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Introduction



In his now seminal work, Disability Theory, Tobin Siebers suggests that we reconceptualize our notions about passing as dis/abled through the queer studies model of the “masquerade.” This model, as Siebers explains, is “an alternative method of managing social stigma through disguise, [one] relying not on the imitation of a dominant social role but on the assumption of an identity marked as stigmatized, marginal, or inferior” (Siebers 102). While Siebers goes on to explicate some of the variations of this masquerade, one area he does not interrogate is the intersections of the disability masquerade, and what he calls “disability drag” with other forms of passing and masquerade. 


I want to suggest that Philip Roth’s latest novel, Nemesis, gives us reason to examine and problematize these intersections and the interactions among these various forms of masquerade. Through a reading of that novel, I hope to uncover the ways in which ideologies of ability, though often unmarked, have underwritten ideologies of race and racial performance (a form of masquerade in its own right) - a practice that might be best defined as the appropriation of one racial identity (normally of lower social standing) by a group of another racial identity (usually of a higher social standing) for a performative purpose. The best known example of this being blackface minstrelsy in the late 19th century. The underlying importance of ability to such racial performances is a fact that Roth makes clear through the inability of his Jewish-American characters to engage in redface (the performance of native american identity) in Nemesis once they have been affected by polio. 


In the course of my paper today, I will first briefly lay out some of the theories of race and Jewish identity that allow us to understand the functioning and malfunctioning of racial performance due in this novel. Then, I will turn to the novel itself and explore how polio is depicted as a racializing disease and what the flight from polio in the novel, both spatially, and through redface, then tells us about the intimate connections between Jews, race, and disability. 

Jewishness and Racial Categories


Before examining Nemesis, I would like to first recount some of the scholarship that has already been produced on the complex relation between Jewish Americans and issues of race, which I will be building on today. Beginning with Karen Brodkin’s How the Jews Became White Folks And What That Says About Race in America and Michael Rogin’s Blackface, White Noise, numerous scholars have attempted to denaturalize the contemporary perception of Jews as “white” and understand how Jews have come to be understood as such. Before Jewish-Americans became undeniably “white,” they were positioned symbolically, if not literally, as black, an issue which scholars such as Sander Gilman have already produced an enormous corpus on. In both Rogin’s and Brodkin’s approaches to Jewish identity and race, however, their focus is on a a unidirectional racial movement or an escape from blackness to whiteness. 


In contrast to their approach, Eric Goldstein has recently proposed in his book The Price of Whiteness: Race, Jews, and American Identity that he it should not be a question of”how Jews became white, but [as] one that explores how Jews negotiated their place in a complex racial world” (Goldstein 5).  For Goldstein, then, it is not so much that Jews sought to elide their Jewishness, as much as to transform it from a form of racial difference that signified their blackness, into a form of ethnic difference that allowed them to be both “white” and yet still uniquely Jewish. 


Goldstein’s approach also fits more closely with an analysis of the role that racial performance plays as a visible form by which Jewish-Americans could negotiate racial categories. As Michael Rogin famously argued in his now seminal Blackface, White Noise, the adaptation and performance of blackface by American Jews in the 20th century served a specific cultural function by which Jewish Americans asserted their essential whiteness under the burnt cork of blackface. Though the tradition of Jewish blackface has become well known, in large part due to the high visibility and historical salience of films like The Jazz Singer, and the contemporary critical work of Rogin and others, the tradition of Jewish redface remains rarely spoken of. A few recent books and articles have attempted to broach this silence and understand this alternative form of Jewish racial performance, the best of them, in my opinion, being Peter Antelyes’ recent article “‘Haim Afen Range’: The Jewish Indian and the Redface Western,”  According to Antelyes, Jewish redface is best understood as a complex act that is representative of the Jewish desire to both assimilate into the dominant white culture and gain “native” status in American life, while also simultaneously expressing their difference, conceptualized not in racial, but in ethnic terms. As Antleyes explains, while redface “worked similarly to Jewish blackface, marking the Jew’s racial otherness only to dismiss it as illusory . . . Unlike blackface, redface did not seek to efface Jewish difference altogether, but rather to insist upon it in a different form . . . transforming racial difference into ethnic difference and using the latter position to stake a claim upon American identity” (Antelyes 16).

Nemesis and Able-Bodied Act of Redface


Now to the Roth’s novel itself. Nemesis centers on one Bucky Cantor, a Jewish-American man who, disqualified from serving in WWII due to his poor eyesight, takes up the post of playground director in Weequahic, the Jewish quarter of Newark, in 1943. A polio epidemic that has broken out in Newark strikes Weequahic and Bucky’s playground disproportionately hard. Eventually, having taken all he can of watching the children he is supposed to look after fall prey to polio, he relocates to Camp Indian Hill, a traditional Jewish summer camp where his fiancee is working. There he becomes an accepted member of the camp and even participates in their redface rituals, in which they dress up and pretend to be Native American, (which were in reality common at many traditional Jewish summer camps of the time). But before long, polio catches up with Bucky once more as many of the children at the camp, and eventually Bucky himself, fall prey to the disease. Finally, in a crucial concluding section we are given a peek into Bucky’s life post-polio and some of the implications that his disability has had on his identity as a Jewish-American man. 


The heart of my argument today is that Bucky’s flight from the polio-ridden city as well as his participation in redface performance are both examples of Bucky’s attempt to assert his status as “white” in the face of the racializing threat of polio. By the “racializing threat of polio,” I mean here to refer to two different ways in which polio might be perceived as racializing specifically to Jewish-Americans: first, the way in which both in the novel, as well as the popular culture of the period, polio was often portrayed as having connotations that linked it to notions of dirtiness and urban life, and thus symbolically blackness; and second, the way in which polio’s physically disabling effects disallowed Jewish-Americans from engaging in redface, or other forms of racial performance, in conventionally accepted ways, preventing them from actively negotiating their racial identity. 


At the beginning of Nemesis, Roth lists a number of historical texts which he consulted in order to craft his novel. Among these texts is Naomi Rogers Dirt and Disease,  a work which has become canonical in thinking about American Polio epidemics. According to Rogers, because of the medical community and government’s inability to explain or control polio, they resorted to stereotypical and stigmatizing attempts to control the disease by focusing all their efforts on European immigrants, and especially those who lived in tenement slums and  unsanitary conditions. Beyond directly linking ethnic Whites to polio, this connection also implies that it is the “dirty” nature of ethnic Whites which makes them prone to polio, and by doing so arguably reinforces a racialized view of such ethnic Whites through the symbolic connotations that dirt can have. As Tyrone Simpson has argued in “‘The Love of Colour in Me’: Anzia Yezierska's Bread Givers and the Space of White Racial Manufacture”, even when a “representation of Jewish immigrant strife features no black characters, a racial unconscious may appear in the margins, through . . . obsessive phobic invocations of the dirt and grime of ghettoized existence” (Simpson 99). Simpson’s argument about the racialized phobia of dirt in the work of Anzia Yezierska is just as applicable for a reading of Roth’s Nemesis. Throughout Nemesis, polio  is constantly allied with dirt (and thus symbolically, blackness), as exemplified by the following passage from the novel:

Look at Weequahic, they said, as clean and sanitary as any section in the city, and it’s the worst hit. There was talk, somebody said, of keeping the colored cleaning women from coming to the neighborhood for fear that they carried the polio germs up from the slums (Roth 82).


With the racialized character of polio now established, Bucky’s flight from the city to Camp Indian Hill becomes recognizable as a spatial form of his negotiation with polio, and therefore, racial categorization. That is to say, the city is the spatial locus of dirt and the symbolic blackness it represents for Jewish-Americans, as well as, in this case, the devastating disease of polio. Thus, in order to avoid the racial stigma which polio might incur, Bucky must escape the very space that is the site for such disease and race. As Naomi Rogers tells us, the link between the stigmatization of ethnic Whites as carriers of disease and as inhabitants of urban spaces was incredibly powerful,  even though “congestion and poverty did not seem to predict the appearance of epidemic polio” (Rogers 147-8). Bucky’s flight from his responsibility as a playground director, the facilitator of a particularly urban form of recreational space, to a waterfront director at a Jewish summer camp, a particularly rural form of space, thus might be read in racial terms as a Jewish flight towards whiteness, not unlike the Jewish flight from the cities into the suburbs in the 1950s. 


But leaving the dirty, symbolically black space of the city is not enough for Bucky to affirm his “white” character in the face of as potent a racializing threat as polio. Once in the rural space of Camp Indian Hill, Bucky, and in fact, all of its Jewish inhabitants, must further prove that they are the appropriate inhabitants of such an inherently all-American space. And the way they do that is through Jewish redface. As we are told,  “Once a week, Indian Night was celebrated separately in the boys’ and girls’ camp,” a tradition that consisted of gathering at the “council Ring,” which was nothing more than a campfire that has been ethnically marked as “Indian” by the “Council Tent” at its edge and its use for such redface performances. In this space, both campers and counselors came together dressed in outfits and adorned with stereotypically “Indian” props such as bead necklaces, canoe paddles, and bows, and most importantly, had their skin “darkened with cocoa powder to simulate an Indian’s skin tone” (Roth 207). 


When understood through Antelyes’ theory of Jewish redface, which I previously mentioned, the performance at Camp Indian Hill each week then allows the Jewish-American residents to assert their status as simultaneously white beneath the cocoa, manly, through their appropriation of virile and aggressive imagery of Indian men, and perhaps most importantly, “native” to America. Thus, through redface performance, Bucky and the other Jews of Camp Indian Hill are able to distance themselves from the racializing specter of polio by distancing themselves from the immigrant bodies which were perceived to spread the epidemic. But there is also another way in which redface might be understood as a mode for Jewish-Americans to distance themselves from polio and its racial connotations, and that is through the inherent physicality of racial performance and redface in particular. In embodying the native body, the campers and counselors are also embodying a virile able-body that stands in direct contrast to the stereotypical and stigmatic representations of Jews as bodily degenerate, weak, and in a way, even disabled.  Thus, it is physical ability that is displayed in and required for redface performance, and which signifies a kind of assimilation into American identity which has previously gone unmarked, that is the assimilation into an American ideology of ability. 


This finally brings us to the question which provides the title for my talk today: “why can’t Jews with polio play Indian?, and perhaps the most intriguing insight that Roth produces in Nemesis. As polio follows Bucky to Indian Hill and the campers begin to be hospitalized, all mention of redface performance in the novel suddenly disappears. So, if redface is conceived of as an inherently ableist form of negotiating racial categories, the presence of polio, or any other condition that produces physical disability, then necessarily disrupts such performances and metaphorically disables Jews from negotiating their racial identity in America, consigning them to a passive role in which they might be deemed “black” by White Americans. This point is driven home by the novel’s concluding section in which Bucky Cantor, thrity years later, remains living in his grandmother’s walk-up through Newark’s transformation from a characteristically Jewish urban space to a characterstically African-American one. This stands in direct contrast to the general movement of Jewish-Americans from urban to suburban spaces in the 1950s as they established a new model of Jewish-American identity as undeniably white.  


Ultimately, then, polio not only disables Jewish-American bodies like Bucky’s literally, but metaphorically disables them from engaging in the kind of racial performance and spatial mobility that was necessary for Jewish-Americans to assimilate into a hegemonic model of American identity that was simultaneously white, heterosexual, middle-class, and able-bodied. 


