“Can’t help but look at this baby and see not a child or a new human being but an old one. A sickening idea has taken hold—this baby is me prematurely reincarnated. I loathe this kid—I loathe it because it is me. It is me. It will surpass me. It will overthrow me. It will know what I know, all my mistakes. Other people have children.  Not me. I have given birth to something monstrous: to myself.”
IRP response: A Fraction of the Whole

A Fraction of the Whole depicts the hectic lives of Jasper, Martin, and Terry Dean. Throughout their chaotic journey, they learn more about the world, each other, and themselves. They influence each other. At times, resenting each other, and, other times, loving each other. They each have a massive impact on one another, a concept not fully understood until the end of the novel.


This quotation is effective in demonstrating Martin’s character. Martin clearly loathes himself. He says that he “loathe[s] this kid – [he] loathe[s] it because it is [him].” From childhood to adulthood, Martin was constantly overshadowed by his brother, Terry. He was able to easily compare his own faults and weaknesses to the favourable traits of his brother, the most loved man in all of Australia. Because of this, Martin never feels proud of who he is. Even now, when he has been given what most would define as a priceless gift, his son, he continues to resent himself. His resentment is so great that it extends to his offspring as he believes his son to be a “premature reincarnation of himself.” Throughout the novel, both Martin and Jasper struggle with this idea. At times, Martin despises having produced a second copy of himself and at other times, he wants nothing more than for Jasper to follow in his footsteps. Jasper absolutely hates this idea and constantly strives to become his father’s polar opposite. This quotation demonstrates this inner conflict in both Martin and Jasper, and how this inner struggle influences their thoughts and actions towards one another. 


Identity is a reoccurring theme that Martin and Jasper both struggle to understand. Martin loathes himself and dreads the thought of having produced an equally-despised character. His perception of Jasper eventually influences Jasper’s opinion of himself. After coming across this passage in his father’s notebook, Jasper constantly fears that he is becoming his father. Jasper questions his identity throughout the novel. Under the influence of his father’s words, Jasper believes he is “something monstrous.” This uncertainty about identity affects his actions and thoughts as he attempts to battle against transforming into his father. However, at the end of the novel, Jasper has an epiphany while going through his father’s possessions. He realizes his identity is not composed of a single defining element, but of multiple fragments of different influential elements. He realizes he is not simply his father, but a part of his father, mother, uncle, etc. This epiphany concludes his long search for identity, a search that started from Jasper reading this quotation in his father’s notebook. This quotation sets Jasper on the path towards his epiphany. This is very important as it relates to the title of the novel. Jasper’s identity is composed of multiple fractions of different wholes, each combining together to form a new whole: Jasper. Another thematic idea this quotation refers to is sibling rivalry. Martin was constantly overshadowed by his brother in every aspect. Even towards his son, Martin worries that “[Jasper] will surpass [him]” and “will overthrow [him].” Even as an infant, Jasper poses a threat to his father, who has become so affected by his brother’s dominating character he sees his son as yet another person to overshadow him. Sibling rivalry has changed the very fibre of Martin’s nature, making him absolutely determined to live up to his brother’s towering achievements. This idea of competition among siblings is what drives many elements of the plot. It is what motivates Martin to come up with so many “projects,” each an attempt to avoid being surpassed and overthrown by others. 


Toltz’s novel addresses issues many people continuously struggle with. Two of those issues are addressed in A Fraction of the Whole and referred to in this quotation: identity and sibling rivalry. These 2 concepts greatly influence the behaviour of Martin and Jasper, and in turn, their lives. Despite Jasper’s resentment towards his father, and Martin’s towards Terry, they contain fractions of each other, the very idea illustrated in both the novel title and in this significant quotation. 
