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Philip Roth at Century's End 

P 
-Lhihp Roth has linked his two most recent novels, American Pastoral (1997) and 
I Married a Communist (1998), as parallel demonstrations of how difficult it is to 

escape immersion in and definition by one's historical moment, how easy to become 
a historical casualty. "I found," says Roth, "that dealing with a very important, powerful 
decade in American life, the Vietnam years, enabled me to write in ways I hadn't written 
before. I began to wonder about what other time was like that in my experience. I 
realized of course that it was the McCarthy era." By writing "in ways I hadn't written 

before," Roth seems to mean several things. Back in i960 he complained that American 
life was becoming so fantastic that it was outstripping the capacity of the novelist's 

imagination and forcing him to abandon "the grander social and political phenomena 
of our times" for "a celebration of the self," a celebration in which Roth was to become 
a major participant. For decades, and most fruitfully in the Zuckerman Bound trilogy, 
Roth has been contemplating (among other things) his own navel and making what 
he calls "fake biography, false history ... a half-imaginary existence out of the actual 
drama of my life." Now he has turned outward, from what Matthew Arnold called 
the "unlit gulph of the self," to the more "objective" world of American history. 
Nathan Zuckerman is the (or at least a) narrator of both of Roth's most recent novels, 
but (especially in American Pastoral) no longer their main subject. And whereas most 
of Roth's novels have centered on protagonists one would not have wanted as dinner 

guests, the central figure oï American Pastoral is actually a splendid fellow, even though 
a card-carrying member of that bourgeois world which Roth began his career by 
excoriating (and cutting off from its memories, especially if they happened to be Jewish). 

If the "historical" dimension of these two rich and elegantly constructed novels is 

(relatively) new, so too is the depiction of the writer Nathan Zuckerman as an aging 
hermit in rural New England (the Berkshires in the first novel, Connecticut in the 

second) leading a monastic existence and, in his mid-sixties, brooding over his belated 

discovery that life consists mainly of mistakes. "The fact remains," says Nathan in 
American Pastoral, "that getting people right is not what living is all about anyway. 
It's getting them wrong that is living. . . . that's how we know we're alive: we're 

wrong." In I Married a Communist, Nathan, after having listened for six nights to 
the reminiscences and reflections of his ninety-year-old former English teacher, the 
novel's co-narrator, concludes, once again: "It's all error. . . . Isn't that what you've 
been telling me? There's only error. There's the heart of the world. Nobody finds his 
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life. That «life." Humble acknowledgment of his fallibility, rather than narcissistic 

display of the endlessly ambiguous relations between art and life, truth and falsehood, 
is the new keynote of Nathan Zuckerman. 

American Pastoral 
Who could have predicted, from the long and troubled relationship between Irving 

Howe and Philip Roth (who skewered his most savage critic as a pornographer in The 

Anatomy Lesson [1983]), that Roth would produce a novel that is the existential 
realization of Howe's criticism of the moral and political style of the New Left (a term 
he coined) of the sixties? In Anatomy Lesson, Roth's alter ego Nathan Zuckerman says 
of Howe's fictional representative Milton Appel: "I hate his guts, and obviously the 
sixties have driven him batty, but that doesn't make him a fool, you know. ..." In a 
series of essays from 1965-68 Howe enumerated the characteristics of leftist dabblers 
in apocalypse, stressing their moral absolutism, their political obtuseness, their 
undemocratic values, their attraction to "third world" dictatorial heroes like Castro, 
their "crude, unqualified anti-Americanism," their loathing of liberalism (the creed 
of their flabbily indulgent middle-class parents), their fascination with violence. 

The chief villain of American Pastoral - "the little murderer herself. . . the monster 

Merry" (or, as her classmates call her, Ho Chi Levov) is the perfect embodiment of 
all these traits. The petted daughter of the novel's (nominally) Jewish protagonist, 
Seymour "Swede" Levov and his (somewhat less nominally) Catholic wife Dawn, 
both tolerant, kindly, well-intentioned, she feeds her six-foot frame on every trendy 
New Left cliché: "Everything is political. Brushing your teeth is political." She drives 
her parents to distraction by the saccharine piety with which she discusses the 
Democratic Republic of Vietnam, "a country she spoke of with such patriotic feeling 
that, according to Dawn, one would have thought she'd been born not at the Newark 
Beth Israel but at the Beth Israel in Hanoi." Her telescopic philanthropy also attracts 
her to Algeria and to Fidel Castro, "who had eradicated injustice with socialism." 
Like so many sixties radicals, she comes to believe the popular fiction that she and 
her comrades are super-intelligent when in fact they are just the opposite. "She's 
not smart at all," says her mother. "She's become stupid, Seymour; she gets more and 
more stupid each time we talk." Merry's loathing of America is described as "ignorant 
hatred." In February 1968 she decides to "bring the war home" to the rural New 

Jersey town where the Levovs live by blowing up the tiny post office in the general 
store and killing the local doctor. Her very unsympathetic uncle Jerry merely gives 
extreme and radical form to the verdict passed on Merry by the novel itself: "People 
don't like to admit how much they resent other people's children, but this kid made 
it easy for you. She was miserable, self-righteous - little shit was no good from the 
time she was born." It is Merry's bombings (she later kills, less accidentally, three 

people in Oregon) that transport her father, a bulwark of duty, ethical obligation, 
and large-heartedness (Levov is Hebrew for heart) "out of the longed-for American 

pastoral and into everything that is its antithesis and its enemy, into the fury, the 

violence, and the desperation of the counterpastoral - into the indigenous American 
berserk." 
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Nor is Merry the novel's only embodiment of sixties radicalism. There is also the 

psychopathic terrorist and con artist Rita Cohen, who "expresses perfectly the stupidity 
of her kind" (a stupidity compounded of thoughts "engendered ... by the likes of 
The Communist Manifesto") She upbraids Levov, after he shows her through his glove 
factory, for being "nothing but a shitty little capitalist who exploits the brown and 

yellow people of the world and lives in luxury behind the nigger-proof security gates 
of his mansion." And, of course, there is an English professor, the malodorous "strident 

yenta" Marcia Umanoff, inveterate anti-war marcher and "militant nonconformist 
of staggering self-certainty much given to ... calculatedly apocalyptic pronouncements 
designed to bring discomfort to the lords of the earth." 

But the truly potent critic of sixties radicalism in American Pastoral is neither 
Roth's narrator Zuckerman nor his high-school hero, the three-letter star athlete 
Swede Levov, nor any other character sickened by the arrogant ignorance of the 
kamikaze radicals; rather it is the counter-image of productive labor in the glove 
factory that the Swede (after turning down an offer to play professional baseball) 
takes over from his father. (This is the only novel by Roth in which glove-making 
gets far more attention than love-making.) Newark Maid manufactures the country's 
best ladies' glove; and Swede is justly proud of being part of a tradition in glove 
families going back hundreds of years, of trade talk - which Roth plentifully supplies, 
devoting page after page to loving description of the process from the tannery to the 
finished product. Work is real; idealistic sloganeering about exploitation of workers 

by profit-hungry bosses is idle wind. In a burst of anti-intellectualism reminiscent 
of Carlyle, also a great believer in work, Swede says to himself: "These deep thinkers 
were the only people he could not stand to be around for long, these people who'd 
never manufactured anything . . . who did not know what things were made of ... 
who knew nothing of the intricacies or the risks of building a business or running a 

factory but who nonetheless imagined that they knew everything worth knowing." 
Early in the novel Zuckerman asks about Swede, who got his nickname in a largely 
Jewish high school for the blue eyes and blond hair and great height that made him 
"a boy as close to a goy as we were going to get," and an adult for whom Judaism 
is "that stuff" which "means nothing": "Where was the Jew in him? You couldn't 
find it and yet you knew it was there." If it is there, it is in the idea embedded in 
the dual use of the Hebrew word avodah for labor and for prayer (an idea adopted 
by the medieval monks in their motto labor are est or are). 

The labor of three generations of Americans built the city of Newark, an abiding 
and vividly realized presence in the novel even as it is being destroyed in 1967 by 
rioters and looters, transformed from "the city where they manufactured everything" 
into "the car-theft capital of the world." The love of and gratitude to America of those 
three generations, beginning with immigrants very glad to be out of "the old country," 
suddenly comes to nothing in the fourth, with the violent hatred of Merry and her 

vandalizing comrades. Just how deeply felt (and also, according to my Newark-born- 
and-raised mother, just how accurate) is the richly detailed evocation of Newark 
becomes clear in Zuckerman's description of the first meeting of Merry's grandfathers: 
"Two great memories meet . . . They are on to something even more serious than 
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Judaism and Catholicism - they are on to Newark and Elizabeth 
			 " This submergence 
of religion is also part of the American pastoral ideal. That is why the holiday of 

Thanksgiving is the "American pastoral par excellence" - neutral, religjonless, everybody 
gorging on turkey, nobody indulging in "funny" foods like gefilte fish or bitter herbs. 
But Thanksgiving, as the thankless children of the sixties remind their sanguine parents, 
lasts only twenty-four hours. 

American Pastoral is, however, about more than what happened to this country in 
the sixties. The expulsion of Swede Levov from "Paradise Remembered" (as the book's 
first section is called) is also "every man's tragedy" because it involves discovery of 
"the evil ineradicable from human dealings." The largeness of Roth's intentions in this 

brilliantly realized novel is evident not only in the mythical framework in which he 

places Swede (likened to Johnny Appleseed and John Kennedy) but in his repeated 
invocation of one of the most ambitious pieces of fiction ever written: Tolstoy's 
short story "The Death of Ivan Ilych." When Zuckerman begins his research into 
the story of Levov, the golden boy of his youthful memories, he still believes in what 
historians used to call "American exceptionalism" (one aspect of which was that, as 
Werner Sombart famously put it, America was "the promised land of capitalism," where 
"on the reefs of roast beef and apple pie, socialist Utopias ... are sent to their doom"). 
Perhaps Tolstoy was correct in pronouncing that Ivan Ilych's life "had been most 

simple and most ordinary and therefore most terrible. Maybe so. Maybe in Russia in 
1886. But in Old Rimrock, New Jersey, in 1995, when the Ivan Ilyches come trooping 
back to lunch . . . after their morning round of golf and start to crow, 'It doesn't get 
any better than this,' they may be a lot closer to the truth than Leo Tolstoy ever was. 
Swede Levov's life, for all I knew, had been most simple and most ordinary and therefore 

just great, right in the American grain." 
But by the time Zuckerman, himself beset by intimations of mortality, finishes 

the research that excavates all the old griefs of Levov, he knows just how evasive is 
the pastoral ideal of ordinariness, just how little of life is orderly or makes any sense. 

Repeatedly the novel asks how Swede and Dawn led to Merry. And nobody, neither 
the narrator (and, for once, definitely not protagonist) Zuckerman, nor the hero 
Swede, nor his brother Jerry, nor his generally self-confident father has a convincing 
reply. Indeed, the "explanation" of Merry's madness and hatred proffered by old Lou 
Levov - who, like Polonius and Middlemarch's Mr. Brooke, mixes wisdom with 
foolishness - provides one of the few comic moments of this unusually (for Roth) 
somber novel. "If, God forbid, their parents are no longer oppressed for a while, they 
run where they think they can find oppression. Can't live without it. Once Jews ran 

away from oppression; now they run away from no-oppression. Once they ran away 
from being poor; now they run away from being rich. It's crazy. They have parents 
they can't hate anymore because their parents are so good to them, so they hate 
America instead." Yet he continues to insist that the Levovs are an ordinary family 
up until the moment when Merry, now a veiled Jain (having mercurially lurched from 

super-violent to super non-violent), dirty, squalid, smelly, returns to tell her grandfather 
that she has killed four people - whereupon he dies (or rather seems to) of a heart 
attack. (Roth's sympathetic presentation of old Levov is a stark contrast to his scornful 

186 NEW ENGLAND REVIEW 



presentation, once upon a time, of the moral and psychic consequences of the 
transformation of Jewish life from proletarian immigrant poverty to middle-class 
suburban comfort.) 

Tolstoy was, then, as Roth views the matter, doubly wrong. He was wrong to assume 
that ordinariness is a given, and wrong to assume that it is terrible. Roth demonstrates 

that, in some strange sense, ordinariness is one of those noble things that are as difficult 
as they are rare. But, in the estimation of American Pastoral* s narrator, its difficulty 
and elusiveness do not diminish its stature: "And what," he asks in the novel's concluding 
sentences, "is wrong with their life? What on earth is less reprehensible than the life 
of the Levovs?" 

I Married a Communist 
The wrongness of Tolstoy is a central motif of Roth's most recent novel as well. 

Murray Ringold, a ninety-year-old ex-high school English teacher, who shares the 
narration of I Married a Communistwith the Connecticut hermit Nathan Zuckerman, 
tells (over six nights at Zuckerman's rural retreat), the story of Ira Ringold, the infamous 
Communist whose career is ruined by the McCarthyite "witch-hunt" of the fifties and 

by his wife's scandalous book about him (a mendacious "exposé" modeled on Claire 
Bloom's bitter and resentful memoir about ex-husband Philip Roth). But what Nathan 

mainly learns from the old man's tale is that even the person "who'd chosen to be 

nothing more extraordinary than a high school teacher had failed to elude the turmoil 
of his time and place and ended up no less a historical casualty than his brother." 

Eschewing the public arena in which his brother cut so spectacular a figure - as 

Communist, as star radio actor, and as podium Abe Lincoln - Murray could not achieve 
ordinariness. He was fired from his job because of refusing to testify before the House 
Un-American Activities Committee, but six years later was reinstated (and reimbursed) 
by the state of New Jersey. Not long after his reinstatement, the Newark riots erupted 
and, just like Swede Levov, he elected to stay in the ravaged city. As Swede was loyal 
to his black workers, Murray remains in order to teach English to the black kids at 
South Side High School whom his colleagues had pronounced unteachable. A novelist 
of cliché would show Murray succeeding where his colleagues had failed; but Roth is 
not a novelist of cliché. Murray wastes ten years of his life in futile efforts merely to 
maintain discipline. He is mugged twice, but as a liberal intoxicated "with the myth 
of [his] own goodness," he stays on in Newark until his wife is murdered while walking 
from the hospital where she works to their home right across the street. In a novel 
where betrayal is the generic sin, Murray - the story's most principled character, 
who had refused to betray his brother (after Ira murdered a man), refused to betray 
the poor blacks of Newark, spurned the delusions of religion, ideology, and communism, 
betrays his wife: she pays the price for his exalted civic virtue. 

Although Roth refers to "the Vietnam years" as the historical setting for American 

Pastoraly he does not refer to "the Korean years" as the background for I Married a 
Communist. One might plausibly argue that if this country had not been at war with 
the Communist regimes of North Korea and China, the whole panoply of McCarthyite 
outrages in the name of anti-communism - the blacklists and political dismissals that 
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play so large a role in this novel - might never have occurred. Nevertheless, Roth's 

presentation of "the McCarthy era" is by no means the simplistic liberal version that 
some conservative critics have alleged it to be. Ira Ringold, the self-educated six-foot- 
six-inch ditchdigger who replaces the (only slightly shorter) Swede Levov here as the 

object of young Nathan's hero-worship, is not an innocent liberal whose radio career 
is brought to an end in 1952 because he got on the wrong mailing list or signed the 

wrong petition or got himself photographed with Paul Robeson. He is indeed a member 
of the Communist Party (though denying it, in a crucial confrontation, to both Nathan 
and Nathan's father), taking his orders from Moscow and spouting the party line on 

every subject from aardvark to zymosis. He belongs to the Communist Party "heart 
and soul." He obeys every 180 degree shift in policy and swallows the "dialectical" 

justification for every barbaric act of Stalin. The tireless harangue with which he savagely 
bores his young admirer to despair is comprised of two prophecies: that the evil United 
States is on the road to fascism and that the U.S. will make atomic war on the U.S.S.K 

Murray, himself a victim of McCarthyism (and as totally reliable a narrator as one is 

likely to find in a Roth novel), warns Nathan (who loses a Fulbright because of his 
link to Ira), not to confuse McCarthyism with totalitarianism. Murray derides the 
Marxist "utopian cant" of Johnny O'Day, the Leninist steelworker who indoctrinates 

Ira, "an adult . . . not too skilled in brainwork, with the intellectual glamour of Big 
Sweeping Ideas." (Here, as in American Pastoral^ the novel's main radical figure is 

presented as both stupid and murderous.) 
Neither does Roth fail to depict the rank dishonesty of many leftist critics of 

McCarthyism. After Ira's star actress wife Eve Frame (a Jewish anti-Semite born Chava 

Fromkin) retaliates for the injuries she believes he's inflicted on her by telling all about 
his party ties in I Married a Communist, Ira is defended by fellow-traveling journalists 
from The Nation and New Republic. They brazenly declare that Ira was never a 

Communist, that he never had anything to do with the Party, that the Communist 

plot to infiltrate the broadcasting industry was a concoction of lies. Their lies, like 

McCarthy's, can ruin careers; and this counterattack finishes Eve in the ultralibéral 
world of New York entertainers, who also know a thing or two about ostracism. As 

Murray shrewdly remarks, "By the time all these savage intellects, with their fidelity 
to the facts, were finished with the woman, to find anything anywhere of the ugly 
truth that was the story of Ira and Eve, you would have needed a microscope." The 

fifties, then, as presented in this novel, were not simply (as Irving Howe wrote in a 
Partisan Review essay of 1954), the Age of Conformity, but the age of gossip, of 

betrayal, of the entertainment value of disgrace and the pleasures of paranoia. 
In American PastoralNzthzn Zuckerman is the narrator, but the novel does really 

center on the protagonist, Swede Levov. Here a great deal hinges on the question of 
which of the many voices he hears will penetrate to Nathan's core and which of his 
mentors will become his model. At first this looks like a political contest. Ira the 
Communist is looking not just for a party recruit, but for a son. But Ira is not a pure 
model because he lets private life - the bourgeois temptations of wife, family, home, 
mistresses - sully political devotion and destroy him. Johnny O'Day, a true fanatic 
who has no private life, nearly recruits Nathan and brings him to the verge of leaving 
college to move to a steel town in Indiana. 
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But the true contest for Nathan's allegiance turns out to be more literary than 

political, since his destiny is to be a writer, not a union organizer. Ira's idea of writing 
is that of the Communists: "try to force into the script every corny party cliché, 
every so-called progressive sentiment they could get away with, manipulating the script 
to stick whatever ideological junk they thought of as Communist content into any 
historical context whatsoever." Nathan of Newark, as he is mockingly called by Eve 
Frame's half-mad daughter Sylphid (even more of a Jew-hater than her mother), for 
a time aspires to be a radio writer of the tendentious sort. But he is disabused of this 
virtuous conception of the artistic mission by his college literature professor Leo 

Glucksman, who has the literary (and also amorous) instincts of Oscar Wilde. He 

persuasively lectures Nathan on the need to curb his benevolence: "Art as the advocate 
of good things? Who taught you all this? Who taught you art is slogans? Who taught 
you art is in the service of 'the peopled Art is in the service of art. . . . What if the motive 
for writing serious literature, Mr. Zuckerman? To disarm the enemies of price control? 
. . . Nothing has a more sinister effect on art than an artist's desire to prove that he's 

good. . . . You must achieve mastery over your idealism, over your virtue as well as over 

your vice. . . ." 
This aesthetic credo is good enough to woo Nathan away from Ira (and Howard 

Fast and Arthur Miller), but not from Ira's brother Murray, who was Nathan's first 

English teacher and proves finally to have been his best. Unlike the sexual predator 
Glucksman, Murray exemplifies manliness as well as humane literacy rather than art 
for art's sake. Never trying to recruit Nathan for a party or ideology, he defines by 
example Nathan's literary vocation. When he used to read scenes from Macbeth to his 

students, Nathan was powerfully impressed "by how manly literature seemed in his 
enactment of it." Murray, who has come to Connecticut in July 1997 to attend a 

college course on "Shakespeare at the Millennium," pauses frequently, in telling his 
brother's story, to chastise people for misreadings or misuse of crucial lines from 

Shakespeare's plays. Henry Kissinger, one of numerous politicians mocked for their 

egregious hypocrisy at Nixon's funeral, his voice "dipped in sludge," quotes Hamlet 
on his father when he should be quoting Hamlet on his uncle. Other misreaders assume 
that when Macduff says "He has no children," he is speaking of Macbeth. But in fact, 
as read by Ringold, the "he" to whom MacdufF refers is Macduffhimself. The ensuing 
"close reading" of a Shakespeare text (not the novel's only one), as recalled by Nathan 
from his high school English class of a half-century earlier, is prelude to one of the 
book's overwhelming moments. It is overwhelming because Murray now carries in 
his head all the dead of the tragic story he has told and because Nathan himself, 
"receding from the agitation of the autobiographical," has himself now entered into 

competition with death, "the final business": 

"All my pretty ones?/Did you say all? ... All?/What, all my pretty chickens and their dam/At 
one fell swoop?" And now Malcolm speaks, Mr. Ringold/Malcolm, harshly, as though to shake 
MacdufF: "Dispute it like a man." "I shall do so," says Mr. Ringold/MacdufF. Then the simple 
line that would assert itself, in Murray Ringold's voice, a hundred times, a thousand times, 
during the remainder of my life: "But I must also feel it as a man." "Ten syllables," Mr. Ringold 
tells us the next day, "that's all. Ten syllables, five beats, pentameter . . . nine words, the third 
iambic stress falling perfectly and naturally on the fifth and most important word . . . eight 
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