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$EVWUDFW��Drawing� on� theoretical�works� by� Stuart� E.�Rosenberg,� Sander�L.�Gilman� and�
Svetlana�Boym,�the� article�reconsiders�Cynthia�Ozick’s�diptych�7KH�6KDZO�DV�DQ� LQVWDQFH�
of�narrative�that�problematizes�the�notion�of�Jewishness�in�the�twentieth�century�in�the�USA�
and�pre-WW�II�Poland.�It�is�argued�that�the�key�concepts�of�nostalgia�and�self-hatred�offer�a�
new�perspective�on�the�interpretation�of�a�text�that�for�almost�forty�years�has�been�treated�as�
a�staple�work�in�the�cannon�of�American�Holocaust�¿ction.

.H\ZRUGV��$PHULFDQ� -HZLVK� LGHQWLW\�� DVVLPLODWLRQ�� WKH�+RORFDXVW��QRVWDOJLD�� -HZLVK� VHOI�

KDWUHG

,Q� WKH� SUHVHQW� DUWLFOH� ,� DUJXH� WKDW� WKH� FRQFHSWV� RI� QRVWDOJLD� DQG� VHOI�KDWUHG� RIIHU�

so-far-poorly�explored�interpretive�keys�to�Cynthia�Ozick’s�7KH�6KDZO��WKH�GLSW\FK�
about�Rosa�Lublin,�“a�madwoman�and�a�scavenger”�(13),�that�since�its�publication�
KDV�DWWUDFWHG�KXJH�LQWHUHVW�IURP�FRPPHQWDWRUV�DQG�OLWHUDU\�FULWLFV��DQG�ZKRVH�VHFXUH�

status�as�a�staple�work�in�the�canon�of�American�Holocaust�¿ction�is�not�questioned�
today.�Particularly,�it�is�my�intention�to�demonstrate�that�the�workings�of�nostalgia�
DQG� VHOI�KDWUHG� �WKH� IRUPHU� VHQWLPHQW�EHLQJ� DW� WKH� VDPH� WLPH� UH�LQYLJRUDWLQJ� DQG�

deleterious,�soothing�and�infuriating)�are�represented�in�Ozick’s�short�narrative�as�
RULJLQDWLQJ�IURP�WKUHH�GLVWLQFW��\HW�QRW�DOZD\V�XQUHODWHG�VRXUFHV��IURP�WKH�\HDUQLQJ�

IRU�WKH�WLPH�EHIRUH�WKH�WUDXPD�RI�WKH�+RORFDXVW��WKH�LQFLGHQW�RI�UDSH�DQG�WKH�GHDWK�

of�Rosa’s�child,�and—notably—from�the�confusion�concerning�her�ethnic�identity.�
$V� WKH� ODVW�HOHPHQW�RQ�WKLV� OLVW�KDV�EHHQ��LQ�P\�RSLQLRQ��QRWRULRXVO\�PLVUHDG�DQG�

unnecessarily�turned�into�a�didactic/moralizing�agenda�by�Jewish-American�literary�
FULWLFV�� LW� LV� JLYHQ� GXH� SURPLQHQFH� LQ� P\� DQDO\VLV� VR� DV� WR� VXJJHVW� \HW� DQRWKHU�

LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ� RI� 7KH� 6KDZO� and,� perhaps,� to� slightly� weaken� the� book’s� rigid�
classi¿cation�as�a�Holocaust�text�SHU�VH.�Although�prompted�and�inspired�both�by�
Svetlana�Boym’s�reconsideration�of�nostalgia�and�Sander�L.�Gilman’s�seminal�study�
RI� WKH� QRWLRQ� RI� -HZLVK� VHOI�KDWUHG��P\� LQWHUSUHWLYH� VWUDWHJ\� LV� QRW� GRJPDWLFDOO\�

restricted� to� any� speci¿c� theoretical� perspective—instead,� it� entails� taking� issue�
with� the� arguments� advanced� in� selected� criticism� on� Ozick’s� prose,� and,� more�
importantly,� it�encompasses�a�brief�sketch�of�the� situation�of�Jews� in�the�USA� in�
the�twentieth�century�and�Polish�Jews�in�pre-WW�II�Poland�as�necessary�contextual�
prerequisites� to� understanding� the� predicament� of� the� exiled� Holocaust� survivor�
GHSLFWHG�LQ�7KH�6KDZO,�in�particular�her�conÀicted�identity.
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Throughout�history,�the�bonds�or�even�elected�af¿nities�between�Jews�and�
America� have� sometimes� assumed� truly� curious� forms.� They� have� entailed,� as�
Michael�P.�Kramer�has�it,�“the�various�ways�Jews�in�America�tried�to�make�sense�of�
America’s�place�in�Jewish�history�and�the�place�of�the�Jews�in�America”�(16).�If�we�
regard�both�cultural�traditions�together,�we�may�note�that�to�a�certain�extent�they�are�
informed�by�exactly�opposite�tendencies.�Namely,�while�the�history�of�the�United�
States,�especially� from�the� late�eighteenth� to�the�early�nineteenth�century,� reveals�
at�its�core�consistent�efforts�to�estrange�the�Àedgling�nation�and�its�culture�from�the�
enslaving�bonds�with�the�Old�World,�Jewish�tradition—a�portable�homeland—equally�
VWURQJO\�UHYROYHV�DURXQG�WKH�LVVXH�RI�FRQWLQXLW\��DQG�DGYRFDWHV�WKH�SUHVHUYDWLRQ�RI�

links�with�the�past.�Apparently�then,�the�mindset�prevailing�in�America�in�the�period�
XQGHU�FRQVLGHUDWLRQ�GLG�QRW�SURYLGH�FRQGXFLYH�FLUFXPVWDQFHV�IRU�WKH�GHYHORSPHQW�

of�Jewish�communities�in�so�rigid�a�form�as�was�possible,�say,�in�pre-WW�II�Poland.�
The�point�of�the�alleged�convergence�between�the�history�of�America�and�the�history�
RI�GLDVSRULF�-HZV�LV�V\PEROLFDOO\�HQFDSVXODWHG�DQG�DUELWUDULO\�LQWHUSUHWHG�LQ�(PPD�

Lazarus’�sonnet�“1492”:

Thou�two-faced�year,�Mother�of�Change�and�Fate,
Didst�weep�when�Spain�cast�forth�with�Àaming�sword,
The�children�of�the�prophets�of�the�Lord,
Prince,�priest,�and�people,�spurned�by�zealot�hate.
+RXQGHG�IURP�VHD�WR�VHD��IURP�VWDWH�WR�VWDWH�

The�West�refused�them,�and�the�East�abhorred.
1R�DQFKRUDJH�WKH�NQRZQ�ZRUOG�FRXOG�DIIRUG�

Close-locked�was�every�port,�barred�every�gate.
Then�smiling,�thou�unveil’dst,�O�two-faced�year,
$�YLUJLQ�ZRUOG�ZKHUH�GRRUV�RI�VXQVHW�SDUW�

Saying,�“Ho,�all�who�weary,�enter�here!
There�falls�each�ancient�barrier�that�the�art
2I�UDFH�RU�FUHHG�RU�UDQN�GHYLVHG��WR�UHDU

Grim�bulwarked�hatred�between�heart�and�heart!�(Lazarus)

In�1492,�after�the�long-awaited�re-conquest�of�Muslim�Iberia�by�Christian�kingdoms,�
the�Alhambra�Decree� ultimately� sanctioned� hostility� against� Jews�who� had� been�
living� in�enclaves� in�Muslim� Iberian� cities,�ordering� them� to� leave� the� territories�
of� the�Kingdoms� of�Castile� and�Aragon.�Emma�Lazarus,� herself� a�descendant� of�
Sephardic� Jews,� elaborates� on� this� coincidence� between� the� expulsion� of� her�
ancestors�and�the�discovery�of�America.�In�a�powerful�rhetorical�gesture,�the�plight�
RI�SHUHQQLDO�RXWFDVWV�DQG�WKH�HPHUJHQFH�RI�ZKDW�ZDV�VRRQ�WR�EHFRPH�D�GHVLUHG�KDYHQ�

for� immigrants�are� locked�in�a� seemingly�necessary�correlation�ordained�by�Fate.�
Thus,�the�poet�re-makes�American�mythology�as�being�marked�by�the�Jewish�spirit—
the� tale�of�American�origins�begins�with� Jews.�Lazarus’� thinking� is�by�no�means�
unique.� Displaying� an� analogical�mindset,�Mordecai�Manuel�Noah� (1785–1865),�
a� diplomat,� journalist,� playwright,� and� a� signi¿cant� ¿gure� in� nineteenth-century�
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Jewish�American�history,�who�is�remembered�as�of�one�the�¿rst�Jewish�dramatists�
LQ�$PHULFD� �DXWKRULQJ�6KH�:RXOG� %H� D�6ROGLHU� LQ� ������� EHFDPH� IDPRXV� IRU�KLV�

utopian,�visionary�project�that�anticipated�modern�Zionism.�Deeply�convinced�that�
America�was�not�a�place�of�exile�like�any�other�but�one�destined�as�a�milestone�on�
WKH�ZD\�WR�UHDFKLQJ�WKH�SURPLVHG�ODQG��KH�DWWHPSWHG�WR�SXUFKDVH�*UDQG�,VODQG�LQ�WKH�

Niagara�River,�near�Buffalo,�as�an�autonomous�territory�for�Jews�who�wished�to�be�
later�relocated�to�Palestine.�Making�use�of�the�associations�his�surname�evoked,�he�
called�the�planned�colony�“Ararat.”�Even�his�“ambitious”�research�into�the�origins�
RI�WKH�$PHULFDQ�,QGLDQV²D�WUXO\�RXWVWDQGLQJ�LQVWDQFH�RI�XWWHUO\�PLVGLUHFWHG�HIIRUWV��

Àamboyantly�entitled�'LVFRXUVH�RQ�WKH�(YLGHQFHV�RI�WKH�$PHULFDQ�,QGLDQV�%HLQJ�WKH�
'HVFHQGDQWV�RI�WKH�/RVW�7ULEHV�RI�,VUDHO�(1837)—stemmed�from�his�“best”�intentions�
to�highlight�links�between�American�and�Jewish�history.�

The� doubleness� inscribed� in� the� fact� of� being� an� American� Jew� ¿nds�
illustrative�expression� in� the� architectural�design� of�Touro� Synagogue,� the� oldest�
synagogue� building� still� standing� in� the� United� States,� and� the� oldest� surviving�
Jewish�synagogue�building� in�North�America.� It�neatly�conveys� the� Jewish� sense�
of�vulnerability.�Namely,�it�looks�like�a�simple�colonial�building,�not�displaying�any�
religious�symbols,�and�a�passer-by�would�not�presume�it�a�sacred�space.�You�are�a�
Jew�inside�the�premises,�an�American�when�you�leave�it.�But�sometimes�the�sense�
RI�WKH�YXOQHUDELOLW\�RI�-HZV�LQ�$PHULFD�ZRXOG�JLYH�ZD\�WR�WKH�GHVLUH�RI�QHZFRPHUV�

(or�of�descendants�of�newcomers)�to�appropriate�(and�even�discursively�conquer)�
the�host�culture.�One�of�the�most�profound�(and�radical)�formulations�of�the�“sense�
of�America’s�place�in�Jewish�history�and�the�place�of�the�Jews�in�America”�came�in�
1916�from�Louis�Brandeis,�an�Associate�Justice�on�the�US�Supreme�Court,�who—
himself�a�Zionist—propagated�the�idea�of�perceiving�Palestine�as�the�H[WHQVLRQ�RI�
the�American�Dream.�

The� question� of�whether,� after� several� generations� on� the�American� soil,�
American�Jews�have�retained�any�¿xed�identity�and�ethnic/cultural�distinctiveness�
may� appear� unacceptably� reductive� in� its� implied� attempt� to� squeeze� a� natural�
“richness”� into� a� clear-cut,� all-encompassing� formula.�The� problem’s� complexity�
stems�from�the�fact�that�Jews,�being�proverbial�“wanderers,”�were�historically�fated�
to�operate� (in�a� signi¿cant� part)� in� a�diasporic� context,� as�well� as� from� the� very�
nature�of�America� itself—a�melting�pot�of�nations,�where,�for� the�Ashkenazi�and�
the�Sephardic,�cultural�patterns�of�adaptability�were�understood�differently�than�in�
(XURSH��DQG�ZKHUH�SUDFWLFDOO\�HYHU\�QHZFRPHU�ZDV�FRQIURQWHG�ZLWK�WKH�PRQROLWKLF�

cultural�hegemony�hidden�in�the�federalist�motto�“E�Pluribus�Unum.”�Nevertheless,�
if�we�take�into�consideration,�for�example,�the�historical�and�contemporary�notions�
of�American�Jewishness�within�American�society,� as�well� as� the�¿elds�of� Jewish�
American�Studies,�or�Jewish�American�Culture�and�Literature�within�the�world�of�
academia,�it�turns�out�that�they�are�still�spaces�of�de¿nable�processes�and�phenomena,�
of�exploration,�and�of�constantly�updated�critical�reÀection.

In�1985,�Stuart�E.�Rosenberg�made�a�fundamental�distinction�between�two�
YDULDQWV� RI�$PHULFDQ� -HZLVK� LGHQWLW\�� RU� EHWWHU�� WKH� WZR�PRVW� SUHYDOHQW� ZD\V� RI�
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de¿ning�the�term,�which�were�noticeable�throughout�the�twentieth�century�(ix-xiv).�
The�“classical”�de¿nition,�which�was�inspired�by�the�observations�of�the�sociologist�
Seymour�M.�Lipset,�and�which—allegedly—remained�valid�until�the�1960s,�assumes�
WKDW�ZKLOH�LQ�$PHULFD�-HZV�ZHUH�GULYHQ�E\�WKH�FRQVFLRXV�RU�XQFRQVFLRXV�ZLVK�WR�EH�

DFFRPPRGDWHG� ZLWKLQ� WKH� KRVW� VRFLHW\� DQG� FXOWXUH�� WKHUHIRUH�� LQ� PRVW� LQGLYLGXDO�

and�group�cases,�their�behavior�was�subordinated�to�the�principle�“the�less�Jewish,�
the�more�American.”� Particularly,� the�“classical”�view� recognizes� the� strength� of�
LQVWLWXWLRQDO� SUHVVXUH²PRVW� SDOSDEOH� DW� WKH� GDZQ� RI� WKH� SUHYLRXV� FHQWXU\²WR�

turn� the� USA� into� an� undifferentiated� culture,� i.e.�ZLWKRXW� VXEJURXS� OR\DOW\� DQG�
ZLWK�a�universal�educational�system).�In�1894,�Theodore�Roosevelt�had�no�doubts�
ZKDWVRHYHU�WKDW

the� man� who� does� not� become� Americanized� nevertheless� fails� to�
remain�a�European,�and�becomes�nothing�at�all.�The� immigrant�cannot�
SRVVLEO\� UHPDLQ�ZKDW� KH�ZDV��RU� FRQWLQXH� WR�EH� D�PHPEHU�RI� WKH�2OG�

World�society.�If�he�tries�to�retain�his�old�language,�in�a�few�generations�
LW�EHFRPHV�D�EDUEDURXV� MDUJRQ��LI�KH�WULHV� WR�UHWDLQ�KLV�ROG�FXVWRPV�DQG�

ways�of�life,� in�a� few�generations�he�becomes�an�uncouth�boor.�(“True�
Americanism”)

Consequently,� the� notion� of� “Americanization”� was� prevalent� in� the� media� and�
SXEOLF��SROLWLFDO��DQG�VRFLDO�GLVFRXUVH�DW�WKH�WXUQ�RI�WKH�QLQHWHHQWK�FHQWXU\�DQG�GXULQJ�

the�following�decades,�when�immigration�was�a�serious�social�issue�in�the�USA.�The�
contention�that�emerged�as�a�result�was�one�between�the�“eugenics”�argument�and�
the�“ethical�obligation”�to�welcome�immigrants.�Later,�and�not�without�signi¿cance,�
ZDV�WKH�LPSDFW�RI�WKH�UDGLFDO�OHIW�LQ�WKH�����V��ZKLFK�ZRXOG�WDNH�LW�IRU�JUDQWHG�WKDW�

DOO�ODQJXDJH��HWKQLF�DQG�UHOLJLRXV�EDUULHUV�ZLWKLQ�$PHULFDQ�VRFLHW\�ZHUH�RI� OHVVHU�

importance�than�the�differentiations�of�social�and�economic�class.�Rosenberg�sees�
the�aforementioned�“survivalist”�attitude�as�no�longer�applicable.

The� beginnings� of� the� second,� “new,”� formulation� of� Jewish� American�
identity�date�back�to�the�1970s,�i.e.�to�the�time�after�the�Vietnam�war,�and,�perhaps�
more� importantly,� after� the� trailblazing� rise� of� “Black� Power,”� which� liberated�
WKH� QRWLRQ� RI� DQ\� HWKQLFLW\� IURP� WKH� DSSDUHQWO\� XQDYRLGDEOH� DVVRFLDWLRQV� ZLWK�

ghettoization� and� self-enclaving� subgroups.�At� a� time� when� America’s� political�
greatness�was� seriously�undermined,� the�model�of� centralized� national�patriotism�
(or�citizenry)�was�gradually�giving�way�to�a�new�organizing�pattern�for�a�nation�that�
had�¿nally�recognized�itself�as�comprising�numerous�self-interested�minorities.�This�
“new”� understanding� of�American�Jewish� identity� sees� the�process� of� adaptation�
DV�G\QDPLF�DQG�GLYHUVH��WDNLQJ�LQWR�DFFRXQW�WKRVH�HOHPHQWV�RI�WKH�KRVW�FXOWXUH�WKDW�

RYHU�WKH�\HDUV�ZHUH�DFFHSWHG�DW�IDFH�YDOXH��LJQRUHG��UHEHOOHG�DJDLQVW��RU�WUDQVIRUPHG�

in�the�process.�Particularly,�the� strategies�of�resistance�and�transvaluation�may�be�
LQVWUXPHQWDO�LQ�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�WKH�LQWHJULW\�RI�WKRVH�-HZV�LQ�$PHULFD��ZKR�GHYHORSHG�

an�ability�to�assimilate�partly�and,�in�consequence,�to�operate�in�two�cultural�spaces�
simultaneously.
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The� above,� out� of� necessity� sketchy,� treatment� of� the� way� the� notion� of�
-HZLVKQHVV� GHYHORSHG� �RU�� SHUKDSV�� WKH� ZD\� LW� ZDV� ORRNHG� DW�� LQ�$PHULFD� LQ� WKH�

twentieth� century� can�be� extrapolated�as� a� springboard� for� a�much�more� general�
reÀection� on� the� problem� at� hand.�As� I� argue� below,� in� the� context� of� diaspora,�
-HZLVKQHVV�FDQ�RIWHQ�EH�VHHQ�DV�D� UDWKHU�FORXG\� LGHQWLW\� ODEHO��GHI\LQJ�DV� LW�GRHV�

the�rigid�pigeonholes�of�ethnicity,�religion,�or�culture.�To�exemplify�the�constructed�
nature�of�the� term,�I�choose�a�piece�of�¿ction�(rather� than�a�theoretical�purview),�
ZKLFK�� LQ� P\� RSLQLRQ�� V\QHFGRFKLFDOO\� PHUJHV�$PHULFDQ� DQG� (DVWHUQ�(XURSHDQ�

perspectives�considered�historically.
3XEOLVKHG�LQ�ERRN�IRUP�LQ�������WKH�WZR�VWRULHV�FRPSULVLQJ�WKH�VOLP�YROXPH�

DSSHDUHG� RULJLQDOO\� LQ�7KH�1HZ�<RUNHU� LQ� ����� DQG������� UHVSHFWLYHO\���&\QWKLD�

Ozick’s�7KH�6KDZO�is�a�notable�text�in�the�history�of�American�Holocaust�¿ction�for�at�
OHDVW�WZR�UHDVRQV��LW�LQWURGXFHV�D�IHPDOH�QDUUDWLYH�SHUVSHFWLYH�DQG��PRUH�LPSRUWDQWO\��

brings�up�the�issue�of�rape�as�part�of�the�Holocaust�tribulations.�As�Helene�Sinnreich�
notes,� forced�prostitution�and�other� forms�of� sexual�abuse�against� Jewish�women�
in�the�1940s�still�constitute�at�most�a�marginal�part�of�historical�reÀection�(1).�The�
of¿cial�Nazi�policy�and�propaganda�codi¿ed�a�series�of�legal�barriers�that�rendered�
close�bonds�between�Jews�and�subjects�of�the�Reich�prohibited�on�penalty�of�hard�
labor.�Introduced�in�1935,�the�Law�for�the�Protection�of�German�Blood�and�German�
Honor�excluded�the�mixing�of�races�through�marriage,�cohabitation,�sexual�relations�
and� procreation.� Theoretically� then,� Jewish� women,� considered� as� sub-humans,�
could�not�have�been�perceived�as�targets�of�sexual�assault.�There�exists,�however,�
D�VXEVWDQWLDO�ERG\�RI�HYLGHQFH�WKDW�ZDUWLPH�UDSH�ZDV�D�FRPPRQ�RFFXUUHQFH��RIWHQ�

committed�in�a�planned�way�and�on�a�large�scale.�Sexual�exploitation�was�carried�out�
in�the�Łódź�ghetto;�Jewish�councils�were�asked�to�supply�Jewish�girls�for�German�
brothels� in�Warsaw� and�Vilnius;� sexual� orgies� were� almost� a� routine� in� a� labor�
camp� in� Skarżysko-Kamienna� and� even� in� some� concentration� camps� (Sinnreich�
8-15).� The� problem�had� remained� seriously� under-explored� for� decades� due� to� a�
certain�gender�prejudice�in�the�¿eld�of�Holocaust�studies:�it�was�assumed�that�letting�
“gendered�histories”�into�a�much�broader�historical�narrative�of�the�genocide�would�
unnecessarily� belittle� the� fact� that� the�Nazi� persecutions� were� directed� at� all� the�
people�of�Jewish�descent.�Instances�of�rape�had�long�been�perceived�as�personal�(and�
casual)�experiences�rather�than�part�of�the�collective�ordeal�caused�by�a�methodically�
applied�plan�of�extermination.�Not�without�signi¿cance�was�also�the�fact�that�an�act�of�
sexual�aggression�often�plunges�the�victim�into�a�state�of�overwhelming�disgrace�and�
leads�to�self-censorship.�The�raped�women�were�often�killed�immediately�after�the�
DVVDXOW��DQG�WKRVH�ZKR�VXUYLYHG�RIWHQ�IRXQG�WKHPVHOYHV�HLWKHU�XQDEOH�WR�WDON�DERXW�

the�experience�or�stigmatized�by�family�members.�As�a�consequence,�until�the�late�
����V�+RORFDXVW�KLVWRULRJUDSK\�DQG�OLWHUDWXUH�ZDV�PDUNHG�E\�D�SUHGRPLQDQWO\�PDOH�

perspective,�and�sex�crimes�committed�against�Jewish�women�were�often�left�out�of�
the�“standard”� repertoire�of�victimization:�mass�murder� in�death�camps,�enforced�
labor�and�physical�abuse� in�concentration�camps,� starvation�in�ghettos� (Sinnreich�
3-4).�In�the�early�1980s,�by�deciding�to�focalize�her�narrative�by�a�female�Holocaust�
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survivor,�Ozick�contributed�to�the�then-modest�genre�of�women’s�Holocaust�¿ction,�
of� which� the� most� important� and� representative� instances� were� Norma� Rosen’s�
7RXFKLQJ�(YLO�(1969)�and�Susan�Schaeffer’s�$Q\D�(1974).

7KH�6KDZO�XQIROGV�LQ�WKH�VHWWLQJV�RI�IRXU�GLIIHUHQW�ORFDWLRQV�RQ�ERWK�VLGHV�RI�

the�Atlantic—in�Warsaw,�in�an�unidenti¿ed�Nazi�concentration�camp,�in�New�York�
City,� and� in�Miami,� and� assumes� at� least� three� time� perspectives:� the� 1930s,� the�
1940s�and�the�1970s.�And�the�choice�of�this�narrative�geography�tellingly,�succinctly�
DQG�V\PEROLFDOO\�HQFDSVXODWHV�WKH�IDWH�DQG�SUHGLFDPHQW�RI�WKH�-HZU\�LQ�WKH�WZHQWLHWK�

century.�The� doubleness� of� the� protagonist,� i.e.� her� (apparently)� dual� identity,� LV�
FRPPHQVXUDWH�ZLWK�WKH�VWUXFWXUH�RI�WKH�QDUUDWLYH��ZKLFK�RVWHQVLEO\�GUDZV�RQ�QXPEHU�

WZR�DV�LWV�IXQGDPHQWDO�EXLOGLQJ�XQLW��GRXEOLQJ�DQG�SDLULQJ�DV�LW�GRHV�SODFHV�VLWXDWLRQV��

images�and�emotions.�The�settings�are�meant�to�be�as�representative�as�possible—
RQH�RI�WKH�ROG�FHQWHUV�RI�<LGGLVK�FXOWXUH��:DUVDZ���WZR�PDMRU�FRUHV�RI�WKH�-HZLVK�

population�living�outside�Israel�(Miami�and�New�York),�and�a�place�synecdochically�
standing�for�the�disappearance�of�millions�(the�Nazi�camp).�The�meaningful�Jewish�
geography�is�also�inscribed�into�the�surname�of�the�protagonist,�“Lublin,”�a�Polish�
town�with�a�long�tradition�of�Jewish�presence�(over��60%�of�the�population�in�the�
middle�of� the�nineteenth� century),�often�called�“the� Jewish�Oxford,”�as� its� once-
IDPRXV�\HVKLYD�FHQWHU�DWWUDFWHG�VWXGHQWV�IURP�DOO�RYHU�(XURSH��EXW�DOVR�WKH�VLWH�RI�

:RKQJHELHW�GHU�-XGHQ,�the�infamous�ghetto,�from�which�in�1942�30,000�people�were�
GHSRUWHG�WR�WKH�Belzec�extermination�camp.

Rosa�Lublin� comes� from� a� fully� assimilated� Jewish� family,� and� the� high�
social�status�of�her�parents,�who�consider�themselves�Poles�“by�right,”�is�consistently�
and� strongly� emphasized� in� the� narrative—her� father� is� the� General� Director� of�
the�Bank�of�Warsaw,�and�her�mother�is�a�poetry�lover,�“almost�Japanese�in�her…�
re¿nement”� (66).�They�are� the�owners�of�a� four-Àoor�house,� the� rooms�of�which�
are�virtually�crammed�with�thousands�of�books�in�various�languages.�“Cultivation,�
old�civilization,�beauty,�history!”�(66)�permeate�the�place.�Years�after�the�war,�the�
depiction�of�pre-war�Poland�that�emerges� from�Rosa’s�nostalgic�letters�written� in�
America�in�the�1970s�makes�it�clear�that�she�perceives�her�present�life�as�a�¿asco,�a�
poor�shadow�of�the�one�that�had�been�“stolen”�by�the�Nazis.�The�picture�of�Warsaw,�
for�instance,�is�invariably�saturated�with�a�quasi-Edenic�ambience,�and�seen�through�
the�lenses�of�nostalgia�assumes,�especially�in�the�eyes�of�the�Polish�reader,�the�quality�
of�an�unreal�city�fused�with�an�idyllic�countryside:�“Surprising�turnings�of�the�streets,�
shapes�of�venerable�cottages,�lovely�aged�eaves,�unexpected�and�gossamer�turrets,�
steeples,�the�gloss,�the�antiquity!�Whoever�speaks�of�Paris�has�never�seen�Warsaw”�
(21).

This�devoted�veneration�of�Polish�culture�is�accompanied�by�a�virtual�cult�
of� the�Polish�language—the�only�one�Rosa� feels�at�home�in,�both�before�the�war�
and� during� her� disgraceful� (as� she� herself� sees� it)� stay� in�America.�Accordingly,�
VZLWFKLQJ�LQWR�3ROLVK�LV�DOZD\V�WKH�PRPHQW�RI�EHLQJ�VXEMHFW�WR�D�FXUDWLYH�WUHDWPHQW�

in�times�of�utmost�despair,�“An�immersion�into�the�living�language:�all�at�once�this�
cleanliness,�this�capacity,�this�power�to�make�a�history,�to�tell,�to�explain.�To�retrieve,�
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to�reprieve!�To�lie”�(44).�It�is,�however,�interesting�to�note�that�while�this�fragment�is�
evidently�part�of�the�protagonist’s�interior�monologue,�the�narrative�status�of�the�last�
verb�is�not�certain.�We�are�not�sure�who�adds�the�last�problematic�and�contradictory�
verb�(“to�lie”),�whether�it�is�Rosa,�or,�perhaps,�the�omniscient�narrator.�Undoubtedly,�
however,� the�use�of� the�Polish� language�seems�to� temporarily� liberate�Rosa� from�
the�oppressive�context�of�her�American�exile,�removing�a�“lock…�from�the�tongue”�
(44)�and�triggering�the�working�of�nostalgia�that,�so�is�the�implication,�pushes�the�
woman’s�thoughts�into�the�regions�of�fabrication�and�mendacity.��

In� Ozick’s� narrative,� the� apparently� marginal,� almost� accidental� and�
insigni¿cant�mention�of�Julian�Tuwim�as�an�exemplary�Polish�man�of�letters�and�
the�embodiment�of�stylistic�re¿nement�in�the�Polish�language—although�absolutely�
DJUHHDEOH� LQ� WHUPV� RI� WKH� SURSRVHG� YDOXDWLRQ²SURGXFHV� D� VXEWOH� RYHUWRQH� DQG�

ironically� undercuts� Rosa’s� nostalgic� euphoria.� The� woman� identi¿es� herself�
as�an�able,�Àuent�and�competent�user�of�Polish—indeed,� the�model� reader�of� the�
admired� poet’s�words:�“In� school� she� read�Tuwim:� such�delicacy,� such� loftiness,�
VXFK�3ROLVKQHVV”� (20).�But� the� ironic� seasoning� that� tinges� this� sentence�hides� in�
the�fact�that�Tuwim,�the�allegedly�quintessentially�Polish�writer,�was�an�assimilated�
Jew� with� Polish� citizenship.� In� the� interwar� period,� he—an� ardent� supporter� of�
Jewish�assimilation—had�to�cope�with�anti-Semitic�attacks,�and�as�a�dual�individual�
ZKR�VWUXJJOHG�ZLWK�KLV�SUREOHPDWLF� LGHQWLW\��ZDV�GRRPHG�WR�UHPDLQ�LQ� WKH�VSKHUH�

of� cultural� “betweeness.”� Still,� as� a� leading� ¿gure� of� “Skamander,”� a� group� of�
experimental�poets,�he�managed�to�make�it�to�the�top,�becoming�a�celebrity,�and�all�
his�poems,�songs,�librettos�and�sketches�were�written�in�Àawless,�highly�innovative�
Polish.�(Admittedly,�writers�of�Jewish�origin�signi¿cantly�contributed�to�the�radical�
modernization�of�the�Polish�literary�idiom�in�the�¿rst�decades�of�the�twentieth�century,�
e.g.� Bolesław� Leśmian’s� and� Bruno� Schulz’s� verbal� dexterities� have� remained�
virtually� unrivalled� to� date.)� Similarly� to� the� ¿ctional� Rosa,� Tuwim� experienced�
exile�and�became�incurably�nostalgic.�In�1939,�soon�after�the�German�invasion,�he�
left�Poland� to�live� in�Rio�de�Janeiro�and�New�York�City,�where�he�composed�his�
.ZLDW\�SROVNLH��3ROLVK�)ORZHUV),�a�long�poem�with�a�strong�iambic�rhythm�(quite�a�
feat�in�the�poet’s�adopted�mother�tongue),�which�brims�over�with�yearnings�for�the�
native�land�of�long-gone�childhood.�Thus,�Rosa’s�exalted�yearnings�for�quintessential�
“Polishness”�and�her�admiration�of�Tuwim�keep�her�still—whether�she�is�conscious�
of�it�or�not—in�the�orbit�of�(hidden�but�still�accompanying)�Jewishness.�The�devotion�
WR�3ROLVK�LV�VKDUSO\�FRQWUDVWHG�ZLWK�D�PDQLIHVW�FRQWHPSW�WRZDUG�<LGGLVK��ZKLFK�VKH�

soaks�up�in�her�childhood:�“[h]er�father,�like�her�mother,�mocked�at�Yiddish”�(21).�
$FFRUGLQJO\��RQH�RI�WKH�VWUHHWV�RI�SUH�ZDU�:DUVDZ�HPHUJHV�IURP�KHU�PHPRULHV�DV�D�

place�of�off-putting�otherness:�“bitter�ancient�alley,�dense�with�stalls,�cheap�clothes�
strung�on�outdoor�racks,�signs�in�jargoned�Yiddish”�(20).�That�certainly�is�QRW�WKH�
Warsaw�of�those�who,�like�the�family�of�Lublin,�strive�for�“aristocratic�sensibility”�
(21).�Rosa�and�her�parents�manifest�their�fears�of�marginalization,�probably�shared�
E\� RWKHU� DVVLPLODWHG� -HZV� RI� SUH�ZDU� 3RODQG�� DQG� RI� EHLQJ� FRQVLGHUHG� RXWVLGHUV�

among�the�“rightful”�inheritors�of�Polish�culture.
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:KDW�LV�FRQVSLFXRXV�E\�LWV�DEVHQFH�LQ�7KH�6KDZO��SDUWLFXODUO\�IURP�WKH�SRLQW�

RI�YLHZ�RI�WKH�3ROLVK�UHDGHU��LV�WKH�IDFW�WKDW�WKHUH�LV�QR�PHQWLRQ�RI�WKH�ZDYHV�RI�DQWL�

Semitic�feelings�and�attitudes�that�swept�through�Poland�in�the�interwar�period.�The�
whole�complexity�of�Polish-Jewish�relations�within�the�borders�of�one�shared�state�
is�locked�in�the�irony�of�the�laconic�conviction�that�“[i]n�Poland�there�used� to�be�
justice”�(43).�Yet,�as�is�commonly�known,�the�“Jewish�question”�was�an�important�
and�galvanizing� issue�at� the� time�Poland� regained� its�political� independence.�The�
citizens� of� Jewish� origin� “were� still� the�main�Other…�but� this� otherness�was� no�
longer�primarily� religious�or�caste-based�or�even�cultural.� Instead,� it�had�become�
political�and�ideological”�(Hoffman�169).�The�1921�national�census�recorded�almost�
3�million�Jews,�which�was�approximately10.5%�of�the�whole�population�(Zamojski�
85).� But�although� they�were,� like�all� other�non-Polish�minority�groups,� of¿cially�
guaranteed�protection�by�the�“Little�Treaty�of�Versailles,”�the�law�was�not�ef¿cient�
and�later,�after�the�death�of�Piłsudski,�became�purely�super¿cial.�Various�forms�of�
GLVFULPLQDWLRQ�LQFOXGHG�WKRVH�UHODWHG�WR�ODQJXDJH�PDWWHUV�

A�1927�law�requiring�artisans�to�pass�a�formal�examination�of�technical�
competence� laid� down� that� their� pro¿ciency� in� the� Polish� language� be�
tested�as�well.�The�law�confronted�them�with�an�obstacle�that�relatively�
IHZ�DPRQJ�WKHP�ZHUH�LQ�D�SRVLWLRQ�WR�RYHUFRPH�DQG�GLG�QRWKLQJ�LQ�SUDFWLFH�

WR�DFFHOHUDWH�WKH�VSUHDG�RI�WKH�3ROLVK�ODQJXDJH�LQ�WKH�-HZLVK�SRSXODWLRQ��D�

natural�process�that�needed�no�formal�machinery�to�promote�it.�(Vital�769)

An�overtly�anti-Semitic�agenda�was�espoused�by�the�right-wing�National�Democracy,�
DFFRUGLQJ�WR�ZKRP�-HZLVKQHVV�ZDV�QRW�PHUHO\�IRUHLJQ�EXW�LQWULQVLFDOO\�LQLPLFDO�WR�

WKH�VR�FDOOHG�3ROLVK�VSLULW��DQG�WKH�VHSDUDWLRQ�RI�-HZV�LQ�WKH�GRPDLQ�RI�3ROLVK�FXOWXUH�

ZDV�IXUWKHU�VWUHQJWKHQHG�E\�WKH�SROLF\�RI�QXPHURXV�FODXVXV��E\�PHDQV�RI�ZKLFK�WKH�

number�of� Jewish�students�at�Polish�universities�was�kept�at� the�desired,� i.e.� low�
level.��
� Shown�in�the�book�as�an�unlikable�character,�Rosa�is�a�self-hating�Jew�and�
an�anti-Zionist,�whose�obsessive�dedication�to�becoming�an�integral�part�of�Polish�
society�is�brutally�thwarted�by�the�Nazi�occupation,�con¿nement�in�the�ghetto�and,�
later,� in� a� concentration� camp.� In�October� 1940,� all� the� Jews� in�Warsaw� and� its�
suburbs�are�ordered�to�relocate�into�a�walled�area.�Soon,�the�Warsaw�Ghetto,�initially�
covering� 3.5� square�km,� has� to� accommodate�about� 400,000� inhabitants.�For� the�
/XEOLQ� IDPLO\� WKDW� LV� WKH�HQG� RI� WKHLU� ORQJ�FKHULVKHG� VRFLDO�DQG� FODVV� VWDWXV� WKH\�

were�so�proud�of.�The�necessity�of�wearing�brassards�with�the�yellow�Star�of�David,�
D�YLVLEOH� VLJQ²D�EUDQG²RI�EHORQJLQJ�WR� WKH�GHVSLVHG�HWKQLF�JURXS��DQG� OLIH� LQ�D�

shared�squalid�room�lead�to�outrage�and�disgust:

[I]magine� con¿ning� XV� with� teeming�Mockowiczes� and� Rabinowiczes�
and� Perskys� and� Finkelsteins,� with� all� their� bed-smelling� grandfathers�
and�their�hordes�of�feeble�children!.…�We�thought�they�didn’t�know�how�
to�organize� themselves� in�adversity,�and�besides� that,�we�were� furious:�
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EHFDXVH� WKH� VDPH� VRUW� RI� DGYHUVLW\� ZDV� KDSSHQLQJ� WR� XV«� ZH� ZHUH�

IXULRXV� EHFDXVH�ZH�KDG� WR�EH� ELOOHWHG�ZLWK� VXFK� D�FODVV��ZLWK� DOO� WKHVH�

-HZ�SHDVDQWV�ZRUQ�RXW�IURP�WKHLU�ULWXDOV�DQG�VXSHUVWLWLRQV��SK\ODFWHULHV�RQ�

their�foreheads�sticking�up�so�stupidly,�like�unicorn�horns,�every�morning.�
$QG�LQ�WKH�PRVW�UHSXOVLYH�VOXP��GHHS�LQ�VORSV�DQG�YHUPLQ�DQG�D�WRLOHW�QRW�

¿t�for�the�lowest�criminal.�(66-67)

However,� even�within� the� con¿nes� of� the�walls� there� regularly� appears� a� visible�
UHPLQGHU�RI�WKHLU�IRUPHU�OLIH²D�VWUHHWFDU�PHDQW�IRU�3ROHV�FRPPXWLQJ�WKURXJK�WKH�

ghetto.�The�exceptional�character�of�this�transit�line�lies�in�the�fact�that�it�trespasses�
the� forbidden� area�within�which� a� special� permit� is� required.�A�means� of� public�
WUDQVSRUW� DUULYHV� IURP� EH\RQG�� IURP� WKH� RWKHU� ZRUOG�� KLJKOLJKWV� WKH� VLWXDWLRQ� RI�

“separateness,”�and�underlines�an�important�spatial�context�for�the�story:�“The�most�
DVWRXQGLQJ�WKLQJ�ZDV�WKDW�WKH�PRVW�RUGLQDU\�VWUHHWFDU��EXPSLQJ�DORQJ�RQ�WKH�PRVW�

ordinary� trolley� tracks,�and�carrying�the�ordinary�citizens�going� from�one�section�
to�another,�ran�straight�into�the�place�of�our�misery.�Every�day,�and�several�times�a�
day,�we�had�these�witnesses”�(68).�The�repetition�of�“ordinary”�is�obsessive.�Rosa,�
D� E\�VWDQGHU�� D�KRSHOHVV� REVHUYHU�� D�YLFDULRXV�3ROH�� LV�FXW� RII� IURP� WKH� VSKHUH� RI�

the� “ordinary”� by� the� force� of� the� Nazi� decree.� Signi¿cantly,� one� ¿gure� behind�
the�window� Àiting�by� catches�her� attention� for� a�while:� it� is� a�woman�holding� a�
shopping�bag�with�a�head�of� lettuce� sticking�out�of� the� top.�For�a�brief�moment,�
Rosa�becomes�“the�woman�with�the�lettuce”�(69).�The�sentiment�is�fueled�not�only�
E\²XQGHUVWDQGDEOH� LQ� VXFK� D� VLWXDWLRQ²SK\VLFDO� KXQJHU�� EXW� DOVR� E\� D� SDLQIXO�

nostalgia�for�her�stolen�identity.�It�can�be�argued,�as�Gilman�(1)�does,�that�considered�
historically,�Jewish�self-hatred,�i.e.�reluctance�to�openly�manifest�one’s�Jewishness,�
was� an�effect� of�anti-Semitism—the�most�Àabbergasting�and�extreme� reaction� of�
VRPH�RI�WKH�PHPEHUV�RI�-HZLVK�GLDVSRULF�FRPPXQLWLHV�WR�WKH�KRVWLOLW\�VXUURXQGLQJ�

them.�This�paradoxical�phenomenon�can�be�explained�in�psychological�and�social�
WHUPV� DV� RFFXUULQJ� EHWZHHQ� DQ\� PLQRULW\� �RXWVLGHUV�� OLYLQJ�ZLWKLQ� D� GRPLQDWLQJ�

group� (insiders).� “Self-hatred� results� from�outsiders’� acceptance�of� the�mirage� of�
WKHPVHOYHV�JHQHUDWHG�E\�WKHLU�UHIHUHQFH�JURXS²WKDW�JURXS�LQ�VRFLHW\�ZKLFK�WKH\�VHH�

as�de¿ning�them—as�reality”�(Gilman�2).�In�a�situation�of�sanctioned�persecution,�
PHPEHUV� RI� WKH�GRZQWURGGHQ�FRPPXQLW\�FDQ� GHYHORS�D� VRPHZKDW� VFKL]RSKUHQLF�

strategy�that�consists�in�recognizing�exclusionary�practices�and�offensive�labels�as�
justi¿ed,�but�only�if�applied�to�a�certain�group�ZLWKLQ�the�oppressed.�This,�in�turn,�
establishes�the�degrees�of�being�stigmatized;�there�were,�for�instance,�different�kinds�
of�Jews�in�pre-war�Poland:�more�or�less�orthodox,�more�or�less�assimilated,�and�more�
or�less�alienated�from�Polish�culture.�Apparently,�in�Ozick’s�prose,�the�stigmatization�
of�Polish�Jews�leads�to�Rosa’s�re-writing�of�the�family�history�by�hiding�all�possible�
Semitic�traces�in�the�customs�and�tastes�of�the�family�members,�and�by�the�cultivated�
habit�of�frowning�upon�everything�that�is�associated�with�Jewishness.�At�the�same�
time,�however,�the�Lublin�family’s�hatred�of�Jews�(or,� in�fact,�their�self-hatred)�is�
not�fully�explored�in�the�novella,�and�it�remains�unclear�whether�the�sentiment�is�a�
SV\FKRORJLFDO�GHIHQVH�PHFKDQLVP�GHYHORSHG�LQ�D�KRVWLOH� VXUURXQGLQJ��RU�ZKHWKHU�
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LW�UHVXOWV�IURP�WKH�IDPLO\�KDYLQJ�QDWXUDOO\�PHUJHG�LQWR�WKH�IDEULF�RI�3ROLVK�VRFLHW\��

culture�and�language.�
� Before�deportation�to�a�concentration�camp,�Rosa�is�raped�(apparently�in�a�
brothel�for�Nazi�of¿cers)�and�conceives�a�child,�Magda.�Wrapped�in�the�eponymous�
“shawl,”� the� baby� accompanies� her� mother� behind� the� barbed� wire,� where� as� a�
substitute� for� nourishment,� desperately� trying� to� placate� the� baby’s� hunger,�Rosa�
gives�her�the�linen�shawl�to�chew�on.�In�what�Lawrence�L.�Langer�refers�to�as�the�
“Ur-moment”�of� the�narrative� (142),� a�concentration�camp�guard�kills�Magda�by�
forcefully�hitting�her�against�the�electri¿ed�fence.�The�witnessing�of�the�killing�is�
rendered�against�a�backdrop�of�silence:�“so�she�took�Magda’s�shawl�and�¿lled�her�
RZQ�PRXWK�ZLWK�LW��VWXIIHG�LW�LQ�DQG�VWXIIHG�LW�LQ��XQWLO�VKH�ZDV�VZDOORZLQJ�XS�WKH�

wolf’s�screech�and�tasting�the�cinnamon�and�almond�depth�of�Magda’s�saliva;�and�
Rosa�drank�Magda’s�shawl�until�it�dried”�(10).�The�mother’s�reaction�is�reduced�to�
silence,�which�from�now�on�is�inextricably�woven�into�Rosa’s�trauma.�Thus,�trauma�
and� silence� begin� to� dominate� the� woman’s� ability� to� articulate� anguish.� What�
UHPDLQV�LV�WKH�VKDZO��ZKLFK�LV�NHSW�IRU�\HDUV�WR�FRPH��VDFULOHJLRXVO\�ZRUVKLSSHG�OLNH�

D�UHOLF��DQG�IXQFWLRQLQJ�LQ�WKH�VHFRQG�SDUW�RI�WKH�VWRU\�OLNH�WKH�3URXVWLDQ�PDGHOHLQH�

that�summons�up�the�past.�Signi¿cantly,�while�the�fact�of�the�rape�is�never�subject�
WR�D� WRWDO� conscious� suppression� (“I�was� forced�by�a�German,� it’s� true,� and�more�
than�once,�but�I�was�too�sick�to�conceive”;�43),�the�identity�of�the�supposed�father�
is�consistently�altered.�(Years�later,�in�a�letter�written�to�her�dead�child,�whom�she�
obsessively�imagines�to�be�still�alive,�Rosa�claims�that�the�man’s�name�was�Andrzej.)�
The� eponymous� object� in� Ozick’s� narrative� generates� an� additional� (presumably�
intended)�set�of�signi¿cances�in�the�context�of�the�protagonist’s�ethnicity.�Providing�
warmth�and�faking�a�mother’s�teat�do�not�exhaust�the�scope�of�its�functions.�Neither�
is�it� a�mere�physical� reminder�of� the� lost�child.�Beyond�practicality� there� lurks�a�
strong�cultural�value.�The�book�is,�after�all,�also�a�reÀection�on�the�confused�Jewish�
identity.�Apart�from�being�a�visible�sign�that�the�person�wearing�it�enters�the�sphere�
RI�D�ULWXDO��WKH�WDOOLW��D�VKDZO�WUDGLWLRQDOO\�ZRUQ�ZKLOH�DWWHQGLQJ�-HZLVK�PRUQLQJ�RU�

HYHQLQJ�SUD\HU��FRQQRWHV�WKH�IDFW�RI�EHORQJLQJ�WR�D�SDUWLFXODU�HWKQLF�DQG�UHOLJLRXV�

tradition�(irrespective�of�the�fact�that�tallits�are�worn�by�men).�The�piece�of�material�
that�envelopes�Magda� is�in�all�probability�not�a� tallit,�but� if�considered� in�purely�
¿gurative�terms,�and�if�the�association�between�these�two�is�assumed�as�meaningful�
in�the�context�of� the�narrative�(as� it�may�be�by�an�interpreter),� the� shawl—which�
as�the�title�word�controls�and�uni¿es�all�the�elements�of�the�narrative—can�also�be�
seen�as�a�metaphor�of�the�suppressed�(i.e.�as�a�tallit�desacralized,�with�the�tradition�
WUXQFDWHG�from�it).�

Putting�aside�Svetlana�Boym’s�detailed�taxonomy�of�nostalgia�(notably,�her�
fundamental�distinction�between�so-called�“restorative”�and�“reÀective”�nostalgia)�as�
reaching�far�beyond�the�con¿nes�of�my�consideration�of�Ozick’s�narrative,�I�reference�
more�general�parameters�of�the�key�concept,�which�point�to�the�sentiments�of�“loss�
and�displacement,”�“a�romance�with�one’s�own�fantasy”�as�well�as�the�“cinematic�
image�of�nostalgia”�as�a�“superimposition�of�two�images—of�home�and�abroad,�of�
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past� and� present,� of�dream� and� everyday� life”� (Boym�7).�Yet� this�morphological�
PDSSLQJ�RI�QRVWDOJLD�WUDQVIHUUHG�DQG�DSSOLHG�WR�WKH�DQDO\VLV�RI�7KH�6KDZO��,�DUJXH��

LV� LQFRPSOHWH� ZKHQ� FRQVLGHUHG� VHSDUDWHO\� IURP� WKH� GHOLEHUDWH� RU� VHPL�FRQVFLRXV�

confusion� concerning� one’s� identity� (notably� self-hatred)� and� trauma� seen� as� the�
trigger�that�keeps�“reloading”�the�triple�engine�of�“nostalgic”�nightmares,�lies�and�
fantasies�that�the�story�of�the�Holocaust�survivor�exempli¿es.�Much�as�Boym’s�notion�
RI�QRVWDOJLD��SHUFHLYHG�E\�KHU�DV�WKH�V\PSWRP�RI�WKH�WZHQWLHWK�FHQWXU\��LV�FRUUHODWHG�

with�a�“new�understanding�of�time”�(8),�7KH�6KDZO’s�protagonist’s�nostalgia�is,�at�
least� to� a� certain� extent,� the� outcome� of� the� suppression� of� her� ethnic� roots� and�
a�manifestation� of� her� rebellion� against� the�workings� of� irreversible� history.�The�
sentiment�develops�alongside�trauma,�is�kept�alive,�and�feeds�on�“the�relationship�
EHWZHHQ� LQGLYLGXDO� ELRJUDSK\� DQG� WKH� ELRJUDSK\� RI� JURXSV� RU� QDWLRQV�� EHWZHHQ�

personal�and�collective�memory”�(Boym�9).�Still,�its�unique�character�grows�mainly�
on�Rosa’s�inability�to�come�to�terms�with�her�ethnic�origin.

Strangely,�Rosa’s�nostalgia�for�pre-war�Poland�and�her�life�as�a�fully�assimilated�
Jew�in�Polish�society�is�often�interpreted�by�American�critics�as�misdirected.�Victor�
Strandberg,�for�instance,�has�no�doubts�whatsoever�that�the�woman�“has�no�cultural�
VWUHQJWK�WR�GUDZ�XSRQ�LQ�WKH�IDFH�RI�KHU�WZR�+RORFDXVW�FDXVHG�REVHVVLRQV��KHU�GHDWK�

consciousness� and� her� propensity� to� live� in� fantasy� rather� in� reality”� (149).� The�
assertion�takes�it�for�granted�that�the�experience�of�the�concentration�camp�can�be�
overcome.�In�7KH�6KDZO�QRVWDOJLD�LV�D�GHIHQVH�PHFKDQLVP�DJDLQVW�WKH�ZRUNLQJ�RI�

trauma;� its� target,�however,� remains�beyond�control.�And� this� is�done� in�order� to�
demonstrate�that�a�consciously�controlled�variation�of�this�disposition�does�not�exist.�
Somehow�paradoxically,�Ozick’s�story�of�re-locations�and�dis-locations,�of�enforced�
and�self-imposed�labels,�of�being�“unconnected”�(47),�seems�to�defy�its�rigid�and�
common�classi¿cation�as�PHUHO\�Holocaust�¿ction.�While�it�is�justi¿ed�to�claim,�as�
Strandberg�does,�that�the�book’s�central�preoccupation�is�“the�annihilation�of…�[the]�
protagonist’s�Jewishness�under�the�pressures�of…�urgent�claims�of�identity”�(139),�
the�fact�that�before�the�war�she�consciously�chose�to�de¿ne�herself�as�a�Pole�cannot�
be�neglected,�or,�as�some�American�critics�tend�to�do,�deemphasized.�The�story�may�
DSSDUHQWO\�EH�UHDG�DV�D�VWDWHPHQW�RI�GLVDSSURYDO�RI�WKH�LGHD�RI�DVVLPLODWLRQ��ZKLFK��

QHYHUWKHOHVV��ZDV�WKH�IDFW�RI�OLIH�DPRQJ�VRPH�RI�WKH�3ROLVK�-HZV���HYHQ�WR�WKH�SRLQW�

of�implying�that�Rosa’s�UHDO�WUDJHG\�WRRN�SODFH�EHIRUH�WKH�+RORFDXVW��QDPHO\�ZKHQ�

she�turned�her�back�on�her�ethnic�origins.�Nevertheless,�as�Ozick�has�her�protagonist�
stubbornly�assert,�“you�can�be�a�Jew�if�you�like,�or�a�Gentile,�it’s�up�to�you.�You�have�
a�legacy�of�choice,�and�they�say�choice�is�the�only�true�freedom”�(43).�Therefore,�
any�strong�suggestion�that�only�a�return�to�one’s�Jewish�roots�brings�health�appears�
somewhat�risky�and�unconvincing.

For�reasons�that�are�understandable�(and�obvious),� it� is�tempting�to�locate�
Rosa’s� case� in� the� “conventional� therapeutic� paradigm� of� illness� and� recovery”�
(Langer�142).�The�experience�of� the�death�camp�and� the�murder�of�her�daughter,�
Magda,�cage�the�survivor�mother�in�a�forever�haunting,�traumatic�memory;�what�the�
VHFRQG�SDUW�RI�WKH�GLSW\FK�XQIROGV�PD\��WKHRUHWLFDOO\��EH�UHDG�DV�D�SDLQIXO�SURFHVV�



96 Jacek Partyka

of�her�coming�to�terms�with�the�fact�that�the�past�loss�is�irredeemable.�Such�a�trivial�
UHFRJQLWLRQ�� KRZHYHU�� GRHV� QRW�� LQ� DQ\� VDWLVIDFWRU\� ZD\�� UHQGHU� WKH� VXEWOHW\� RI�

Ozick’s�narrative.�In�his�critical�evaluation�of�7KH�6KDZO��LQ�D�PDQQHU�W\SLFDO�RI�KLP���

Langer�points�to�the�insuf¿ciency�of�the�¿ction�mode�to�adequately�render�Holocaust�
experience,�reminding�us�that�“[w]hen�ardor�of�art�trespasses�on�the�misery�of�mere�
experience,�it�prods�consciousness�to�enter�the�richer�domain�of�imagination”�(143).�
This�is�certainly�a�relevant�and�obvious�point�when�it�comes�to�a�story�which�has�
an�almost� fairy-tale-like�quality�in� the�language�and�atrocious� imagery�it� features�
(especially� in� its�¿rst�part,� “The�Shawl”).�And,� therefore,� instead�of�pursuing� the�
all-too-well�recognized�dilemmas�of�representation�of�Holocaust�experience,�Langer�
proposes�to�read�Ozick’s�prose�as�a�very�informative�investigation�into�an�intricate�
VHW�RI�ODQJXDJH�WUDSV��ZKLFK�DOO�WKH�PDLQ�FKDUDFWHUV�RI�7KH�6KDZO�are�implicated�in.�It�
can,�therefore,�be�argued�that�at�its�most�rudimentary�level,�Ozick’s�two-part�novella�
illustrates�different�processes�of�narrativizing�trauma,�in�which�language�constantly�
oscillates�between�the�“myth”�of�experience�(understood�as�a�mental�and�discursive�
VWUDWHJ\� WKDW�PDNHV�LW�SRVVLEOH�IRU�XV� WR�EHDU�WKH�XQEHDUDEOH��RU�WR�XQGHUVWDQG�WKH�

incomprehensible)�and�the�“truth”�of�experience�(treated�as�an�ideal�notion—hardly�
attainable,�but�discursively�useful).�One�of�the�instances�of�the�“outside”�narrative�at�
its�most�severe�is�the�very�beginning�of�the�second�part�of�the�book�(“Rosa”),�which�
HPXODWHV� WKH� ODQJXDJH� RI� WDEORLGV�� ZLWK� WKHLU� FKDUDFWHULVWLFDOO\� VWURQJ�� DUELWUDU\�

vocabulary:� “Rosa� Lublin,� a� madwoman� and� scavenger,� gave� up� her� store—she�
smashed�it�up�herself—and�moved�to�Miami”�(13).�Further�on,�the�tragedy�of�the�
SURWDJRQLVW� LV� V\QHFGRFKLFDOO\�� DQG� OLWHUDOO\�� UHGXFHG� WR� D� QHZVSDSHU� KHDGOLQH��

“WOMAN�AXES�HER�OWN�BIZ”�(18).�Besides,�and�even�more�importantly,�Rosa�
is�constantly�subject�to�analogical�“outside”�narrativization�in�her�intimate�relations.�
This�can�be�best�exempli¿ed�by�her�exchange�with�Persky,�a�Polish�Jew�who�was�
QRW�DIIHFWHG�E\�WKH�+RORFDXVW�DV�KH�PDQDJHG�WR�PDNH�LW�WR�$PHULFD�EHIRUH�WKH�ZDU�

HYHQ�VWDUWHG�

‘For�everything� there’s� a�bad�way�of�describing,�also�a�good�way.�You�
pick�the�good�way,�you�get�along�better.’
‘I�don’t�like�to�give�myself�lies,’�Rosa�said.
‘Life�is�short,�we�all�got�to�lie[.]’�(56)

The�attempt�to�reach�a�level�of�empathy�that�would�enable�at�least�VRPH�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�
of�the�scale�of�the�survivor’s�tragedy�consists�here�in�juggling�catchy�clichés,�which�
certainly� sustains�a�dif¿cult�dialogue�but�misses� the�core�of�Rosa’s�problem.�The�
ODQJXDJH�RI�FKHDS�FRQVRODWLRQ��HYHQ�ZKHQ�XVHG�ZLWK�JRRG�LQWHQWLRQV��LV�GHPRQVWUDWHG�

by�Ozick�as�a�mere�overlay,�which�does�not�contribute�to�the�healing�of�a�still-fresh�
psychological�wound.�But�the�irony�of�the�whole�situation�is�further�complicated�by�
the� simultaneous�workings�of�what�can�be� referred� to�as�“inside”�narrativization,�
ZKHUHE\� D� FRPSXOVLYH� OLDU²ZKHWKHU� IXOO\�FRQVFLRXVO\� RU�QRW²WULHV� WR� SDVV�DV� D�

person�hating�lies.
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Rosenberg’s� two� theoretical� proposals� (or� theses,� as� he� calls� them),� the�
“accommodationist”� and� the� “compartmentalist”� (x,� xi),� which� I� recall� at� the�
beginning�of�my�discussion,�seem�insuf¿cient�to�de¿ne�either�American�Jewish�or�
Polish�Jewish�identity�in�the�twentieth�century.�They�do�not�give�appropriate�weight�
to�the�signi¿cance�of� the�occasional�ebbs�and�Àows�of�American�and�Polish�anti-
Semitism;�do�not�recognize�the�importance�of�Holocaust�experience�in�the�process�of�
identity�formation;�and�¿nally,�do�not�take�into�serious�consideration�the�phenomenon�
of�Jewish�self-hatred.�Having�said�this,�I�do�not�intend�to�place�an�equals�sign�between�
WKH� PDQLIHVWDWLRQV� RI� -HZLVK� GLDVSRULF� LGHQWLW\� RQ� ERWK� VLGHV� RI� WKH�$WODQWLF²WR�

claim� so�would�be� a�gross� simpli¿cation.�Nevertheless,� the� two� identities�can� be�
investigated�with�the�use�of�the�same�(or�analogical)�variables.�Ozick’s�7KH�6KDZO²
the�literary�text�analyzed�here�as�an�apt�illustration�of�the�problem—brings�together�
DOO� WKH� DERYH�PHQWLRQHG� IDFWRUV�� WKXV� SURYLGLQJ� DQ� LQWHUHVWLQJ�� DOEHLW� XQREYLRXV��

perspective.�In�general,�the�identity�of�Jews�both�in�America�and�in�pre-war�Poland�
is�unavoidably�related�to�their�identi¿cation,�but�the�two�terms�do�not�overlap.�While�
WKH�ODWWHU�FRQYH\V�WKH�DFW�RI�QDPLQJ��ODEHOLQJ��DQG�SLJHRQKROLQJ�RWKHUV�VR�DV�WR�GLVSHO�

WKH� PLVW� RI� WKHLU� VWUDQJHQHVV� �UHIHUULQJ� WR� DSSHDUDQFHV� DQG� DULVLQJ� IURP� WKH�ZD\�

one�is�perceived�by�others,�which�assumes�the�form�of�“outsider”�narrativization),�
identity�is�an�inner�experience�of�self,�more�elusive,�opaque�and�therefore�not�easily�
de¿nable/describable�in�unequivocal�terms.�

As� it� seems,� apart� from� being� both� a� canonical� literary� reÀection� on�
Holocaust� trauma� and� an� example� of� the� relatively� poorly� represented� female�
perspective�on�Holocaust�experience,�7KH�6KDZO�strengthens�Hana�Wirth-Nesher’s�
strong�conviction� about�“the� impossibility�of� arriving�at� a�universally� acceptable�
de¿nition�of�who�is�a�Jew”�(3)�in�the�context�of�diaspora.�In�Ozick’s�narrative�it�is�
history,�not�one’s�sense�of�true�belonging,�that�arbitrary�(re)classi¿es�one’s�ethnicity�
and�identi¿cation.�Understood�paradigmatically,�the�case�of�Rosa�demonstrates�how�
LQ�WKH�WZHQWLHWK�FHQWXU\�-HZLVKQHVV��RU�SHUKDSV�LW�ZRXOG�EH�EHWWHU�WR�FRLQ�WKH�WHUP�

“post-Jewishness”)� was� formed� in� speci¿c� cultural� and� historical� circumstances,�
comprising� various� (often� conÀicting)� allegiances� and� ambivalences,� and� thus�
making�the�very�notion�far�from�stable�or�coherent.
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