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ABSTRACT 

How to be an alien in America? The answer, according to a sociologist, lies 

in the process of assimilation. By Park and Burgess, it is defined as "A process of 

interpenetration and fusion in which persons and groups acquire the memories, 

sentiments and attitudes of other persons or groups, and, by sharing their 

experience and history, are incorporated with them in a common cultural life"1.  

Assimilation takes place as a natural reaction to the encounter of different 

cultures and as such inevitably becomes a major issue in the 20th century America 

hosting huge waves of immigrants from all over the world, coming to the New 

World full of high hopes for new beginnings. Wandering for centuries as outcasts, 

Jews constitute an intriguing subgroup. Not only are some Jewish newcomers alien 

in their language, Yiddish peeking through their leaky English, they also do not 

conform in terms of their Judaic religion. Their cultural heritage clashes with the 

host culture of American WASPs and such a collision does not leave their 

Jewishness intact. The stories of immigrants are therefore essentially narratives of 

transformation.  

A key term in this discussion is one coined by Homi K. Bhabha, who, in his 

study on post-colonialism, claims the colonial subject, exposed to the dominant 

oppressor culture, acquires a “Double Vision”: Being nonimmune to the influence 

of the Other and at the same time unable to liberate themselves from the roots, the 

individual gets stuck in between. His relationship to the colonizer is inherently 

ambivalent, turning “from mimicry—a difference that is almost nothing but not 

quite—to menace—a difference that is almost total but not quite. This is what 

problematizes the concept of assimilation by pointing out it is not a 
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straightforward process necessarily terminating in complete adoption of the 

dominant culture.  

The constant tension between cultures and tension in individuals as the 

bearers of the cultures gave birth to a number of fascinating works of literature, 

introducing the question of assimilation. To give a full account of these is beyond 

the scope of this work; my thesis is going to concentrate on just two novels, 

selected upon the basis of their relevance to the introduced topic and their 

contrastive potential.  

The Rise of David Levinsky, published but a year after the end of the First 

World War, was written by Abraham Cahan, a Belarussian immigrant coming to 

America in 1882 with the massive wave of Russian immigration following the 

assassination of Czar Alexander II. This semi-autobiographical work reflects the 

dilemmas of a Jewish-American “self-made-man”, who, having made it in the world 

of American commerce, still finds himself torn apart between the American 

materialism and his spiritual roots. It is therefore a novel written by a first 

generation immigrant about a first generation immigrant. Philip Roth’s Portnoy’s 

Complaint, coming out in 1969, catapulted its author among literary celebrities. 

The controversy stirred by the novel owed much to the way the work depicts Jews 

and Jewish families. Born in Newark, New Jersey, Alex Portnoy, the main 

protagonist and narrator, belongs to a second generation of an immigrant family 

and as such his assimilation into the American society is seemingly well under way. 

As Alex‘s monologue unbounds, however, his problematic relationship towards the 

WASP other, which can be characterized as an explosive mixture a longing and 

loathing, is revealed.  
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My thesis is going to analyse The Rise of David Levinsky and Portnoy’s 

Complaint in terms of the degree of assimilation of their protagonists with 

reference to the definition stated above and the way they elude the definition, and 

subsequently compare and contrast both novels, taking into account the different 

degree of assimilation. The focus, therefore, is going to be on the content of the 

works, however, the form and structure will also be discussed where relevant. The 

first-person narration of both works, for instance, might be seen as underscoring 

the subjective knowledge of the individuals, unable to elevate themselves from 

their limited perspectives and thus inevitably unreliable judges of their own 

situations.  

 

ABSTRAKT 

Jak být mimozemšťanem v Americe? Z pohledu sociologa odpověď spočívá 

v procesu asimilace. Parks a Burgess ji definují jako „Proces interpenetrace a 

splynutí, kdy jednotlivci a skupiny získávají vzpomínky, naladění a postoje jiných 

jednotlivců či skupin, a prostřednictvím sdílené zkušenosti a historie jsou 

začleňování do společného kulturního života.“ 

Asimilace probíhá jakožto přirozená reakce na střet různých kultur a jako 

taková se nevyhnutelně dostává do centra dění v Americe dvacátého století, hostící 

vlny imigrantů přicházejících z celého světa s nadějí na nový začátek. Židé, po 

staletí se toulající jako vyděděnci, zde tvoří zajímavou podskupinu. Nejen že 

někteří Židovští přistěhovalci jsou odcizeni děravou angličtinou, skrz niž prosvítá 

jidiš; ale nezapadají ani co se týče Židovské víry. Jejich kulturní dědictví se střetává 

s domácí kulturou bílých Anglosaských protestantů a tato srážka neponechává 

jejich Židovství nedotčeno. Příběhy imigrantů jsou tak v zásadě příběhy proměny. 
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Klíčový pojem této diskuze pochází z dílny Homiho K. Bhaby, který ve své 

studii post-kolonialismu tvrdí, že koloniální poddaný, vystaven dominantní kultuře 

utlačovatele, získává „Dvojité vidění“: Jedinec, jenž není imunní vůči vlivu Jiného a 

zároveň je neschopen osvobodit se od vlastních kořenů, uvízne na pomezí. Jeho 

vztah ke kolonizátoru je nutně ambivalentní, alternující mezi „od mimikry—rozdíl, 

jenž je téměř nulový, ale ne zcela—a hrozbou—rozdíl, jenž je téměř absolutní, ale 

ne zcela.“ Koncept asimilace jakožto přímočarý proces nutně končící úplným 

osvojením dominantní kultury je zpochybněn. 

Neustálé mezikulturní napětí a napětí v jednotlivcích coby nositelích těchto 

kultur inspirovalo množství fascinujících literárních děl zabývajících se otázkou 

asilimace. Postihnout je v celé šíři je mimo záběr této práce; moje analýza se 

soustředí pouze na dva romány vybrané na základě jejich relevance k 

představenému tématu a srovnávacího potenciálu. 

Vzestup Davida Levinského, vydaný pouze rok od konce první světové války, 

napsal Abraham Cahan, běloruský imigrant kotvící v Americe v roce 1882 spolu s 

obrovskou ruskou imigrační vlnou následující atentát na cara Alexandra II. Toto 

polo-autobiografické dílo odráží dilemata Židovsko-Amerického “self-made-mana”, 

jenž prorazil v Americkém komerčním světě, stále je však rozerván vedví mezi 

Americkým materialismem a svými duchovními kořeny. Je to tedy román 

prvogeneračního imigranta o prvnogeneračním imigrantovi. Portnoyův komplex od 

Philipa Rotha, publikován v roce 1969, katapultoval svého autora mezi literární 

celebrity. Kontroverze rozdmýchaná tímto románem vděčí mnoho způsobu, jakým 

dílo vyobrazuje Židy a židovské rodiny. Hlavní postava a vypravěč Alex Portnoy, 

narozen v new jerseyském New Arku, pochází z rodiny druhogeneračního 

imigranta a jako takový je zdánlivě obstojně asimilován do Americké společnosti. 
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Alexův monolog však postupně odkrývá jeho problematický vztah k bílému 

Anglosaskému protestantskému Jinému, charakterizován explozivní směsicí touhy 

a nenávisti. 

                Má bakalářská práce analyzuje Vzestup Davida Levinského a Potnoyův 

komplex v otázce míry asimilace jejich hlavních postav, s ohledem na výše 

uvedenou definici a způsoby, jimiž se této definici vymykají. Poté srovnává a 

kontrastuje tyto romány a odlišnou míru asimilace hrdinů obou děl. Důraz je tedy 

kladen na obsah děl, ačkoli jejich forma a struktura bude v relevantních případech 

též posouzena.  Například ich-forma obou děl může podtrhovat subjektivní znalost 

jedinců neschopných povznést se nad svou omezenou perspektivu, což je činí 

nespolehlivými soudci vlastní situace. 
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PREFACE 

 This bachelor thesis deals with assimilation of Jewish American immigrants 

as portrayed in two works of literature, Abraham Cahan’s The Rise of David 

Levinsky1 and Philip Roth’s Portnoy’s Complaint2 with consideration of the different 

times of the their origin. The choice of the works is determined by their contrastive 

potential and high relevance to the Bhabhian concept in terms of the plot. My 

thesis analyses, compares and contrasts their main protagonists’ paths towards 

Americanization with all their falls and obstacles. 

The starting point of the analysis is the traditional definition of assimilation 

as formulated by the influential American sociologists Parks and Burgess, and a 

briefly summarized history of the Jewish immigration waves to America, placing 

the protagonists into respective time-frames and social contexts. The goal of the 

thesis is to problematize the traditional view of assimilation by introducing an 

alternative perspective. The methodological framework for the analysis is thus 

provided by the theory of Homi K. Bhabha as expressed in his article “Of Mimicry 

and Man”3. Although primarily dealing with postcolonial discourse, Bhabha’s 

points about the “mimicry” that a minority acquires in order to infiltrate the 

majority and the “double vision” which positions it in between the two cultures 

might be relevant to the situation of Jewish immigrants in America. The thesis is 

going to determine to what extent Bhabha’s theory is applicable to the two primary 

texts. 

 

1Abraham Cahan, The Rise of David Levinsky (New York: Penguin Books, 1993). All future 
references will be to this edition. 
2Philip Roth, Portnoy’s Complaint (New York: Fawcett Crest, 1969). All future references will be to 
this edition. 
3Homi K. Bhabha, “Of Mimicry and Man,” The Location of Culture (New York: Routledge, 2007). All 
future references will be to this edition. 
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INTRODUCTION 

I. Waves and Generations of the Jewish Immigration to America 

The beginning of Jewish immigration to the United States dates back to the 

16th century. The first Jews to set foot on the territory of today’s New York were of 

Sephardic origin and came from Southern America.4 Nevertheless, the first larger 

waves of Jewish immigration did not come until the 19th century.5 Between the 

years 1820 and 1920 migration constituted one of the major features of the life of 

European Jewish communities and the direction of it was almost exclusively 

westward: from places offering limited rights and freedom towards more open-

minded places offering more opportunities to their inhabitants. Since 1820, thanks 

to its economic and infrastructural growth, the United States became a sought-

after destination of Jewish immigration, triggered by European anti-Semitic 

pogroms as well as by the promise of better economic opportunities in the New 

World. The geographical sources of Jewish immigration varied markedly with time. 

Whereas from 1820 to 1870 the majority of the immigrants were of Central and 

Western European (mainly German) origin, after 1870 the immigrants came 

mainly from Eastern and Southern Europe.6 

Most of the Jewish immigrants were literate and mastered multiple 

languages, as next to Yiddish they also spoke the language of the land they came 

from, which might have brought them an advantage in acquiring English.7 

 

4Zubková K. (2008), Židovský New York, MA thesis, Prague, Charles University, Faculty of Arts, 

Blízký Východ a Afrika department, 7.  
5Hasia Diner, The Jews of the United States, 1645 to 2000. (University of Califomia Press, 2004) 76. 
6Moshe Davis and Isidore Meyer, ed., The Writing oj American Jewish History (New York: American 

Jewish Historical Society, 1957) 289. 
7Zubková, 13. 
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The first immigrants coming after 1820 were not only looked at haughtily 

both by the WASPs and the already long-established Sephardic Jews8 but not long 

after many of them started to prosper economically, thus improving their status in 

the society. The wave of educated German Jews after 1848 championed Jewish 

secularization and assimilation. The assimilation was aided also by Jewish 

participation on the War of Independence, which bolstered the feeling of being 

American in them.  

Echoing the attitude of Sephardic Jews fifty years earlier, the Central and 

Western European Jews viewed the arrival of the poor Eastern and Southern 

European Jews after 1870 as a threat to their position among the non-Jewish 

Americans. To solve the situation they decided to support the newcomers by 

founding financial and educational institutions which would help them to 

assimilate into the American society and thus the older generation became a model 

of how to become an American and at the same time stay Jewish.9 

This second wave of immigrants was caused mainly by the anti-Jewish 

pogroms following the assassination of the Russian Tsar Alexander II. These Jews 

had lived in closed and deeply religious communities and to America they usually 

came, unlike their predecessors, as complete families. In contrast to the German 

Jews they were characterized by strong communal feelings,10 which might have 

hindered their assimilation. It took time until the living conditions of the 

immigrants from the two major waves levelled and the second-wave immigrants  

 

 

8Stein, Robert: Jewish Americans (The Ivy Press Limited, 2002) 9.  
9Ira Wolfram, Jewish New York, Notable Neighborhoods and Memorable Moments (Universe 

Publishing, 2003) 17. 
10Moshe and Isidore, 391. 
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elevated themselves above their position of cheap labour, which often forced them 

to work during the Sabbath and abandon the Jewish tradition. 

Although the beginnings were hard and many Jewish immigrant families 

struggled to earn even the minimum wage, the social position of Jews could 

generally be characterized as steadily rising. While by 1915 65% of American 

Jewish population belonged to the working class, by 1935 the same portion of 

them had a “white collar” job.11 The second and third generation started moving 

from the city to the suburbs, gained better work positions, built synagogues and 

felt in no way as immigrants. For the second and third generation this was due to 

education. The emphasis on education traditionally associated with the Jewish 

culture acquired key significance after the arrival to America. It was no longer 

merely a question of religious learning, as America provided an opportunity for 

free secular education to everyone and first generation Jewish parents saw the 

education of their children as a promise of better future.12 

It was not easy for the orthodox Jews to retain the traditional way brought 

over from the European homeland. Part of them gave up the observation of Jewish 

religious life voluntarily in order to fit better into the new land, but part of the 

process was also caused by the absence of the closed shtetl communities usual in 

Europe—suddenly there was no one to encourage their piety13 and the 

comparatively liberal environment of America allowed everyone to be the kind of  

 

 

 

 

11Zubková, 50. 
12Susan A. Glenn. Daughters ofthe Shtetl. Life and Labor in the lmmigrant Generation (New York, 
Cornell University Press, 1990) 71. 
13Rose Cohen, Out ofthe Shadow. A Russian Girlhood on the Lower East Side (New York, Cornell 
University Press, 1995) 69. 
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Jew they decided to be and join whichever of the reformed congregations. 

Furthermore, in 18th century almost all schools in the United Stated were led by 

Protestants and the contact of Jews with Christianity caused loosening of some of 

the strict rules of Jewish tradition, such as the separation of men and women.14  

This loosening of the Jewish religious life inevitably went hand in hand with the 

question of Jewish identity. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

14Howard M. Sachar, A History ofthe Jews in America (New York, Random House Inc, 1992) 69. 
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II. Assimilation of the Jewish Immigration to America 

The sociologists Park and Burgess define assimilation as "A process of 

interpenetration and fusion in which persons and groups acquire the memories, 

sentiments and attitudes of other persons or groups, and, by sharing their 

experience and history, are incorporated with them in a common cultural life.”15 

The definition itself implies the crucial importance of time in the process of 

assimilation. For an immigrant to share the experience and history of the host 

nation, it is of course necessary to live on the new territory long enough to actually 

gain any experience whatsoever and witness part of the historical development as 

something that directly affects him or her. As Velký Sociologický Slovník16 adds, 

even though the term assimilation is associated primarily with social groups and 

their co-existence with other cultural communities, it can be spoken of even on the 

level of an individual.16 If the process of assimilation is at work within an 

individual’s life and is able to alter the person’s sense of identity in the course of 

decades, it is clear that across generations it is bound to be considerably 

pronounced. While for the first generation of Jewish immigrants it might be 

impossible to fully identify with the sentiment of the host country, since their 

roots, childhood memories and the way of upbringing reach back to the European 

shtehl, for the following generations this is going to be much easier. While the 

second generation spends their whole life on the new territory but still can absorb 

much of their parents’ non-American experience through narration, the third 

generation’s parents have already no direct experience and the old sentiments 

clashing with those of the host  

 

15Robert Ezra Pound, and Ernest W. Burgess, Introduction to Science of Sociology, (Chicago: UP, 
1969), 735. 
16 Miroslav Petrusek, et al., Velký Sociologický Slovník (Prague: Karolinum, 1996) 108. 
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country are becoming ever more distant. 

It is also important that assimilation has to be a both-sided process, which 

means it requires not only the immigrant group to adopt the host culture, but also 

the host society to accept this new element and no longer regard it as foreign and 

alien.14 In light of this, the anti-Semitic tendencies within the American society 

might be seen as a process running counter assimilation.  

Once we consider that the ultimate phase of the process occurs when the 

new members are incorporated into the society to the extent that they are no 

longer distinguishable from it,17 the problematic point of assimilation arises: as 

suggested by the way the definitions are put, the assessment of the degree of 

assimilation is largely done externally, based on how the individual appears to be 

on the outside. Therefore, this understanding of assimilation might neglect the fact 

that the exterior can greatly differ from the internal state of things and that the 

immigrants’ seeming acceptance of the host culture can have primarily practical 

purpose: to fit in, to gain certain social status and not to be regarded as the Other 

anymore. Should assimilation have such pragmatic motivation, the cultural values 

of the host community are likely not to be fully internalized by the immigrant, 

which leads us to Bhabha’s point about ambivalence and double vision.18 It is this 

external semblance that might correspond to what Bhabha calls “mimicry” in the 

colonial discourse. 

 

 

 

17Miroslav Petrusek, et al., Velký Sociologický Slovník (Prague: Karolinum, 1996) 108. 
18Homi K. Bhabha, The Location of Culture (London: Routledge, 2007) 122. 
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III. Applicability of Bhabha’s “Of Mimicry and Man” and Its Limits 

Bhabha opens his chapter “Of Mimicry and Man”19 by two quotations crucial 

for the understanding of his notion of the colonial “mimicry.” The first of them is by 

Jacques Lacan: 

Mimicry reveals something in so far as it is distinct from what might 

be called an itself that is behind. The effect of mimicry is camouflage. . 

. . It is not a question of harmonizing with the background, of 

becoming background, but against a mottled background, of 

becoming mottled – exactly like the technique of camouflage 

practised in human warfare.20 

The metaphor of warfare camouflage inherently contains an element of falsity and 

pretence. The individual is not in harmony with his environment, he only pretends 

to be so. In other words, his aim is to become invisible. To stand out brings the 

subject a disadvantage and threat and thus it is convenient to be as little 

conspicuous as possible. It is the desire to resemble those who have power, to 

become one of them.  

Although Bhabha’s point is concerned with the relationship of the colonial 

master and subject, the idea can well be transposed onto the immigrant discourse, 

where the distribution of power is very similar: The host society, being the 

majority and thus inevitably the bearer of standards and norms, is in possession of 

immense power over the minority. Whatever differs from these norms is going to 

be labelled not as an alternative, because such a label implies an even quantity of  

19Homi K. Bhabha, The Location of Culture (London: Routledge, 2007) 121-31. 
20Jacques Lacan, The Line and the Light, The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis, trans. A. 

Sheridan (London: 1977) 99.  
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both groups, but rather as deviation—something out of place. Therefore, although 

the dominant society is not legally superior to the minority as it is in the case of the 

colonial relationship, in the sense of establishing the standard it certainly has the 

privileged position. As to the quantity of the bearers of the culture, the colonial and 

the immigrant situation is reverse: in contrast to the former, where the subject 

largely outnumbers the master (at least in its homeland) and is pacified by means 

of oppression, the immigrant community is a minority and its inferior position 

springs from that mere fact. 

The second quotation comes from the pen of Edward Cust: “To give a colony 

the forms of independence is a mockery; she would not be a colony for a single 

hour if she could maintain an independent station.”21 As emphasized by this 

remark, one of the most important features of the colonial relationship is that it is 

enforced. If the subject changes as it adapts to this situation, it is not voluntarily 

but out of necessity. Similarly, in order to be socially and economically successful, 

the immigrant has no other choice than to submit to the cultural dictate of the 

majority. In light of this, the process of assimilation can be regarded a conscious 

strategy rather than a natural process happening unwittingly.  

In Bhabha’s words, “mimicry is the desire for a reformed, recognizable Other, 

as a subject of a difference that is almost the same, but not quite. Which is to say, 

that the discourse of mimicry is constructed around an ambivalence[...]”22 The 

colonial master is threatened by the difference he sees in the colonized and fears 

the unknown, and in order to diminish this menace, imposes a civilizing mission  

21Edward Cust, Reflections on West African Affairs … Addressed to the Colonial Office (London: 1983).  
22Bhabha 122. 
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upon the subject. In spite of this, the aim of the mission is not for the subject to be 

the same as the master, to become the master, as that would inevitably cause shifts 

in the distribution of power. Besides fear, what the otherness of the colonial 

subject arouses in the master is of course a sense of superiority. The subject must 

be civilized, assimilated, in order to be similar, not the same, but at the same time 

he must not penetrate to places where he is not welcomed. This situation 

paralleled in the immigrant discourse, where the dominant WASP society is 

uncomfortable about the (for example) Jewish difference but at the same time 

refuses to regard the Jews as its equals. In the Jewish American context this 

problem is complicated by yet another dimension: the Jewish notion of 

“chosenness.” One of the possible interpretations of the fact that according to the 

Bible the Jewish nation was chosen by God as the “holy nation” (Ex.19:6)23 is the 

superiority of the nation. According to Henri Atlan, the “chosenness” implies a 

state of perfect harmony between Israel and its god and it is important to add that 

“this perfect match, this mutual adaptation between a people and its god, had, of 

course, the immediate effect of differentiating that people from other peoples, 

separating it through the very act that established and defined it.”24 

From this it can be anticipated that although it is desirable for Jews to 

assimilate into the American society, they do not want to become fully American as 

they often view themselves as morally and intellectually superior.  

The ambivalence of “almost the same, but not quite” is aptly illustrated on  

 

23Exodus 19:6 
24Henri Atlan, “Chosen People,” Contemporary Jewish Religious Thought, ed. Arthur A. Cohen and 

Paul Mendes-Flohr (New York: The Free Press, 1987) 55. 
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the example introduced by Bhabha. He quotes Maculay’s “Minute on Education”, 

according to which the encounter between European culture and the colonial 

subject is bound to produce a “class of interpreters” between the ruler and the 

subject, “persons Indian in blood and colour, but English in tastes, in opinions, in 

morals and in intellect.”25 The effect, according to Bhabha, is a “flawed colonial 

mimesis, in which to be Anglicized is emphatically not to be English.”26 In the same 

way, about the situation of a Jewish immigrant one might suggest that to be 

Americanized is emphatically not to be American. The verb “to Americanize” 

suggests an action, a process, happening once the person does something, and does 

not necessarily mean that the person is something. The Jewish-Americans are thus 

under the threat of becoming “a class of interpreters” somewhere between the 

Jews and the Americans. They are neither the former nor the latter, they are the 

hyphen: “The menace of mimicry is its double vision.”27 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

25Bhabha, 124-125. 
26Bhabha, 125. 
27Bhabha, 126. 

 



21 
 

Chapter I: Shiksa as the Other 

Once investigating the Jewish immigrant’s relationship to the host country, 

his sexual life proves an important indicator, the evidence for which can be found 

in the growing rate of intermarriage linked to the increase of Jewish assimilation.28 

As illustrated by the two analysed works of literature, the fact that the individual is 

sexually attracted to the WASP other contributes immensely to his state of in-

betweenness. In its extreme, the obsession with the shiksa renders all sexual and 

marital candidates belonging to the Jewish race uninteresting and at the same time 

very often remains unrequited. Overly conscious of his conspicuousness, the 

individual often imagines that the reason for the attraction to the WASP 

counterpart and its rejection on the woman’s part are identical: the otherness and 

the unknown – the interest in it or the fear of it. Therefore, successful sexual 

relations can be seen as a motivation for assimilation, as the individual believes 

that to become indistinguishable from the majority will provide him access to 

intimate contact with the other.  

 

I.I Levinsky’s Americanized “Bridies”29 

As regards their relationship to women, there are both striking similarities 

and profound differences between the two protagonists, Levinsky and Portnoy. 

Both sharing the same religious background, they are, naturally, both stigmatized 

by the religion’s rather restricted approach to sex. The sense of prohibition colours 

every sexual thought of both protagonists, the difference being that while Levinsky 

is a an Orthodox Talmudist born in a poor provincial part of the absolutist Russia  

28Erich Rosenthal, “Studies of Jewish Intermarriage in the United States”, The American Jewish 
Yearbook vol. 64, JSTOR 8, 14 May 2015.  
29Cahan, 293. 
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in the latter half of the nineteenth century, Portnoy is a largely assimilated Jewish 

American boy living in the comparatively liberal American environment of the 

forties, fifties and sixties. Thus, while Portnoy is, by his conservative parents, not 

supposed to look for partners among non-Jewish women, for Levinsky the ban 

applies to women in general: "’Remember, David, He who looks even at the little 

finger of a woman is as guilty as though he looked at a woman that is wholly 

naked,'"30 Reb Sender warns the young and unexperienced Levinsky. And similarly 

to Portnoy, also Levinsky soon comes to distinguish the two kinds of love—the 

spiritual and the physical:  

Kissing meant being fond of one. I enjoyed kissing my mother, for 

instance. Now, I certainly was not fond of Esther. I was sure that I hated 

her. Why, then, was I impelled to kiss her? How could I hate and be fond of 

her at once? I went on reasoning it out, Talmud fashion, till I arrived at the 

conclusion that there were two kinds of kisses: the kiss of affection and 

the kiss of Satan.31 

Therefore, Considering Levinsky’s upbringing, courting a non-Jewish woman 

would perhaps present too big an offence. This conviction seems to be deeply 

inbred into his consciousness, as even much later in his life, when he is highly 

Americanized and living a completely secular life in America, he rejects an 

otherwise likable woman upon the grounds of her non-Jewish origin: "It's really a 

pity that there is the chasm of race between us. Otherwise I don't see why we 

couldn't be happy together […] real happiness in a case like this is perhaps not the  

 

 

30Cahan, 39. 
31Cahan, 44. 
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rule, but the exception. That chasm continues to yawn throughout the couple's 

married life, I suppose."32 

Despite his religious apprehensions, it needs to be pointed out that all 

women he takes interest in, whether his love is requited or platonic, are without an 

exception Westernized or Americanized. The liking of the WASPs, the primary 

token of which is the mastery of the English language, seems to be intertwined 

with the feeling of inferiority to them: “People who were born to speak English 

were superior beings. Even among fallen women I would seek those who were real 

Americans.”33 The remark about the prostitutes provides a particular evidence for 

this fact, as even the immense loathing Levinsky feels towards this kind of women 

is outweighed by their American origin.  As regards his more serious relationships, 

in his first beloved, the upper-class Antomir girl Matilda, it is precisely her non-

Jewish looks, upbringing and worldly education that seems to attract Levinsky:  

I had heard, for example, that Matilda had received her early education in 

a boarding-school in Germany […]; that she had subsequently studied 

Russian and other subjects under Russian tutors at home; and that her 

two brothers, who were younger than she, were at the local Russian 

gymnasium, or high school. I had heard, also, that Matilda was very pretty. 

That she was well dressed went without saying. All this both fascinated 

and cowed me.34 

Similarly inclined towards the Gentile world is Levinsky’s second love Dora, who,  

 

32Cahan, 528. 
33Cahan,176. 
34Cahan, 66. 
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although a Jewish wife, displays great interest in the American language and 

culture, up to the extent that she competes with her American-born daughter:  

To be educated and an "American lady" had, thanks to Lucy's influence, 

become the great passion of her life. It almost amounted to an obsession. 

She thought me educated and a good deal of an American, so she looked 

up to me and would listen to my harangues reverently.35 

 So far, sexuality has been linked to assimilation in the sense that the latter is 

a motivation for the former, but the connection between these two is even more 

complicated. As Leslie Fiedler suggests, the tragedy of Levinsky’s sexual life lies in 

unfortunate timing. Throughout his life, the protagonists goes through different 

phases of his assimilation to the American model and according to this critique, he 

happens to love each of his women in a phase which prevents him from attaining 

his beloved: 

Each failure of David Levinsky at winning a woman (and the book is in 

effect a tally of such failures) is given a symbolic social meaning. He does 

not get Matilda, his first love whom he desires still in Europe, because he 

is not yet sufficiently emancipated from his Talmudic training; he cannot 

keep Dora, the wife of a friend with whom he carries on an inconclusive 

affair, because he has stepped outside the Jewish family and cannot 

smuggle his way back in; he cannot win Anna Tevkin, young socialist and 

a daughter of an eminent Hebrew poet, because he has learned to sing 

THE STAR-SPANGLED BANNER with tears in his eyes, because he is a 

‘Good American.’”36 

 

36Leslie Fiedler, "The Jew in American Literature," Collected Essays, Vol. II (New York: Stein and 
Day, 1971), 77-79. 
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In light of this, Levinsky’s unsuccessful love life can, at the first glance, appear 

as mere bad luck, but once we consider his sexual behaviour in the novel as a 

whole, we cannot overlook the fact that his choices follow a certain pattern. In 

examining the possible reasons of why David seems to be only able to love women 

he cannot have, Sanford E. Marovitz suggests that he had constructed an ideal 

woman that cannot be found in reality.37 It may be because he had lived so long in 

the world that heavily prohibited sexual relations that in the development of his 

sexuality Levinsky had to make do with his own fantasy and thus have gone too far 

in imagining before having any chance to challenge the fantasy with reality. In this 

way, he managed to mythologize the female sex to the extent that, once finally 

confronted with real relationships, his myth makes it impossible to find a woman 

which would satisfy his needs. According to Jules Zanger,  

each of the women whom David contemplates marrying represents a 

particular and limited aspect of the totality he seeks. […] Matilda 

represents for him the Haskalah, the Enlightenment of the Jewish 

intellectual, Gussie, the money he desires, Dora, the maternal-erotic figure 

so dear to the Jewish-American imagination, Fannie, the return to the 

orthodoxy and religion, Anna, the life of poetry and romance, the Gentile 

woman, the last gesture of the greenhorn toward Americanization.38 

37Sanford E. Marovitz, “The Lonely New Americans of Abraham Cahan,” American Quarterly Vol. 20, 
No. 2, Part 1 (1968), 207 JSTOR 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/2711031?Search=yes&resultItemClick=true&searchText=sanford&se
archText=marovitz&searchText=levinsky&searchUri=%2Faction%2FdoBasicSearch%3FQuery%3
Dsanford%2Bmarovitz%2Blevinsky%26amp%3Bprq%3Dsanford%2Be%2Bmarovitz%2Blevinsky
%26amp%3Bgroup%3Dnone%26amp%3Bhp%3D25%26amp%3Bfc%3Doff%26amp%3Bso%3Dr
el%26amp%3Bacc%3Don%26amp%3Bwc%3Don&seq=12#page_scan_tab_contents 8 July 2015. 
38Jules Zanger, “David Levinsky: Master of Pilpul,” Papers on Language & Literature Vol. 13 Issue 3 

(1977) 283, Ebsco 

http://web.b.ebscohost.com.ezproxy.is.cuni.cz/ehost/detail/detail?vid=21&sid=17e7cd60-36f3-

408e-a52e-

2835ee5e522c%40sessionmgr198&hid=115&bdata=Jmxhbmc9Y3Mmc2l0ZT1laG9zdC1saXZl#db=

a9h&AN=7729185 10 May 2015. 
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The reason why The Rise of David Levinsky does not dedicate as much 

attention to sexuality as Portnoy’s Complaint does is a literary historical one. While 

The latter is a product of the generally sexually liberated sixties and even then 

managed to stir much controversy over its allegedly obscene nature, The Rise of 

David Levinsky was written in 1917 when the literary convention went against the 

portrayal of sex.39 

 

I.II Portnoy’s Sexual Superstars 

Alexander Portnoy, the main protagonist of Portnoy’s Complaint, 

experienced sexual relationship exclusively with Gentile women. Desiring the 

blond WASP girls since his childhood, he has not been interested in any other and 

he even succeeded with some American women, yet it soon becomes clear that this 

relationship is far from straightforward: “What I’m saying, Doctor, is that I don’t 

seem to stick my dick up these girls, as much as I stick it up to their backgrounds—

as though through fucking I will discover America. Conquer America—maybe 

that’s more like it.”40 In light of this, it might be inferred that through his sexual 

relationships with the American women Alex is securing his ties with the whole 

American culture and his position in it. 

In search of the roots of Portnoy’s shiksa obsession, one might, in the spirit 

of Freudian analysis providing the situational framework of the novel, look as far 

back as to his childhood. From what he tells the psychiatrist about his family 

background, it is clear that his childhood world was ruled by strict regulations and 

bans which his parents built up in replacement for their faded religious faith. “She  

39Justin Quinn, et al., Lectures on American Literature (Prague: Karolinum, 2011) 262. 
40Philip Roth, Portnoy’s Complaint (New York: Fawcett Crest, 1969) 265. 
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was so deeply imbedded in my consciousness that for the first year of school I 

seem to have believed that each of my teachers was my mother in disguise,”41Alex 

opens up the novel and at the same time the possible reasons of what is going to 

follow throughout his whole confession. The judgemental gaze of his parents, 

whether real or obsessively imagined, seems to follow him even into his adulthood 

and therefore when he desires WASP women, what he desires is to transgress, to 

taste the forbidden fruit and do “the most  terrible thing you can think of: [to take] 

what [he is] not supposed to have.”42 The transgression then by rule proves to be a 

double-edged sword, as the satisfaction and pleasure is ever coloured by feelings 

of guilt and self-loathing. This paradox contributes to Alex’s in-betweenness, as he 

at the same time wants to break free from the strict and frigid domestic rules, but 

doing so he only discovers that these rules are deeply inbred in his psyche and to 

get rid of them proves as impossible as to change his Jewish physical appearance. 

At this realization he cannot help asking desperately: “what my conscience, so-

called, has done to my sexuality, my spontaneity, my courage!” 43 

Although the WASP women have been Alex’s life-long lust object, their 

image maintained by him seems to be highly inaccurate. Far from regarding them 

as independent human beings, the prototypical shiksa of his dreams is represented 

by an imaginary sexual superstar named Thereal McCoy (pun intended) into whom 

he projects all his sexual fantasies:  

She pours maple syrup out of the Log Cabin can and then licks it from my  

 

 

41Roth, 1. 
42Roth, 94. 
43Roth, 138-9. 
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tender balls until they’re clean again as a little baby boy’s. Her favourite 

line of English prose is a masterpiece: ‘Fuck my pussy, Fuckface, till I 

faint.’ When I fart in the bathtub, she kneels naked on the tile floor, leans 

all the way over and kisses the bubbles […] She puts ice cubes in her 

mouth until her tongue and lips are freezing, then sucks me off—then 

switches to hot tea! Everything, everything I have ever thought of, she has 

thought of too, and will do.44 

This wildly unrealistic idea was formed by Alex when he was only twelve-year-old 

and probably has not come into direct contact with WASP women, given that he 

lived in an exclusively Jewish neighbourhood and attended a high school “whose 

faculty and student body were about ninety-five percent Jewish.”45 It is therefore 

Thereal McCoy who Alex is chasing around the ice ring in New Jersey and from 

whom he desperately wants to conceal his Jewish origin, given away by his name 

and big nose. The source of his unrealistic notions might have to do with the fact 

that the era in which he lives is already largely influenced by mass media, namely 

radio and television. Alex calls himself “a child of the forties, of network radio”46 at 

one point, and, as Barry Gross argues, popular culture “brings the 

gentile/American world, otherwise a far country indeed, into the Portnoy home, 

too late to have any effect on Jake and Sophie but just in time to condition 

Alexander utterly.”46 Indeed, the first shiksas who Alex encounters, and who form 

his image of these, are not the women he meets in the streets of New Jersey but the 

actresses on television: “what looked like movie stars to everyone else were just  

 

 

 

44Roth, 147. 
45Roth, 60. 
46Roth, 265. 
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different kinds of shikses to me.”47 Ironically enough, even when Alex later 

encounters a shiksa fitting his imagination—the beautiful, sensuous, sexually 

daring Monkey, the reason why he eventually terminates this relationship is her 

vulgar simplicity and lack of education. To complete the picture of cultural 

barriers, it should be pointed out that WASP women’s picture of Jewish men, as 

depicted in the novel, mirrors Alex’s in terms of inaccuracy and stereotypicality. 

What a regular shiksa as represented by the Monkey tends to believe about a Jew is 

that  

this knight turns out to be none other than a brainy, balding, beaky Jew, 

with a strong social conscience and black hair on his balls, who neither 

drinks nor gambles nor keeps show girls on the side; a man guaranteed to 

give them kiddies to rear and Kafka to read—a regular domestic Messiah! 

48 

The Monkey, whose history as regards relationships is characterized by insecurity 

and abuse, projects this idealistic fantasy into Alex, who she hopes will educate her 

and save her. Again, the clash of this fantasy with reality is what estranges her 

from him. This only confirms what Frederick Cope Jaher asserts in his essay “The 

Quest for the Ultimate Shiksa”:  

Studies in the social and psychological dynamics of interfaith courtship 

suggest that Jewish males and Christian females are often drawn together 

because they have stereotyped views or fantasies about romantic 

partners from the other faith. Accordingly, Jewish men appeal to Christian  

 

 

47Roth, 184.  
48Roth, 172. 
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women as mysterious outsiders, domestic messiahs, and modern heroes 

or antiheroes. The former are attracted to the latter as exotic sirens, 

femmes fatales, humble servants, Christian saints, victims, and American 

goddesses.49 

Once we consider Portnoy with reference to the proposed ideal of a shiksa as either 

the innocent girl with a privileged American background or the carnal whore, we 

can see that he tried his luck with both, the Pilgrim representing the former type, 

the Monkey the latter.50 Not surprisingly, both failed to satisfy him and thus he 

does justice to Freud’s essay he mentions to the psychiatrist:  

It is necessary that the two currents of feeling be united: the tender, 

affectionate feelings, and the sensuous feelings. And in many instances 

this just doesn’t happen, sad to say, ‘Where such men love they have no 

desire, and where they desire they cannot love.’51 

 Another obstacle on Alex’s way towards a healthy relationship to women is, 

too, anchored in his cultural and religious insecurity. Although desiring shiksas and 

desperately trying to conceal his Jewish background in front of them, once it comes 

to a serious commitment, these women’s ultimate failure in Alex’s eyes is 

paradoxically their non-Jewish origin. When, based upon a fake alarm about Kay 

Campbell’s pregnancy, the couple starts planning marriage, Alex considers it  

 

 

 

49Frederick Cople Jaher. "The Quest for the Ultimate Shiksa", American Quarterly Vol. 35, No. 5 

(1983), 520.  JSTOR 

<http://www.jstor.org/stable/2712814?Search=yes&resultItemClick=true&searchText=portnoy%

27s&searchText=complaint&searchUri=%2Faction%2FdoBasicSearch%3FQuery%3Dportnoy%25

27s%2Bcomplaint%26amp%3Bacc%3Don%26amp%3Bwc%3Don%26amp%3Bfc%3Doff%26amp

%3Bgroup%3Dnone&seq=2#page_scan_tab_contents> 12 March 2015. 
50Jaher, 540. 
51Roth, 209. 
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natural that Kay should convert to Judaism. It is her plainly spoken answer “Why 

would I want to do a thing like that?”52 that terminates Alex’s interest in this girl. 

Thanks to her remark, he comes to the astonishing realization that, after all, he is 

not entirely indifferent to his religious upbringing: “How could feel a wound in a 

place where I was not even vulnerable?”53 Whether there is an individual or a 

group in question, one can only construct one’s own identity against the 

background of something else. In other words, to ascertain what one is is just as 

important as to figure out what one is not. Therefore, once intimidated from the 

outside, one is apt to define one’s identity more sharply in order to set the 

borderline between his personal space and the outer world. Thus, Alex is not 

aware or his religious sensitivity until it is attacked from the outside.  

  

 Looking at the matter from the perspective of “mimicry”, the attraction to 

WASP women can be seen as a form of external camouflage. While other traits that 

are going to be discussed in this thesis are predominantly physical or linguistic 

attributes of the immigrants themselves, to seek an American woman is to mask 

oneself using a stage prop. In case of Levinsky, his Russian origin puts a 

relationship with an American woman out of the question, but his attraction to 

Americanized women reveals his desire to be viewed as an American by the others. 

Portnoy, being American-born, on the other hand considers an American woman 

the only option, but this choice is hindered by the persistent guilt he suffers as a 

result of his narrow-minded upbringing. Thus the camouflage of neither of them is  

 

52Roth, 260. 
53Roth, 260-1. 
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perfect, placing the two protagonists to the infinite space between their Jewish and 

their Americanized identity.  
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Chapter II: The Materiality 

II.I Levinsky’s Religion of Money 

Having established that seeking Americanized Jewish women serves as a 

means of securing ties with the host world and displays the attraction of the 

protagonist to the secular world, it is important to say that women are not the only 

way through which Levinsky tries to infiltrate the American society. Being a poor 

“greenhorn” peddler, there were meagre chances of the WASPs recognizing him as 

their equal, but as his financial situation improves, along with the money he is 

starting to enjoy more and more social acceptance. Along with the language and 

shabby appearance, the financial gap between him and the domestic population is 

seen by him as one of the main obstacles on his way towards mingling with these 

people and becoming indistinguishable from them. Mesmerized by the abrupt 

success, the desire for money comes to replace his religious faith and he almost 

believes that it can buy him anything, but since such a tie to the host world is 

purely material and acutely lacks profundity, it is convicted to remain mere 

“mimicry”, in Bhabha’s use of the word.  

The motivation of an immigrant wishing to assimilate is in Levinsky’s case 

intensified by the fact that he is arguably a materialist by nature. Although initially 

a spiritual man and a devout student of Talmud, throughout his life he displays 

numerous signs of materialistic character, especially in relation to other people. 

The first hints at this weakness of his are provided already towards the beginning 

of the novel in connection with his mother’s death. Although desolate over losing 

his closest person, Levinsky obviously enjoys the attention the incident at the 

Horse Market brings him and relishes in self-pity. Indeed, the concern about his 

lodgings and food seems to prevail over the mourning and Levinsky starts to 
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exploit his mother’s death as a means of winning people’s sympathy, which at one 

point he even openly admits: “I had developed a relish for flaunting my 

martyrdom, for being an object of pity.”54 This is perhaps excusable when he is still 

a boy (although, being the age of sixteen, he is not that young either), but less so 

when he continues using this trick in his adulthood, trying to get financial support 

from Mr. Even:  

‘I am David Levinsky, the “green one” you befriended four and a half years 

ago. Don't you remember me, Mr. Even? It was in this very place where I 

had the good fortune to make your acquaintance. I'm the son of the 

woman who was killed by Gentiles, in Antomir,’ I added, mournfully.”55 

In search for the possible reason for his materialistic disposition, one might 

look back into Levinsky’s background and upbringing. The financial situation he 

and his mother found themselves in when he lived in Antomir bordered with a 

struggle for survival:  

Antomir, which then boasted eighty thousand inhabitants, was a town in 

which a few thousand rubles was considered wealth, and we were among 

the humblest and poorest in it. The bulk of the population lived on less 

than fifty copecks (twenty−five cents) a day, and that was difficult to earn. 

A hunk of rye bread and a bit of herring or cheese constituted a meal. A 

quarter of a copeck (an eighth of a cent) was a coin with which one 

purchased a few crumbs of pot−cheese or some boiled water for tea. […] A  

 

 

54Cahan, 18-19. 
55Cahan, 213. 
56Cahan, 7. 
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white starched collar was an attribute of "aristocracy." Children had to 

nag their mothers for a piece of bread.56 

The desperate situation defined Levinsky’s whole life in the town, as it put him in 

the humiliating position of asking for charity and earned him bullying from 

malicious teachers who vented their frustrations on the dispossessed children. 

Consideration of these circumstances in the context of Levinsky’s entire life and 

character renders Sanford E. Marovitz’s argument extremely plausible:  

It is not America, then, that turns Levinsky from Judaism, but the adverse 

circumstances of his situation in Russia. His secularization, or, as John 

Hingham has suggested, his "Americanization," begins to lead him to the 

New World [...] [H]e lacked material comfort, and thus when the 

opportunity to acquire wealth arose, he reacted almost violently to it and 

became insatiable in his demands.57 

Having found himself in extreme conditions as a child, managing to rise from the 

gutters, he reaches for yet another extreme, this time on the opposite end of the 

spectrum.  

  

 

56Cahan, 7. 
57Sanford E. Marovitz, “The Lonely New Americans of Abraham Cahan.” American Quarterly Vol. 20, 
No. 2, Part 1 (1968) 205 JSTOR 
<http://www.jstor.org/stable/2711031?Search=yes&resultItemClick=true&searchText=It&search
Text=is&searchText=not&searchText=America,&searchText=then,&searchText=that&searchText=t
urns&searchText=Levinsky&searchText=from&searchText=Judaism,&searchText=but&searchText
=the&searchText=adverse&searchText=circumstances&searchText=of&searchText=his&searchTex
t=situation&searchText=in&searchText=Russia&searchUri=%2Faction%2FdoBasicSearch%3FQuer
y%3DIt%2Bis%2Bnot%2BAmerica%252C%2Bthen%252C%2Bthat%2Bturns%2BLevinsky%2Bfr
om%2BJudaism%252C%2Bbut%2Bthe%2Badverse%2Bcircumstances%2Bof%2Bhis%2Bsituatio
n%2Bin%2BRussia%26amp%3Bprq%3Dsanford%2Be.%2Bmarovitz%26amp%3Bgroup%3Dnone
%26amp%3Bhp%3D25%26amp%3Bacc%3Don%26amp%3Bwc%3Don%26amp%3Bfc%3Doff%2
6amp%3Bso%3Drel&seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents> 8 August 2015.  
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As was mentioned before, in his youth Levinsky was immensely devout to 

his religion. The worship and Talmudic studies constitute the foundation of his life 

and occupy the absolute majority of his time, energy, and interest. After coming to 

America and being under the influence of the secular culture, he gradually 

abandons his religious life, which inevitably creates a void space in his value 

system calling for being filled. First, Levinsky turns his attention to secular 

education and when the opportunity presents itself, he readily replaces the dream 

of studies with the pursuit of success in the business world. The fact that both  

function as a surrogate for Levinsky’s lost God is supported also by the fact that he 

frequently uses religious vocabulary in connection with these notions. Thus, the 

City College comes to be labelled as “the temple”58 and his first experience with a 

business meeting in a luxurious restaurant is described as the “first baptism of 

dismay.”59 In consequence, instead of attending the synagogue out of religiousness, 

Levinsky settles on donating financial sums to it and considers thus his religious 

duties fulfilled.  

 Although heavily influenced by the American environment, as a “greenhorn” 

in this tumultuous world Levinsky often jumps to inaccurate conclusions. During 

his first American days the elections are just taking place, which gives him an 

opportunity to witness some of the unclean practices of politics, unfamiliar to him 

not only in America but also in his homeland:  

There was no such thing as political life in the Russia of that period […] As 

a consequence a great many of our immigrants landed in America  

 

58Cahan, 145. 
59Cahan, 259. 
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absolutely ignorant of the meaning of citizenship […] [The experience 

gained in America] taught them that a vote was something to be sold for 

two or three dollars, with the prospect of future favors into the bargain, 

and that a politician was a specialist in doing people favors. Favors, favors, 

favors! I heard the word so often, in connection with politics, that the two 

words became inseparable in my mind. A politician was a "master of 

favors," as my native tongue would have it.60 

Assured that it is a common practice, Levinsky readily incorporates this notion into 

his view of how one should successfully live in America. Although no major 

deceptions are explicitly mentioned in connection with his business, he definitely 

practices bribery as a means to win women. When the courting to Anna Tevkin 

proves to bear little fruit, Levinsky desperately attempts to attract his beloved with 

the only thing he feels confident about and tries to bribe her with a donation for 

her favourite periodical of which he himself has little interest:  

Suppose a commonplace business man like myself offered you a check for 

Minority," I once said to Anna. 

"A check for Minority?" she echoed, with joyful surprise. "Well, it would be 

accepted with thanks, of course, but you would first have to withdraw the 

libel 'the commonplace business man.' Another condition is that you must 

promise to read the magazine." As I was making out the check I told her 

that I had read some issues of it and that I "solemnly swore" to read it 

regularly now. That I had found it an unqualified bore I omitted to 

announce.61 

60Cahan, 133. 
61Cahan, 405. 
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On another occasion, when Dora visits him in his factory, he tries to impress her by 

his luxurious premises: “It would have been natural for me to take her out by way 

of my private little corridor, but I preferred to pilot her through my luxurious 

show-rooms.” And the very same trick is then used with Matilda, in front of whom 

he boasts of his accomplishments during the encounter in the theatre. There is a 

certain amount of irony in the fact that he has nothing but contempt and loathing 

to the prostitutes (“The underworld women I met, the humdrum filth of their life, 

and their matter-of-fact, business-like attitude toward it never ceased to shock and 

repel me. I never left a creature of this kind without abominating her and 

myself”62) but he approaches the women he respects in the same manner – by 

trying to buy them. His incorrect understanding of the country to which he came 

fills him with a false sense of belonging which sooner or later must reveal to him 

with the painful realization that he does not really belong anywhere anymore. 

 For how could he possibly be able to maintain any connection with his 

homeland when the principal criterion for judging people seems to be their 

wealth?  

I looked upon poor people with more contempt than ever. I still called 

them "misfits," in a Darwinian sense. The removal of my business to 

Broadway was an official confirmation of my being one of the fittest, and 

those golden inscriptions on my two office doors seemed to proclaim it 

solemnly.63 

 

 

62Cahan, 125. 
63Cahan, 347. 
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This superficial worldview is not adopted by him once he elevates himself into the 

privileged class but is already maintained by him while just a poor Russian boy. His 

financial situation makes him regard himself inferior to people of the higher 

classes and the chasm between him and Matilda is as much cultural as it is 

material: 

There were centuries of difference between her and myself, not to speak 

of the economic chasm that separated us. To me she was an aristocrat, 

while I was a poor, wretched "day" eater, a cross between a beggar and a 

recluse. I dared not even look at her. 64 

Firmly convinced of the validity of this attitude, sometimes he is unable to make 

sense out of the reality conflicting with his twisted notions and finds himself 

utterly perplexed by the fact that “school-teachers or writers, or beginning 

physicians, perhaps,” making “less than one-third of what [he] pay[s] Bender”65 are 

more successful with a fancied woman than he is. Being presented with the 

opportunity to amend his inferiority complex, he relishes in his worldly success up 

to the point where he actually defines himself by the amount of money on his bank 

account ("These people have no idea that I am worth a hundred dollars."66) and 

thus irretrievably cuts himself from his past. 

 The fact that he no longer belongs to the poor Antomir world is perhaps the 

most aptly illustrated by the scene in the restaurant to which he invites his fellow 

travel companion, Gitelson, and although these two share a strong emotional 

experience, they are no longer able to connect with each other on the human level:  

 

64Cahan, 69. 
65Cahan, 430. 
66Cahan, 166. 
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There was something forced, studied, in the way I uttered these words. I 

was disgusted with my own voice. Gitelson only simpered. He drained his 

glass, and the champagne, to which he was not accustomed, made him 

tipsy at once. […] I realized that I had made a mistake—that I should have 

taken him to a more modest restaurant. But then the chasm between him 

and me seemed to be too wide for us to celebrate as ship brothers in any 

place.67 

Levinsky surely is detached from his native community, but that does not mean he 

has no links to it left. As the novel is written in English, one might grow oblivious of 

it, but the occasional references to the fact that someone said a specific remark in 

English always reminds one that it is Yiddish that remains Levinsky’s default 

language of communication. From this it follows that although he penetrated into 

the higher classes of the American society, he is still in contact only with other 

Russian immigrants. 

Being an exile of Russia, one might suppose he would find refuge in the New 

World under the influence of which he altered so much, but unfortunately, neither 

this place can he call his home. The sense of not quite fitting in is obviously not just 

his unconfident impression, but is tangible also on the part of the WASPs, as 

prejudice against Levinsky’s non-American origin frequently hinders his business. 

This is interesting from the assimilationist point of view, as the situation 

demonstrates the mechanism working between the domestic people and the 

immigrants, more specifically, the role of time and habit in the process of accepting 

the newcomer. In Levinsky’s time, the garment business was traditionally a venue  

 

67Cahan, 515. 
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of the German Jews, who, although non-native, established their position on the 

market and gradually began to be trusted. Russian Jews, on the other hand, has yet 

to struggle for their safe place in the clothing business, which to a great extent 

depends on whether the Americans will accept them: 

For one thing, my Russian name was against me. As I have said before, the 

American business world had not yet learned to take our people 

seriously.68 

 So it happens that David Levinsky finds himself in between the two worlds. 

He has a considerable experience both with his homeland and with the host 

country and his perspective on things is thus two-fold: still able to communicate 

with fellow immigrants in their common language, yet the language ceases to be 

sufficient for the communication to take place. Similarly, his contact with the 

Americans is paralleled by his mastery of English—he is a very advanced learner 

able to express a variety of thoughts, but when it comes to personal feelings and 

emotions, he always turns to Yiddish as the natural means of expressing himself. 

To align this with Bhabha’s theory, he acquires a “double vision”. The material 

wealth he acquired on the American soil provided him with the “mimicry” he needs 

in order to blend in with the American background, but as Bhabha puts it, being 

“Americanized” is emphatically not to be American.  

 

II.II Portnoy “Cunt Crazy” 

Having a much more financially abundant family background, the question 

of material success does not haunt Portnoy as much as Levinsky. Throughout the  

 

68Cahan, 332. 
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novel he does not display any strong desire for money and in his career goals he 

concentrates more on the aspiration to help others. Being the Assistant 

Commissioner of Human Opportunity for New York City, he is appointed to defend 

the rights of the oppressed, mostly the unprivileged African-Americans. While he is 

in the position of protecting the oppressed and conflicted, in fact, his professional 

orientation might be symptomatic of his preoccupation with race, the insecurity 

about his own ethnicity and the anxiety about being marginalized on that basis. It 

is not only his concern about his ethnic body but also a concern with body and 

physicality in general that defines much of Portnoy’s psychological dilemma. While 

Levinsky, unable to create a genuine connection to the host country, seeks his 

position in the WASP society through money, for Portnoy the principal link with 

America is the body—his physical body, his ethnic body, the bodies of American 

women. Although the means of connection the two protagonists choose differ, the 

common denominator for both of them is the material nature of the means, lacking 

profundity and substance and thus remaining mere “mimicry”, a camouflage in 

order to resemble the WASP majority.  

As usual with Portnoy, the roots of his psychological deformities are to be 

found in his childhood and family. Indeed, the first chapter of the novel overflows 

with the indicators that it is his mother who caused Alex’s extreme body 

consciousness. Sophie Portnoy, having lost her true religious faith long ago, fills the 

empty space with an obsessive emphasis on the observance of dietary laws, an 

imperative she links closely with healthy digestion and excretion. 

“Alex, I want an answer from you. Did you eat French fries after school? Is 

that why you’re sick like this? […] Alex, are you in pain? Do you want me 

to call the doctor? Are you in pain, or aren’t you? I want to know exactly 
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where it hurts. Answer me. […] Alex, I don’t want you to flush the toilet,” 

says my mother sternly. “I want to see what you’ve done in there. I don’t 

like the sound of this at all.”69 

Paradoxically, the stress that is being placed upon the physicality in the Portnoy 

household does not bring Alex the benefit of coming to terms with his own body, 

but, on the contrary, inseparably links all bodily matters with a ubiquitous sense of 

shame. 

If only I could have nourished myself upon the depths of [my father’s] 

vulgarity, instead of that too becoming a source of shame. Shame and 

shame and shame and shame—every place I turn something else to be 

ashamed of. 70 

 Levinsky also has been said to exploit Westernized women as a gateway 

into the American world, his relationships, however, were arguably based on 

genuine feelings of love and devotion for the women. This is not the case of 

Portnoy, for whom women never cease to be bodies. Nearly any woman referred to 

in the novel reliably comes along with a physical description. Starting with his 

father’s secretary, suspected of having an affair with Jake, upon whose visit, more 

than with the fact that his father may be guilty of adultery, Alex is concerned with 

her attractive appearance:  

her arms were long and white and skinny and freckled (Irish arms, I 

thought), inside her smooth white blouse, I could see she had breasts that  

 

 

 

 

69Roth, 22-23. 

70Roth, 55. 
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were nice and substantial—and I kept taking peeks at her legs too. I was 

only eight or nine, but she really had such a terrific pair of legs that I 

couldn’t keep my eyes away from them […], 71 

through the Monkey, whom he approaches on the basis of her being “lanky, with 

dark abundant hair, and smallish features that give her face a petulant expression, 

and an absolutely fantastic ass”71, to Kay Campbell, whose physical build (“Slight as 

a butterfly through the rib cage and neck, but planted like a bear beneath”72) earns 

her the nickname “Pumpkin”.  

 Portnoy’s fascination with the body is closely associated with his fascination 

with the Gentile world, imagined in the stereotypical manner as the physical, 

sensuous world devoid of sophistication. It is also for this reason that he so much 

admires his cousin Heshie, who not only ventures to date a shiksa, but above all he 

defies the stereotypical image of a feeble, sickly, non-sporty Jew: “To me, Heshie 

was everything […] I used to dream that I too would someday be a member of the 

track team and wear scant white shorts with a slit cut up either side to 

accommodate the taut and bulging muscles of my thighs.” 72 

Portnoy wishes to penetrate the Gentile world as it represents a prospect of a 

primarily physical existence free of shame and guilt, but at the same time he is 

afraid of it, as suggested by his obsessive fear of sexually transmitted infections:  

’what is that plastic thing doing on the kitchen floor?’ ‘It’s not a plastic 

one,’ I say, and break into sobs. ‘It’s my own, I caught the syph from an 

eighteen-year-old Italian girl in Hillside, and now, now, I have no more p- 

 

 

71Roth, 92. 
72Roth, 59. 
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p-p-penis!’73 

The persistent anxiety about the loss of genitals is a recurrent motif in the novel, 

one of its significant instances being the “knife scene,” where his mother chides 

him with a knife in her hand, the implication of which is castration. Castration, too, 

can be interpreted as a sign of Portnoy’s ethnic insecurity, as according to Dean 

Franco, it can be associated with circumcision as the distinguishing mark of Jewish 

ethnicity: 

it is precisely the knife’s potential as an instrument of castration that 

establishes Judaism as a belated racial category for Portnoy. Circumcision 

is the peculiar mark of Jewish racialization, the retroactive racialization of 

the Jewish male body that thereby folds the male child into the clan. 

Circumcision thus supplements matrilineal genetic descent with cultural 

descent, with the mother ambiguously poised between race and culture. 

Portnoy’s obsession with his mother—desire and repulsion—is analogous 

to his obsession with racial Jewishness—affirmation and rejection.74 

The explosive mixture of the affirmation and rejection of Portnoy’s Jewish ethnicity 

is in parallel with his desire for and fear of the Gentile other. Due to these 

conflicting feelings he is torn between two worlds, attracted and repulsed by both.  

 While David Levinsky became Americanized throughout his life, Alexander 

Portnoy was born to already Americanized parents, thus being far more detached 

from his Jewish roots than Levinsky. If we are to use the language metaphor, 

Portnoy’s native language is English, which he masters with excellence and  

73Roth, 185. 
74 Dean Franco, Portnoy's Complaint: It's about Race, Not Sex (Even the Sex Is about Race), 

Prooftexts 29.1 (2009) 92 ProQuest, 

http://search.proquest.com.ezproxy.is.cuni.cz/docview/195788358/fulltextPDF/639902A8E82A4

31CPQ/3?accountid=15618 10 August 2015. 
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eloquence, while all he knows from the language of his ancestors is a couple of 

swear words. Thus he is much closer to the WASP world than to his Jewish 

heritage, but even his contact with the Americans is constantly flavoured by the 

insecurity about his Jewishness. An emblematic example of this is perhaps his 

relationship with the Pilgrim, which, under different circumstances, could serve as 

a metaphor for Alex’s union with the American world, but collapses because of his 

ethnic oversensitivity: Portnoy interprets the Pilgrim’s rejection to perform oral 

sex on him as her aversion to his Jewish ethnicity and shortly after her failed 

attempt to fulfil his demand he terminates the relationship. 

 Both Levinsky and Portnoy are able to identify some of the distinguishing 

qualities of the host society and as a part of their strategy of penetrating this world, 

they attempt to acquire these qualities, or at least mimic them, in order to 

resemble their model.  Levinsky elevates himself into the higher classes of the 

society and erases thus one of the most conspicuous differences between the 

Americans and the immigrants—the possession of money, by which he alienates 

from his native background and comes close enough to the WASPs to see that he 

will never quite belong among them. The body-conscious Portnoy views the 

WASPs as physical, sensuous people and through his superficial approach to 

American women he aspires to be one of them, but fails because he himself is 

unable to believe in the ethnic equality. Both protagonists are thus under the 

cultural dictate of the major society, just as the colonial subject in Bhabha’s theory, 

and their awareness of the norm and the inability to conform is what determines 

their “double vision”. Both of them are mere pretenders, as their behaviour in the 

host society serves as their “mimicry”, only each of them finds himself in a different 

place of the continuum between Jewishness and assimilation. 
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Chapter III: Torso of the Past 

III.I Levinsky Repeating the Repeated 

Being a first-generation immigrant, Levinsky’s experience with the Unites 

States is inevitably a comparative one. Each quality ascribed by him to the host 

country depends largely on the preceding standard established by his original 

home. His possession of memory is what forbids him to fully embrace his new 

Americanized identity, as the capacity to remember makes him ever conscious of 

the split in his immigrant consciousness. This chapter is going to explore the ways 

in which Levinsky’s act of remembering informs his Bhabhian “double vision” and 

to address the redefining quality of the repetitive principle of the memory. 

Brooding over the Russian past is interspersed throughout the whole novel, 

markedly then at its beginning and end, as such a distribution helps emphasize the 

persistent and timeless nature of Levinsky’s yearning. The vividness of his 

recollections is aptly illustrated by the degree of graphicness characterizing his 

memories, as the past is not revoked in mere verbal reiteration of an event, but 

also stimulates different senses. The Antomir past is thus depicted through smells: 

The girls in the shop, individually, scarcely interested me, but their 

collective presence was something of which I never seemed to be quite 

unconscious. It was as though the workaday atmosphere were scented 

with the breath of a delicate perfume—a perfume that was tainted with 

the tang of my yearning for Matilda, 75 

hearing: 

I distinctly remember her singing his "There is a flower on the road, 

decaying in the dust, Passers-by treading upon it," his "Summer and 

Winter," and his "Rachael is bemoaning her children." I vividly recall these 
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brooding airs as she used to sing them, for I have inherited her musical 

memory and her passionate love for melody, though not her voice. 76 

as well as through vision: “I have a good memory for faces, but I am apt to 

recognize people I have not seen for a quarter of a century more readily than I 

do some I used to know only a few years ago.”77 

Having said that a memory, whether direct or underlying a present 

experience, represents a chief mental mechanism of Levinsky, it should be noted 

that the very nature of a memory has a lot to do with the process of the 

protagonist’s self-creation and re-formulation of his hyphenated identity. What lies 

in the heart of the act of remembering is repetition. A past event is indefinitely 

repeated through the imaginative capacity of the human mind, which is the exact 

point where the reality and personal interpretation split: the event is not re-

enacted in an objective cinematographic manner but filtered through an 

individual’s subjective mind, which freely foregrounds and backgrounds different 

elements of the recollection in order to be coherent with his current self-image and 

worldview. Levinsky himself admits: “I love to brood over my youth. The dearest 

days in one's life are those that seem very far and very near at once. My wretched 

boyhood appeals to me as a sick child does to its mother.”78 By comparing his 

relationship to the past to the one of a mother and child, he amplifies the highly 

emotional, irrational and even slightly hysterical nature of the union. Like a mother 

worried about her sick child is often unable to think and act sensibly, also Levinsky 

is unable to view his past objectively and superimposes numerous sentiments,  

 

76Levinsky, 5. 
77Levinsky, 3. 
78Levinsky, 3-4. 
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frustrations and false amendments upon his memories. Such difference between 

the reality and its repetition, being purely in the hands of the re-iterator, follows 

from the logical impossibility of a perfect duplicate. Considering this principle of 

uniqueness and authenticity in a larger context, one might assert that the inability 

to replicate the cultural codes of the host country is what renders the immigrant an 

eternal alien and endows him with a “double vision.” In his attempts to elevate 

himself up the social scale and achieve recognition from the WASPs, Levinsky is 

fully dependent on repetition and mimicking. The novel is not short of examples of 

how he utilizes repetition in order to ascend to power or gain a benefit. 

 The first instance of this power strategy occurs still in Antomir, when 

Levinsky’s competitive nature first reveals itself. Green with envy over the 

successful and venerable Pole, he undertakes a project which is doubly repetitive: 

not only does he decide to duplicate his rival’s achievement, but the achievement 

itself consists in the unique capacity of mechanical memorization. Levinsky’s talent 

for memorizing, manifested already in his Talmudic years, presages his future 

immigrant predicament springing from his intuitive tendency to duplicate instead 

of re-creating. 

 Another example of Levinsky’s use of memory for a practical purpose can be 

found in his affair with Dora, whose attention he succeeds to win thanks to 

revoking old memories of Matilda. By retelling the story of his first love, he 

manages to tune Dora to a romantic note which helps him to eventually seduce her. 

In this design, too, he re-models the memory to fit his needs:  

I recounted the episode at length. To put it in plain English, I was using my 

affair with Matilda (or shall I say her affair with me?) as a basis for an 
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adventure with Dora. […] I took pains to gloss over those details in which I 

had cut an undignified figure.79 

Finally, the act of repetition as a means of a power ascendance is used by Levinsky 

in the stunt he performs with his cloak-manufacturing fellow businessman, the Jew 

Loeb, whose styles he secretly copies and sells for more convenient prices. It is 

thus clear that he adopts the repetition strategy with whoever he deems fit, 

whether he aims to defeat a compatriot or to resemble a WASP and attain his 

power. 

 The key critical text interpreting the creation of one’s self in terms of 

repetition is Judith Butler’s theory of performativity, originally explaining the 

construction of gender, but applicable to the immigrant’s self-invention as well.  

[…] it is an identity tenuously constituted in time—an identity instituted 

through a stylized repetition of acts. […] Significantly, if gender is 

instituted through acts which are internally discontinuous, then the 

appearance of substance is precisely that, a constructed identity, a 

performative accomplishment which the mundane social audience, 

including the actors themselves, come to believe and to perform in the 

mode of belief. […] This repetition is at once a reenactment and 

reexperiencing of a set of meanings already socially established; it is the 

mundane and ritualized form of their legitimation.80 

 

 

 

79Cahan, 263. 
80Judith Butler, “Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and 

Feminist Theory,” Theatre Journal Vol. 40, No. 4 (1988), 519-520. 
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To align the assertions with the novel, one might point out Levinsky’s anxious 

concern about his un-American manners, further discussed in the following 

chapter. The mimicking of American behaviour might have earned Levinsky a 

higher recognition in the host society but the price he paid for it is not negligible. 

Although no one recognizes it, he himself is ever conscious of the artificiality of his 

conduct. The need to resemble the others gives away his sense of inferiority and 

the necessity to change his identity in order to succeed. The suppressed elements 

of his personality do not disappear but underlie his current endeavours as if his 

personal history were inscribed onto a palimpsest. What prevents Levinsky from a 

complete rewriting of his identity is his inability to forget.  Had he been able to 

erase the Antomir memories, he would have got rid of his “double vision”, as there 

would be nothing to compare his American perceptions to. Here is where Lacan’s 

statement about harmonizing with a mottled background, used in Bhabha’s theory 

of “mimicry” gets a word in the matter: 

The effect of mimicry is camouflage. . . . It is not a question of harmonizing 

with the background, of becoming background, but against a mottled 

background, of becoming mottled – exactly like the technique of 

camouflage practised in human warfare.  

Levinsky is able to recognize the difference between him and the WASPs, in other 

words, he can see the American mottles he lacks. American manners he imitates 

become the mottles covering his body in order for him not to be recognized, but 

the underlying Otherness is indelible. The tension between his true body and the 

layer of “mimicry” covering it is the tension of the “double vision”. 

 The fact that Levinsky is torn between two worlds is best demonstrated by 

the development of his affair with Fannie Kaplan.  



52 
 

She was born in New York and had graduated at a public grammar-school 

and English was the only language which she spoke like one born to speak 

it, and yet her Yiddish greeting was precisely what it would have been had 

she been born and bred in Antomir.81 

 As Donald Weber points out, “the problem with the Kaplans is that they remind 

him, in smell and behavior, of the world he has labored to forget”82 Although he is 

partly attracted to Fannie’s traditional, conservative world of Jewish values, her 

association with Antomir is eventually what terminates the relationship. In a 

broader sense, Levinsky is both drawn to and repelled by both Russian and 

American values, but for practical reasons he has to upkeep his American 

“mimicry”, which excludes the option of marrying Fannie.  

One might suggest that the interpretation of having been chosen by God as 

the “holy nation” as an evidence of the superiority of the Israel, might, besides the 

memories, be another impulse hindering Levinsky’s complete fusion with the host 

society. By this token it must be viewed as inferior by him, even though its factual 

social status is the opposite, but the decisive counter-argument is that Levinsky 

sees himself a part of a wholly different “chosen” club—the company of rich 

people. His scorn for poor people is veiled in a fashionable coat of social 

Darwinism, obviously paying no heed to religious, racial, or cultural distinctions: 

“’The able fellows succeed, and the misfits fail. Then the misfits begrudge those 

who accomplish things.’ I almost felt as though Darwin and Spencer had 

plagiarized a discovery of mine. 

81Cahan, 393. 
82Donald Weber, “Outsiders and Greenhorns: Christopher Newman in the Old World, David 

Levinsky in the New,” American Literature Vol. 67 Issue 4 (1995) 736 Ebsco 

http://web.a.ebscohost.com.ezproxy.is.cuni.cz/ehost/pdfviewer/pdfviewer?sid=934e434c-55e5-

45cd-b6b0-256ce7f4fd59%40sessionmgr4005&vid=22&hid=4106 8 July 2015. 
8Cahan, 282. 
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III.II Portnoy’s Stream of Conscience 

Why is a little turbulence so beyond my means? Why must the least 

deviation from respectable conventions cause me such inner hell? When I 

hate those fucking conventions! When I know better than the taboos! 

Doctor, my doctor, what do you say, LET’S PUT THE ID BACK IN 

YID!(139)84 

While it is nostalgic Antomir memories what ties David Levinsky firmly to 

his past, it is guilt what prevents Alexander Portnoy from forward progression. In 

Jacob A. Arlow’s words,  

Guilt is an unpleasant affective state in which a person condemns himself 

or is dissatisfied with himself for having done wrong or having failed to 

live up to certain standards or ideals.85 

An obvious question presenting itself in connection with this definition is who or 

what establishes the standards and ideals that cause satisfaction when fulfilled and 

frustration when dismissed. Considering that Portnoy was not raised up in a 

religious way which would impose the corresponding imperatives upon him, the  

 

 

83Cahan, 282 
84Roth, 139. 
85Jacob A. Arlow, “Guilt,” Contemporary Jewish Religious Thought, ed. Arthur A. Cohen and Paul 

Mendes-Flohr (New York: THE FREE PRESS, 1972) 305. All future references will be to this edition. 
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power to draw boundaries was largely in the hands of his parents. According to 

Arlow, “The commitment to do right and to conform to ideals develops primarily 

from childhood experiences, from wanting to be sure of parental love and 

protection and to avoid parental displeasure and punishment.”86 In light of this, 

while the upbringing of Sophie and Jake might differ from the religious ideals 

profoundly, the principle which allows these two mechanisms to work is identical: 

the motivation for obedience is given by a promise of reward or punishment. In 

Portnoy’s case, the obsession with rules might be exceptionally strong, as the 

parental laws are communicated to him wrapped into a coat of false religion, the 

superficiality of which is documented by the almost exclusively physical character 

of threats posed as a warning against disobedience. This can be exemplified by 

Alex’s obsessive fear of sexually transmitted diseases as a consequence of 

promiscuous sexual life or generally his anxiety about physical deformity caused 

by carelessness (“’Bend it! Bend it! […] Do you want to be a cripple forever? You 

scared the daylights out of us with that knee.’”)87 

 This discrepancy between his parents’ outlook and their actual lack of 

profound faith causes confusion of allegiances in Alex: “’But for what?’ I scream, 

‘For something that never existed? Why don’t you tell me to go outside and change 

my clothes for some alley cat or some tree—because at least they exist!’”88 From 

whichever source Portnoy’s guilt arises, the fact that in his imagination it always 

takes shape of a chiming figure is symptomatic of the eminently external  

 

 

 

86Arlow, 305. 
87Roth, 122. 
88Roth, 68. 
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motivation for exemplary behaviour. His bad conscience is at times directed to his 

overly worrying parents (“how am I going to explain my blindness to parents!”89), 

at times to an imaginary rabbi with whom Alex leads a dialogue in his head, thus 

undermining his allegedly firm atheism (“Bullshit. Commissioner of Cunt, that’s 

who you are! Commissioner of Human Opportunists! Oh, you jerk-off artist!”90). 

Alex is thus stuck in between his parents’ pseudo-Jewish law on one side and the 

seductions of secular American culture on the other and his conscience simply 

cannot be satisfied. Mainly in Alex’s sexual dilemmas, Bhabha’s notion of “double 

vision” is brilliantly illustrated: “Thirty-three, and […] Still cursing himself for 

speaking not a word to the succulent pair of tits that rode twenty-five floors with 

him in an elevator! Then cursing himself for the opposite as well!”91 

 While the surrounding world provides him innumerable stimuli for 

assimilation, ranging from the popular culture, through his secular university 

education, to the generally relaxed atmosphere of the sixties, the ties he has to his 

parents are eventually equally strong, if not stronger. When cornered by their 

son’s defiance, his parents can always pull out the ace of gratitude. For instance, 

even though, being second-generation immigrants, they take no credit for the 

family’s immigration to America, the Portnoys, backed by Hannah, demand Alex’s 

gratitude for his not being killed by the Nazis: “Do you know, she asks me, where 

you would be now if you had been born in Europe instead of America?”92 

The exploit of irrelevant gratitude points to the Portnoys’ helplessness in front of  

 

 

89Roth, 204. 
90Roth, 230. 
91Roth, 113. 
92Roth, 85. 
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the crushing assimilatory pull and becomes another source of Alex’s in-

betweenness.  

 Also in the case of Portnoy, repetition lies in the heart of shaping one’s 

identity. While for Levinsky it is a memory which is constantly repeated in 

different variations, for Portnoy the Butlerian “stylized repetition of acts” lies in 

constant repetition of moralistic rules. 

‘Don’t eat French fries with Melvin Weiner after school.’ 

‘Or ever,’ she pleads. 

‘Or ever,’ my father says. 

‘Or hamburgers out,’ she pleads. 

‘Or hamburgers out,’ he says.93 

The key difference between the two protagonists consists in the mode of 

iteration: while Levinsky repeats the events in his mind and imagination, Portnoy 

is mostly being told the same things over and over by someone else. This 

distinction points to the fact that the relict of values tying Levinsky to his 

homeland and culture is much more internalized than in the case of Portnoy. This 

has a lot to do with the fact that Levinsky was forced to self-dependency from a 

relatively early age, whereas Portnoy is still under the influence of his parents at 

thirty-three. Thus, although Levinsky has so far seemed to be more seriously 

affected by the immigrant in-betweenness and “double vision”, in this case the 

torso of the past present less of a demon to him, as he is the single judge of himself, 

unlike Portnoy, for whom disobedience means a thread of punishment from the 

outside. 

 Alex’s situation is also further complicated by the notion of the  

93Roth, 35. 
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“chosenness”, which, although he is a non-believer, seems to affect his judgements 

of himself and other people. The fact that deep down, Portnoy is truly convinced of 

his race’s intellectual and moral superiority surfaces more than once. Soon it 

becomes clear that trying to educate the Monkey with W.E.B. Du Bois, Faulkner, 

and Baldwin, is not only based on his belief that she is illiterate and uneducated, 

but that she belongs to a whole illiterate and uneducated race, and he takes it upon 

himself “To save the stupid shikse; to rid her of her race’s ignorance; to make this 

daughter of the heartless oppressor a student of suffering and oppression.”101 For 

Portnoy, the sense of Jewish moral superiority even makes up for his frustration 

from the clumsiness at sport, stereotypically attributed to his ethnic group and 

promoted by the novel. In connection with a football match in which the 

Weequahic High is terribly unsuccessful, he reminds himself that “the goyim 

pretended to be something special, while we were actually their moral 

superiors.”102 This assumption is later explained by a conciliatory statement that 

“We all haven’t been lucky enough to have been born Jews.”94 

 Similarly to Levinsky, whose new non-Jewish identity is co-shaped by 

absence of external expectations for him to be Jewish, Portnoy’s sense of 

paramount morality is enforced by the fact that other people presuppose these 

qualities in him as well: “I thought you were supposed to be a superior person, you 

muff-diving, mother-fucking son of a bitch!”95 exclaims the Monkey, having 

discovered the opposite. Both internal and external pulls are thus supporting 

Portnoy’s proud interpretation of the “chosenness”, making his self-image largely  

 

94Roth, 235-6. 
95Roth, . 
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conflicted in the sense that he desires to get rid of his nose and fuse with the 

WASPs, yet at the same time he secretly looks down on them. Generally speaking, 

in an ideal case he would like to assume the physical traits of WASPness but in 

terms of morals remain Jewish, which is in agreement with the proposed 

characterization of “mimicry” as operating on the surface with features mimicked 

according to the surroundings. 
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Chapter IV: The “Mimicry” 

The theoretical background for the analysis of the two novels is provided by 

Homi K. Bhabha’s essay “Of Mimicry and Man”, in our interpretation explaining the 

psychological split befalling the immigrant’s self. According to Bhabha’s theory, the 

cultural inferior is bound to secure his safe position within the host society by 

means of adopting “mimicry”. Through repetition of the original standards of 

appearance and behaviour and due to the inherently false nature of these he finds 

himself constantly in between the old and the new world, endowed (or cursed) 

with a “double vision” allowing him to view the reality from two different cultural 

perspectives. This chapter is going to take a closer look into the specific forms of 

“mimicry” used by the two protagonists. 

 The literal meaning of the word “mimicry” itself suggests the surface quality 

of its realization in the immigrant’s cultural dilemma. Firstly, therefore, in the 

protagonist’s life one has to identify elements which are recognizable by the others 

and whose recognition is also their aim. Secondly, in its literal meaning, mimicry 

serves animals to conceal their usual appearance with another in order to become 

indistinguishable from the surroundings. Thus, one must identify patterns of 

behaviour which includes suppression of the natural state and conscious, artificial 

adoption of another. The model for such replacement is bound to be found in the 

sphere of the dominant culture which the immigrant is highly motivated to mimic. 

Having defined the “mimicry” in this way, in the case of the two protagonists we 

are going to pinpoint primarily traits concerning social conduct, the physical 

appearance and the manner of self-expression, besides the language involving also 

gesticulation.  
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IV.I Levinsky the American Smoker 

 As regards his physical appearance, as a newcomer to America Levinsky 

attracts people’s attention by his distinctly un-American, poor and shabby looks. At 

a first glance, everyone recognizes “a green one”96 in him. Although initially he is 

unwilling to get rid of his sidelocks and shabby cloak, in the New World it is a mere 

question of time when he cuts it for the sake of making a better impression. The 

effect of the change is then, though purely superficial, so powerful that it almost 

tricks not only the WASPs as its principal targets, but also Levinsky himself: 

When I took a look at the mirror I was bewildered. I scarcely recognized 

myself. […] It was as though the hair-cut and the American clothes had 

changed my identity. The steamer, Gitelson, and the man who had 

snatched him up now appeared to be something of the remote past. The 

day had been so crowded with novel impressions that it seemed an age.97 

The consolatory Talmud quotation of Mr. Even, the agent of the change, saying that 

“one must do in Rome as the Romans do”, are as if adopted as a life motto by 

Levinsky. It is ironical enough that words from the central text of his religion help 

justify his eventual complete breach from these roots. Although assured by his 

benefactor that “One may go without [sidelocks] and yet be a good Jew,”98 the truth 

is that not only his own self-image, but also the response of people around him 

helps shape his personality. Thus, being no longer recognized and treated as a Jew, 

Levinsky is less frequently reminded of his past and once this role is no longer 

expected from him, he alienates from it increasingly.  

 

96Cahan, 93. 
97Cahan, 101. 
98Cahan, 101. 
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While it is fairly easy to change his appearance, it is somewhat more difficult 

to supress his native manner of expression. He is fortunate enough to be gifted at 

languages, so the acquisition of the new language, crucial in exchanging cultural 

impulses with the dominant society, does not present too big an obstacle for him. 

The encounter with Bender turns out to be highly beneficial for him.  

I would hang on his lips, striving to memorize every English word I could 

catch and watching intently, not only his enunciation, but also his 

gestures, manners, and mannerisms, and accepting it all as part and 

parcel of the American way of speaking Sign language, which was the chief 

means of communication in the early days of mankind, still holds its 

own.99 

Again, he uses his strategy of repetition in order to rise to power—while initially 

he looks up to Bender as a model speaker, later he becomes his social superior and 

even provides him employment in his cloak-factory. Another of Levinsky’s remarks 

upon the language learning is further revealing in terms of his relationship to the 

host world:  

Some English words inspired me with hatred, as though they were 

obnoxious living things. The disagreeable impression they produced on 

me was so strong that it made them easy to memorize, so that I welcomed 

them in spite of my aversion or, rather, because of it. The list of these 

words included "satisfaction," "think," and "because." 100 

This reflection draws attention to the fact that mimicking the local behaviour and  

 

99Cahan, 129. 

100Cahan, 133-4. 
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appearance patterns in not necessarily a sign of liking them. In reality, the opposite 

might be truth, but the recognition of their social benefits and the urge to acquire a 

similar position are far stronger that the possible repulsion.  

 Mastering the language enables Levinsky to communicate with the WASPs, 

but it does not render him indistinguishable from them. What remains to be tamed 

is his wild Talmudic gesticulation:  

a habit that worried me like a physical defect. It was so distressingly un-

American. I struggled hard against it. I had made efforts to speak with my 

hands in my pockets; I had devised other means for keeping them from 

participating in my speech. All of no avail. I still gesticulate a great deal, 

though much less than I used to.101 

Even though Levinsky is upset with Loeb, who ridicules his body language, and 

accuses him of self-hating mocking of the whole Jewish race (“It seemed to me as 

though Loeb, who was a Jew, was holding up our whole race to the ridicule of 

Gentiles. I could have executed him as a traitor to his people,”102), he himself is 

hard pressed to efface one of the distinguishing marks of his Jewishness. This 

conflict thus opens up a dilemma whether it is more offensive to mock one’s faith 

or to hide it completely. In a way, both can serve as an outsider strategy for 

penetrating the dominant society, as ridiculing what to a certain group of people 

means otherness is to join the certain group and its set of attitudes, even if it is at 

the expense of self-dignity.  

 An interesting transformation occurred in the case of another outward trait  

 

 

101Cahan, 327. 
102Cahan, 328. 
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Levinsky decided to take up: the habit of smoking first served him when he was 

still a poor immigrant struggling for survival, as it helped him numb his 

excruciating hunger. Later, however, what marked his otherness, inferiority and 

poverty helped Levinsky come nearer to the WASPs, among whom smoking cigars 

was a higher class marker and an assertion of one’s masculinity as the hard 

currency of American culture.  

I had realized the importance of offering a cigar to some of the people I 

met. I would watch American smokers and study their ways, as though 

there were a special American manner of smoking and such a thing as 

smoking with a foreign accent.103 

Similarly anxious is he about table etiquette (“After dinner, when we were in the 

smoking-room again, it seemed to me that the three Gentiles were tired of me. Had 

I talked too much? Had I made a nuisance of myself? I was wretched,”104), as both 

activities are of key importance to him, a restaurant and a smoking car being the 

territories where he meets his business partners.  

  Once we look at Levinsky’s story of immigration as a whole, we can roughly 

sense the point where his resemblance to the dominant American starts to be a 

“menace”115. His success in the business world, catapulting him financially above 

most WASPs, presents “disturbances of cultural, racial and historical difference 

that menace the narcissistic demand of colonial authority.”105 Illustrative of this 

phenomenon is the nationality-based power struggle within the cloak-industry, for  

 

 

103Cahan, 326. 
104Cahan, 329. 
105Bhabha, 123. 
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a long time dominated by the well-established German Jews. Although Russian 

Jews, by overtaking the prominence in this field, do not pose a threat directly to the 

WASP society, the principle by which they “menace” the more Americanized 

Germans through mimicking their social behaviour, remains the same.  

 

IV.II Alexander Porte-Noir 

Being born in America, Portnoy is much less distinguishable from the 

WASPs than Levinsky. Neither does he have to struggle with the language barrier, 

nor must he adjust his style of clothing and hair to the American fashion. In fact, it 

seems that he is much more aware of his otherness in terms of the appearance and 

name than the people around him. While morally he considers himself superior to 

the WASPs, in everyday contact he is hard pressed to conceal his Jewish origin. 

“‘Portnoy, yes it’s an old French name, a corruption of porte noir, meaning black 

door or gate. Apparently in the Middle Ages in France the door of our family manor 

house was painted . . .’ et cetera and so forth,”111 is the troubled thought going 

through his head before he approaches a shiksa on the ice ring. And he 

immediately sweeps it away by an observation about his face: “Porte-Noir and 

Parsons my ass, kid, you have got J-E-W written right across the middle of that 

face—look at the shnoz on him, for God’s sakes! That ain’t a nose, it’s a 

hose!”112120 The fact that his Jewish-sounding name can be disposed of by making 

up a fake one, as a name is only a linguistic, non-material attribute, whereas the 

face cannot be helped, serves as a metaphorical expression of the merely partial 

possibility of Alex to assimilate. He can change his name, become an atheist and  

 

111Roth, 167-8. 
112Roth, 168. 
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marry a shiksa, but he cannot “be born over again”113 (to different, American 

parents) as Dora puts her pleading wish in The Rise of David Levinsky. When 

consulting the nose frustration with his parents, Alex is consoled that “it gives 

[him] character”114, which is, paradoxically, the last thing he would want. Trying to 

assume a perfect “mimicry”, he needs to be as inconspicuous as possible, to merge 

with the crowd. 

Unlike in The Rise of David Levinsky, where the Afro-american element is not 

present, Roth’s novel nuances the cultural situation further through introducing 

also black characters to the scene. Therefore, the keen “mimicry” pursued by Alex 

is juxtaposed to the way the Portnoys approach, for instance, their black helper. 

Their sense of alienation from her is demonstrated by the cutlery scene: 

Once Dorothy chances to come back into the kitchen while my 

mother was still standing over the faucet marked H, sending torrents 

down upon the knife and fork that had passed between the schvartze’s 

thick pink lips. “Oh, you know how hard it is to get mayonnaise off 

silverware these days, Dorothy,” says my nimble-tongued mother—and 

thus, she tells me later, by her quick thinking, she managed to spare the 

colored woman’s feelings. 115(13) 

Having said that unlike Levinsky, Portnoy does not have to struggle with the 

language barrier of an immigrant, it is true that his perfect mastery of the English 

language produces an obstacle of a wholly new kind for him: meticulous and agile  

 

 

113Cahan, 276. 
114, Roth, 170. 
115Roth, 13. 
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in the turn of a phrase, Portnoy becomes extremely conscious of the correct 

language use also in the case of people around him and eventually finds himself in 

the position of correcting the WASPs. By trying to mimic them to the utmost detail, 

he managed to surpass their skill and distanced himself yet again. Upon reading 

the Monkey’s note on the table, Alex is horrified: 

Three times I read the sentence through, and as happens with certain 

texts, each reading reveals new subtleties of meaning and implication, 

each reading augurs tribulations yet to be visited upon my ass. Why allow 

this “affair” to gather any more momentum? What was I thinking about in 

Vermont! Oh that z, that z between the two e’s of “pleze”—this is a mind 

with the depths of a movie marquee! And “furget”! Exactly how a 

prostitute would misspell that word! But it’s something about the 

mangling of “dear,” that tender syllable of affection now collapsed into 

three lower-case letters, that strikes me as hopelessly pathetic. 116 

His contempt for the linguistic clumsiness of the Monkey is perhaps a 

somewhat extreme case, as her ignorance humorously borders illiteracy, but the 

fact that an immigrant son is able to correct a native’s grammar is ironic enough. 

Not only is this constellation contra-intuitive, but also reveals Alex’s erroneous 

notions of what it takes to become a WASP. In his corrupted view, the WASP are 

the perfect ones, from whom the Jews differ in the degree of attained perfection. 

He believes that to be linguistically indistinguishable, he must master the language 

spotlessly, and he does not realize that one of the marking characteristics of the 

native language use is the loose, imperfect grammar. 

 

116Roth, 231. 
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Discussing Potnoy’s self-expression, one has to distinguish between the way 

he communicates with the people around him and his mode of narration directed 

at his silent psychiatrist. While his manner of speech towards the other 

protagonists, if we can hold his account accurate, is controlled and sparing, once on 

the psychiatrist’s couch, wild and powerful torrents of speech are released and the 

confession seems to pour from Alex uncontrollably, as demonstrated by the 

numerous use of interjections, exclamation and question marks, swear words and 

long, complex sentences—a verbal diarrhoea. This characterization constitutes one 

of the central metaphors of the text—the one of procession. Procession of 

frustration, otherness and alienation, and the procession of the foreign culture, 

which each character manages with different degree of success. Because Jake 

Portnoy, sticking firmly to his shabby Jewish roots, is not on good terms with the 

WASPs, his defective procession of the American culture is metaphorically 

expressed through his bad food procession: 

He suffered—did he suffer!—from constipation, […] reading the evening 

paper with a suppository up his ass . . . […] He used to brew dried senna 

leaves in a saucepan, and that, along with the suppository melting 

invisibly in his rectum, comprised his witchcraft: brewing those veiny 

green leaves, stirring with a spoon the evil-smelling liquid, then carefully 

pouring it into a strainer, and hence into his blockaded body, through that 

weary and afflicted expression on his face.117 

At the very end of the novel, where Alex’s verbal diarrhoea reaches its wildest 

point and the only sound he is capable of is “Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa  

 

117Roth, 3. 
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[…]”118(309) stretched across four lines, and the doctor curtly replies “Now vee 

may perhaps to begin,” the question whether he eventually manages to stabilize 

his culture procession remains unanswered. The fact that he only saves honest 

self-expression for the place where only a doctor can hear it and in normal life he 

holds everything in points to a negative outcome. 
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CONCLUSION 

Looking back at the conclusions of the individual thematic chapters, the 

comparison of David Levinsky and Alexander Portnoy, in terms of the degree of 

their Americanization and applicability of Bhabha’s theory, Levinsky seems to be 

the less Americanized one. The identity dilemma of both can be characterized as 

the Bhabhian “double vision”, but for Levinsky this predicament cuts deeper: 

In terms of relationships with women, Levinsky’s religious upbringing 

determines that his partner choices are by rule more conservative than those of 

Portnoy’s. Both of them exploit the women as “mimicry”, whether they are 

American or just Americanized. 

Generally, in securing ties with New World, they both turn to material 

resources, but the fact that Levinsky’s realization is financial, whereas Portnoy 

approaches the WASPness through physicality and sex, indicates that it is again 

Portnoy who is more deeply connected with the host world, as his “mimicry” 

involves personal contact with the Americans. 

The process of assimilation is in both cases hindered by the protagonists’ 

attachment to the past, but the difference between them lies in the source of the 

tie. While Levinsky returns to Antomir through nostalgic memories and his 

affectionate relationship to the past can thus be considered internalized, Portnoy’s 

dwelling in the past is mostly due to the obsession with externally imposed rules. 

The “double vision” they possess thanks to the inability to cut themselves from the 

chains of the past is thus acuter in case of the first-generation immigrant Levinsky. 

The “mimicry” they assume in order to conceal their identity split is needed 

and reached for also more by Levinsky, who not only needs to change his 
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appearance, as is the case with Portnoy, but also must overcome the language 

barrier, in order to mingle with the WASPs. 

In light of the analysis, we might be able to answer the initial question of 

this thesis: to what extent is Bhabha’s post-colonial theory applicable to the Jewish 

American immigrant context and what are the limits of that application? As 

demonstrated by the two novels, the extent of the applicability is closely connected 

with the temporal dimension, as the degree of an individual’s assimilation is 

greatly determined by the immigrant generation to which he belongs. While first 

generation immigrants have far more cultural obstacles to overcome in order to 

mingle with the host society, a third generation immigrant, for instance, finds 

himself in a much easier situation thanks to the fact that he spends his whole 

childhood—the time when the personality is being shaped the most—under 

intense influence of the dominant culture. 

Not only the generation, but also the historical period itself plays its role, 

since the overall social climate prevailing in the cultural environment might either 

hinder or support the individual’s process of assimilation, which is given by 

several factors. In the case of the twentieth century, in which both analysed novels 

are set, the development indicates the immense difference of circumstances for 

immigrants, providing the post-World-War-II newcomer with much more 

favourable conditions. Firstly, with immigrants of Levinsky’s period the massive 

Jewish immigration was still a comparatively new phenomenon and the 

newcomers were thus often perceived as complete aliens, both by the WASPs and 

by other Jewish, especially German, immigrants, who came to the country already 

before the assassination of Alexander II and had already established a firm 

position in the American society. The atmosphere of the forties, fifties and sixties, 
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then, presents the immigrant of Portnoy’s type with friendlier circumstances, given 

by several factors. The World-War-II European genocide of Jews portrayed the 

Jewish race as martyrs deserving pity and compassion in the American 

consciousness. Secondly, embracing the idea of plurality was a rather slow process 

in the United States, not fully developed until the last three decades of the 

twentieth century. It is somewhat ironical that the word “ethnic” originally meant 

“non-Israelite,” whereas as late as in the mid-nineteenth century it assumed the 

meaning “peculiar to race and nation,” placing thus the Jews suddenly to the 

margin. Although already the twenties saw an inchoate interest in immigrant 

culture and literature, the topic of diversity and integration did come to the centre 

of American attention until the turn of the sixties and seventies. Thirdly, the boom 

of mass-media allowed the minorities more space in the public sphere and gave 

birth to numerous celebrities of Jewish origin, which helped make the Jews more 

familiar and likeable to the Americans. 

From this perspective, while Bhabha’s claim about “double vision” is valid 

both for a first and a third generation immigrant, the cultural influence dominant 

in the immigrant’s mind is determined by the historical period he lives in. 

To perceive Bhabha’s theory as relevant to the American Jewish context 

entails challenging the main-stream assimilation approach in the style of Parks and 

Burgess. Their definition points to the ideal state of things in which assimilation 

process is both-sided the cultures in contact are thus absorbing each other’s 

impulses. While admitting that this notion stresses the influence in the direction 

from the dominant culture toward the immigrants, considering what Bhabha’s 

approach has brought into the discussion, Parks and Burgess obviously pay too 

little attention to the uneven distribution of power in the relationship between the 
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immigrant and the host. The fact that the immigrant is unsuccessful on the grounds 

of his otherness and the digree of his assimilation, or at least his seeming 

assimilation, is proportionate to his success in the host society, indeed places 

this relationship into a close affinity to the relationship of a colonial master and 

subject. Bhabha’s term “mimicry” also brings an interesting and important angle to 

the discussion, as the classical assimilation theory treats the process of the 

immigrant’s becoming similar to the host as natural and its outcome as 

internalized. By labeling it “mimicry,” Bhabha foregrounds its enforced, artificial 

and superficial nature and points to the fact that while on the outside an individual 

can be completely assimilated, there still might be a split in his consciousness, 

endowing him with the “double vision.” 

In literary terms, the swinging sixties brought an easing of the atmosphere, 

through its promotion of free social relations (including the inter-racial ones), 

abandoning censorship in culture and the overall antimilitary stance speaking 

against violence and oppression of all kinds. On the other hand, the booming mass-

media enable rapid spreading of cultural information, which is, however, selective 

and distorted, so that the immigrant such as Portnoy is apt to fall to stereotypical 

image of the dominant culture, tormenting him with a sense of inferiority. 

Considering these observations, the principles of Bhabha’s theory of the 

post-colonial discourse can be seen as applicable to the immigrant context, and 

more so in the case of David Levinsky. The historical and literary context of his 

character makes it more difficult to assimilate. In both cases, the situation of the 

cultural contact is by no means one-dimensional and it is therefore crucial to 

approach it in a like manner. Therefore, Homi K. Bhabha’s theory, nuancing the 

picture of the colonial master versus the colonial subject, and, in our 
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interpretation, the host and the immigrant, brings a more accurate concept of how 

the immigrant’s identity is being formed. Bhabha’s post-colonial discourse is thus 

useful in better understanding not only the two analysed novels, but also other 

works of American Jewish literature, inherently determined by the power relations 

between the immigrant and the host. 
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