Call It Sleep By Henry Roth

Arguably the most distinguished work of
figtion ever written about immigrant
life. —Lis Harris, The MNew Yorker
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HENRY ROTH

WITH AN INTRODUCTION BY ALFRED KAZIN

Call It Sleep is a groundbreaking novel by Henry Roth, first published in 1934. This work is
often hailed as one of the most significant American novels of the 20th century, celebrated
for its vivid portrayal of immigrant life in New York City and its deep psychological insights.
Roth’s exploration of identity, family dynamics, and the immigrant experience resonates
with readers across generations, making this book a cornerstone of American literature.

Overview of the Novel

"Call It Sleep" tells the story of David Schearl, a young Jewish boy growing up in New York
City during the early 20th century. The novel is set against the backdrop of the immigrant
experience, reflecting the challenges and triumphs of Jewish families who fled Europe in
search of a better life. Through David's eyes, readers experience the emotional turmoil of a
child grappling with his identity in a foreign land, navigating the complexities of family
relationships, cultural expectations, and the harsh realities of urban life.

Plot Summary



The plot unfolds as follows:

1. Early Life: David's life begins in the bustling streets of New York, where he is raised in a
poor immigrant family. His father, a strict and often tyrannical figure, struggles to provide
for the family while grappling with his own demons. His mother, a more nurturing presence,
tries to shield David from the harshness of their reality.

2. Cultural Displacement: As David grows, he becomes increasingly aware of the cultural
chasm between his family and the American society around them. His experiences at
school, coupled with his father's authoritarian behavior, lead to feelings of alienation.

3. Psychological Turmoil: David's internal struggles manifest in vivid dreams and
hallucinations, reflecting his deep-seated fears and anxieties. These psychological elements
add a layer of depth to the narrative, making it a pioneering exploration of the human
mind.

4. Family Dynamics: The relationship between David and his parents is fraught with tension.
His father’s oppressive nature contrasts with his mother’s attempts to provide comfort,
leading to a complex family dynamic that influences David's development.

5. Coming of Age: Throughout the novel, David's journey towards self-identity is marked by
moments of triumph and despair. His experiences culminate in a profound understanding of
his place in the world and the sacrifices that have shaped his existence.

Thematic Elements

"Call It Sleep" is rich with themes that explore the immigrant experience, identity, and the
human condition. Some of the most prominent themes include:

Immigrant Experience

Roth vividly captures the struggles of immigrant families as they strive to assimilate into
American culture while maintaining their heritage. The challenges of language barriers,
economic hardship, and social isolation are depicted through David's interactions with his
environment. This theme resonates with many readers who have experienced similar
struggles, making the novel universally relatable.

Identity and Alienation

David's quest for identity is a central theme in the novel. His feelings of alienation are
amplified by his cultural background, family dynamics, and the pressures of societal
expectations. Roth explores the complexities of identity formation in a world that often
feels hostile and unwelcoming. This theme reflects the broader human experience of
seeking belonging and understanding in a rapidly changing world.



Family Dynamics

The relationships between family members are intricately portrayed in "Call It Sleep." The
tension between David and his father represents the generational conflict often
experienced in immigrant families, where traditional values clash with the desire for
assimilation. Roth delves into the emotional complexities of familial love, fear, and the
impact of parental expectations on a child's development.

Psychological Depth

Roth employs stream-of-consciousness narration and vivid imagery to convey David's
psychological state. The novel's dream sequences and hallucinations serve as a window
into David's innermost fears and desires, making it a pioneering work in psychological
literature. This exploration of the mind adds a layer of complexity to the narrative, inviting
readers to engage with the characters on a deeper level.

Style and Structure

Roth's writing style in "Call It Sleep" is characterized by its lyrical prose and innovative
narrative techniques. The novel is divided into several chapters that shift between David's
internal thoughts and external realities, creating a fluid reading experience. The use of
stream-of-consciousness allows readers to immerse themselves in David's psyche,
experiencing his emotions and thoughts in real time.

The structure of the novel reflects the chaos of David's world, with fragmented scenes that
mirror the disjointed nature of his experiences. This stylistic choice enhances the reader's
understanding of David's struggles, emphasizing the sense of confusion and alienation that
permeates his life.

Critical Reception and Legacy

Upon its initial publication, "Call It Sleep" received mixed reviews, with some critics praising
its ambition and depth, while others found its style challenging. However, over the decades,
the novel has gained recognition as a classic of American literature. Scholars and readers
alike have lauded Roth’s ability to capture the immigrant experience with authenticity and
empathy.

In the years following its release, "Call It Sleep" has influenced numerous writers and has
been studied extensively in academic circles. The novel is often included in university
curricula, where it serves as a case study for discussions on identity, immigration, and
psychological realism.



Influence on Contemporary Literature

Roth’s exploration of the immigrant experience and psychological depth has paved the way
for future writers. His work is often cited as a precursor to the modernist movement in
literature, influencing authors who seek to explore the complexities of human experience.
Contemporary writers have drawn inspiration from Roth's innovative narrative techniques
and thematic concerns, ensuring that his legacy continues to resonate in today’s literary
landscape.

Conclusion

"Call It Sleep" by Henry Roth remains an essential work in American literature, offering
profound insights into the immigrant experience, identity formation, and the complexities of
family dynamics. Through the lens of David Schearl, Roth invites readers to engage with

the struggles of finding one’s place in a world that often feels alien and unwelcoming. The
novel's rich themes, innovative style, and psychological depth ensure its status as a
timeless classic that continues to captivate and inspire readers across generations. Its
legacy lives on, reminding us of the enduring power of storytelling to illuminate the human
condition.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'Call It Sleep' by
Henry Roth?

The novel explores themes of childhood innocence, immigrant experience, identity, and the
complexities of family dynamics.

How does the setting of 'Call It Sleep' influence the
story?

The story is set in the early 20th century immigrant neighborhoods of New York City, which
highlights the struggles of assimilation and the harsh realities faced by Jewish immigrants.

What narrative style does Henry Roth use in 'Call It
Sleep'?

Roth employs a stream-of-consciousness narrative style, allowing readers to experience the
protagonist's thoughts and emotions in a vivid and immersive manner.

Who is the main character of 'Call It Sleep' and what
challenges does he face?

The main character is David Schearl, a young boy who faces challenges such as familial



conflict, cultural dislocation, and the anxieties of growing up in a harsh urban environment.

How does 'Call It Sleep' address the concept of the
American Dream?

The novel critiques the American Dream by showcasing the disillusionment and struggles of
immigrant families, highlighting the gap between their aspirations and the reality they face.

What role does religion play in '‘Call It Sleep'?

Religion plays a significant role in shaping the characters' identities and conflicts,
particularly through the Jewish customs and beliefs that influence David's family dynamics.

What is the significance of the title 'Call It Sleep'?

The title reflects themes of childhood innocence and the desire for escape from the harsh
realities of life, as well as the existential search for meaning and peace.

How has 'Call It Sleep' been received by critics and
readers over the years?

Initially published in 1934, the novel received mixed reviews but has since been re-
evaluated and is now considered a classic of American literature, praised for its lyrical prose
and depth of emotion.
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