make amends to

people who were handled like you, but if you go to jail for murder . . . Ira, what
are you thinking now?”” (302-303)
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Murray was convinced that Ira had murder on his mind and tells Nathan, “He was going
to garotte her. And the daughter. He was going to garotte the two of them with the
strings off the harp. He had the wire cutter. He meant it. He was going to cut the strings
and tie them around their necks and strangle the two of them to death” (303). Murray
further reflects on the episode and places into the context of Ira’s essential character:

“Look, once upon a time all Ira thought about was how to alleviate the effects of
human cruelty. Everything was funneled through that. But after that book of hers
came out, all he thought about was how to inflict it. They stripped him of his job,
his domestic life, his name, his reputation, and when he realized he’d lost all of
that, lost the status and no longer had to live up to it, he shed Iron Rinn, he shed
The Free and the Brave, he shed the Communist Party. He even stopped talking
so much. All that endless outraged rhetoric. Going on and on when what this
huge man really wanted to do was lash out. The talk was the way to blunt those
desires.” (122-123)

Murray then recounts to Nathan an adolescent event that would forever seal Ira’s
fate as an extremist and doom him to a life of strife. Murray tells Nathan that when Ira
was sixteen he beat a low-level mobster with a shovel, in what began as an act of self-
defense and ended in a blaze of fury and murder. While Ira escapes legal persecution and
mob retribution, this killing would become the primary act of hamartia and the point
where his character was fixed and from which a life of immoderation burgeoned. Murray
tells Nathan that upon learning of the killing, Murray vehemently condemns Ira’s vicious
act:

“‘And what did you take, Ira?’ I asked him. ‘Do you know? You just took the

wrong fork in the road. You just made the biggest mistake you’ve ever made.

You just changed everything into something else. And for what? Because the

guy attacked you? Well, you beat him up! You beat him silly. You got your

victory. You spent your rage on beating him to a pulp. But to make the victory
total, to go back and then murder him—for what? Because he said something
anti-Semitic? That necessitates killing him? The whole weight of Jewish history

falls on Ira Ringold’s shoulders? Bullshit! You just did something ineradicable,
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Ira—evil and maniacal and forever rooted in your life. You’ve done something
tonight that can never be made right. You cannot publicly apologize for murder
and make everything all right, Ira. Nothing can make murder all right. Ever!
Murder doesn’t just end one life—it ends rwo. Murder ends the human life of the
murderer as well! You will never get rid of this secret. You will go to the
cemetery with this secret. You will have it with you forever!”” (300)

There it is: Ira’s grandest instance of hamartia, one from which he would never recover,
the act that would eternally permeate Ira’s character. Murray further explains to Nathan,
“See, someone commits a crime like murder, I figure the Dostoyevskian reality is going o
kick in. [. . .] But Ira was not very self-reflective, ever. Ira is an action machine” (300).

Earlier in the text Murray offered a somewhat cryptic reference to the above
incident by mentioning the shovel in the context of his analysis of his brother:

“Ira knew his own nature. He knew that he was physically way out of scale and
that made him a dangerous man. He had the rage in him, and the violence, and
standing six and a half feet tall, he had the means. He knew he needed his Ira-
tamers—knew he needed all his teachers, knew he needed a kid like you, knew
that he hungered for a kid like you, who’d got all he’d never got and was the
admiring son. But after / Married a Communist appeared, he shed the finishing
school education, and he reclaimed the Ira you never saw, who beat the shit out of
guys in the army, the Ira who, as a boy starting out on his own, used the shovel he
dug with to protect himself against those Italian guys. Wielded his work tool as a
weapon. His whole life was a struggle not to pick up that shovel. But after her
book, Ira set out to become his own uncorrected first self.” (123)

Murray later further extends use of the shovel as a metaphor for Ira’s rage, while
informing Nathan of the murder and its perpetual role in Ira’s character:

“Ira and the shovel. All that he imposed on himself,” Murray said, “exacted from
himself, demanded from himself because of that shovel. The bad ideas and the
naive dreams. All his romances. His passion was to be someone he didn’t know
how to be. He never discovered his life, Nathan. He looked for it everywhere—
in the zinc mine, in the record factory, in the fudge factory, in the labor union, in
radical politics, in radio acting, in rabble-rousing, in proletarian living, in
bourgeois living, in marriage, in adultery, in savagery, in civilized society. He
couldn’t find it anywhere. Eve didn’t marry a Communist; she married a man
perpetually hungering after his life. That’s what enraged him and confused him
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and that’s what ruined him: he could never construct one that fit. The enormous
wrongness of this guy’s effort. But one’s errors always rise to the surface, don’t
they?” (319)

As it turned out, Ira never did exact his revenge upon Eve and Sylphid, probably
because of the illness that partly debilitated him physically'*; however he did manage to

receive some satisfaction upon learning the conditions under which Eve died. As Murray

explains to Nathan:

“By the time Sylphid left New York to take up life in France, Eve Frame was a
hopeless drunk. Had to sell the house. Died in a drunken stupor in a Manhattan
hotel room in 1962, ten years after the book. Forgotten. Fifty-five years old.
Two years later, Ira died. Fifty-one. But he lived to see her suffer. [. . .] Eve’s
dying put Ira back in touch with the primary satisfactions, unchained the
ditchdigger’s pleasure principle. When all the rigging of respectability, when all
the social construction that civilizes, is removed from someone who has thrived
most of his life on impulse, you have a geyser, don’t you? It just starts gushing.
Your enemy destroyed—what could be better? Sure, it took a little longer than he
had hoped and sure, this time he didn’t get to do it himself, to feel the blood spurt
up hot in his face, but still and all, I never saw Ira enjoy anything more than her

death.” (313)

As for Ira, the once bigger-than-life radio celebrity lived out the last years of his
life, selling rocks on the roadside to Zinc Town tourists. The elder Nathan’s final
reflection of Ira demonstrates Nathan’s Aristotelian analysis of his boyhood hero:

I wonder if Ira ever bled himself of the resolve to be argumentative, contrary,
defiant, to be illegitimate when necessary, or if that all still burned on him while
he sold Tommy’s specimens out front of the rock dump, across the highway from
the machine shop where they had the toilet. Burned on, more than likely; in Ira
everything burned on. No one in this world had less talent for frustration than Ira
or was worse at controlling his moods. The rage to take action —and selling kids
fifty-cent bags of rocks instead. Sitting there till he died, wanting to be something
entirely different, believing that by virtue of personal attributes (his size, his
animus, the father he'd suffered) he had been destined to be something different.
Furious to have no outlet for changing the world. The embitterment of that
bondage. How he must have choked on it, employing now to destroy himself his
inexhaustible capacity never to desist. (287)
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Alas, Nathan summarizes all the elements of immoderation—the rage, the embitterment,
the defiance, etc.—that made Ira the model Aristotelian tragic hero and that brought

about his own self-destruction.
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CHAPTER FOUR

CONCLUSION

In his book Restraining Rage: The Ideology of Anger Control in Classical Antiquity,
William V. Harris states, “Prominently displayed on the sixth-century Alcmaeonid
temple at Delphi was the maxim ‘Nothing in excess,” and moderation has often been
thought of as an ideal of the classical Greeks” (80). Harris further emphasizes the ancient
ideal of moderation, and claims, “[. . .] anger control was part of a larger Greek and
Roman project of emotional self-control or moderation” (26), and that “[b]y the time of
Aristotle [. . .] an entirely new type of reason had arisen for emotional self-control and in
particular for the control of anger, namely psychic health [. . . .]” (30)."*

While the focus of my thesis is not psychological in nature, Harris’s comments
give credence to the idea that Aristotle’s emphasis on moderation as the means to virtue,
and ultimately happiness, in the Nichomachean Ethics had so permeated his philosophy,
that there is good reason to believe that the importance of moderation bled into his theory
of tragedy in the Poetics, specifically in his concept of hamartia. As such, the idea of the
“tragic flaw” continued as a tradition in Western literature from Homer"” to Shakespeare

to the contemporary work of Philip Roth.

56



In Chapter Two of this thesis, I began by demonstrating that Aristotle believed
that good tragic literature not only provides a catharsis for its audience, but also an ethical
edification, more specifically, a lesson in virtue. In Part II of Chapter Two, I outlined a
model of the ideal tragic hero, based on Aristotle’s criteria set forth in his Poetics. As
one of the most important elements among these criteria is that the hero suffer a reversal
of fortune (from good to bad) as a result of hamartia, 1 go to great lengths in Part III to
define the concept of hamartia by presenting the intense critical debate over the
interpretation of the word as used by Aristotle in the Poetics.

After a methodical examination of what I labeled the three “schools of thought”
on the interpretation of Aristotle’s use of hamartia, 1 concluded that the school of
thought represented by S. H. Butcher is superior, as it is the only one that absolutely
dictates circumstances under which the reader receive a lesson in virtue. Under this
school of thought, the tragic hero’s hamartia is interpreted as an error on his part for
which he can be blamed, in other words, the “tragic flaw.” Understanding hamartia as
the tragic flaw provides the reader with an opportunity to witness and experience, through
mimesis, a cause and effect situation from which he or she can learn, as it involves a hero
with which he or she can identify.

I concluded Chapter Two by providing a nexus between Butcher’s interpretation
of hamartia with Aristotle’s prescription for virtue: the Nichomachean Ethics. 1
explained that in the Ethics, Aristotle’s main argument is that moderation is the key to
virtue, and that virtue is the key to happiness, or eudaimonia, the true human end.

In Chapter Three, I applied the theory that moderation is the means to happiness
and self-fulfillment by examining its antithesis, immoderation, as it appears as the main

57



theme of Philip Roth’s novel / Married a Communist. My analysis of this text
demonstrates that Roth has created an Aristotelian world in which an Aristotelian
narrator, Nathan Zuckerman, recounts the rise and fall of one of his boyhood heroes, Ira
Ringold. In Chapter Three, I demonstrated that throughout the text, Nathan allegorizes
Ira’s life as a lesson in hamartia by offering an ironclad chain of incidents and analysis
that overwhelmingly support the idea that immoderation is the incredible driving force
that ultimately destroys Ira and many of those close to him.

Nathan’s sagacious narrative of the rise and fall of Ira Ringold enlightens the
reader of the potential dangers of immoderation, even with the best intentions in mind.
While Ira may have been fighting the oppression of capitalism, his radical approach was
basically ineffective in the bigger picture and outright destructive in his private sphere.
The important distinction between Ira and some of history’s great revolutionaries, such as
Martin Luther King, Jr., is extremism, which is just as much an alienating and

counterproductive force as it is a driving one.
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ENDNOTES

! While this chapter is essentially devoted to understanding Aristotle’s use of
hamartia, 1 believe it best to offer an initial translation/definition. In Greek hamartia
literally means “missing the bull’s eye.” What the term has come to mean is up for
debate: scholars argue whether it is the hero’s “tragic flaw,” in which he makes a choice
that reverses his fortune from good to bad and is ultimately blameworthy, or that the he
merely lacks knowledge when he makes the crucial choice that changes his fortune and is
thus virtually blameless.

? In this chapter, reversal, when mentioned, will always be from good to bad.
? By “literature” I include poetry, plays, and prose.

4 House goes so far as to rally his troops in his condemnation of what he considers
the flagrant misuse of hamartia as a moral failing, and states, “Bywater and Rostagni
agree on this point, and I think I can safely say that all serious modern Aristotelian
scholarship agrees with them, that “hamartia” means an error which is derived from
“ignorance of some material fact or circumstance” (95).

> Hull also attempts to rescue Oedipus from any accusations that his hamartia is
rooted in rashness or villainy when Oedipus kills the king and his fellow travelers. As
Hull explains, “Oedipus’s plea of self defense rings true—it is unlikely that he would
have attacked an armed party of five” (290).

6 Curran argues, however, that “Oedipus did kill a man, and in anger, but he did
not know the man was his father at the time of the murder. His actions are marked by a
lack of moderation, which may indeed make him interesting, but also vulnerable” (35).

7 Tt should be noted here that most of the critics in this chapter will be referring to
what Aristotle considers human good, eudaimonia, the ultimate end of humanity.
FEudaimonia is essentially translated as happiness that comes from virtuousness rather
than pleasure. However, in some passages critics will use “happiness” or “goodness”
instead of the Greek eudaimonia, though that is the intended meaning.

¥ Brackets inserted by translator.
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? During my reading of the text, I found over eighty references to “immoderation”
and its various synonyms; however, in order to present a more focused and concise case
in a narrative form, I chose to use only those quotations that were most important in the
representation of Ira Ringold, as he is the impetus for the story.

' As they Nathan’s narration takes place in the present, I will use present tense
verbs when referring to hi reflections and dialogue with Murray. As Ira’s story is
something that happened before the present tense narration, I will use past tense verbs in
reference to the events of Ira’s life that Nathan is recounting.

' Also interesting to note is the fact that Roth himself attended the University of
Chicago, roughly the same time Nathan attends the same university in the text, at the time
when a group of its literary theorists were labeled the “Neo-Aristotelians.”

"2 1t is interesting here that Nathan refers to missing the point as not hitting “the
mark,” for that is the literal definition of hamartia.

'3 Murray explains that ironically even Ira’s illness was the result of
excessiveness:
“One doctor that I took him to myself, across the street at the Beth Israel, a
physician friend of Doris’s, listened to his case history, drew blood, examined
him thoroughly, and described him to us as hyperinflammatory. The guy had an
elaborate theory and he drew us pictures—a failure of inhibition in the cascade
that leads to inflammation. He described Ira’s joints as quick to develop
inflammatory reactions that rapidly escalate. Quick to inflame, slow to
extinguish.

“After Ira died, some doctor suggested to me—maybe a persuasive case to
me—that Ira suffered from the disease that they believe Lincoln had. Dressed up
in the clothes and got the disease. Marfan’s. Marfan’s syndrome. Excessive
tallness.” (178)

Furthermore, Murray metaphorically links Ira’s excessive tallness to his temper:
“Ira asserted himself into New York City with all his intensity, with all that
craving for a life of weight and meaning. From the [Communist] party he got the
idea that he was an instrument of history, that history had called him to the capital
of the world to set society’s wrongs right—and to me the whole thing looked
ludicrous. Ira wasn’t so much a displaced person as he was a misplaced person,
always the wrong size for where he was, in both spirit and physique” (180).

"“Interestingly, Harris also argues that “[. . .] Oedipus emerges as a man of
uncontrollable temper, both in his classic scenes of anger with the prophet Teiresias and
with Creon, and in his account of the murderous encounter at the Three Roads. How was
this seen or meant to be seen by the initial audience? Probably in a most unfavorable
light [....]"(172)
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'> As Harris argues, "[Aristotle] believed that Homer meant to criticize Achilles:
he sees that the poet in some sense wanted the hero to cease his anger against the corpse
of Hector, and elsewhere he seems to hold that Homer recognized the excessive quality in
Achilles' irascibility” (76).
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