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Silko, Morrison and Roth: My Reasons Why

The dictionary defines survival as "the act or instance of
surviving, while the word 'survive' is defined as to outlive, to live
past or through . . . to remain alive or in existence" (Scribners 917). 1
think a survival narrative is any narrative that relates the story of
someone's miraculous escape. However, this can be an escape from
the jaws of death as well as an escape from emotional obliteration.
Writers of these narratives offer many reasons for their success;
some believe they were blessed by God, others credit luck, still
others attest to the ferocious nature of some hidden reserve of inner
strength. Like eloquent lawyers they develop evidence to explain
their right to assume the mantle of survivor.

Primo Levi, the author of Se Questo E Un Uomo, (Survival In
Auschwitz), a description of concentration camp life, offers this
rationalization for the desire to tell. Because "we must not become
beasts; that even in this place one can survive, and therefore one
must want to survive, to tell the story, to bear witness" (Se Questo E
Un Uomo 36). Levi proposes his tale as a way of saving "at least the
skeleton, the scaffolding, the form of civilization" (Se Questo E Un
Uomo 36). He uses the narrative as a way of making order out of
disorder. In Number Qur Days, her study of old-world survivors in a
California Jewish center, Barbara Myerhoff also discusses survival in
terms of the concentration camp experience. She notes that "inmates
during internment and afterward pursued and seized upon any

evidence of sense and justice in the world" (25). And she recognizes



this desire in the people she studied who were able to escape the
worst effects of the Holocaust. She believes that this reordering is
one way for a survivor to effect a return from the "edge of the world
of the living" (25).

I believe that all survival narratives make some attempt to
restructure the world. This is because survivors find they need to
reconstruct connections that have been torn apart. Even narratives
that deal with the most personal concerns, such as an analysis of
dysfunctional family structures' or personal attempts to overcome
drug addiction, fit into this pattern. A survival narrative ends with a
return; the alcoholic gains sobriety, the victim of depression takes up
an active life. These narratives have described the journey from the
edge of life back, but we are the ones left to judge. We are the ones
who must decide whe;her the terrors experienced are real or N
imagined.

I would propose that in a close examination of survival in the
work of Leslie Marmon Silko, Philip Roth and Toni Morrison there are
many commonalities. Leslie Marmon Silko comes from a mixed
Anglo-Native American heritage, Philip Roth is an American Jew,
Toni Morrison an African-American; all three of these writers
explore the stresses that exist when a culturally marginalized
protagonist attempts assimilation and is unable to accomplish this
American dream, either because of their racial and ethnic heritage,
or because of the writer's own, tortured connection with their
antecedents. This tortured connection helps to explain the most

intriguing similarity between the three bodies of work. I believe that



each one of these writers is constantly revising their own version(s)
of a survival narrative.

Philip Roth has constantly written about the pull of old-world
Jewish roots. In Portnoy's Complaint Alexander talks of his desire for
the past, for the things he has ostensibly rejected. His tone is faintly
satirical but there is a tangible longing in his description of "those
men! I want to grow up to be one of thosc men! To be going home to
Sunday dinner at one o'clock, sweat socks pungent from twenty-one
innings of softball, underwear athletically gamy" (245). Portnoy's
vision of this paradise is tongue-in-cheek. We know he is "Assistant
Commissioner on Human Opportunity” and doesn't really want to be
"a robust Jewish man now gloriously pooped--yes, horr;e I head for
resuscitation . . . and to whom? To my wife and my children, to a
family of my own, and right there in the Weequahic section" (245).
Portnoy has no intention of returning to New Jersey, (his rant to the
psychiatrist details his escape from there). He has moved across the
Hudson and through a host of women's bodies as he runs far and fast.
But all the same, Portnoy feels a sense of loss. The description of
those "jewish men" is only one example of his faintly suppressed
desire for acceptance. Portnoy needs to find some way of melding
the old world to the new. Indeed, the text of the book shows us this
through the skillful interweaving of youthful memory with vividly
described adult sexual escapades. He is attempting to balance the two
versions of self. However, ultimately, he fails.

Siiko is also obsessed with the old world, or in her case a tribal
ethnic identity. She seems to believe in the power of a mythic Native

American community. According to Silko, the Laguna Pueblo and



other Native American tribal communities exist on two planes. There
is the temporal plane where they coexist uneasily with white society.
And there is a timeline that stretches back into the past thousands of
years further than any European history. Indeed, according to Silko,
the Europeans are part of an ancient mythology owned by the
Indians. In Almanac of the Dead she elaborates on this. "Now the old
story came back to Sterling as he walked along. The appearance of
the Europeans had been no accident; the Gunadeeyahs had called for
their white brethren to join them" (760). Gunadeeyahs are Indian
sorcerers and the whites are their malevolent invention.

In her novel Ceremony, Silko presents another version of this
conflict. The main character, Tayo, is torn between two worlds. He is
ostracized by the Native Americans in his pueblo because he is half-
white. But he is also rejected by white society because of his Indian
background. Caught between the pulls of the white and pueblo
cultures, he loses hold of his sanity. In order to survive intact, Silko
has him take part in a ritualistic healing process that is totally
Indian-identified. By doing this, Tayo makes it clear survival
depends on choosing the Indian half and successfully obliterating
any whiteness in his psyche. In Silko's writing whiteness is always
linked to "witchery." Silko uses witchery as a codeword. It is defined
as the evil that drives the "destroyers," those Gunadeeyahs.

Silko is making an attempt to contain the white world inside
the Indian. She is seeking to establish a reverse reservation system.
In Black FElk Speaks, Black Elk tells Neihardt that "a long time ago my
father told me what his father told him, that there was once a Lakota

holy man, called Drinks Water, who dreamed what was to be: and



this was long before the coming of the Wasichus. He dreamed that
the four-leggeds were going back into the earth and that a strange
race had woven a spider's web all around the Lakotas. And he said;
'When this happens, you shall live in square gray houses, in a barren
land, and beside those square gray houses you shall starve." (9-10).
Silko simply reverses this prediction, using her power as a writer to
reinvent the world yet again and offering a way to supersede white
power forever.

Morrison focuses on African-American cultural identity.
However her take on the long established racial conflict that haunts
the black community leads her to formulate a different sort of
literary conclusion. Instead of focusing on the divisions between the
white and African-American worlds, Morrison attempts to obliterate
whiteness by ignoring it. All her novels spend a great deal of time
delineating the boundaries of an African-American community
where whites are largely unknown. Morrison's communities are self
destructive because they attempt to imitate this invisible outside
force. In Sula the community destroys itself through a central
misunderstanding of what has been deeded to them by the whites
who live in "the valley town of Medallion" (1). At the end of the
novel they "come out and play in the sunshine--as though the
sunshine would last, as though there really was hope. The same hope
that kept them picking beans for other farmers; kept them from
finally leaving as they talked of doing; kept them knee-deep in other
people’s dirt; kept them excited about other people's wars; kept them
solicitous of white people's children; kept them convinced that some

magic 'government' was going to lift them up, out and away from



that dirt, those beans, those wars" (160). The townspeople go down
to investigate and destroy a mineshaft. They are lost in the vision
that possesses them, a vision that Morrison returns to often in her
work. They are too obsessed with the wrong kind of values, those
deeded to them by the dominant white culture to be able to
recognize the most vital pieces of an African-American self. They
mimic whites and obliterate blackness in the process. That is why "a
lot of them died there" (162) in that mineshaft, buried alive because
of their misconceived "hope."

Silko, Morrison and Roth are both attracted to and repelled by
their own ethnic communities. Although they offer different ways of
addressing this conflict, the conflict itself stems from the most basic
need, the need to survive as an individual. Each of these writers |
comes from a community that has had to deal with genocide or the
most potent kind of racism. Each community has not emerged from
this battle unscarred. And there are two stances the survivor of any
conflict can take. There is a survivor who writes as a true member of
an embattled community, who sees him or herself as a part of the
"we." There is a survivor who, like Lévi and others who write
Holocaust survival narratives, accepts his/her place as one of the
victims. Levi uses "we-ness" as a narrative strategy. In Se Questo E
Un Uomo he writes that "around us, everything is hostile. Above us
the malevolent clouds chase each other to separate us from the sun"
(37). Levi is willing to admit to his own membership in this
particular society of the damned. He has escaped death, but it is not
because of some superiority in his nature, it is simply because of a

stroke of good fortune. He has an Italian dayworker to thank for



making it through the last winter in Auschwitz. According to Levi
there is no way to "specify why I, rather than thousands of others,
managed to survive the test, I believe that it was really due to
Lorenzo that I am alive" (Se Questo E Un Uomo 111). Lorenzo, this
dayworker, brought him extra rations of food. That was all it took for
him to cross the finest of lines, the line separating the "drowned"
from the "saved."

Silko, Morrison and Roth are modern day Americans. They
have no Holocaust to contend with. More to the point, none of these
writers has an interest in that close an identification with
victimization. They choose to separate their characters from the
racial obliteration and genocide they reference. Their narratives
depend on the "I" rather than the "we." Indeed, their narrative
strategies work at creating a moat between their protagonists and
the community they emerge from. These writers understand the
lessons of history. They know that too close an identification with a
purely ethnic self can be dangerous, not to mention, suicidal.
Therefore, while Silko spends a great deal of time presenting a
scathing attack on whiteness, she still resists too close an
identification with the purely Indian. Tayo, the principle survivor in
Ceremony, is half-white. His cousin Rocky, a Native American, ends
up slaughtered by the Japanese. And it is not just chance that leads
Silko to deed Tayo her own ethnic mix. She is constantly reciting the
dangers of any solely Native American heritage. In fact, Tayo's piece
of whiteness is what saves him. He can choose to be "Indian." In
some important emotional way he is able to take advantage of what

Mary Waters in Ethnic Options defines as "voluntary ethnicity."



Silko continues her development of this theme in her next
book, Storyteller. In this collection of stories, tales and poetry almost
all of the fictional characters who identify themselves with the old,
mythic vision of the Native American world end up doomed. Ayabh,
an elderly Indian woman, freezes to death on the mesa. The girl in
"Storyteller" drowns the storekeeper and is sent to jail. Silva is a
modern day man who replaices the ka' tsina spirit in the tribal
version of the "Yellow Woman" story. He shoots a rancher who
catches him poaching and has to flee white justice. And Tony decides
that a racist cop is a witch and kills him, then burns his body inside
his car on the highway. Although we don't know what will become of
Tony, we know what type of sentence policeman's murderers usually
receive. But Silko makes sure to keep herself at a far remove from all
this disastrous behavior. She clings to her narrator's pose, her
storyteller's positioning. Although she feels the need to examine the
history of Native American oppression, she also understands the
dangers inherent in this examination. With her literary success, she
has managed to travel far from the square houses that Black Elk
described. And she does not want to return to them permanently,
even if she sympathizes and feels a connection with their present
tenants.

The fear of victimization and the desire to escape the stigma
attached to this particular view of difference are fuel for all three of
these writers' survival narratives. Silko, Roth and Morrison offer
their fictional narrators a multitude of vantage points simply because
they are at work trying to invent a citadel strong enough, a place of

comfort perched safely enough, to resist conquest and obliteration.



And the conquest that they resist comes from two sides. This is why
the ground beneath the feet of their fictional narrators is constantly
shifting. Their protagonists are trying to inhabit a gray area. This
place of safety rests somewhere between the ethnic and mainstream
American worlds. It hangs between the place where guiit and
communal dramas mean everything and the place where freedom
from historical guilt mixes with the cultivation of a belief in
individual power and achievement.

These writers are never able to settle in that place for very
long. This is why, at times, they seem to seek an identification with
traditional views of storytelling and at other times they shy away
from that pose. Roth, Morrison and Silko offer characterizations of
individuals who attempt to choose when they are "ethnic" and when
they are "American" and then they show how tortured a choice this
is. Ultimately they tell us that as much as they would like to be freed
of obligation, to shed identification with and guilt about the past, it is
impossible.

These survival narratives often read like instructional tales.
Morrison takes slavery as the theme in Beloved. In interviews she
discussed her lengthy research. She made herself familiar with the
original slave narratives where the survivors identified so strongly
with those who were left behind in misery. In one of the most
famous of those narratives, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl,
Harriet Jacobs made it clear that she wrote because she had a
mission. She does not "care to excite sympathy for my own
sufferings" (335) yet she wants "to add my testimony to that of abler

pens to convince the people of the Free States what Slavery really is.
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Only by experience can anyone realize how deep, and dark, and foul
is that pit of abominations" (335-336). But Jacobs was writing at a
certain historical moment. She wanted to effect immediate political
change. Morrison's purpose is different. Today, racism is insidious
and an overwhelming problem, but there is no Fugitive Slave Law to
repeal. Instead, Morrison's subject is the historical effect of racism on
the black community. It is this community she delineates in Beloved.
Instead of focusing on plantation life and delineating abuse, Morrison
shows what happens after the escape from that abuse. Morrison
focuses on Sethe's desperate act and her attendant ostracism from
the free black community. At the end of the novel she attempts to
offer a truce between these two warring forces; she attempts to
adapt Sethe's independent vision of what self preservation must
entail to the community's more modest and white influenced notions
of propriety.

- Roth, Morrison and Silko all cling to the concept of orality
established by the culturally empowered figures from their own
ethnicity: the shaman, the rebbe and the griot. Yet they also shy
away from too close an identification with these figures simply
because they want to stand outside of the fray. Silko advises us that

the storyteller keeps the stories

all the escape stories

she says, "With these stories of ours
we can escape almost anything

with these stories we will survive." (247)
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However, the storyteller also advises us that her own escape is "her
best story" (247). This is a clear conflict between the need for
individual protection and a desire for a place in the old order.

In her study of elderly Jews, Myerhoff noted that "storytelling
was a passion among these people, absolutely central to their
cuiture" (37). Indeed, one of her subjects told her that "he first
acquired his taste and regard for stories from the 'wonder rebbes,'
Hasidic rabbies who visited his shtetl from time to time" (37). Even
in the Lager, Levi described how "the story-teller comes in. He is
seated on Wachsmann's bunk and at once gathers around him a
small, attentive, silent crowd" (Se Questo E UUn Uomo 52). And when
Roth creates Lonoff, the dean of Jewish writers, he is offering
Zuckerman a storytelling idol as well as a clear connection to this
culturally-sanctioned pose. Lonoff has made Zuckerman realize that
"out of everything humbling from which my own striving, troubled
father had laboured to elevate us all, a literature of such dour wit
and poignancy could be shamelessly conceived" (20). But Roth
deflates this idol by the end of The Ghost Writer. He is tempted by
this paradigm, but he is also tempted by the possibility of a new
paradigm, one that melds this old-world vision to his own, nastier,
funnier and ultimately more honest sensibility. ""You're not so nice
and polite in your fiction," (221) Lonoff tells Zuckerman.

Silko, Morrison and Roth all spend time dealing with racist and
anti-semitic ideologies. In doing so they note the demeaning nature
of racist and anti-semitic language. This is one way they develop a
stance that offers them an entree into a dialogue about the present-

day effects of the Holocaust, Native American genocide or the
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lingering effects of the slave trade and slavery. But one interesting
problem with a response to this dialogue is how easy it becomes to
respond in kind. All three of these writers fall prey to an usurpation
of the exclusionary and racist language they ostensibly deride. Silko,
Morrison and Roth are all guilty of a simplification of what it means
to be either white or gentile. In Roth, the dislike of the gentile is
clear. In Goodbye Columbus Neil castigates Brenda for her desire to
change her Jewish nose. And in his book-long complaint, Portnoy
eviscerates the same Wasps he lusts after. "Why didn't I marry the
girl? Well, there was her cutesy-wootsy boarding school argot, for
one. Couldn't bear it. 'Bark' for vomit, 'ticked off' for angry, 'a howl'
for funny . . . . then my argot caused her some pain too. The first time
I said fuck in her presence . . . such a look of agony passed over Tﬁe
Pilgrim's face, you would have thought I had just branded four
letters on her flesh. Why, she asked so plaintively once we were
alone, why had I to be so 'unattractive™ (233). But Portnoy has to be
unattractive simply because he finds her so completely artificial and
revolting. Because Portnoy and Roth depend on satire, because Roth
is such an effective writer of satire, the audience ends up siding with
Portnoy and dismissing this Junior League Pilgrim even though we
wince at the nastiness in Portnoy's tone.

Silko also chooses to eviscerate "whiteness." For Silko, there is
no middle ground. Whites are repugnant. They are bestial at best,
sexually perverse and often acting on one impulse, alone. Their
central motive -is a hatred of the Indian. Black Elk talks of seeing the
Wasichus (whites) and deciding that "they all looked sick" (63). Silko

would certainly agree with this fairly benign adjective but her
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descriptions far outdo his modest, entirely understandable,
delineation of the "other." Silko writes about a white rancher who
smelled "rancid" (Storyteller 61). In Almanac of the Dead a white
homosexual named Paulie has "a grimy white face and the close-set
eyes of a rodent" (456). Meanwhile another white character, Serlo,
"had been ahead of his time with his fetishes of purity and
cleanliness; there were insinuations his sex organ touched only
sterile, prewarmed stainless steel cylinders used for the artificial
insemination of cattle" (547).

Morrison too disdains whites, but her criticism is much more
subtle than the ones developed by Roth and Silko. In order to
undermine the powerful presence of the white she simply
marginalizes them. Whites are usually presented as historical figures;
the brutal schoolteacher who becomes a master, the avaricious
Butlers who murder Macon Dead Senior. If not they are peripheral
characters who have little force in the body of the narrative. Instead
of focusing on any real description of the white world, Morrison
delineates how "whiteness" has crept into "blackness.” It is her
disdain for the most potent examples of this that illustrate to the
reader the moral bankruptcy of all that is white. As Soaphead Church
tells us, "we in this colony took as our own the most dramatic, and
the most obvious, of our white masters' characteristics, which were,
of course, their worst" (The Bluest Eye 140). Church defines these
bad characteristics as a contempt for women and a lingering
contempt for everyone of African heritage. And this begins and ends
with a disdain for weakness. This disdain is what dooms the people

of the Bottom in Sula. They need Sula to deride. Once she dies they
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have nothing to hate and then the truth takes over. They are all they
have imagined her to be. "Now that Sula was dead and done with,
they returned to a steeping resentment of the burdens of old people.
Wives uncoddled their husbands; there seemed no further need to
reinforce their vanity. And even those Negroes who had moved down
from Canada to Medallion, who remarked every chance they got that
they had never been slaves, felt a loosening of the reactionary
compassion for Southern-born blacks Sula had inspired in them.
They returned to their original claims of superiority" (154). Morrison
has the utmost contempt for this notion of superiority, the desire to
take hold of a higher moral stance. This superiority is a standard set
by the whites in this topsy-turvy world where the "Bottom" exists on
a raised hill above town and ultimately becomes an exclusive white
suburb.

Although they seem to have similar intentions and use similar
literary tools, there are many striking differences in Roth, Silko and
Morrison's fiction; for example, narrative construction. Silko's writing
could not succeed without her unusual integration of poetry and
prose. She also depends on a melding of languages, sprinkling her
work with Indian words the way a Jewish grandmother might
sprinkle advice with Yiddish phrases. In many ways, Silko attempts
to take up the work of a cultural anthropologist. She clearly feels a
mission to preserve the old stories. In Storyteller orality has been
captured by her use of phrasing and her attempt to widen the
boundaries of the literary text. Silko blends old family stories and
inserts photographs in an effort to further extend the boundaries of

how a literary text is defined. She uses this strategy as a way of
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physically linking herself to the past. In Storyteller many of the
portraits are of immediate family. In one her sisters sit next to dead
deer and she describes it as "my sisters with the buck my father
brought back one hunting season" (272).

An individualistic voice is at odds with Silko's cultural and
tribal heritage, a heritage that depends on communal ownership of
these stories. In an effort to achieve a compromise between the
demands of a contemporary literary tradition and the need for
cultural and communal continuity, Silko creates a meld, a different
language including Indian phraseology, poetry and traditional English
narratives. In her most successful text, Ceremony, she is able to
develop a plot that mirrors this formula, merging form with content.
Tayo struggles with the same question of cross-cultural difference
and power and finally develops a sense of self that integrates both.
As Paula Gunn Allen notes "through the stories, the ceremony, the
gap between isolate human being and lonely landscape is closed"
("Feminine Landscape" 128).

Toni Morrison constructs a narrative that also depends on
poetry, but hers is the poetry of voice. She is as concerned with using
a variety of voices as Silko is, but she doesn't effect this by a mix of
genres. Instead she uses more traditional approaches, the most
experimental the text gets is when she italicizes Beloved's interior
monologues. What makes Morrison particularly compelling as a
writer is the prose itself. The lyrical quality of the prose has its
antecedents in Faulkner and Garcia Marquez.

Philip Roth, the third, and perhaps most unlikely partner in

this triad, comes out of a completely different literary tradition.
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Although ethnicity plays a critical part in his texts, he is, primarily a
confessional writer as well as a trickster. His novels are the most
traditional of the three, and in all the works I am choosing to analyze
he depends on one voice, the narrator's own, to pull the reader along
on his main character's picaresque journeys.

Other differences abound, yet, despite their own estrangement
from a complete identification with their own ethnic backgrounds,
each of these writers makes it clear that the novels they have
produced do codify their own ethnicity's ability to survive. While
their protagonists seem less inclined to embrace a return to a tribal
or shtetl world that maintains its own exclusive cultural base, these
writers are still concerned with acknowledging that, as members of a
certain ethnic identity, they fall within a "double boundary." As Anya
Peterson Royce proposes, these double boundaries are made up of
"the boundary maintained from within, and the boundary imposed
from outside, which results from the process of interaction with
others" (29). Royce adds that "individuals enclosed by the inner
boundary share a common cultural knowledge" (29). Silko, Morrison
and Roth are all convinced that this cultural knowledge exists and
that they are privy to it in some way. They depend upon a
knowledge of the inner workings of their own communities. This is
the only way they can envision characters who have moved inside
and outside of these double boundaries and have confronted both
worlds in an effort to define a new vision of self. For the main
protagonists of Ceremony, Beloved and The Ghost Writer, Tayo, Sethe,

and Zuckerman, this stance offers many of the same alternatives.
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This is because each one of them is alienated from the ethnic
community and viewed as an outsider or, even a traitor.

When I began to write this study, I was immediately asked
why I wanted to include Roth. One argument that was raised claimed
that Jewish-Americans have not experienced the same kind of racial
oppression that has been practiced against African and Native
Americans. In other words, Jews have not had to contend with more
than the typical "voluntaristic, emblematic, and identity aspects of
contemporary ethnicity" (Nash 90). Yet even sociologists like
Manning Nash are of two minds. In the study that he wrote, The
Cauldron of Ethnicity in the Modern World, he goes on to state that
" . . . anti-Semitism is not wholly gone from the American scene.
Annual surveys conducted by the Anti-Defamation League show a
persisting 20% of anti-Semitic attitudes among Americans" (121) and,
he asserts that "among Jews . . . there seems to be a sense of urgency
to preserve a cultural heritage, a religious viewpoint, and ethnic
viability probably stemming from thousands of years as a pariah
people, the recent memories of the Holocaust, and the precariousness
of a social position depending upon secular democracy" (121).

According to Nash's definition, an assumption of Jewish identity
by an assimilated American Jew could not be wholly defined as
voluntary. Waters argues that "The legacy and present reality of
discrimination on the basis of race or ethnicity must be overcome
before the ideal of a pluralist society where all heritages are treated
equally and are equally available for individuals to choose or discard
at will is realized" (168). She defines voluntary ethnicity as "that

ethnicity (which) is something that is enjoyed and will not cause



problems for the individual” (158). And she differentiates it from
ethnicity which "is influenced by societal and political components"
(164). For someone like Roth, as for many other Jewish-Americans,
ethnicity is not something that can be this easily enjoyed or
discarded. Myerhoff attempts to explain this view of Jewish identity
by discussing the tremendous guilt she felt as she worked with the
elderly residents who were the focus of her study. "It took many
forms and floated about, settling on different issues at different
times . . . did I know enough Judaica? Did I know enough Yiddish?
Was I too young?" (26). Myerhoff is able to get some insight into her
guilt when she reads Isaac Bashevis Singer. His statement about
Holocaust survivors clarifies her own feelings. Singer writes,
"Although I did not have the privilege of going through the Hitler
holocaust . . . ." (27). This is when she realizes that she too has
perceived these survivors as "privileged," as closer to the seat of real
suffering. "Paradoxically they were the privileged ones for having
lived on our behalf through what was in one sense our common fate"
(28). Her final decision mirrors the decision Roth comes to in his
delineation of old-world communities. "I settled on striving for
balance,"she writes. "If these people emerged as real . . . I would be
satisfied . . . . When I judge these people, I judge myself" (28).
Roth's characters feel the same type of guilt Myerhoff
describes. This is why they cannot see themselves as "voluntary"
Jews. In all his novels there are references to the Holocaust. Portnoy
describes himself as a Diaspora Jew. He is one of the "Jews . . . who
had gone by the millions to the gas chambers without ever raising a

hand against their persecutors” (265). And in The Ghost Writer Roth
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offers up the best way of satisfying his own version of survivor's
guilt when he invents a living, breathing Anne Frank. She speaks the

words he does not feel he has a right to offer.

I wanted my revenge. It wasn't for the dead--
it had nothing to do with bringing back the dead
or scourging the living. It wasn't corpses I was
avenging--it was the motherless, fatherless,
sisterless, venge-filled, hate-filled, shame-filled,
half-flayed, seething thing. It was myself. I
wanted tears, I wanted their Christian tears to
run like Jewish blood, for me (190).
Frank/Gillette can say what Roth's male characters can't, she

can express her anger at being victimized because she is a righteous

victim. But Roth's male characters are empowered in a different way.

They act out the revenge that she so desires. This desire for revenge
has its roots in a history based on oppression and exclusion. The
weight of this history makes it impossible for Roth to invent
characters who can mask their Jewishness. Instead, what Roth
ultimately attempts to devise is a new and idiosyncratic Jewish
identity. It is an identity that refuses Cflristianization, yet idealizes,
in fact cultifies, the individual. His is a newly constructed version of
the Jewish-American. He is attempting to find a way he can remind
others of the painful history of the Holocaust, even as he works for a
definition of a new version of Jewish-American self, dissolving the
most potent bonds of that old world community. This is why one

must disagree with Sanford Pinsker's assessment of Roth's work,
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most notably his take on Portnoy's Complaint, which according to this

critic "provides . . . an encylopedia of moments drawn from a Jewish-
American ethos in its cultural death throes" (93). In fact, Roth would
have us believe that Jewish-American culture, both old-world and
new, is alive and kicking and that being Jewish is not something that
can be proscribed by either the old-world or the new world culture.
Roth's version of a Jewish-American is never narrowly defined. He
shows us that "what Jewish history comes down to is that at long last
we have in our ranks one of everything" (Reading Myself and Qthers
155).

As Roth addresses the conflicts between the pull of history, the
duty of the good Jew to remain virtuous and pure, versus the
temptation of the American Jew to assimilate and undercut the
power of this history, he makes one thing clear. This new identity he
is attempting to forge requires, more than anything, a wry sense of
humor.

"Mr. Portnoy,"she said, raising her knap-

sack from the floor,"you are nothing but

a self-hating Jew."

"Ah, but Naomi, maybe that's the best kind" (265).

Roth's humor never masks his desire for revenge. This desire
for revenge is also a desire to resist. It comes from what Anya
Peterson Royce describes as the response of ethnic groups to colonial
incursions. Royce notes that "a sense of peoplehood arising from a
shared history . . . can be the basis for a spirit of resistance" (58).
Silko, Morrison and Roth are all resisting, yet they are incorporated

into American society in the guise of successful novelists. Thus, even
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though they seem to be textually rebelling against the cultural desire
to mask history, to eradicate it, they also announce their intention to
share in the American dream and assume their rightful place as an
American success rather than an ethnic victim. This dichotomy
creates a further tension in their own work, the desire for success as
an American belies the message they feel it is their duty to impart
about terms which have been imposed upon them because of their
ethnic identities.

Werner Sollors argues that "The conflicts between descent and
consent in American literature . . . tell us much about the creation of
an American culture out of diverse pre-American pasts" (6). Close
examination of the literary work of these three writers shows that
they all go much further than Sollors would credit, they feel trapped
by their "descent" and are unable to forge a contract or basis for
"consent." Instead, they find themselves not conflicted, but rather,
engaged in an active and constant battle. It is only through this
particular form of aggressive argument that they are able to define
their ethnic and American selves and forge a truce between the two
warring sides.

Before Silko became known as a poet and novelist, the tacitly
accepted version of the settling of America was already being
questioned. Dee Brown writes that "after the Englishmen landed at
Plymouth in 1620, most of them probably would have starved to
death but for aid received from friendly natives of the New World. A
Pemaquid named Samoset and three Wampanoags named Massasoit,
Squanto, and Hoboma became self-appointed missionaries to the

Pilgrims" (3). These Indians "regarded the Plymouth colonists as
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helpless children; they shared corn with them from the tribal stores,
showed them where and how to catch fish, and got them through the
first winter" (3). Silko's tribe is Laguna Pueblo, not Pemoquid or
Wampanoag; however, she continually generalizes her own
connection to Native Americans. This is because, as Ronald L. Trosper
argues, "American Indians have transformed themselves from a
diverse people with little common identity into an ethnic group"
(247). This redefinition has helped to revitalize and engage someone
like Silko in a pan-tribal dialogue.

Silko talks about "the destroyers" (Ceremony 246) and
describes the Europeans as "the orphan people"” who "failed to
recognize the earth was their mother. She argues that Europeans
were like their first parents, Adam and Eve, wanderiﬁg aimlessly
because the insane God who had sired them had abandoned them"
(Almanac of the Dead 258). Despite her mixed heritage, this us/them
stratification seems to place Silko firmly on the side of the non-
Europeans. According to Silko "the white man had sprinkled holy
water and had prayed for almost five hundred years in the
Americas, and still the Christian God was absent" (Almanac of the
Dead 417). By aligning herself so solidly with those non-christians,
these supposedly "heathen” others, she is telling a story of survival
that is purposely in direct opposition to the old vision of Pilgrim New
England. But she goes much further than this. Silko writes that "the
Native Americans had died off deliberately to spite the Europeans. In
Death their spirits had been set free to roam at will and to help other
powerful ancestor spirits already set loose on the slave masters"

(Almanac of the Dead 424). In fact, in Almanac of the Dead Silko



imagines a revolutionary future where the African-Americans and
Native Americans struggle together to overthrow the European
influenced white power structure.

Paula Gunn Allen writes that "no Indian can grow to any age
without being informed that her people were 'savages' who
interfered with the march of pfogress pursued by respectable,
loving, civilized white people" ( Hoop 49). Thus it is natural to
assume that Native American writers must write partly in order to

express their disagreement with all the stereotypical terms set forth
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by the dominant white culture. Silko's revenge unfortunately consists

of a real assumption of this vocabulary of race. In fact, Silko attempts

to climb a Judeo-Christian ladder that Gunn Allen proposes as
completely opposed to the major currents in Native American
thought (see The Sacred Hoop).

Vine De Loria argues that "white has been abstracted into a
magical nebulous mythology that dominates all inhabitants of our
country in their attitudes towards one another" (Custer Died for Qur
Sins 189). Morrison would agree but she has a much subtler way of
dealing with whiteness. In Beloved she offers up a revivification of
the dead as a way of coming to terms with the weight of America's
slaveholding past. Arguing against Deborah Horvitz, who says "the
paradox of how to live in the present without cancelling out an
excruciatingly painful past remains unresolved at the end of the
novel" (66), I would propose that it is Sethe's survival that has made
it possible to attempt a separation from the past even as her own

brutal attempt to save her children has tied her inextricably to it.
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"A fully dressed woman walked out of the water. She barely
gained the dry bank of the stream before she sat down and leaned
against the mulberry tree" (Beloved 50). In this novel, the invisible
becomes visible, the unsaid, said. Sethe carries the dead with her,
incarnate. And Morrison revitalizes the past in order to finally
resolve it. The village women must shoo the ghost daughter away to
save both Sethe and Denver. By acknowledging Beloved's existence,
they integrate Sethe's act into their community, showing it to be one
that was not just horrible, but actually, spiritually regenerative.
Beloved's appearance forces the opposite approach from a desire for
invisibility. Morrison resists the use of the "mask" as Henry L. Gates
proposes. Gates says this mask is something "that is, covering the
human face with an-other, second surface-to re-cover, in an almost
mystical sense, a self contained, virtually autonomous world" (Afro-
American 90). It is a covering which he links to Yoruba ritual and
which Gates posits as a culturally accepted way of keeping the self
hidden, However Beloved's development into a fully fleshed out
person forces Sethe forward, impelling her towards the community
she has tried to isolate herself from. Furthermore, Beloved's presence
has forced the real Sethe to appear, naked of protective coverings,
and it is this Sethe who is accepted, forgiven and understood by the
"society of women" who have shunned her for so long.

In Roll, Jordan, Roll Eugene Genovese compared the power
relationship between the slave and master to the power relationship
between the Nazi and Jew. He wrote that "the German saying that
whoever would command must first learn to obey, Hannah Arendt

reminds us, rests on the psychological truth that the will to power
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and the will to submission rise and fall together" (93). In attempting
to come to terms with their own ethnic histories, Roth, Morrison and
Silko have decided to attempt a revision of this version of the story.
In déing so they avail themselves of a position described by
Benjamin B. Ringer and Elinor R. Lawless in their book Race, Ethnicity
and Society. Ringer and Lawless argue that African-Americans
"angrily denied the contention that blacks were submissive and
passive under slavery; instead they insisted that many blacks were
hostile and rebellious and only the superior force of a repressive
white society succeeded in crushing overt expressions of this
antagonism. In a similar fashion many American Jews angrily
denounced the contentions of Hannah Arendt and others that many
European Jews passively accepted their fate under Hitler . . . . Ethnic
groups feel the need to stress a heroic image of their past, as though
such an image is essential for mobilizing their energies for the
struggles of the present" (6). In their novels, Silko, Morrison and Roth
do heroicize the historical victims. Yet their main protagonists are
often cautious. They seem unable or unwilling to propose too close
an identification with these same victims they have heroicized. These
protagonists are most concerned with their own survival and they
seem to believe that too intimate a connection with the old-world or

tribal ethnic community is dangerous, if not suicidal.
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_Storyteller, The Bluest Eye and Goodbye Columbus:
Promontories of Power

A promontory of power is a vantage point that will allow the
author safety and yet lead him or her to a sense of empowerment as
a full member of the dominant culture. They will be invisible and
safe, above the audience and above the dramatic action. In
Storyteller, The Bluest Eye and Goodbye Columbus, Morrison, Silko
and Roth all attempt to establish a place of safety and power for the
narrators they have invented. In each of these books, the narrator
offers a godlike voice which has been purposely created to keep
track of the narrative flow and to create order out of disorder.
Meanwhile, the narrator of record makes it clear that they have
managed to gain purchase to the only place of safety while the other
characters they describe slide down into the abyss. They express
sympathy for these characters, these victims, but make it clear that
they have achieved an important distance frdm the troubles they
describe.

Roth, Morrison and Silko makes us of the power of the
taleteller, the survivor as a way of achieving this sense of distance.
Indeed, for these three novelists, the stance of survival narrator is a
way of addressing their own, problematic, success. This is because
the success they desire also causes them guilt. This guilt comes
because of the complicated historical baggage they carry with them

as members of a particular ethnicity. In order to distance themselves
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from that baggage, that burden of guilt, they create a space for the
narrative "I" that has no link with failure. However they also attempt
to placate the survivor's guilt they feel by describing and delineating
the failure that comes to other characters who are more ethnically

_ identified. This is why Pecola Breedlove is created in The Bluest Eye.
She is the embodiment of an historical lesson, what happens if one
does not take pride in an African-American version of self. And The
Bluest Eye is an instructional text. It even mimics a grade school
reader. And this is why, in Storyteller, Silko invents myriad
characters who bear the weight of the white world's oppressive view
of the Indian. Even the non-fiction text points to the oppressive
views of the racist society; for example, the tale of her great-
grandfather being refused entrance to a hotel because the innkeeper
wanted her great-grandfather's Indian sons to use the rear entrance.
Meanwhile Roth's bow to the past takes two forms in Goodbye
Columbus. His aunt and uncle represent the old world tradition. They
are trapped forever in the steamy Newark twilight. But Leo Patimkin
also shows the dangers of any tie to this troubled and exhausting
old-world Jewish lifestyle. Leo is the ultimate failure, mad and
maddening yet tinged with glory. He suffers for Neil. He suffers in
the way the Holocaust survivors suffered for Isaac Bashevis Singer,

- and in the way the older Jews in the Center suffered for Myerhoff.
He exists, bearing the weight of his failure on his shoulders, bringing
| light to New England. He has been constructed to offer up a present
day victim. His existence cements Neil's ability to escape. Leo can
bear the burden of historical and social responsibility and Neil can

sail to Tahiti in his explorer's craft.
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The Bluest Eye
In these three texts, Goodbye Columbus , The Bluest Eye and

Storyteller, Roth, Morrison and Silko create narrators who are clearly
separated from the more ethnically identified characters. Morrison
creates Claudia, the narrator of The Bluest Eye; Roth gives us Neil
who tells us about his love affair in Goodbye Columbus; and Silko
offers Silko. She uses her nonfiction narrative voice as the glue
cementing the narrative together in Storyteller. All three of these
narrators stand above or outside of the fray. They all take hold,
respectively, of the pose of the shaman, the rebbe, the griot. They
relay information while showing us the dangers of a position too
closely allied with ethnicity. And they are also able to teach us a
lesson about history and its lasting effects. In doing this they offer us
another choice, another survivor's pose. Perhaps it is an unheroic
position, but it is certainly a practical one. This position is a place of
safety, a place where the narrators can observe and relate the stories
they think most important. This is why, even when they pretend to
be involved in the action of the narrative as Neil does in his
passionate romance with Brenda, there is a sense of detachment that
we, the readers, note. In fact, this safe house Neil, Claudia and Silko
inhabit is strongly identified with the cult of the individual. Because
of this, these narratives end up glorifying the individual while
deriding communal ties. The works end up sanctifying an American
"I" at the expense of the Native American, African-American or
Jewish-American "we."

This dependence on the individual mimics what Lasch
describes as the culture of narcissism. In an analysis of the 1970's,

Lasch wrote that "we are fast losing the sense of historical continuity,
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the sense of belonging to a succession of generations originating in
the past and stretching into the future" (5). These writers are aware
of historical continuity but they attempt to escape its snapping jaws.
They attempt to flee from the verdict of their own history of
victimization and loss. They do this by creating a place where one is
not part of the many who have gone before. They don't pretend that
amnesia is good, but they still create a stance that limits all real
connection with the past. In that way, they safeguard their future. By
precluding too close an identification with the losers, they adapt and
adopt the guise of a winner. However, this creates a unique quandary
for them. Because they tesist a connection to their communities,
because they attempt to sever that bond, they must invent a new
world where they will feel comfortable.

Most survival narratives end with a return to the world that
has been abandoned during the rigorous journey. Even if that world
is shattered, there is still some sense of a need for community, a
desire for some sort of group embrace. And if that community has
been battered into nonexistence there is a desire for the past like the
one Black Elk offers. "I did not know then how much was ended.
When 1 look back now from this high hill of my old age, I can still see
the butchered women and children lying heaped and scattered all
along the crooked gulch as plain as when I saw them with eyes still
young. And I can see that something else died there in the bloody
mud, and was bﬁried in the blizzard. A people's dream died there. It
was a beautiful dream" (270). Claudia, Neil and Silko choose another
kind of position at the end of each of their narratives. They stand

alone. They don't seek entrance to the old world that they have
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forsaken or that lies destroyed. And they don't attempt to gain
entrance to the new. They seem happy in that lonely place. But it is a
place that is self created, and that glories in self. It is narcissistic and
privileged.

These writers do more than testify. They use their ethnic
history to goad us into believing in their vision of the future. The
history becomes a vehicle that propels their independent self
forward. And in order to deed themselves power and also donate
power to their narrative "I"'s, each one of these writers takes
advantage of the response Ringer and Lawless propose. In
attempting to redress racist and anti-Semitic definitions of African-
Americans, Jewish-Americans and Native Americans, Roth, Morrison
and Silko have begun the long process of undeifying "whiteness" and
upending the myth of the superior "gentile." This upending is not
simply a way of taking revenge; it is also a way of empowering their
ethnic selves. Yet even as they respond to this hate language, even as
they raise the value of their own ethnicity while lowering the white
or gentile, they also make it clear that those who are ethnically
identified have already been scattered, the nation's hoop has been
broken.

Each one of these books uses certain diaristic or journal-like
touches. Storyteller embraces family stories that begin with named
characters, among them Silko's great-grandfather and her great-aunt
Susie. Time progresses and the book ends with a photograph of the
middle-aged author beaming into the camera. This photograph is not
an endnote but a piece of the text. The passage of time is also

indicated through a description of climate. The girl in "Storyteller"
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moves across the frozen ice, finding the place where the ice will
crack and her victim will fall. Ayah, the elderly protagonist in
"Lullaby," watches for the approaching storm and depends on its
severity to hasten her suicide. Notations on a change in weather are a
common diaristic device and Storyteller depends on an audience's
familiarity with this diaristic mode. Meanwhile, snatches of poetry
are mixed in with photos and stories. The cumulative effect reminds
us of the way a writer's journal is constructed.

Morrison also uses the diaristic mode as inspiration. In The
Bluest Eye the narrative is separated into seasons: Fall, Winter,
Spring and Summer. However the details of the narrative seem to
cover much more ground than a single year, swinging back into the
Breedlove's troubled history and moving forward to a time when
Pecola has lost her baby and lost her mind. Meanwhile, In Goodbye
Columbus too, seasons and seasonal change are critical pieces of the
narrative. The overheated swimming pool at the club where Neil first
sees Brenda gives way to the wintry Cambridge setting where he
finally loses her. Neil tells us, "I shall never forget the heat and
mugginess of that afternoon we drove to New York" (98). Later on he
notes that "autumn came quickly. It was cold and in Jersey the
leaves turned and fell overnight" (118).

All three of these narratives depend on the passage of time,
changes in weather, seasonal shifts. These show progress is being
made. This dependence on weather, this desire to describe change in
the exterior world mimics survival narratives that were the work of
explorers. In the History of the Expedition under the command of
Lewis and Clark we are told how "the morning was cold, and the
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grass perfectly whitened by the frost" (519). Weather was of crucial
importance to Lewis and Clark because it affected the spirits and
health of their men, and also affected the practical work of the
expedition. Good weather meant progress. "The day being fair we
were occupied in making the necessary observations for determining
our longitude" (636). One reason Silko, Morrison and Roth imitate this
style is because they too are describing voyages of discovery.
However, another benefit of this diaristic mode is tonal. The diary-
keeper is also the keeper of fact. Roth, Morrison and Silko all avail
themselves of the pose of the observer, the detailer of event, the
scientist with his/her unprejudiced eye.
In Storyteller Silko takes full advantage of this scientific pose.
She operates as a surgeon, splicing history together with myth and
fiction. By assuming the position of cultural anthropologist
resurrecting tribal tales, she deeds herself a place of power and also
constructs a space for her narrator that frees her from intimacy with
the disastrous narrative that she is about to relate.
Silko begins with her Aunt Susie who was part of the last

generation who

passed down an entire culture

by word of mouth

an entire history

an entire vision of the world

which depended on memory

and retelling by subsequent generations. (6)
Jedediah Smith, one of the fathers of the Mormon sect in Utah, wrote

that "on my arrival at the river which I named the Wimmulche
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(named after a tribe of Indians which resides on it, of that name) I
found a few beaver, and elk, deer and antelope in abundance" (191-
192). Smith makes no bones about usurping the Indian name even as
he validates his own discoverer's right of possession. Silko uses Aunt
Susie to respond to Smith's sense of entitlement.

By using the dry voice of the discoverer Silko renames things
and reclaims them. "I'm going to Kawaik, the beautiful lake place"
Susie tells her niece as she relays the story (10). Silko's decision to
mix English and Laguna words is a way of giving both languages
equality. In the beginning of Storyteller she seems to be busy with
her own version of a reclamation project. This project depends on a
reestablishment of old, rather than new claims to the territory that
surrounds the pueblo. "There used to be a trail there, you know it is
gone now, but it was accessible in those days" Aunt Susie tells her
(13).

By beginning with Aunt Susie, and with a story that is so
vividly marking territory, Silko is focusing on the concept of
rediscovery. She is presenting her own version of a voyage of
exploration. It is exploration that first sends her back in time, but
then propels her forward. What she attempts to establish is a
resumption of Native American authority over land.

The movement to retak