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MICHAEL ROTHBFRG

Roth and the Holocaust

For most reflective American Jews, Iwould think, it is simply there, hidden,
submerged, emerging, disappearing, unforgotten. You don't make use ofit -

it makes use of you.1

The Holocaust, American-style

In Philip Roth's 1983 novel The Anatomy lesson, the mother of Nathan
Zuckerman, Roth's alter ego, develops a brain tumor. Admitted into the
hospital for the second time, Zuckerman's mother

was able to recognize her neurologist when he came by the room, but when
he asked if she would write her name for him on a piece of paper, she took
the pen from his hand and instead of "Selma" wrote the word "Holocaust,"
perfectly spelled. This was in Miami Beach in 1970, inscribed by a woman
whose writings otherwise consisted of recipes on index cards, several thousand
thank-you notes, and a voluminous file of knitting instructions. Zuckerman
was pretty sure that before that morning she'd never even spoken the word
aloud.1

In succinct, enigmatic fashion, this passage captures the complex form that
memory of the Holocaust has taken in American life and in Roth's work.
The carefully situated mother's death - in Miami Beach in 1970 - testifies
to the belated and displaced effect of the European catastrophe on Jewish-
American identity. Alternately "disappearing" from and "emerging" into
Jewish-American consciousness, as Roth once remarked in an interview,
Holocaust memory hasa history that Roth's fiction both reflects and anato
mizes.

Although the Holocaust is present as either a "submerged" or concrete
presence in the early, middle, and late stages ofRoth's work, from Goodbye,
Columbus (1959), by way of The Ghost Writer (1979), to Operation Shy-
lock (1993) a,,d The Plot Against America (2004), that does not necessarily
mean thatitis aconstant presence orthatcritics have always considered that
presence an important component of his work. As Steven Milowitz points
out, books on Roth published before 1990 rarely treated the Holocaust at
all. This critical climate has begun to change, however, especially since the
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publication of Operation Shylock, Roth's most sustained and direct engage
ment to date with the Nazi genocide and its implications.3 Milowitz himself
is dedicated to revealing a more fundamental relation between Roth's writ
ing and the Holocaust. He argues that "the issue of the Holocaust and its
impact on twentieth-century American life" is "a central obsessional issue"
for Roth, and that "any reading of Roth's oeuvre that ignores his primary
impetus cannot truly locate Roth's place in American letters."-' Milowitz
overstates the case and misses the paradoxical status of the Holocaust in
Roth's work.

In this essay, Iargue that it is less theHolocaust andits impact on American
life thatobsesses Roth thantheunbridgeable distance between the Holocaust
and American life - andthe inauthenticity of most attempts to lessen thatdis
tance. Such an observation does not mean that Roth minimizes or relativizes
the significance of the Holocaust. To the contrary, he has been, as Milowitz
suggests, one of the earliest and most articulate writers toaddress the geno
cide's devastating singularity. But its singularity is precisely not American. To
use a term inspired by Roth, the Holocaust is something like the "counter-
history" of American life. Emphasizing the Holocaust's distance rather than
its overwhelming proximity leads to a formulation of the central paradox of
Roth's quite original perspective on the Shoah: the greater the significance
accorded to the Holocaust as an event of modern history, the more distant
a role it plays in the lives of American Jews.

To understand why Roth's approach to the Nazi genocide takes such a
paradoxical form requires situating his oeuvre in the postwar American cul
ture of the Holocaust. Most critical work on Roth has failed to historicize
his responses to the Holocaust, and yet his works are inevitably in dialogue
with the larger context and changing patterns ofHolocaust reception in the
United States (as the passage from The Anatomy Lesson already suggests).
Indeed, Roth's life and work correspond in fascinating ways with the nar
rative of the Holocaust's reception in the United States that can be found in
Peter Novick's authoritative history The Holocaust in American Life.'' Roth
happened to be born in 1933, the year that Hitler took power in Germany. He
published his first book, which includes subtle explorations of the legacies of
World War II, in 1959, a yearinwhich the transition of theHolocaust from a
seldom openly discussed topic into a public matter is marked by the release of
the first Anne Frank movie. Two years later, the Eichmann trial in Jerusalem
would be an epochal turning point, leading to the rise ofsurvivor testimony
and the use of"Holocaust" as the proper name for the events ofthe genocide.
Roth's next significant literary grappling with the Holocaust, the publication
of The Ghost Writer in 1979, takes place in the immediate shadow of the
1978 television mini-series Holocaust, which marks the entry of the Shoah
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into mainstream American popular culture.'' Finally, bis major Holocaust
novel. Operation Shylock was published in 1993, a year that ABC's late-night
news show Nightline dubbed "The Year of the Holocaust" because of
the opening of Schindler's List and the United States Holocaust Memorial
Museum and the sense that genocide was re-emerging in Europe with the
Yugoslavian wars." Written during the first Palestinian intifada. Operation
Shylock also addresses head-on the convergence of Holocaust memory,
American identity politics, and the Middle Eastern conflict - a convergence
that had been brewing since the Israeli-Arab wars of 1967 and 1973."

Although partly accidental, this series of parallels between Roth's career
and the careerof Holocaust memory in the United States helps to illuminate
both Roth's oeuvre and the contexts out of which it has emerged.1' Paying
attention to the responses of writers such as Roth can offset one of the signif
icant shortcomings of Novick's The Holocaust in American Life- its almost
complete lack of discussion of literary and artistic responses to the geno
cide. On the one hand. Roth's work could be seen as confirming Novick's
controversial thesis that the Holocaust has become central to American Jews
because itguarantees thema winning hand in thegame of ethnic competition
over victim status. On the other band, the fact that Roth (amongothers) has
consistently satirized such identity politics, while still recognizing the enor
mity of the event itself, suggests that the terrain of American Holocaust
memory is not as monolithic as Novick would have it. In each of his signifi
cant Holocaust writings. Roth responds toand rewrites the stages ofJewish
consciousness that Novick identifies.

Displaced persons: Roth's early fiction

Roth achieved early celebrity when his first book, Goodbye, Columbus, won
the National Book Award. While the title story of the collection consists of
a lampooning of the suburbanization and "whitening" of American [cws
during the increasingly prosperous 1950s, two of the other stories confront,
albeit in somewhat indirect fashion, the catastrophe of European Jews. As
is fitting for the period, the word "Holocaust" is never mentioned. Nev
ertheless, Roth demonstrates an early understanding of the significance of
the Nazi genocide as acaesura between worlds.10 These worlds are not pri
marily divided historically, however, but geographically and culturally. That
is, while much discussion of the Holocaust focuses on the very different
meanings of life "before" and "after Auschwitz," Roth focuses, as he will
throughout his oeuvre, especially on the division between European and
American experiences.
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"Eli, the Fanatic" demonstrates clearly the dualistic approach that echoes
throughout Roth's Holocaust writing. While written at one moment of tran
sition for Holocaust memory, the story is set at another transitional moment -
in the immediate aftermath of the war, when American Jews were rapidly
integrating themselves into mainstream gentile culture. In "Eli," the Jewish
residents of Woodenton, a New York suburb, find themselves confronted
with the uncanny presence of displaced persons: eighteen Jewish orphans
from Europe and the two Orthodox Jewish men who have established a
yeshiva for them. The story is focalized through the perspective of Eli Peck,
a lawyer with a history ofnervous breakdowns who has been sent to dis
pense with the yeshiva before the town's Christian residents are moved to
an anti-Semitic backlash against their newly suburbanized neighbors. Espe
cially unsettling for the anxious Jewish-Americans is the sight ofone of the
"greenhorns" inparticular, who strolls around town in the traditional attire
of Hasidic Eastern Jews. As Eli approaches the man, hoping to find a "more
reasonable" interlocutor than the school's stubborn director has proven to
be, he is instead taken aback:

He was stopped by thesight of the black coat that fell down below the man's
knees, and the hands which held each other in his lap. By the round-topped,
wide-brimmed Talmudic hat, pushed onto the back of his head. And by the
beard, which hid his neck ... He was asleep, his sidelocks curled loose on his
cheeks. His face was no older than F.li's."

Narrated from the perspective of an assimilated Jew, this passage evokes a
sense both of the extreme otherness of the traditional, religious Jew and, in
the last line, of the danger of identification with otherness that haunts Eli.
And indeed, after deciding that the solution to the town's problems would
be the simple updating of the immigrants' dress, Eli ends up "becoming" the
Hasid: he dons the black suit and hat himself and parades around town like
a "fanatic" in front of his neighbors and wife.

The difference between secular, modern Jews and Ostjuden, with their
supposedly out-of-date habits, is a stock trope of "Enlightened" Jewish dis
course both in Europe and the United States. But Roth is not simply repeat
ing stereotypes here: instead, he makes the reader aware of how different
that discourse sounds after the Nazis have all but eliminated both mod
ern and traditional Jewish cultures from their homelands in Europe. When
Eli proposes to the school head Tzurcf that the Hasid could wear a new
suit, Tzuref replies, "That's all he's got." Eli, assuming that the problem
is a simple matter of poverty, proposes replacing the suit, but is rebuffed
again:
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"But I tell you he has nothing. Nothing. You have that word in English? Nicht}
Gornisht} ... Amother and a father?" Tzuref said. "No. Awife? No. A baby? A
littleten-month-old baby?No! Avillage full of friends? Asynagogue where you
knew the feel of everyseat under your pants?... And a medicalexperiment they
performed on him yet! That leaves nothing, Mr. Peck. Absolutely nothing! . ..
No news reached Woodenton?" (Goodbye, Columbus, 191)

In this passage, the traditional attire of the Flasid becomes a material index of
genocide, a remnant that by its very displaced nature suggests the entire con
text or lifeworld that has been destroyed in the Holocaust. The destruction
Tzuref evokes contrasts directly with Eli'sevocation of his own town: "What
peace. What incredible peace. Have children ever been so safe in their beds?
Parents - Eli wondered - so full in their stomachs?... No wonder then they
would keep things just as they were. Here, .after all, were peace and safety-
what civilization had been working toward for centuries" (zoz). While the
residents of Woodenton are aware of the catastrophe that has occurred in
Europe, they refuse to let it threaten their well-being and progressive world-
view. As Tzuref's ironic final question indicates, the distinction between the
yeshiva's displaced persons and the Jews of Woodenton is not one of infor
mation - the news has indeed reached Woodenton - but one of knowledge
and understanding.

In "Eli, the Fanatic," Roth describes a moment when, for American Jews,
knowledge of the fact of the Nazi genocide has not yet become conscious
ness of the rupture the Holocaust would soon represent. But the proximity
of the yeshiva to the town and Eli's deluded attempt to take over the iden
tity of the Hasidic man also prophetically suggest that that consciousness is
about to erupt and that, when it does, the results will sometimes be trou
bling. While "Eli" primarily concerns the failure to acknowledge Jewish
suffering (even by other Jews), "Defender of the Faith," the other story from
Goodbye, Columbus in which the Holocaust makes itself felt, begins Roth's
exploration of the potential for the exploitation of Jewish suffering. Like
"Eli," this story also concerns intra-Jcwish conflict, this time between two
Jewish soldiersduring the last months of World War IIwhen Nazi Germany
has been defeated but the Pacific war remains in its last throes. Sergeant
Nathan Marx has finished "racing across Germany" to defeat the Nazis,
and has now returned to the United States in order to oversee a group of
trainees (Goodbye, Columbus, 116). Among them is a trio of young Jews,
one of whom, Sheldon Grossbart, is determined to exploit ethnic solidarity
to extort favors from Nathan. While apparently straightforward, the story -
which garnered great controversy among those who read it as the product of
Jewish "self-hatred" - treats moral and ethical dilemmas with great subtlety.
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Nathan finds himself in a situation without easy answers, caught between
the clearly disagreeable Grossbart and a dawning recognition of the real, if
relatively benign, anti-Semitism of his Christian commanding officer and of
the US Army in general. Furthermore, the events take place against the back
drop of Nathan's struggles to formulate a sense of self in relation to ethnic
ties, national identify, and an inchoate sense of the scale of the European
catastrophe.

Grossbart's professed desire to celebrate the Sabbath, which later proves
to have been insincere, provokes a telling Proustian reflection in Nathan:

I indulged myself in a reverie so strong that I felt as though a hand were reaching
down inside me. It had to reach so very far to touch me! It had to reach past
those days in the forests of Belgium, and past the dying I'd refused to weep
over; past the nights in German farmhouses whose books we'd burned to warm
us; past endless stretches where 1had shut off all softness I might feel for my
fellows, and had managed even to deny myself the posture of a conqueror-the
swagger that I, as a Jew, might well have worn as my boots whacked against
the rubble of Wesel, Munster, and Braunschweig.

But now one night noise, one rumor of home and time past, and memory
plunged down through all I had anesthetized, and came to what I suddenly
remembered was myself. (m)

This passage ingeniously suggests both the force of Nathan's experience in
the war and the degree to which it remains unprocessed. The burning of Ger
man books that Nathan reports can only echo ironically the auto-da-fes of
the Nazi era and, seemingly without Nathan's awareness, hint at the burning
of flesh that is nowhere directly evoked in the story. While Nathan recognizes
the extent of hardening that was required in order to avoid confrontation
with the horrors of the war, both what is said and what is not said imply that
a more complete confrontation liessomewhere in the future. The self Nathan
remembers will not ultimately be the same as the one he reconstructs after
the war. The story suggests that consciousness of the extremes of the Holo
caust would only emerge belatedly for American Jews and, more generally,
for Europeans and Americans who did not experience the war or witness
the genocide directly. What probably made the story so disturbing for some
members of the Jewish community was the supplementary, anticipatory sug
gestion, incarnated in Grossbart, that the emergence of consciousness of the
extreme could so easily become the occasion for sentimental, politically inter
ested claims to ethnic solidarity. In both "Eli, the Fanatic" and "Defender of
the Faith" there is a call to recognize the specificity of a genocide that does
not yet have a proper name and, especially in the second story, a warning to
avoid turning that event into ethnic property and cultural capital.
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