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Introduction

In the landscape of contemporary British literature, few novels manage to blend sharp wit, profound empathy, and 

incisive social commentary as seamlessly as Howard Jacobson’s The Finkler Question. Published in 2016, the

book quickly rose to prominence, earning critical acclaim and securing the prestigious Costa Book Award for Novel

in 2017. For readers and scholars alike, the novel offers a rich tapestry of themes—Jewish identity, the lingering

shadows of the Holocaust, political satire, and the complexities of aging—woven together by Jacobson’s

characteristic humor and lyrical prose. This article explores the novel’s narrative architecture, thematic depth,

stylistic nuances, and its place within Jacobson’s broader oeuvre, aiming to provide a comprehensive guide for both

newcomers and seasoned fans.

About Howard Jacobson

Howard Jacobson, born in 1949 in London, is one of the most celebrated voices in contemporary British fiction. A 

writer who has deftly navigated genres ranging from comedy to literary fiction, Jacobson’s works are frequently 

marked by a playful yet poignant exploration of Jewish identity and cultural memory. His early novels, such as Jude 

the Obscure (2003) and Jude the Obscure: The Second Book (2006), reimagine Thomas Hardy’s classic through a 

modern lens, while later works like In the Eye of the Beholder (2009) and My Brother (2013) showcase his 

versatility and narrative dexterity. The Finkler Questionstands as a culmination of Jacobson’s thematic concerns,

marrying his signature humor with a deeper, more reflective examination of history and memory.

Jacobson’s Literary Style

•  Wry Humor: Jacobson’s prose is often laced with irony and self-deprecation, allowing him to tackle weighty 

subjects without alienating the reader.

•  Intimate Characterization: He excels at creating multi-dimensional characters whose inner lives are as 

compelling as their external journeys.

•  Historical Context: Jacobson frequently weaves historical events into his narratives, ensuring that past 

traumas remain relevant to contemporary discourse.

•  Meta-Narrative Devices: He sometimes employs meta-fictional techniques, breaking the fourth wall or 

commenting on the act of storytelling itself.

Plot Overview of The Finkler Question

At the heart of The Finkler Questionlies David Finkler, a 92-year-old Holocaust survivor who has spent decades

living in a modest London flat. Finkler is a man of quiet resilience, who has survived the horrors of Auschwitz and

the subsequent trauma of post-war Europe. The narrative unfolds as he becomes unexpectedly entangled in the

political machinations of a local council, where he is recruited as a campaign manager for a charismatic, yet

controversial, candidate named Ben Finkelstein.

Finkelstein’s campaign promises to bring radical reforms to the community, but the underlying motive is to secure a

lucrative contract that would benefit his own business interests. As Finkler immerses himself in the campaign, he

confronts the moral ambiguities of political engagement, the weight of his own past, and the complex dynamics of



his relationships with younger generations.

Throughout the novel, Jacobson intersperses flashbacks to Finkler’s experiences in concentration camps with

present-day scenes, creating a layered narrative that juxtaposes memory against reality. The story culminates in a

climactic confrontation that forces Finkler to decide whether to continue supporting a political agenda that conflicts

with his moral compass.

Key Characters

1.  David Finkler: The protagonist, a Holocaust survivor grappling with aging and the ethics of political 

involvement.

2.  Ben Finkelstein: The ambitious local council candidate whose campaign becomes the central plot device.

3.  Rachel: Finkler’s estranged daughter, who represents the generational divide and the struggle to reconcile 

past with present.

4.  Samir: A young activist who serves as a foil to Finkelstein’s political ambitions, embodying idealism and 

idealistic naivety.

Thematic Exploration

Jacobson’s novel is rich with thematic layers that resonate beyond its immediate storyline. Below we delve into the 

major themes that define The Finkler Question.

Jewish Identity and Memory

At its core, the novel examines what it means to be Jewish in post-war Britain. Finkler’s past is a constant

presence, shaping his worldview and influencing his decisions. Jacobson uses the protagonist’s memories of the

Holocaust not only as a narrative device but also as a commentary on how collective trauma is carried forward

through generations.

Political Satire and Moral Ambiguity

Jacobson employs satire to critique the often-contradictory nature of modern politics. Ben Finkelstein’s campaign is

a satirical mirror of real-world political figures who promise reform while secretly pursuing personal gain. The novel

challenges readers to discern between genuine altruism and opportunism, especially when the stakes are personal.

Generational Conflict

Finkler’s strained relationship with his daughter Rachel highlights the tension between older and younger

generations. While Finkler carries the weight of a traumatic past, Rachel represents a generation that is more

detached from historical events, leading to misunderstandings and emotional distance.

Aging and Resilience

As Finkler ages, the novel addresses the challenges of maintaining agency and dignity in later life. Jacobson

presents an elderly protagonist who is not defined by his age but by his continued capacity for critical thought and

moral judgment.

Survival and Moral Choices

Survival, both physical and moral, is a recurring motif. The novel prompts readers to question what survival means

in a world where political and social structures are constantly shifting.

Literary Techniques and Style

Jacobson’s craftsmanship is evident in the way he blends humor with pathos, and how he structures the narrative



to maintain suspense while providing profound reflection.

Non-linear Narrative

By interspersing flashbacks with present-day scenes, Jacobson creates a narrative rhythm that mirrors the

fragmented nature of memory. This technique allows readers to understand how past experiences shape current

decisions.

Use of Irony

The novel is saturated with ironic moments that underline the absurdities of political campaigning and the

contradictions in human behavior. Jacobson’s use of irony serves as a subtle critique of societal norms.

Dialogic Depth

Dialogues in the novel are sharp and purposeful. They reveal character motivations and expose underlying

tensions, making conversations a vehicle for thematic exploration.

Meta-Narrative Commentary

Jacobson occasionally steps back from the story to comment on the act of storytelling itself, reminding readers that

narratives are constructed and that memory is selective.

Critical Reception and Awards

Upon its release, The Finkler Questiongarnered widespread praise from literary critics, readers, and award

committees alike.

Positive Reviews

•  The Guardian: Praised the novel for its “wry humor and profound empathy.”

•  Financial Times: Highlighted Jacobson’s “masterful blending of satire and memory.”

•  The New York Review of Books: Noted the novel’s “deep moral questions wrapped in a comedic veneer.”

Major Awards

•  2017 Costa Book Award for Novel – Winner

•  2017 National Jewish Book Award (Fiction) – Winner
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