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On Free Choice under Political Metaphor in the Process of Novotny’s Pain 

1. Introduction

[bookmark: OLE_LINK43]Existentialist philosophy is concerned with the individual “being". From the etymological point of view, “being” emphasizes a kind of "presence" and "action", and “being” and “human” combine to form a complete meaning of "human being". "Presence" is the presence of the human body, and "action" is the action of the body first, reflecting the dynamic nature of human beings (Sartre & Mairet, 1960). The corporeal narrative tends to reflect the connotation of existentialism and is a deep concern for human existence (Brockmeier & Meretoja, 2014). As a Jewish-American writer with a strong moral responsibility, Philip Roth took the corporeal narrative very seriously and created many classical works. His corporeal narrative usually contains sex narrative, aging narrative, disease narrative, and death narrative, in which Roth often devoted his care and sympathy to “my being”, embodying his pursuit of freedom and truth (Li, 2015). In his disease narrative, particularly his “pain” narrative, Roth took the ethical conflicts between individual desire, self-being, and society, and explored the deep meaning of human existence, demonstrating his unique understanding and perception of “pain” (Freeman, 2015). Based on Sartre's theory of free choice, this essay discusses how the hero in Philip Roth's short story “Novotny’s Pain” made free choices in the complicated process of “pain” under the context of the political environment, and finally realizes self-cognition. This study contributes to inspiring readers to think and reflect on the meaning of their existence, actively face their inner contradictions and struggles, and rethink the meaning of life. At the same time, it evokes readers to review individual free will and responsibility, especially how to integrate individual choices into collective interests and think deeply about their choices and values in modern society.  

Ⅱ The process of “Novotny’s Pain”

[bookmark: OLE_LINK42][bookmark: OLE_LINK3]“Novotny’s Pain” was one of Roth’s early short stories, published in 1962. In this story, Roth opened the door to “pain” narration in his disease narrative. According to Jünger (1980), “Pain belongs to those keys with which one opens up not only the innermost part of man but also the world." In “Novotny’s Pain”, Roth takes a different track and traces “pain” back to its “source” outside the individual body, particularly concerning political and social issues. In specific, he articulates the connection between politics and body, or specifically the body politic of the United States of America during the Korean War and the body of a young man called Novotny, and prominently deals with the issue of individual “pain”, which has been further discussed in his later more influential novels, like Anatomy Lesson, American Pastoral, Sabbath’s Theater, etc. (Brühwiler & Trepanier, 2017).
[bookmark: OLE_LINK2]Set in the background of the Korean War after the Second World War, “Novotny’s Pain” recounts the short army career of a young man. The protagonist, Novotny, a Polish-American, suddenly felt pain “on the right side of his body, directly above the buttock” (Roth, p.46) soon after he was drafted. But as a newly recruited soldier, he had to “grit his teeth” to endure it with his “sense of shame” and “sense of necessity”. In the army, the pain constantly tortured him and even prevented him from fulfilling his duty. He had to see the doctor frequently and ask for treatment. However, His pain was regarded as an excuse to escape his responsibility. No one believed him except his mother and girlfriend. Later, he was asked to return to his duty and threatened with being accused of malingering if he refused. Under the pressure of the political authority in the army, he still insisted on “feeling pain” on his back and began to search for the source of the pain to prove his honesty. In the process of self-exploration, he discovered his “true self”. Later in front of the psychiatrist, he confessed that he feared death and was unwilling to go to war in Korea. Finally, Novotny received a medical discharge from the army and began to live a happy life, getting married to his girlfriend, taking care of his mother, and working as a television cameraman as he had long wished. Surprisingly, his pain also began to be relieved. 
Based on Satre's views of free choice and responsibility, through the process of the protagonist’s dealing with “pain” issues, as well as his discovery of self-being, this story demonstrates Philip Roth’s perspective of individual freedom by focusing on how Novotny made free choices in front of the paradox of national interests and individual safety, particularly when politics serves as an essential framing condition. Novotny’s “pain” experienced a complex dynamic process, embodying the mental journey of the individual on the way to self-being discovery. 

1. “Pain” of compliance 
[bookmark: _Hlk152273832][bookmark: _Hlk152964099]At the beginning of the story, “In the early months of the Korean War”, Novotny, who was drafted into the army, “almost immediately feels ill”. “He awoke one morning with a pain on the right side of his body, directly above the buttock” (Roth, p.46). Freud holds that people’s physical diseases are not only caused by physiological reasons but may be psychological disorders or a manifestation of psychological conflict. For example, physical illnesses such as asthma and stomach pain are related to physical and emotional experiences in childhood, and mental illnesses such as depression and anxiety may also manifest through physical responses (Jung, 2014). Here Novotny’s “pain" is, in essence, not a physical illness but the confrontation with mortality (Brühwiler & Trepanier, 2017). The Korean War is the political conflict between the two political bodies of capitalist society and communist society, to which the individual cannot disagree but must obey the national will and “fight for democracy and freedom”. However, going to the battlefield means that the individuals would be faced with death, which they can’t control. Apparently, the protagonist was unwilling to die this way, and he wanted to decide his own life and death. However, he had no choice but to follow the state’s political orientation. With his duty as a patriot and his gratitude to his country (for he is a foreign extraction indebted to this country), he “gritted his teeth” and fulfilled his duty with the “sense of shame and necessity” imposed on him by social and political factors, enduring the “pain” that he could neither control nor bear. Therefore, here “pain” is a cry for freedom and resistance from the bottom of his heart. Through the “pain”— the physical performance of Novotny’s subjective state of mind, Roth discloses the conflict between individuals’ autonomy and social conformity as well as the authority of the latter to the former. 
2. “Pain” of suspiciousness 
However, in the army, a larger political context, the increased “pain” revived his sense of individual freedom. The daily grind of ineffective training and tedious chores in the army, and the prospect of being sent to the Korean battlefield to face the threat of death pushed “this dutiful and non-rebellious young man to reflect on what will happen to him”. Novotny had always had a certain understanding of the value of his self-existence. He had a great vision for his future life: he had “considered himself a bright and ambitious young man”; he had a beloved girlfriend and a mother to take care of; he had settled on television and knew himself more adept at his work than anyone else in this course. However, in the army, Novotny couldn't see his real value and prospects at all. Every day, he did inefficient training and busy kitchen work in barracks, which gradually drove him to vacillate between obedience and staying true to himself. He even began to question the meaning of the training every day. 
“The previous day, the entire company had marched fifteen miserable miles with full packs, and then, when it was dark, they had dropped down on their stomachs and fired at pinpoints of light that flickered five hundred yards away and were supposed to be the gunfire of the enemy. Before they had climbed into trucks at midnight, they were ordered to attention and told in a high, whiny voice by their captain, a National Guardsman recently and unhappily called back to duty, that only one out of every fifty rounds they had fired had hit the targets”(Roth, p.46).
He began to think about the value and significance of his presence in the army and felt his own unwilling heart, which awakened his sense of self-awareness and freedom. Deep down, he “hated the army because nothing he did there was for himself” (Roth, p.47).  
“He got into bed and counted up the number of hours he had spent scrubbing out what hadn't even needed to be scrubbed. At a dollar and a quarter an hour, he would have made over twenty dollars. Nineteen hours was as much night-school time as he had been able to squeeze into three weeks.”(Roth, p.47)
Besides, he would feel increasingly anxious each time he went home to meet his family on vacation, which awakened his strong sense of family responsibility and bodily self-preservation. The increasing fear of being shipped out to Korea to die intensified the “pain” in his back as a bodily reaction. “He would be killed in Korea and never see Rose Anne again, or his mother. And how unfair—for he had been a good son.” (Roth, p.48). If he was killed in the battle, who would take care of his mother? When he frequently went on sick calls and asked for treatment for his “pain”, the doctor always didn’t think it serious, and just put “three inches of tape across his back” for "Everybody's back hurts." Despite this, he insisted on asking for time off to treat the pain because he needed to protect his body from harm. Novotny’s pain at this time reflected his suspicion of his value as a subject, as well as his doubt about the paradox of his family responsibility and social responsibility. 
3. “Pain” of resistance
In the army with a hierarchical structure representing the state, individual consciousness is unusually weak and almost silent. “He was able to limp to sick call, where he found on duty the unsympathetic medic, who, almost immediately upon seeing Novotny, began to unwind a roll of three-inch tape” (Roth, p.50). Later, when he came to the doctor again and asked for help, he was asked to "go back to duty like a man" and was even threatened to "appear at a court-martial" for having refused the doctor's order, making Novotny faint and ashamed. Despite the doctor’s double-meaning words, like “the pain wasn't on the surface but deep inside his back” and “it was deep inside his head”(Roth, p.50), Novotny didn’t give in because his “pain” was really getting more intense and even affecting his work and life. “Novotny thought that he did feel his pain—he did, most certainly, remember the pain, and remembered the misery of no one's taking it seriously but himself” (Roth, p. 51). The "pain" unconsciously represents a kind of resistance against superiors and insistence on the defence of individual life and dignity under such a political hierarchical structure. Hobbes argues that every subject in society has an inalienable right to self-preservation, which is equal to the right of each individual to resist the sovereign orders when the latter threatens his or her life (Sheridan, 2011, p. 138). Namely, it’s individual subjects who ultimately decide for themselves whether their obedience is worth it (Ryan, 1988) and who may without wrongdoing ignore the commands of political superiors (Rutherford, 2006, p.256). Specifically, Hobbes holds that it's the natural right of subjects to defend themselves from physical harm (Sheridan, 2011, p. 150). Confronting the doctors’ apathy and suspicion, Novotny insisted on protecting the individual's right to life and made up his mind to self-treatment.  
“He had decided finally that if he did not go and have the condition taken care of within the next few days it would simply get worse and worse; surely there would be no time for medical attention, no proper facilities, while they were in transit to Korea. And, once in Korea, those in charge would surely be even more deaf to his complaints than they were here; there they would be deafened by the roar of cannons” (Roth, p.52). 
[bookmark: _Hlk152389314]Novotny’s self-preservation embodied a humanitarian spirit that treasures the value of life and recognizes individual subjectivity. His resistance propelled his process of self-discovery. To confirm that he was in pain, he continued to carry on self-diagnosis. In the following days, Novotny remained in the ward, receiving various treatments, including traction, heat treatments, and a series of exercises. Meanwhile, he tried to convince others that he was indeed in pain. “When the pain was at its worst, he felt vindicated; but then, too, when it was at its worst, he was most miserable”( Roth, p. 54). Just as the doctor did not believe his pain, he did not believe the doctor's diagnosis, and to relieve his pain, he began to learn and gain power over the interpretation of the self” (Bodman, 132) --- He went on the way to self-discovery through self-diagnosis and treatment. In the hospital library, he found a symptom of “slipped disc” called “tingling sensation” that ran down the back of the leg and into the foot. The following day, he awoke with a tingling sensation “that ran down the back of his right leg and into his foot”. But when he told his new symptom to the colonel, he was then taken to a psychiatrist for diagnosis, diagnosed as “passive-aggressive”, and was even defined as a “coward” by the colonel and finally dismissed from the army. However, at this moment, any external political factors can no longer stop him from exploring his own “pain”(this “being”). 

4. The etiology of “pain”
[bookmark: OLE_LINK8][bookmark: _Hlk153212628]During the later treatment period, Novotny read a story about a woman in a European country who had imagined that she was pregnant. She had swelled up, and after nine months, she had labour pains, but no baby. It was her imagination that made her swell up. Finally, Novotny realized that it was not his back that was causing the pain. “With the aid of every truthful cell in his pained body”, Novotny admitted to himself that he was frightened of going to Korea. He was afraid of being killed. He was scared of becoming one of "the wounded soldiers with physical disabilities" he met in the hospital every day. "Many of whom were in the hospital to learn to use prosthetic devices, had been in Korea”. Novotny was suffering “psychogenic pain”. “Psychogenic pain” is a term for pain that is not directly caused by an injury or illness; it is usually caused by emotional events such as social rejection, broken heart, grief, lovesickness, regret, or psychological disorders like anxiety and depression (Covington, 2000). This pain is often assumed to be imaginary pain, ignored, and even misunderstood. Psychogenic pain is real and involves the same process of “pain” as pain from an injury or illness. It usually involves the symptoms of headache, back pain, or stomach pain. Likewise, the "pain" also serves the same function of protection as usual pain for it may trigger immediate responses in patients' brains and bodies to move them away from whatever the noxious stimuli might be (Songer, 2002). 
Before joining the army, Novotny had a good plan for his life and career, but in the military, the cruel reality made him doubt the value and significance of what he had been commanded to do every day. He didn't want to live such a dull, meaningless and even dangerous life. But he had to obey orders. Humorously and ironically, Roth recounts the absurdity and ineffectiveness of Novotny’s military exercises.
“Novotny's company spent the afternoon charging around with fixed bayonets—crawling, jumping up, racing ahead, through fences, over housetops, down into trenches-screaming murderously all the while. At one point, leaping from a high wall, Novotny almost took his eye out with his own bayonet”(Roth, p.53). 
[bookmark: OLE_LINK6]As the days of being sent to the Korean battlefield approached, Novotny felt the threat of death and became anxious, for he feared the loss of life and health, the loss of his beautiful love, and the loss of his beloved mother. As the anxiety increases, so does the pain. The doctor's indifference and distrust pushed Novotny to finally discover the origin of his “pain”, and make a free choice to self-diagnose, confess his own heart, and release his anxiety. Then, in front of the psychiatrist, Novotny honestly acknowledged that he was afraid of dying and that he hated the army. Again, Novotny made a free choice, honest with himself and brave enough to bear the consequences of being discharged from the army and ending his military career in disgrace. “All he wanted was his chance at life” (Roth, p. 53). His pain identifies a simple but significant truth concerning his survival. 

5. “Pain” treatment
[bookmark: OLE_LINK4]The pain triggered Novotny’s immediate response in his mind---awareness of individual freedom in the Hobbesian sense of individual bodily self-preservation in which subjects can sustain their natural right to self-protection, an inalienable right that can’t be transferred to the sovereign (Sheridan, 2011). What the pain manifested is in accord with the principle of “comfortable self-preservation” or “self-interest rightly understood” (Bloom, 1988). Even though Novotny’s pain did not comfort him but tortured him with both physical and mental trouble and pain, it is the pain that pushed him to make free choices to protect himself from political factors, resulting in his comfortable life. “Now, though he feared the worst, he marched to the colonel's office with a plan of action held firmly in mind” (Roth, p. 54). After he was charged from the army, Novotny worked in television camera, married his girlfriend and they lived with his mother, and his pain was relieved gradually. In contrast, the fate of Marcus Messner, a young Jewish man in Roth’s another novel Indignation (2008) about the Korean War, is indeed tragic. Marcus opposed the war and tried to escape the war. Still, under the pressure of the state and society, he remained silent and obedient and eventually died on the Korean battlefield as a victim. Therefore, it can be seen that Roth holds a positive attitude towards Sarter's view of free choice and responsibility.
According to Sartre's view of "free choice" " every person living in the world has his absolute freedom; people have the complete freedom to "choose the environment", "make a decision", "take action", and can make "free choices" at any time, anywhere and under any circumstances. Everyone must take responsibility for their own choices and actions, and bear the consequences that arise from them (Manzi, 2013). It seems that with the “pain”, Novotny obeyed his own will, insisting that he was ill and refused to return to his duty; therefore, he will have to suffer the social consequences of not being able to serve his country. When distrusted, he followed his own free will, played his agency, and started the process of his self-cognition. After experiencing the arduous process of “pain”, Novotny finally achieved self-potential and self-actualization. He bravely and honestly faced the origin of his pain, assumed the consequences of free choice, cured the pain by himself, and finally lived a happy life with his girlfriend and mother. Novotny is a vivid case study of humanistic psychology. In this story, Roth also shows his deep humanistic concern for the protagonist. 
At the same time, Roth puts forward a question: Who on earth decides someone is truly suffering “pain”? When the pain Novotny suffered prevented him from fulfilling his duties as a solder, he was arbitrarily presumed to tell a lie and threatened to be punished for “it was for a trained doctor to decide how sick or well Novotny was”. It was his superior, the colonel, who seemed to decide whether he was in pain or not, not Novotny himself, which disclosed the political authority in the hierarchical structure. As we know, only those who are suffering pain can truly evaluate it, but in the army, such subjective feeling is not allowed to be authoritative in the political context (Brühwiler & Trepanier, 2017). 

Ⅲ Conclusion
[bookmark: _Hlk152388048]Therefore, Novotny’s physical pain symbolizes individual instinct nonconformity, and alienation under the political frame. Driven by the state's political orientation, he should go to war with patriotism and responsibility, but he must “grit his teeth” to do so because deep down, he has the pursuit of a better life and family responsibilities: a beloved girlfriend, and a mother who needs him to take care of. While going to the Korean War meant losing his life and being unable to fulfil his family responsibilities. “He would leave some part of his body on the battlefield or come home to Rose Anne in a box”. “Good as he had been—industrious, devoted, stern, sacrificing, he would never have the pleasure of being a husband, or a television cameraman, or a comfort to his mother in her old age”. The sense of duty and sense of necessity were actually exerted by political and social forces and became a politically relevant virtue. Novotny’s fundamental political belief, similar to the libertarianism in American political thought, was that “government is best which governs least.” He just wanted the government to “let him alone to live his life”. However, the truth was that he had always suffered from the pain of not being able to control or make a decision on anything: He didn’t want to volunteer to fight, but he was drafted; he didn’t want to suffer such a “pain”, but he did; he didn’t want to be dismissed in disgrace by the army, but he was. The fear of death and the desire for freedom drove him into anxiety. According to May Rollo (1953), anxiety is the apprehension caused by a threat to the fundamental values of an individual existence as a personality. This threat can be to physical life, like the threat of death, or to psychological existence, like loss of freedom or meaninglessness. Generally, anxiety may in turn, affect the body negatively, resulting in diseases in parts of the body (Kirby, 2004). In the story, caught up in the political environment (in the army), Novotny‘s psychological anxiety was transferred into physical pain, forcing him to take time off for treatment. However, nobody believed him because they naturally suspected he was playing a trick to avoid being assigned to the battlefield. Here Roth raises the political problem of how to link individual freedom to compulsory when freedom is considered as a political principle, and how to connect individual freedom with the political freedom of the whole country.    
Novotny's pain is both the expression of individual joy, suffering, confusion, and fear under the predominant political condition, and the catharsis and purification of personal emotions. More importantly, it’s also a process of individual self-discovery, primarily through free choice in the political context the existence of the individual is recognized. Through the narration of pain, Roth expresses concern and sympathy with individual existence in the sense of existentialism, demonstrating the identity dilemma modern people suffer and a kind of modern free ethics. On the body level, “Novotny’s Pain” helped Novotny break the shackles of dualism and achieve the unity of his body and mind. 
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