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Contingency and Fate
On Milan Kundera’s The Unbearable Lightness of Being

Teruhiko SUDO

In pre-modern literature, fate often plays a crucial role on characters. Oedipus Rex, for
example, depicts the tragic world where no one can escape from his/her fate, which is clearly
represented as God’s voice. In the modern age, after the “the death of God” on the contrary,
novelists are forced to play the role by themselves. Milan Kundera, of course, is one of these
novelists. Yet what makes him extraordinary is the way he treats fate also in metafictional
dimension.

The aim of this paper is to read Kundera’s The Unbearable Lightness of Being (ULB),
with a focus on the trinity, in which fate is shaped dynamically through the tension between
contingency and necessity. After defining these abstract notions, I closely analyze ULB,
especially the relationship between Tomas and Tereza. Through this analysis, I depict how
Tomas tries to flee from his necessity (from “Es muss sein,” from his family tie, from his
vocation, etc.) but ends up being overwhelmed by Tereza, literally his femme “fatale.”

The most shocking and effective “trick” of ULB is probably the sudden announcements
of the main characters’ death in the parts three and six. They are, without a doubt, quite
unpredictable for readers. But what the narrator/author achieves with them is not only the
shock. Together with Tomas and Tereza, he draws us into the fate of this narrative/story. From
then on, this novel becomes resistance against the irresistible necessity, namely the death
approaching irreversibly.

In part seven, even though in vain, Tomas and Tereza make a genuine struggle to delay
Karenin’s death. Likewise, although there is a doubtlessly beautiful atmosphere throughout
this part, we can never pretend not to notice the fact that Tomas and Tereza will die on the
day after the end of this novel. Put simply, ULB has a happy ending as a “plot” and a bad
ending as a “story.” By this prominent structure, when finishing this novel, we are caught by
the sentiment, as if we would remember already-ended future, which can be called “reversed
recollection.”

In this paper, I also examine the important principle of Kundera, “the Laboratory of
Existence.” In this laboratory, characters are compelled to live a life that lacks the freedom

of existence, while their creator regards them as “my own unrealized possibilities.” This
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particular fictional space, therefore, can be defined as this apparently conflicted multi-layer; to

the diegetic point of view

through eyes of characters

the world appears as necessary

and impossible, but to the metafictional point of view

through eyes of the author/narrator

and readers

it appears as contingent and possible.

The ambiguous dichotomy of “lightness” and “heaviness,” narrator’s hesitation

before the death, and the “reversed recollection” as an unforgettable reading experience
these characteristics of ULB can all be explained once we understand the mechanism of “the
Laboratory of Existence.” And what support it in the basement are the multifaceted fates and

the power of contingency.
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