
and,,'ratlbilnic representcltives;,on the various committees of the World Jewish 
the Jewish Agency? The Rabbinical organizations are exemplary 

':n,'·.,.r~l"iti,nn,,,, .. c· ofdernocratic procedure in their internal affairs. But the rabbis 
did not care or did not,think it important to concerrt:themselves with the 

nrr,hl<,tnc'arising fror:n a situation in which some of their over-ambitious 
'tnt:,in!-."rc who knoW that urocking the boat" by dissent will deprive them of the 

and sinecures' were appointed to Jewish Agency and World Jewish 
'-'VIlt::I~;);) executive posts precisely because they will be grateful and-silent. 

. Democracy is possible only when there is freedom of the press and the 
media., Oligarchies ·stand four-squa~e on the principle that "bad news" is not 

. news, and thus must be suppressed. Criticism is "bad news" as American Jewish 
organizational house-organs. This is also the case of Commentary and its "scared 
i'ntellectuals" who have become the "New Conservatives" in keeping with the 

. strategy of the American Jewish Committee. As for the Anglo-Jewish weeklie~, 
'. they are either Federation-owned or financially dependent upon Federation dnd 

other organizational support. As a result, we are cursed here with dn utterly 
unfree Jewish press. . 

. Democracy in America had two of its finest hours when the fLj// dCl()U nl 
ofiheMylai atrocities was published, and when the Supreme Court dc'c ided th,it 
the, study and documents of '·'U.S.-Vietnam Relations, 1945·19h 7" ,Ill' in the 
publicdomain now and that American ne'wspapers and the medi,1 ir1 gl'rwrcll 111,\\ 

.publish these "secret" documents. The First Amendment, dlcording to J u,tile 
Brandeis, was written into the Constitution not becduse it ddded et t iUClll ,), hut 
because its author feared that without it the Government would wield tuo much 

power. 
The hundred or so American Jewish leddere; whue;e n,trlll', ,Ippl'dl on ,lllin 

of letterheads wield too much power becdu'>e they dnd their orgcll1l/,ill()n'l, 
national a.nd international, only inJloke democracy with pldtitudinou'l 
invocations and professions of loyalty. I n points ot fact, however, they do 
sup~ress where they ~an those inalienable rights dnd freedolm which now the 

", SupreFlJe Court has upheld and powerfully reaffirmed. 
'Wehave no Jewish Supreme Court, but JlOX populi i.., powerful, especidlly 

when the voices are young. I would like to see some of the youthful ardor and 
.. passion expended for unfree Soviet Jewry channelled also into protesting the 

.many areas of unfreedom in the lives of Jews in America. 

III 

PHILIP ROTH AND Tf-IE JEWS~ 

Before Portnoy 

Long beforeJhe publication of Portnoy's Complaint early in 19'~9, Phlilir)R,Dth,':;'.:. 
was already a highly controversial figure inthe minds of 'many .,", ... , .... '.'. ''''"". 

The publication of Goodbye, Columbus in 1 959 had ace[tain 
and a few eyebrows had been raised even earlier, as Roth's first few stories beJ[arl,ii::.'h':i~; "f;:!!.:,:; 

to appear in such magazines as Paris Review, Commentary, and 
When the film version of "Goodbye, Columbus" was released to COlnCllde' 
the publication of Portnoy's Complaint, Roth becalVe, for a time, 
most conspicuous author. , , 

Philip Roth was born in Newark, New Jersey, in 1933,.whereh'is 
worked for the Metropolitan Life I nsurance. Company as an agent and m;;lnaf1p.r'" 

He graduated from Weequahic High School in Newark, and spent a 
Rutgers before transferring to Bucknell University, wherehe edited the 
Illagazine, majored in English, and wrote his first short stories. H.e 
magna cum laude in 1954, and a year later received his M.A. from the 
ut Chicdgo, where he returned to teach after one year ofmllitary serviCe; 
much is tdCt, although these personal details figure prominently in Goodbye,. 
Columbus, Portnoy's Complaint, and the three most recent .stories (see' 
hibliography). But fiction, as so many of us need to be reminded,is not subject 
to the Sdille rules as history or 'Sociology, and must be judged within th,e 
tr,lnlCwot"K of art, rdther than knowledge. That is to say, although there ~are 
ecrLlin obvious connections between the writer's background and his fiction~ , 
11I1C IllU"t re)ist the temptation to see that fiction in terms of autobiography, .... ' 
whether it be overt or suppressed. I.t is perhaps not entirely incidental that Jews, 
11.rditi()I1,llIy the "peo, Ie of the book", have often blurred these.connections.' 
B()()K'> helve ~ymboliled knowledge to the Jews for so long that it may be that 
jillion ,I" oppo,>ed, say, to legend or speculation, sits a little uneasy in the: ' 

Jewish rnind. 
Roth's first book, Goodbye, Columbus, contained the novella by that 

Ildme, dS well as five other pieces of fiction. All of the stories had mostly Jewish 
characters, dnd vyere in some way concerned with central elements,and events 'in, . 
Americdn and Jewish life, The main and secondary characters were, to alarg~ 
extent, young, American-born, east-coast raised, intelligent, and educated. In 
1960 the book was awarded the National Book Award for fiction, .and its young 
duthor received critical praise. I rvi ng Howe, writing in the New Republic, 
observed that 

Mr. Roth's stories do not yield pleasure as much as produce a squirm 
recognition; surely, one feels, not all of American Jewish life is like this, 
all too much of it is becom'ing so ....... Even if only a fraction of •• '" .. C:_'."·""'C 

Roth portrays is true, it ought to create the most 
among the very p.eople wh~ will soon be hectoring him . 

.. ~. 



The poin~issol11etimes made that "Goodbye, Columbus" is not really a 
about Jews, but is concerned rather with families and children who are 

~products0f the postwar social mobility of urban and suburban America, and 
iv.,ho also happen to be Jews. But this is the whole point, .of course: that more 
,'and more, Amerkari Jews in the late 195'O's just happened to be Jews. Philip 
" R()th wrote in:.1961 that "small matters aside-food preferences, a certain 

syntax, certain 'jokes-it is difficult for me to distinguish a Jewish style of life in 
our country that is significantly separate and distinct from the American style of 
life.""Such a comment applies not only to the Klugmans and the Patimkins, but 

, inalarge(sense explains or at least helps put into context the lives of all of 
iRoth's characters of. the 1950's, as opposed to the more distinctly Jewish lives 
,experienced' by the characters in the late 1940's, as described in Portnoy's 

Complaint. '. 
, In Making It, another book accorded more that its fdir "hdre uf dbu~c 

(often, one suspects, for reasons not unlike those motivating 'Sume of Roth", 
critics), Norman Podhoretz remarks that the longest journey in thL' world, fUI 
him, was the subway ride from Brooklyn to uptown MdnhdtL!n "C;()()dh) c, 
Columbus" is about a similar kind of symbolic journey: from New,II" t() "'hoil 
HilI~ from Weequahic to Harvard, The story deah pl-im,lllh, It ~L'l'lll~ 1(, nll', 
~ith' the implicit journey involved in the inevitable CLI~h of (ulliIIL'~ III 1Il()lklll 
American I,ife (this is also the central theme uf Portnoy's Comp/lllnt), .lIld ,\'. 
such is set in a world of suspensions: between Newar" (Ind ",llIllt Hill~ iUlbi,1 .llld 
suburbia), the library and the tennis courts, late ,1d()le~cen(l' ,Ind ,ldultil()()d, ,llld 
most important, between the last viSIble ve~tigl'~ Ilf iillilligr.illt lillllllL' ,111(1 11H' 

initial vulgarities of having made it in the greater ~ocict\, f urthcllll(lll', till' ,tl)J\ 
takes place during the Eisenhower yeMs, when mor,llit\, L'IlHltil)J), ,I ill I ,I, 11\1,111 

wereall, in a sense, suspended; and in summer, when the rL',\litic, (If thl' ') L"II ,lIL', 

for the young, temporarily and joyfully ~et aside, 
Neil Klugman's rebellion is part of the era ut the rebel without ,I (,llJ~L' It 

is ,a rebellion largely without issues and almost wholly without noi,>e, but not 
lacking in substance. It must proceed without the various dnd convenient 
'hanging posts which made the rebellions of late adolescence so much easier in 
th,e 1.960's. Neil is also drifting, working in the library only until something 
better comes alpng, reacting against the narrow worlds of his fellow workers, 
exchanging fantasies with the Negro boy who comes in to look at the 

, reproductions of Gauguin and who, alike Neil, is in search of another way of life, 
of'a time and pl~ce somehow morJauthentic for himself and yet, at the same 
~time, c~mpletely out of reach. "Could you go there?" he asks Neil, pointing to a 
p~1nting of the South Sea Islands. A decade later, an entire generation of young 
Jews would take their cue for authe~tkity from a generation of young Blacks. 

Roth, as the critics have all mentioned, is an acute social observer, a realist, 
. anexpett at dialogue and detail. He ~escribes the setting at the very beginning of 
the'story, with the description of ~rbnda at the swimming pool. Neil Klugman is 

\, 
a sort of explorer, enteriQg upon new worlds which 
learning to enjoy. If, as some critics never tire of 
removed from his origins and ancestors, he. is probably J10-

world which he watches and then enters, slbwly,like 'an 
world of people who have been m()lded out of the type of 
audiences of young people into howls of knowiQg laughter when 
was mentioned in the film, The Graduate. * Neilenters that world 
humor and a razor-sharp capacity for detail generously endowe9 
Consider this cautious descent into the depths of Patimkinville: 

The basement has a different kind of coolness fr0rtlthe house, and 
smell, which was something the upstairs was totally without. It felt r;'vprnnllc 

down there, but in a comforting way, like the simulatedcavesct.lildren make 
for themselves on rainy days, in hall closets, under blankets, or in 
legs of dining room tables. I flipped on the light a.tthe foot of 
was not surprised at the pine paneling, the bamboofurniturei 'the Dtng-DIOng 
table, and the mirrored bar that was stocked with every kind 
ice bucket, decanter, mixer, swizzle stick, shot glass, 
bacchanalian paraphernalia, plentiful, orderly,and untouched, as it can only 
in the bar of a wealthy man who never, entertains drinking people, who himself 
Joe,> not drink, who, in fact, gets a fishy look from his wife when every seve(al, 
months he takes a shot of schnapps before dinner. I, went behind the, bar 
where there was an aluminum sink that had not seen a dirty glass, .I'm sure; 
since Ron's bar mitzvah party and would not see another, probably, until one , 
of ttle Patimkin children was married or engaged. I would have poured myself , 
.:! drtnk , .. but I was uneasy "about breaking the label on a bottle of whiskey,' 
You hdd to break a label to get a drink. " ,. 

I h i:-, i~ ,\ puignant description of Jews who, no matter how assimilated 
t() he, ~till cannot rid themselves entirely of their cultural characteristics. 
IW 1I~l' lUI d bar, they build their world instead around food. 

It is interesting how few explicitly Jewish referencesare to be found 
)tory, There is, in fact, only one significant passage on 
compelling power and humor in this masterfully awkward exchange 
Neil dnd Brenda's mother is more than sufficient. 

"We're all going to Temple Friday night. Why don't youcom~ with us.?-
I me.:!n, are you orthodox or conservative?". ...' . 

I considered. "Well, I haven't gone in a long time ... I sort of 
switch ... " I smiled. ""m just Jewish", I said well-meaningly,but that 
sent Mrs. Patimkin back to her Hadassah work. Desj)"erately,- I tried 
convince her I wasn't 'an infidel. Finally I asked: "Do you know Mart 

Buber's work?" 
"Buber ... Buber," she said, looking at her Hadassah 

orthodox or conservative?" she asked. 
" ... He's a philo'sopher." 

* It is an unfortunate irony that, while thematically at least, "Goodbye,Colu 
was the father of "The GraduatE'l," or at least its older brother, the: people. who 
Roth's novella to the screen borrowed so many of thei'r techniques from 
Nichols' masterpiece that despite their loyalty .to most of the dialogue and so 
the detail, it was a second-rate film. Furthermore; the changes ,in ,setting ,--.~' .. ~I;""I' • 
attempt to update the story; the resolute refusal to treat itas a period piece" 
complete undoing. 



ref~rmed?"~h~!lsked,piquedeither at my evasiveness or at 
Buber attended Friday night services without a hat, and 
one set of dishes in her kitchen. 

h'('.r~~",."'I ... " ... , I said faintly: 
very nice," she said. 

"Yes." 
"Isn't Hudson street Synagogue Orthodox?" she asked. 
"I don't know." 
"I thought you belonged." 
(II was bar 'mitzvahed there." 
"And you-d6ri't know that it's orthodox?" she asked. 
"Yes. I do. It is." 
"Then you must be." 
"Ohyes, I am," I said. "What are you?" I popped, flushing. 
"Orthodox. My husband is conservative," which meant, I took it, that 

. he didn't care. "Brenda is nothing, as you probably know." 
','Oh·?" I said. "No, I didn't know that." 

·"She was the best Hebrew student I've ever seen," Mrs. Patimkin '>did, 
~'but then,of course, she got too big for her britches." 

'. Mrs. Patimkin looked at me, and I wondered whether (ourtes\ 
demanded that I agree. "Oh, I don't know," I said at last. "I'd ,ay Brenda I, 
conservative.-Maybe a little reformed ... " 

The phone rang, rescuing me, and I spoke d ,ilent orthodo, prd'r'er t() 

the Lord. 

Hidden in the humor of the moment is the sdd truth th,lt not ()lll~ ,\IL' till' 

der:1ominational labels themselves virtually meaningless to Idrgc number, (ll )L'\Y'> 
gUf;as always happens, the divisions and the organizatiom come i,.. time !il 
replace !hecontent and the differences which they suppmedl~ rcrHl',>ent Bd(lil' 
the exchange just quoted, Neil has explained to Mr~. Patiml<.in th,ll hi'> mothl'l 
lives in Arizona. She asks whether his mother is d member of Hdd,]",]h, Illr Irl 

,her world affiliation has come to replace commitment ,\'-, ,\ rlll',I,Ull' i>l Ilkllti!\ 
"'Do they have Hadassah there?" asks Neil. Her reply i, cld"ic "Wfll'll'\l'l till'I(' 
,are Jewish women," she answers, and the issue is closed. 

goth deals witli identity and related theme~ in hi~ other ,tnrle, ,I'> well 
'(~Defender of the Faith", for example, is d moving and rather complC\ account 

of two·American soldiers and their ambivalent relationships to their tradition or, 
·inthe words of the author, 

'. one man who uses his own religion and another's uncertdin comcience, for 
. selfish ends; but mostly it is about this other man, the ndrrdtor, who becduse 
df the'cunbiguities of being a member of his particular religion, is involved in d 
'taxing, if mistaken, conflict of loyalties. 

When ,.this story was first published in the New Yorker, the author began to 
receive letters of this sort: . 

Mr. Roth: 
. With your one story "Defender of the Faith", you have done as much 

harm as all the organized anti-Semitic organizations have done to make people 
believe that all Jews are cheats, liars, connivers. Your one story makes 
people-the general public-forget all the great Jews who have lived, all the 

Jewish boys who served well in the armed 
honest hard lives the world over ..• 

.: . '" ' 

t.. '.. ' i! .... 

While this letter, and others like it,may be understandable. 
Jewish concern about public image, it raises seriQus questions. 
certain strictures upon the writer of fiction? Darethere b~?The'New Yo.rkf.~r;'.vv,'l~.~·.,i~:.',;">:.,,,, .. ;,:/:(.!,:,;;: .. < 

also flooded with mail from distraught readers: 

... We have discussed this story from eve'ry possible angle and· w.e 
escape the conclusion that it will do irreparable (sic) harm to the 
people. We feel that th;s story presented a distorted pi'ct!Jre of LII<, . .'41,.".,,!';v 

Jewish soldier and are at a loss to understand why a magazine. of your 
reputation should publish such a work which lends fuel t6 anti-Semitism.· 

Cliches like "this being art" will not be acceptable. 

The truth is, of course, that there is really no such thing as, the 
J cwish soldier, or the average anyth ing. The desire on the part of some 
encounter in their reading only Jewish saints is as unreasonable as the al\'eg,lti()[;l,:', 
that Roth has presented them only with demons, rather than human 
struggling with real problems. Fiction involves ta~,ing what on the: 
<tppca.rs to be "avcrage", and showing how, under close observation, the L\J'"L""'. 

becomes mca.ningless. Or, as Roth said in reply to his critics, 

fo confuse d "balanced portrayal" with a novel is finally to beledir:,!to 
ab,urditie~. "Dear Fyodor Dostoevsky· All the students in our school,and 
most of the teachers feel that you have been unfair to us. Do you. call 
Ra,kolnikov a balanced portrayal of students as we know them? Of Russian 
,tudents 7 Of poor students? What about those of us who have never murdered 
anyone, who do our school work every nigllt?" "Dear Mark Twain· None of 
the ,Idves on our pldntation has ever run away. We have a perfect recon:!. B.ut 
what will our owner think when he reads of Nigger Jim?" "Dear Vladimir 
N,lbokov· The girls in our class," and so on. What fiction does, and what the 
(,lbbi would like for it to do are two entirely different things. The. concerns of 
fIction, let it be sdid, dre not those of a statistician - or of ap!Jblic relations 
firm. The novelist asks himself, "What do people think?"; the PR manasks~ 
"What will people think?" But I believe this is actually troubling the rabbi,. 
when he calh tor his "balanced portrayal of Jews." What will people think? 

Or, to be exact: what will the goyim think? 

There werc othe~ readers who complained that Sheldon r .... ·,..;,c·ch·"·t 

main character in the story, had too much in common with the sta.ndard 
stereotype. Roth answered by reply ing that Grossbart should be seenas 

a Jew who acts like the stereotype, offering back to his enemie,~ their vision of 
him, answering the punishment with the crime. Given the particular kinds of 
denials, humiliations, and persecutions that the nations have practicedori their 
Jews, it argues for far too much nobility to deny not only that Jews,Uke 
Grossbar-t.exist, but to deny that the temptations oJ Grossbartism exist in 
many who perhaps have more grace, or will, or are perhaps only more cowed, 
than the simple, frightened soul I imagined weeping with fear.and" 
disappointment at the end of the story. 



is' not The jew", Roth continued, "but he is a fact of Jewish 
eXlner'ierlce and well within the range of its moral possibilities." 

many readers were disturbed by "Epstein", the story of a Jewish 
ITl":>n ... ,,"n is' driven to commit adultery. There were those who suggested that the 

,idea of a .. Jew committing adultery was so impossible that only an 
could have written the story. Others felt that, as in "Defender of the 

" there'is an implication . that the act resulted from some specifically 
trait. Again, Roth explained himself, this time in the context of his 

understanding of what fiction is: 

It is not my purp'ose in writing a story of an adulterous man to make it clear 
how right we all are if we disapprove of the act and are disappointed in the 
man., Fiction is not written to affirm the principles and beliefs that everybody 
seems to hold, nor does it seek to. guarantee us the appropriateness of our 
fe~lings. The world of fiction, in fact, frees us from the circumscriptions that 
the,. society places upon feeling; one of the greatnesses of the art i, that it 

,allows the writer and the reader to respond to experience in way, not alway, 
available in day-to-day conduct; or, if they are available, they are not po"ible, 
or manageable, or legal, or advisable, or even nece~Sdry to the bu,ine" llt 

. living. We may not even know that we have ,uch a range for teeling, ,Ind 
".re·sponses until we have come into contact with the W()Ii-. ut 
'fiction' .,. Ceasing' for a while to be upright citian" we drop Intl) ,Inutlw 
layer of consciousness, and this dropping, thi, e'pdrl'llln ut ll11ll.,1 

, consciousness, this exploration of moral fantasy, I, of Lon,ider,lhle \dllle' III ,\ 

man and to society. .. 

"I suppose it is tantamount to a confession from me ot l()p'>lded ,dll/uphll'rlr,\, 
he added, "to admit that the character of Epstein h,lppClled til h,l\l' hL'l'll 
conceived with considerable affection and symp,lthy." 

In "The Conversion of the Jews," ,I young boy ch,tlicllgl'>" thc rl'ilgl()lh 
doctdnes'which his rabbi is teaching. H.e questiom ~()me lIltlll'ph ,I, thl' ILk,\ Iii 

the Chosen People, the fact of Jewish clannishne)", ,\nd v,triou,> eiclllcrl\>" III 

Jewish particuiarism. And although Roth allows the rabbi to re<;pond to the boy 
with a measure of skill and dexterity that one might not have anticipated, Ollie 

:.-Freedman possessesandseeksadeeper level of spirituality. In a strange interlude 
., that breaks up an otherwise hectic, almost frenzied story, we get a glimpse of the 

~i,J1dof indefinable reverence that Ozzie alone seems to comprehend: 

As she touched the flaming match to the unlit wick of a Sabbath 
candle, the phone rang, and Ozzie, standing only a foot from it, plucked it off 
the receiver and held it m'uffled to his chest. When his mother lit candles Ozzie 
felt there should be no noise; eVen breathing, if you could manage it, should 
be softened. Ozzie pressed the phone to his breast and watched his mother 
dragging whateveF she was dragging, and he felt his own eyes get glassy. His 
mother was a round, tired, gray-haired penguin of a woman whose gray skin 
~ad begun to feel the tug of gravity and "the weight of her own history, Even 
wben she was dressed up she didn't look like a chosen person. But when she lit 
ca'ndles she looked like something better; like a woman who knew 

momentarily tha.t God could do anything_ 

descripti()n of the janitor's strange mumbling in(·the back of the 

synagogue, we learn that 

To Ozzie, the mumbling had always seemed a monotonous, 
what made it curious was that Old Blotnick had been mumbling sq ,,.,,,<tUIIV' lUI., 

so many y~ars, Ozzie suspected he had memorized. the prayers ~n,~·T.~r",,,,,,,,,,,, 

all about God. . ' 

This is a virtually perfect story, one of the great achievements 

American fiction. 
In "Eli the Fanatic" Roth had an opportunity to explorea th~me WBficfl,o'.··· .. ··.·;.!· 

later transformed itself into harsh reality: the reactions ofsuburbai'\' 
explicit expression of Jewishness. When a Chassidic community ·atitennblts.1to.'::.i .,.;-,.~:·: ... ';;,:.:,;~.,;i,.;,.:·:i:::.'·.··::'::\' 
establish a yeshiva in suburbia, the Jews, as one might by this time hilVe 
expect, are more concerned than anybody else, and feel t>vh""rn,ohl 

threatened, Eli Peck, the main character, experiences in somewhat rla'-F"'.;"';....f··."·· 

terms the moral agony of Sergeant NathanMarx-how does 
,mother in a public situation? But Chassidim are not 
~ituation is more complicated, as Eli's friend warns him: 

"Eli, you're dealing with fanatics. Do they display commonsense? 
l,III-.lng a dead language, that makes sense? Making a big thing outo'f suffering, 
50 that you're going oy·oy-oy all your life, that's common .sense? Look, Eli, 
we've been through all this. I don't know if you know-but there's talk that 
Lilt' Illagazine is sending a guy out to the Yeshivah for a story. With pictures." 

Or, wh.it will the goyim think? 

II Portnoy Reconsidered 

it will be .ill event ... In a year or two it will be a book again." 
rapidly became what Daniel B60rstin has called a "pseudo-event" received a 
deal of publicity and comment in the media. For the most part, the 
were favorable, although among American Jews there was a conspicuous 
of opinion. There were, on the one hand, those who like theologian 
Borowitz, applauded the work "because of its astonishing candor ... a 
ness in detail and honesty in nuance that is a small miracle of.reca:ll and 
ing," while other voices were less enthusiastic and in some 
to re-open the discussions which had taken place between Roth and his 
the early 1960's. Although the author and a number of his 
already responded to the almost inevitaQ!e a~cusatrons of 
Jewish self-hatred, the new novel, set in much stronger terms 
comparatively mild stuff of Goodbye, Columbus, rekindled s~me 
flames, and apparently sparked some new ones. "I'm slire these 
made again," the author predicted, "though the fact isthat 1 . 
been far more pleased by my good fortune in being born h-:l.~:'OJ11\/::i-If!m\l. 



who have followed the changing climate of Commentary, (in 
Bell()w had once praised the author of Goodbye, Columbus, 

critiCisms of American Jewish life Bellow had agreed,) it was 
Urlexoe,cte:d that the most hostile of all the Jewish reviews of Portnoy should 

inthat journaL To make matters worse, Peter Shaw made mention in his 
revieW of Roth's previous encounters with the critics. Unfortunately, Mr. Shaw 

:rnisrepresent~d Roth's position, and had the author claiming "that it is actually 
'bette(to highlight Jewish traits that might be regarded as ugly than to hide or 

'gloss over them.:' Roth, for his part, had not said this. He had asserted rJther, 
. t~at' in the lon~ run antiSemitism depended upon nothing ~o rJtionJI a~ 
objective reality/or even artistic representation; that nothing i~ gained by the 

. attempt ,on the /part of some writers to portray Jew~ J~ dngeh rdthl'r th,lf] d, 

mortals;that,-'finally, the mission of the writer of tiction W,h rml!')lJrldl\ 
. different from that of the writer.of public relations. * 

To .be sure, Peter Shaw's portrayal of Roth ,I, "b,!(J tl)1 till' 11'\\,' 

btedly spoke for many American Jews who h,IVl' dhv,l\ \ 11'11 
unc~mfortable about Philip Roth. Generally, the Jrg(/men t gUl'\ ,,1 lilll'th Illg II "-I' 
this: American Jews are in a peculiar and delicate PO'ljtjon, dnd nHJ\t-'thl'Il'(,lI\, 
beespecialJy sensitive to what is said and e~peci,llly ,,'r/trl'lI lllllll'lllllle; 
themselves, particularly w~en it is likely to affect ,tnd pm)lhl y Il1tlllel1U' plIhlll 
(Le., gentile) opinion. Furthermore, the argument continlll", thl'I\' ,Irl' II)II!(' 

JeWish ,writers who present their chardcter, rn tt1L' iIlI),t (1,ltll'lllle; l,f 
·ti,rcumstances; as good and upright citilCn\ ,l) vict()f), even ,1\ hl'IIj(', (,II 1111\ 
p,oint names such as Harry Golden, Leon Uri" clnd ChJinl P,ll,l"- ,Ill' lhll.lll\ 

. invoked.) The more complex cases (in other words, the better W11ll'1)), Bell()\\, 
Malamud and Singer are somehow not seen as thredtening in the ),lme W,ly ,1, 

Roth, who surely must be no friend of the Jews. His chardctef\ It i, alleged, ,lIl' 

.dr~wn.wholly without sympathy or compassion. One irate feader went )0 tar d) 

... ,to,suggest tbat "there is something defective in them which Mr. Roth ascrihe, to 
theirjewishness.': Peter Shaw's review, al though more soph i~ticatcd than the 

" ,standard attacks upon Roth, follows this same basic line, carried one step 

The real message here, or rather, the real aspiration, is not to sweep away 
anti~Semitism. but to transcend being Jewish. If only you try hard enough, 
·Roth's book tells us, it can be done. This is a message that will not do the Jews 
ilny more damage than other specious advice they have received from time to 
~time, so that one has to agree with Roth that his books are not harmful as 
, cha·rged. 

. Roth had already' responded to such criticisms, and has (at least, thus far) 
:<;!losen.not to continue the debate. Whether the exchanges between the author 

i*:Se~/also·IIThe ~:w Jewish Stereotypes," reprinted in this issue. 

and his critics in the 1960's rnade any impact is difficult to 
they did. With the publication' or Letting Go '(which ·.concE~rn!edJ~.'WS' pot)!.:: ;<,.;;:'::;( ..••••.•.. 

slightly), and When She Was Good (which concernedthem.riot 
subsided, at least until 1969. Most Jewish. periodicals, 
surprisingly sympathetic to the riew novel, although a more 
Jewish opinion might be determined from a sampling of bo'ok,.:seirmon~) .. o.n~h¢.>i 
Friday nights and Sat~rday mornings of early spring, 1969. 

In the literary world, although critical reaction was 
was largely witholJt direction. One of the few . 
has yet appeared was by Patricia Meyer Spacks in the Yale 
Portnoy as "the perpetual innocent confronted by profound racial 
which he feels himself an unwilling or incompleteparticipant."$he 

The possibilities of salvation and of damnation are for Portnoy, 
mid,twentieth-century man, only sexual. The wanderings of Odysseus and·of 

" Don Quixote invite-or at least make possible-allegoricalinterpre'tations. T~e .. 
impediments such heroes face emblemize theirpsychologi~al and SOCI~r' 
problems and suggest the kind of possibility they believe In: P?rtnoY.ls 
Irndgined with no such scope as they, but his probl~ms, too, have socia! as we~l 
,1, p,ychological significance, although his apparent unawarenes~of thiS fact IS 
,\llOther of his conspicuous intellectual limitations. He .inhablts a world of 
diminished possibility and demands that it yield meaning; his. experience' 
,uggeSh the limitations inherent in such a world. 

,J 

M u..,t reviewers, however,- took advantage of the 
lO!lCvntfclting on Roth's career, the serialization of certain sections, 
Llicnt fOf ,>dtife dnd mimicry, and the book's supposed pornography. Wheh they:' .. 
turned their attention to the novel itself, most of the discussion centered upon 
the most ohvioll) clements: the psychiatrist, whose "punch-line" which,ericl.ed 

the !l()vel Wd.., dccorded more than its share of importance;.the tiresome 
the lcwi..,h mother, dnd what was taken to be Jewish self-hatred on the 
the main character. It was suggested in several reviews that with the I-'UUII"a'.,.vl.~:,::"""",,, 
of Portnoy's Complaint the Jewish novel in postwar America had 
)ort of nadir, or end-point, although most critics were at a loss to expl~in 
why thi<; was true. One happy exception was Helen Weinberg's 
judaism; .,he defined the book's chief concern as: 

T he restlessness, the near feverishness, the anarchistic itchiness of the young 
American Jew, burdened with the remnant of an authentic traditiono~ jus~ice, 
law, reason, and righteousness, while forced to live in the mad, Illogical, 
meretricious world of American culture.* 

The suggestion that the novel was fundamentally about ayourig 
Jew who was being torn apart by different and competing cultures· 

from those whose attempts to universalize thetheme were I-".~"'IC~.U,I~, .. 



. his book,. R.adical Irlnocence, Ihab Hassen defines American 
the repeating .aitemptof every generation in America to begin its 

"w~thout the. secret betrayals of history": 

IFpr them the frontiers of land or sea or space never seem to close. To this 
'tendencY,another, which we call Experience, has run counter; it is the urge to 
reflect on 'the past:and redeem it. There is always the Territory Ahead to 
whIch Huck FinncaO"light out". Evil could be left behind, and in the titanic 
struggle with, Nature, men could still emerge victorious. 

That Ponnoy may in fact be one more American I nnocent (as was 
~uggestedby Patricia Spacks) might appear strange to those in whose judgment 

."he'h~s already beeh embodied as the encapsulation of evil. But the fundamental 
'question the novel deals with is: What becomes of the individual when the 
cultures qnd traditions which are somehow a part of him come into conflict, 
.producingecrisis not only in identity, but in morality and purpose os ,>vell' 
,When Sophie Portnoy complains that "the problem with me is that I'm till) 
good", she is merely reflecting the ironic underside of her ~on\ dilemma th,ll he 

is.toobad, that he wants to be bad, tl1at ultimately, he i~ not up,lbll' 1)\ llL'ili~ 
bad~;eveh though he has rejected the "suffering heritage" whidl hl' thin".., ..,Ltl1d, 
between himself and badness. The first distinction thelt Pliltll')\ k,tllll'd ,I' ,I 

child, he. recalls, "was not night and day, or hot ,lnd (\lId, but gOli'lr.. ht' ,\Ild 
Jewish." It is thisdialectic against which he rebel.." but ,11..,1) it I.., thi.., l,ltl'~'Ii\ Iii 

. which-at least metaphorically- he cont'inudlly rcturm, tUI It Il'111,[111'" till' 1,,'hl 

compell.ing force in his life. When Portnoy compldim bitterly \t) hi.., ~l,lll'lih IluI 

. :""there is just a little more to existence than (,In be conLlinl'd in th,l..,l' dh~tJ,IIII~ 
'and us~less categories," the statement is strongly ironic, till till' ,~ll',tlL'1 P,II I ,,j 

his life's struggle is concerned with exactly thi". ot ((lUI",', t Ill' 'llllc;~k C;I I,", I,ll 

beyond the literal Jewish-Gentile dichotomy; it e\ terilh i 1111) thl' Il'I1\111I1 
between his overt' (hereditary) ideal~sm and the (envil'()nmeliLtil Jeplcl\ it\ ,11 hi.., 
situation. But he is at ease with neither: 

The Jews.1 despise for their narrow mindedne~~, thell ,elt·rlghtl'uu'IH"', the 
incredibly bizarre sense that these cave men who Me my p,lrenh ,I !lei Icl,ltl\C' 
have somehow gotten of their superiority-but when It corne" to tJwdrinc" 

" and cheapness, to· beliefs that would shame even a gorilla, yOU ,implv Lclnnot 

top the goyim. 

"'~ 

and even superiority, but this renders the issue no lestreal fOlrtlle·m()dc~U'L,H~'it:t::;·~ >i;·"':i •. i<;,' ..... ; .. ' 

The additional complication of 'Christianity having stemmed from 
of its having been from the outset not only un-Jewish but' notic.ieacllv 
un-Christian as well does not help ma~ters: 

The outrage, the disgust inspired in my parents by the 
beginning to make som.e sense; the goyim pretended 00 be sOlnel:hil1g 
while we were actually their moral superiors. And what rt;Iade us superior was 
precisely the hatred and the disrespect they lavished so willingly on us! . 

The division of the universe into Jews and Others (whethe'r thei 
Christians, pagans, or Americans) has fascinating ramifications 'regarding 
place of the gentile in de facto Jewish society. When Portnoy's friend' ' 
becomes involved with a shiksa, the relationship is suddenly a 
concern. Appropriately enough, Alice was also a cheerleader, .and for 
students, recalls Portnoy, "I believe there was actually:a kind of 
the fact that a gentile could have assumed a position of such visibility in our 
~ch()()I, whose faculty and student body were about ninety-five percent Jewish. 
I.., thel'c better proof, or a more telling comment regarding Jewish acculturation 
inlU American society?' Far more striking, however, and no less real is the 
prev,liling ,Ittitude toward Alice's pastime, which represented the 'ultimatein 
lj{}\'im-nuchus (certain amusements, such as hunting, drinking, and fighting, 
which lew') have traditionally regarded as inappropriate behavior, despite their. 
pln,lienle and popularity in theiargec culture}: 

k'~ 
Whcn Alice performed what the loudspeakerrdescribed as her "piece de ;0 

le'I,lallcc" twirling a baton that had been!'wrapped at either end ih 
1l11'(),I!..ed rlag, and then set afire. _ . I think there' was a certain comic 
Ul'LiLilmcnl l',pericnc:ed on our side of the field, grounded in the belief that 
tim \Y,h prcci,cly the !..ind of talent that only a goy would think to develop~ ~ . 

t h t: t)" t P 1.1 Lt' 

f)LJ t t h i.., cotlde')cendi ng detachment toward the goyim is, oddly e~otJglJ~ 
'111i\ (Jne "idc of the coin. Operating simultaneously is an opposite force, whicb . 
RJ)th captures masterfully: a near-reverence, a sort of fawning upon those, 
,\..,pcch of the larger culture which are in essence most routine. The very ep it9me 

0\ AmeriCdn blandles,> nevertheless retains, for the foreigner and the outsider; an: 
dura of mysterious fascination. If Alice was on the 'One hand a baton twirleJ,shec

' . 

W,l~ dl~o, on thf other, part of another world, representing far rnoretoth~· 
Jewish adolescent. . . " 

How do th~ey get so gorgeous, so healthy, so bold? ... these are thegirls whose 
older .brothers are the engaging, good-natured, confident, dean, and powerful 
h>alfbacks for the college football teams c().lled Northwestern,and .Texas 
Christian and UCLA ... These are the children from the coloring books (;ome 
to life the qhildren they mean on the slogans we pass in Union, New Jersey, 
that S~y Cl>tl,lLDREN AT PLAY and DRIVE CAREFULLY, WE LOVE OUR 
CHILDREN - these are the girls and boys who live "next door;" the kids who' 
are always asking for "the jalopy" and getting into '~jams" and outof them in:. 

time for the final commercial. . . , . 

So if the Jew has achieved some sort of parity, ina certain 
remains an outsider. But if, in America, the other side seems so 



which side one is on), .if the differences· between groups are indeed so 
th~n where are the meeting grounds? Money? Mannerisms? Education? It 

deeper than that, as Neil Klugman discovered when he explored a foreign 
"",,,,,,,'\/10' and, like Alexander Portnoy, realized that the natural breaking down of 

mysterious barriers is inevitably sexual. For Portnoy, it is sex itself, as 
soon' as he has reached puberty, which is the great equalizer in the social 
struggle. He gradually becomes aware of this, at one point confessing to the 
doctor:. "I don't seem to stick my dick up these girls as much as ! stick it up 
their backgrounds,as though through fucking I will discover America." I t goes 
beyond .that, however, as in the case of Sally Maulsby, a wealthy coed whom 
Alex virtually forces to perform fellatio on him. His encounter with Sally, he 
realizes, involved ;more than mere equalizing: it was an opportunity to get even. 

Sh~ was, he recall~, 
just something nice a son once did for hi, dad. A little venge.!nlt' on 
collecting down in .,the colored district. A little bonu, e.\trdltcd trom Ho,turl 
·a.nd Northeastern for all those years of service: dnd exploitation. 

. 1. d.o not mean to suggest that the sex described ~() vividlv In Ihl' 111J,cl hd\ 
dO only with intergroup relations, with ,>ucces'>, cqudli;,ltiIJI1, ,llllj 1\'\l'11:2,l' 

among America's various ethnic groups. Certainly, the novel\ ,er\~LlJlhtr'lIlll()11 
virtually insists that close attention -be paid to the Freudi,ln ,IIlU inll'IN'I\ 
personal aspects of the story. But this ha) been amply dOlllnwntl'd ,llld di,(lI,,('d 
els.ewhere. If there is,.indeed, a universal undersunding to be e.\lldLled 1111111 Ihl' 

. work, it is to be found on the most plurali)tic term~, flJr Ihere 1\ Llr I()!) 1l1lllh 
that is compelling and unambiguous for it to be ,>ecn ,I'> melc!\. lIJllllllkl1LII, (JI 

parallel to some other more important theme, 

* * * 
Among black writers in Amer~ca, Richard Wright, then lame') Bdldwln, MaiL()11ll 

X., LeRoi jones, and more recently Eldridge Cleaver have mdde the re,lding 
public conscious of the intense and often overt )exuality at work between Blacks 
a~d Whites in American society. Mailer, Millet, Greer, and others have shown 
how the war between the sexes is both political and sexual. Portnoy's 
. Complain t, as far as I know, is the first significant combination of inter-ethnic 
and inter-personal sexuality; in fact, it may be the first significant exploration 
'ir:tto the sexuality of the jewish-WASP relationship. In "The New jewish 

. Stereotypes," Roth describes a certain universal fantasy of jewish adolescents, 
con:cluding with. the hero's initiation into sex with the shiksa next door. * 

.:*.)t,s!O!em·s likely that Roth was heavily influenced by his students in the Writer's WorkshojJ 
'.1 at'tl:ie Universi.ty of Iowa, among other places where he has taught. Subsequently, Portnoy s 
' ... Complaint seems to' have altered the type and, alas, the level of originality of much of the 

fi'dion. writtea by young Jewish males, if the manuscripts submitted to RESPONSE are any 
indication. tt fs as. though Roth pulled the rug from under some would-be writers by using 

,their .realconcerns and experiences so expertly that these subjects can barely be described 
anymore. This .became even more clear when I partiCipated in a fiction workshop last year, 
l!O!d. bY,AlaR Lelch'uck at Brandeis University: time and again Jewish college students would 
write autobiographical stories dealing, in essence, with the clash of cultures a la a sort of 
upd;ated Huck Finn Which, at their strongest, seemed to be poor imitations of Roth'S epiC 

,,,: .. ;:ui~lat their w.eakest, lacked the very honesty and momentum that provided the energy for 
.. 1 " po.rtnoy'sComplaint. 

Whether this fantasy is really universal or even common is less imnnirbtn.t':tl-',:;,;:..·'.'i:::.'';./;,· ... '';,');iC;;,;.;: 

the :act t.hat, at 'least for some people, it clearly exixts, as plain'ty 
relationship between black men and white women in the-South.' 
already been written on the "types" which Roth uses in the'novel: 
mother, the father; the rabbi, the school friends. But.otfar more c"'Tnif-i,..~";':"~"· 
than even the individual portraits are the more general cultural n ... .,r1·'r"c 

mannerisms of both jewish and gentile worlds which are so vividly calJtureclarld· 
described, expecially when the two cultures are portrayed in terms 
other. This is what makes Roth's portrayals of Jewish I.ifeso memorable 
they are described from the inside out, without omitting thelargercbnte~t ' 
~uperb mimic, the author is at his best)n preserving the speech patterns 
group dnd the values implicit in them: 'iPianist! Oh, that's one"of the. 
IU)t love, al mos t as much as doctor, Doctor. And best of all, his 
upened his own office in Livingston." This much has been achieved 
otiler writers, even by night-club comedians. What accounts for the greatness of ' 
Ruth \ ,\chievcment is that he dares to ask, as others have not: What does the' . 
Illhl'r ~idl' look like from here? So, for instance, when Portnoy goes tolowatb 
,I,il KdtC\ fcimily, we have an indescribably funny scene in the encounter 
belween the New jersey yid and the Iowa goyim, as Alexdiscovers that their 
,,!l1IL'~ arc al-;o reflected in their speeGh: 

1 hen there'., dn expression in English, "Good morning," or so I have been 
told; the phrdc,e hdS never been of any use to me. Why should it have been?At 
hll',lh.t d,t dt home I .1m in fact known to the other boarders as "Mr,Sourball ", 
,I Ill! "I he Crab." But suddenly, here in Iowa, in i~itati6n of. thelOc~1 
::lh,lbILlnh, I 'l~ trdn<;formed into d veritable geyser of good mornings.; . 

(,ood morning, he ~dyS, dnd now it occurs to me that the. word "morning" 
,I, he U,>C,> It, refers specifically to the hours between eight A.M; and twelve 
noon, I've never thought of it that way before. He wants the hours between 
l'lght dnd twelve to be good, which is to say, enjoyable., pleasurable,beneficial! 
We are allot us wishing each other four hours of pleasure. and 
dccompll,hment. .Wh~ that's terrific! .. _ My God! The English languag~ is a 
form at communicatIOn. Conversation isn't just crossfire where you shoot and 
get ~hot dt! Where you've got to duck for your life and aim to kill. Words ' 
Men t only bombs and bullets~no, they're little gifts containing meanings! . 

But even this real:zation is not enough, for in the crucial mornent, after: 
Alex and Kate have decided to get married, he says to her, calmly, "And you~1I 
convert, right?" Her reply is instantaneous: "Why would I want to do a thing 
like that?" And suddenly the differences are important again, and there can be 
no union between t~se worlds. . 

* * * * 

Among, the I~'~t co~mented up~\n sections of the novel,and also' 
most m'0rally compl"ex is ,fh.e-discussion of thej ewish 
cruc.ial to the theme of cultures in conflict. On the oneh~md Pn ... tn'l'n, ~~r.~~."~· --,- '\ d····' 



. . . ~ 

theJawsofkashrlJthas symbolically representative of all that was wrong with his 
\:upbringir:lg: repression, paranoia, exclusivity, and superstition: 

," . '. 

What else, ,I ask you, were all those prohibitive dietary rules and regulations all 
about tO"begin with, what else but to give us little Jewish children practice in 

': being repressed? Practice, darling, practice, practice, practice, Inhibition 
doesn't growon trees, you know-takes patience, Likes concentration, takes a 
dedicated and self-sacrificing parent and a hard-working attentive little child to 
create in onlya few years' time a really constrained and tight-ass human being. 
Why else,1 ask you, but to remind us three times a day that life is bounddfies 
andrestrictions~ if it's anything, hundreds of thousands of little rule, Idid 
downby none other than None Other ... 

At the same time, however, the dietary laws are crucial in the context of the 
Jewish-:-gentile dichotomy and its broader implications, This dualism, as we have 
seen,can be understood as a metaphor representing the possibilitie., ,llld choice~ 
in Portnoy's life. As much as he resents the prohibitiom dnd inhibitilln~ which 
are represented by Jewish tradition, he is equally alienated by whd! fi)llilW, 

. upon the release of these restrictions. Like Neil Klugman, ,lg,llll, fw I, l,lLlght 
., between CUltures: there is control, which he Cdnnot ,lhidc, Jnd tlWll' I, hll',Ii--lllg 

through into freedom, which for him is equally ,>clf-de'>tructivL' 

Let them (if you know who I medn) gorge them,elvc, on ,111\ thll)~ \11(1 
everything that moves, no mdtter how odiou ... dnd dOled the ,!lllmJI, n(O, rlLill('f 

how grotesque or schmutzig or dumb the crCdtUIC III ljUe,II\)11 il,!PfH'I). Itl 
be ... all they know, these imbe(;llic eJter', of the C\Cll,lbk, I, III ,\\,Il!,g,'1 I,i 
insult, to sneer, and sooner or Idter to hit. Oh, thn ,11,0 knuII hill\ Ii' >-;,' 'illl 
into the woods with a gun, these geniuse ... , dl)d kill Inlli)lt'1l1 I'lld d"CI, ,k,'1 

who themselves nosh qUietly on berne, ,Ind grd'>'>C' ,llll1 Illi'll gtl ,lI) IIIi II \\ , 
'bothering no one ... There isn't 'enough to e,lt In thl, wOlld, thn lidl\' Iii \',\1 

up the deer as well. They will Cdt unytfJlrl<j, ,Ill, (hlfl~ Ihn "III ,~,'I 11i(,1I hl~ d" 

hands on! And the terrifying corolldrY, {lin \,III,in ,II" rllJlI<jl, 1\ ,j 

*' * 
Finally, there is the problematic busine~~ of Portn(l'v ill hl,!cl. ~111Cl' lY..t8 (vihL'1I 
Pqrtnoy was fifteen) American Jewry has enjoyed ,l lIew frontier. I t i~ herc 
Portnoy learns that the pain of his dilemma is deeper thelll hl' 'LJ~pected, lor he i~ 
asiestranged in Israel as in America. "Hey", he exclaim,>, "her'c we're thc g()yim"; 
bLit he soon discovers that it is precisely the inability to be Lin outsider in this 

'pl'ace which~makes him uneasy. In America, there was a certain protection, the 
invis.ible shield of the Diaspora, the basic but subtle realization that somehow it 
doesn'tquite matter what happens there, for one is an outsider in that '>ociety, 
'and atthe same tirl}e. an integral part of the sub-society which hds been credted 
to <;;ounter it. While la'nc1ing at Lod Airport, his mind carries him back to his real 

·,'promised land, the ball park in New Jersey on Sunday mornings, and the Jewish 

men at play: 

I tell you, they are an endearing lot! I sit in the wooden stands alongside first 
base,inhaling that sour springtime bouquet in the pocket of my fielder's 
'mitt-sweat, leather, vaseline-and laughing my head off. I cannot imagine 
myselfJillif]g out my life any place but here. 

Several critics, have noted aJ)d commented upon ,t~,~:a~~)~!~}:Wi~H;i~?~,~:!pt;\'ir);i;['!.;:!;r:jC;,);:;~'~" 
Portnoy in I srael are someho~~) the least effective se;tion 
Weinberg's explanation of this is worth following: 

I t's a common malady of American Jewish writers, who seem to be 
and even to enjoy the Diaspora to"'which an e,ndless verbal response is 
Israel doe,S not really call for the intellectual, (or the imaginative 
response that many Jews in America have become, accustomed to 
being. 

For better or wor~e, the American experience has conditioned Jews to 
comfortable as outsiders. This, in turn, has affeCtedand molded the 
American Jewry, and the change in perspesctive demand by Israel 
much to absorb. After spending the night with Naomi,the Kibbutzgirl, 
r'ealizes what he represents to Israeli society: 

, .. I hdd been mdde to understand that I was the epitome of wh~twas most 
~hJllleful in "the culture of the Diaspora". Those centuries andcenturi~s of' 
homele,sness hdd produced iust such disagreeable men :as myself-frightened, 
defen~ive, self-depreciating, unmanned and corrupted by life in the gentile 
world, It WdS Diaspora Jews like myself who had gone by the millions tothe 
g,t'> chMnbers without ever raising a hand against their prosecutors, who did 
flot know enough to defend their lives with their blood. The Diasporal:-The 
\['r) word m,lqc her furiou,. 

"1) Ironically, Portnoy is an outsider even in Israel, although hardly of the' type 
III which he has grown accustomed,"even comfortable. ' 

;\., Portnoy grows up, the frontiers "that never seem to close", as Hass~n 
h,!d l,tllcd them, nevertheless offer fewer and fewer possibilities for redemption, 
"il!llehow, the "secret betrayals of history" are inescapable;the Territory Ahead 
,lpr)l',lt~ til be ruped off. As for Evil, it cannot be wholly left behind; but m.erely 
l'\chdngcd lor melancholy at best, for despair at worst. Philip Roth's concern, 
whl'll writing dbout Jews, is not to testify for or against them, but to explore the', 
ro..,~ibilitie ... open to the Jew in modern American culture. If Alexander Portnoy 
i.., neither typical nor representative of American JewrY,that was not the 
intention of his creator_ That he is within the range of its possibilities; however; 
i'i undcnidble. By revealing and exploring some of the'complex dynamics in the 
way that Jews can (and perhaps must) relate to Americansociety, Philip Roth 
hds performed the invaluable task of helping to evoke some of the painful and 
tremendously difficult honesty which American Jewry so desperately requiresto 
better come to terms with its own unique situation. 


