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THE JOKE 

Reading Philip Roth’s The Human Stain 

 

 

 “You know how European literature begins? With a quarrel.” It is with this disconcerting 

observation that, after calling the register, Coleman Silk used to kick-start his lesson on the gods, 

heroes and myths of the ancient world. Then, with no further preamble, he would read the first verses 

of the Iliad to his class: “ Divine Muse, sing of the ruinous wrath of Achilles… Begin where they first 

quarreled, Agamemnon the King of men, and great Achilles.” And he then drove the nail home: “And 

what are they quarreling about, these two violent, mighty souls? It’s as basic as a barroom brawl. They 

are quarreling over a woman. A girl, really. A girl stolen from her father. Abducted under cover of war.” 

This captive’s name is Briseis. She is Achilles’ concubine, and Agamemnon decides to appropriate her 

in exchange for the daughter of Chryses, the priest of Apollo, whom he must return to appease Apollo’s 

anger. A whim versus a soft spot: the quarrel that erupts with the opening song of this magisterial 

poem is hardly a major one. There is even something trivial about it. Homer’s epic with its heroes, 

gods and myths, is rooted in the prose of the human condition. The original fable tells us a story that 

tells us no stories. 

 This introduction to the subject delighted students. By solemnly assigning so un-solemn a 

beginning to literature, it broke with the numbing protocol of venerating classics, and established a 

link between the most high-blown works and the most lowly earthly experiences – a link for which 

nothing and no one had prepared them.  

 After being the first Jewish dean of  Athena College, Coleman Silk had returned to full-time 

teaching and everything was going swimmingly for him in the year 1995 until the day he realised  two 

students had never once replied when he called their names on the register, and he came out with 

these fatal, facetious words: “Does anyone know these people? Do they exist or are they spooks?” 

 The very same day Coleman was summoned to the new dean’s office to be told not only that 

the two students were Afro-American but also that he now had to face charges of racism. The word 

“spook”, which most dictionaries define as a “ghost” or “phantom” and sometimes as a colloquialism 

for “spy”, was an out-dated derogatory slang term for people of African descent. The former dean 

could not believe his ears. How could he possibly have made ironic remarks about the skin colour of 
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two students he had never seen? No, he had not asked “Do these golliwogs exist?” – an absurd, 

grotesque, impossible thing to say – but, thanks to their absenteeism, he had found himself wondering, 

just for fun, whether they existed in real or merely spectral terms. So he went home quite happily, 

confident that this business would be taken no further. He was wrong. He was being too dismissive. 

That innocuous “spooks” had unleashed the fury of those who battled against racism and all forms of 

discrimination. And however ridiculous their grievances and protestations, these were people no one 

really wanted to cross or pick a fight with. The dean obediently opened an enquiry. A militant minority 

race organisation did so too with some vehemence. Coleman Silk’s colleagues – not wanting to appear 

to be consorting with the Unacceptable and, anyway, only too happy to make Silk pay for the energy 

he had expended, while he was dean, in dragging the college out of a complacent rut – decided to take 

the charge seriously. Perhaps he really had, either deliberately or subconsciously, implied that only 

black students would skip class with such perseverance. The professor of rage was then himself 

gripped by an anger no less furious than Achilles’, “the most highly flammable of explosive wildmen 

any writer has ever enjoyed portraying”, as he used to tell his students. But his was a logical, militant, 

reasoned anger, based on universally acceptable arguments. It was a question of principles, not male 

rivalry. It was not the anger of a hero bolstered by his powers and his rights, but the indignation of an 

innocent brought down by prosecutions meted out to him, an indignation that defied all the right-

thinking spite of his persecutors and appealed to truth and justice and common sense. 

 Standing by him was his wife Iris. Their relationship had long since gone downhill;  confronted 

with this scandal, though, they rediscovered a complicity they had enjoyed as students, and they took 

a united stand. But Iris could not cope with the strain. She woke one morning with a terrible migraine 

and an aching arm. And died the following day. Coleman was in no doubt: this death was a murder. 

They had had him in their sights, but she was the one they had killed. Having buried his wife, Coleman 

Silk hammered on the door of the retired writer Nathan Zuckerman who lived nearby. The two men 

barely knew each other, but Coleman was beside himself with anger, and this overrode his inhibitions. 

He feverishly related his story and, with no other route to justice available, asked the novelist to write 

it. If he were to write it himself, no one would believe him, people would say he was exaggerating and 

he would be taken for an inveterate liar. What this story needed was an established writer so that its 

inherent truth could break through its unlikeliness. 

 Although fascinated, distressed even, by the desperation of this man who would go on to 

become his friend, Zuckerman refused to take up the suggestion. It was a just cause, there was no 

question about that. But this was precisely the point, he wrote novels, not manifestos. He did not write 

in order to settle arguments, however legitimate they might be, but to explore existence through 

narration. Nothing would persuade him to delegate this prerogative to an external incident by 
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swapping his status as an author for that of a dispenser of justice, in other words of a character in the 

great narrative that is meant to feature the fate of the world and of every last individual, the narrative 

that, since Hegel, has been called history. In short, despite the outrage he felt at the disgrace and 

humiliation heaped on the former dean, he rejected the temptation to be an avenger, a hero, a 

humanist Achilles, so that he could continue, to the best of his ability, to follow in Homer’s footsteps. 

 Coleman Silk resigned from the college and continued accumulating notes for a book which 

would be called Spooks. He seethed, he riled, and he marinated in his anger and bitterness. And then, 

quite unexpectedly, came deliverance. “It’s over,” he announced to his newfound friend one day, “I’m 

having an affair, Nathan, I’m having an affair with a  34 year-old woman. I can’t tell you what it has 

done for me.” This woman’s name was Faunia Farley, she had grown up among Boston’s high society, 

a background she had fled as a teenager because her stepfather, who could not keep his paws off her, 

wanted to sleep with her. She had married a Vietnam veteran who had succeeded in ruining their dairy 

herd business. And this woman whom life was trying with incredible persistence to crush had lost her 

two children to asphyxiation when their caravan caught fire. The only thing she had to her name was 

the iron box in which she kept her children’s ashes, she worked as a cleaner in the establishment where 

Coleman Silk, thirty-six years her senior, had been dean, and, to cap it all, she was illiterate, having 

chosen to forget everything she had been taught up to the age of fourteen in her smart Boston school. 

 These two people should never have met. They were separated by the threefold 

insurmountable barriers of age, learning and society. But by the grace of a small blue pill and of their 

respective forms of disgrace, they found each other. Released from his warring rage, unburdened of 

his own fulminations, saved from the torments and ravages so aptly described by the Greeks and that 

unleash an appetite for revenge, Coleman felt that – more than ever and yet in a quite different way – 

he was living by the light of the Iliad. “I’m taking Viagra, Nathan […], I owe all this turbulence and 

happiness to Viagra. Without Viagra none of this would be happening […]. Without Viagra, I could 

continue, in my declining years, to develop the broad impersonal perspective of an experienced and 

educated honourably discharged man who has long ago given up the sensual enjoyment of life. […] 

Thanks to Viagra I’ve come to understand Zeus’s amorous transformations. That’s what they should 

have called Viagra. They should have called it Zeus”. In other words, this biotechnological marvel 

democratises Olympus. This gift not from the heavens but from modern science means all and sundry 

are capable of exploits that the most ancient legends of our culture attributed to the gods. Under the 

effects of Viagra, secularisation goes off track: on this lowly earth progress facilitates not the great 

hopes and prophetic visions of the bible, but the frivolous prodigies of mythology.  

 It is Coleman Silk who celebrates the divine virtues of Viagra. But it is Nathan Zuckerman who 

relates the episode. The writer eventually agreed to the professor’s request. He did this after the two 
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lovers were killed in a car crash (and in circumstances revealed only at the end of the story). This 

change of heart was motivated not only by a desire to build a tomb to a dead friend, but also by 

Zuckerman’s discovery at Silk’s funeral that this “small-nosed Jewish type with the facial heft in the 

jaw” was in fact black. And so, as far as the reclusive novelist was concerned, this was no longer about 

launching into battle by throwing down his own “J’accuse!”, but about penetrating the enigma of a 

man’s life.  It was the artist rather than the intellectual who was required. The narrative which had 

seemed to need only a passionate pursuit of justice now demanded much more: illuminating an 

existential choice.  

 Like Anatole Broyard, the famous New York Times literary critic of the 1950s, Coleman was 

light skinned. While our skin usually has no option but to advertise our colour quite openly, his was a 

departure from this general ontological rule. Being questionable, ambiguous, a borderline case, he 

was spared by antinomy. White or black: it was not possible to decide at first sight. His father, who had 

lost his optician’s shop after the crash of 1929 and been forced to wait tables on sleeper trains, had 

warned him: “Any time a white deals with you, no matter how well intentioned he may be, there is the 

presumption of intellectual inferiority. Somehow or other, if not directly by his words then by his facial 

expression, by his tone of voice, by his impatience, even by the opposite – by his forbearance, by his 

wonderful display of humaneness – he will always talk to you as though you are dumb, and then, if 

you’re not, he will be astonished.” In this climate of silent humiliation (further aggravated by  job he 

held), Silk senior had made it a point of honour to cultivate his children’s education, particularly their 

knowledge of English. An English he referred to as “the language of Chaucer, Shakespeare and Dickens”, 

and that he honoured by forbidding approximations or childish words: “Even the kids who came into 

the house, his children’s friends, had their English corrected by Mr. Silk”. And he so effectively turned 

prejudice on its head that Coleman was top of his class in high school. The result of this was that the 

family were visited by Dr Festerman, the top surgeon from the hospital where Coleman’s mother 

worked; Festerman came to ask Coleman’s parents to persuade their son, with the offer of financial 

compensation, to surrender his pole position to the surgeon’s own son, this being the only way the 

latter would gain entry to one of the top East Coast medical schools (because the GI Bill had then not 

yet been introduced, and Jews were subject to draconian numerus clausus quotas). The family refused 

this indecent proposal, but the episode had a lasting effect on Coleman. Which was why, whilst in New 

York in 1948, when he met a girl from Minnesota called Steena, he refrained from telling her he was 

black. He did not tell her he was white either. He said nothing. Although she had no prejudices herself, 

he left the issue dangling. But when, completely unprepared, she discovered the truth during a visit to 

his parents in East Orange, New Jersey, Steena panicked. On the way home she burst into tears; “I 

can’t,” she said, and fled. Some time later, then, he told the woman with whom he would settle down 
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that he was Jewish, and that the name Silk – an Americanisation of Silbersweg – was acquired when a 

charitable customs officer had conferred it on his father in Long Island.  

 In doing this, Coleman was not going over to the enemy. He was not forsaking the world of the 

weak and the oppressed in order freely to enjoy the privileges of domination. He was not choosing the 

reassurance of belonging to a majority rather than the burden of belonging to the stigmatised minority 

of former slaves. He chose the thrilling and demanding path of not belonging. In a word, he had not 

switched camps but decamped. 

 The American tragedy, as Tocqueville pointed out so much earlier, is less slavery itself than the 

combination of “the furtive, intangible fact of slavery with the permanent, material fact of race.” In 

this there is a fatalism that emancipation alone cannot break down because “the memory of slavery 

dishonours race and race perpetuates the memory of slavery.” Descendants of slaves can respond to 

this situation with defiance, with impassive dignity or with overstated servility. But they cannot fail to 

respond. They are condemned to react, and to do so as members of a community. They have always 

lost the initiative and their independence from the outset. They are no longer masters of their own 

lives but, whether submitting or rebelling, they are slaves to their colour. Having been ascribed to this 

colour as if it were some fundamental fact, they are excluded from the great humanist promise that 

Pico della Mirandola put into the mouth of God several centuries ago: “Adam, we give you no fixed 

place to live, no form that is peculiar to you, nor any function that is yours alone. According to your 

desires and judgment, you will have and possess whatever place to live, whatever form, and whatever 

functions you yourself choose. All other things have a limited and fixed nature prescribed and bounded 

by our laws. You, with no limit or no bound, may choose for yourself the limits and bounds of your 

nature.” Now that a black president has been elected to the Whitehouse, all Americans feel they have 

the right to claim this power and to chant, “Yes, we can!” But back when Coleman reached adulthood 

and took charge of his life, that particular Adam still could not be black. Even if, as a kneejerk reaction 

to Nazism, segregation was increasingly challenged, the very visibility of black people still had a 

tyrannical hold over their identity, and the term black as a proper noun was still chained to its meaning 

as a common noun. Whether appropriated or a source of shame, being black could not be ignored, 

while Whites were free to choose whether they granted any importance to their skin colour. A black 

face is black before it is a face. A pale face is first and foremost a face. Coleman simply aspires to this 

precedence. He refuses to limit his existential options to the selection of roles offered to him by social 

opinion. He wants to write his own script. He wants to define himself. He wants to benefit from the 

promise made to Adam by adopting the skin, not of a white person, but of a colourless person. So he 

is not switching – out of cowardice or opportunism – from one “we” to another. He is boldly changing 

pronouns. He is breaking away from the embrace of the first person plural: Coleman is a pioneer of I. 
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 There is something exceptional about this trajectory and this resolution, but they are not 

entirely unexpected. It is the very spirit of his nation that inspires Coleman when he repudiates his 

race and history itself in order to be an individual in the fullest sense of the term. Indeed, what is he 

doing when he launches into his foolhardy enterprise other than finding an American solution to the 

tragedy of America? Pico della Mirandola kicked western modernity off by conferring on human beings 

the capacity and even a duty to construct their own person. But in the West there is only one 

exclusively modern place: the North American continent. While Europe is committed to coming to 

terms with the Ancien Régime, America is – at least to the same extent as the promised land of 

abundance – the territory where man is invited to shake off the yoke of his origins and leave behind 

his oppressive destiny like castoff clothes. The allure of the New World derives from its refusal to 

compromise, as the Old Continent does, between the past and the future. The term “self-made man” 

is the apt formula for homo americanus, and it applies no less readily to Coleman Silk when he cuts 

the umbilical cord to become someone of his own choice, than it does to the stratospheric financial 

successes of Howard Hughes or Bill Gates. Adam can’t be black? That’s not a problem! Coleman will 

no longer be black in order to secure Adam’s indeterminateness, and in so doing he achieves a 

quintessentially American gesture: “To become a new being. To bifurcate. The drama that underlies 

America's story. The high drama that is upping and leaving—and the energy and cruelty that rapturous 

drive demands”. 

 Nathan Zuckerman show us the extraordinary energy of a man who, in his youth and against 

his father’s wishes, was an amateur boxer with a fearsome punch; but he also explores his darker side. 

Once he had made his decision, Coleman had to go and see his mother, look her in the eye and tell her 

the unbearable truth: the young woman he had married was white and Jewish, he had led her to 

believe he was Jewish too and that his parents were dead. Which meant in very real terms she would 

only ever see her future grandchildren from a distance, in a  public place – the train station, the zoo or 

Central Park – and without ever making herself known to them. By doing this, “He was murdering her. 

You don’t have to murder your father. The world will do that for you. There are plenty of forces out to 

get your father. The world will take care of him, as it had indeed taken care of Mr Silk. Who there is to 

murder is the mother, and that’s what he was doing to her, the boy who’d been loved as he’d been 

loved by this woman. Murdering her on behalf of his exhilarating notion of freedom!”. In other words, 

there is nothing casual about freedom. It takes heroism to display the necessary selfishness. And 

breaking off emotional ties proves far more exacting than the challenge posed by the law. Coleman 

sees it through but is devastated by the terrible pain he inflicts and the monumental sacrifice he asks 

of himself by burning all bridges with heteronomy. 

 Philip Roth’s more attentive readers may be left wondering: if this wrench requires such effort, 

if it takes such violence and suffering to achieve the status of a sovereign subject, then why risk 
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compromising everything by taking on a Jewish identity? Surely anyone who says “I am Jewish” is 

automatically putting themselves into the pernickety guardianship of “We, the Jews” and, as 

demonstrated by Philip Roth’s first book attributed to Nathan Zuckerman, The Ghost Writer, surely he 

brings on himself all the rage of this tormented community when he refuses to act as their 

spokesperson? From his very first short story, the fresh young novelist failed in his duty to identify with 

his own people, and for this he was viewed as a renegade and formally accused of forfeiting his talent 

and his name to the basest anti-Semitic clichés. He thought that, through literature, he would be able 

to escape the carve-up of the world between “us” and “them, the goys”, and he saw what that cost 

him. Does Coleman Silk lose his way? No, because he is black. And, as far as black people are 

concerned, Jews are first and foremost non-black, or goys. Goys who are slightly different to the others, 

goys who, in the 1950s, were seen as more liberal, more tolerant and more welcoming than the rest. 

Here Coleman ran a smaller risk than anywhere else of ending up in the hellish situation that would 

see him confronted with racism but unable to disclose his identity. And, as for Iris, he could breathe 

easy there: his fiancée’s Yiddish-speaking, anarchist parents fasted once year, and not for Yom Kippur 

but to commemorate the anniversary of Sacco and Vanzetti’s executions.  

 Coleman therefore set out to achieve individualism by force, and he succeeded: he escaped 

his racial prison without falling into the clutches of another haranguing clan. But this pioneer of I, had 

not reckoned on a quite different we: “the we that is dying to suck you in, the coercive, inclusive, 

historical, inescapable moral we with its insidious E pluribus unum.” This we was waiting around the 

corner for him and tripped him up by accusing him of racism, yes him, even though his entire life was 

a protest against the stigmatisation and de-individualisation of man’s racism. And what he then 

contemplates is what makes you a racist: “It’s not that you’ve just become one. The story is you’ve 

been discovered, so it’s been your whole life. It’s not just that you did one thing wrong once. If you’re 

a racist, the you’ve always been a racist. Suddenly it’s your entire life you’ve been a racist.” So the same 

applies to today’s racist as to the object of yesterday’s racism. It is not what he does or even what he 

thinks that is criminal, it is his very being. Whatever the accused says or does or has done, he is forever 

a racist, he is a racist from birth to death. He is locked into the concept by an irrefutable determinism, 

with no possible means of escape. However free he would have himself be, the individual in him never 

outstrips his status as a representative of a harmful group. He is not a subject, but subjected, tied to 

his allegiance, bound to endless repetition, entrenched in evil. The R of “racist” is his scarlet letter, and 

it is indelible. The offence he has to answer for reveals the flaw with which he himself is afflicted. As 

for the people whom the racist in question is meant to have wronged, they are at pains not to be 

recognised for who they are: what they are is all they need. The haste with which they press charges 

against a professor who never had an opportunity to evaluate their work or even identify them betrays 
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what they really want: to be judged, valued and compensated not on their own merits, but on their 

roots or their colour. They do not defend freedom, but rather flee from it and hope to be released from 

any individual responsibility by taking refuge in the cocoon of a collective identity. 

 There is no more just cause than the equal dignity of individuals; there is no more vital 

necessity than emphatically to refuse any political, philosophical, scientific or religious definition of 

humanity from which some communities or cultures find themselves excluded; there is, therefore, no 

more legitimate fight than the fight against racial discrimination. But, as Coleman Silk’s misadventure 

demonstrates, good intentions are sometimes an alibi to resentments, and the reader is forced to join 

the shamed professor in recognising this terrible fact: the antiracist thinking that permeates college 

campuses at the dawn of this new millennium does not abrogate racism but revives it. The Beast has 

been brought down, but what makes the current mood so difficult to stomach is the similarity between 

triumphal right-thinking and the simultaneous “wrong-thinking” in all its opprobrium.  

 Thanks to his miraculous meeting with Faunia, Coleman Silk thought he would be able to 

follow another new path by breaking away from this last avatar of we and from his alienating desire to 

fight it, face up to it and get the better of it. Thanks to the “wrath of Achilles, the rage of Philoctetes, 

the fulminations of Medea, the madness of Ajax, the despair of Electra, and the suffering of 

Prometheus” he knew the countless horrors that resulted when “the highest degree of indignation is 

achieved and, in the name of justice, retribution is exacted and a cycle of retaliation begins”, and this 

knowledge suddenly came back to him. He felt nothing would get the better of him if he made one 

last defection and sloughed off the need to be right. Having rescinded his inheritance, he was prepared 

to abandon a part of himself that had become secondary, in order to exist in the first person and to 

carry on forging his own destiny. But the we of his day would not release its hold so readily. One day 

Coleman received an anonymous letter with these words: 

 

Everyone knows 

you’re sexually exploiting 

an abused illiterate woman 

half you age.  

 

The former dean of Athena College immediately recognised the handwriting of Delphine Roux, a 

French teacher he himself had hired and who was now running the language and literature 

department. She was brilliant, she was cultured, she was a film-lover, she had devoted a predictably 

subversive thesis to the works of Georges Bataille, she sent ripples of the sophisticated Parisian avant-

garde mindset over the Athena campus and, with her inimitable French touch, she contributed to 
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overturning the great individualist promise that Coleman had wanted to bring into being with a 

rainbow of minority views. Some time before events came to a head, a student called Elena Mitnik had 

come to see her in her capacity as department chair, to complain about the Euripides plays Coleman 

had included in the programme for his classes on Greek tragedy. The student felt these plays were 

“degrading to women”. So Delphine Roux summoned her colleague to try to reach some agreement 

with him. But war broke out straightaway. Coleman Silk told his “dear” friend he had spent his whole 

life reading and thinking about these plays. “Never from Elena’s feminist perspective,” she retorted. 

Nor, he pointed out, from Moses’ Jewish perspective, or even from the then so fashionable perspective 

of Nietzschean perspectivism. This in fact is one of the paradoxes of our time: in spite of himself, 

Nietzsche has been enlisted by all who criticise domination and egalitarian activism; the hyper-

democratic notion that all opinions and interpretations are of equal value is now sustained by a clearly 

stated and thoroughly reasoned aristocratic refusal from the author of The Gay Science to sacrifice a 

hierarchy between people to a universality of truth. The following semester another female student 

was incensed to learn that, behind her back, Professor Silk had referred to her in front of her 

classmates using a despicable racist epithet; almost in tears, she ran straight to Delphine Roux’s office 

and the latter, having learned her lesson, was in no hurry to repeat her earlier experience. She knew 

that if she summoned Coleman, he would be sarcastic and paternalistic with her. So she took the 

problem directly to the dean of the faculty. And when, despite the precautions Coleman and Faunia 

took to ensure no one could hold anything over them, Delphine Roux learned of their affair she 

immediately saw it as another avatar – not racial this time but sexual – of the multifaceted scandal of 

inequality, and she did not hesitate to seize this opportunity to reawaken hostilities with the former 

dean. 

 It is 1998, the year Bill Clinton as president of the United States is accused of lying about his 

relationship with a curvy young intern: Monica Lewinksy. Faunia is to Coleman Silk what Monica is to 

the tenant of the Whitehouse: the woman who acts as a conduit for persecution. “Did you have sex 

with this woman?”: Clinton has to answer to the crime of adultery before the outraged representatives 

of the moral majority, and the whole affair reaches such proportions that Nathan Zuckerman ends up 

picturing “a mammoth banner, draped dadaistically like a Christo wrapping from one end of the 

Whitehouse to the other and bearing the legend A HUMAN BEING LIVES HERE.” At the same time 

Coleman is enduring excommunication by the Athena College community. The young president’s 

tormentors speak the same language as those tormenting the one-time dean. The former are 

reactionary and puritanical, censuring concupiscence, impurity and sexual incontinence, and some, 

such as the leader writer William F. Buckley, hope the culprit will suffer the same punishment as 

Abelard. The latter are progressive, denouncing oppression and all the injustices of social order. In 
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other words, Bill Clinton’s enemies and Coleman Silk’s enemies are enemies to each other; they uphold 

opposing values but, despite their antagonism, they have in common a dizzyingly Manichean simplism 

in their political and moral commitment. The professor’s disgrace is a result of the same mental 

mechanism as the dogged pursuit of the head of state. And, although obviously not so universally 

exposed, Coleman Silk suffers the added displeasure of seeing his natural defenders transformed into 

merciless judges.  

 His lawyer, Nelson Primus, is a tall, slim, supple, sporty  and impeccably dressed young man. 

With all the condescension of a thirty-year-old addressing a ridiculous old man whose virility has been 

restored by ersatz pharmaceuticals at ten dollars a pill, he suggests that Coleman Silk should end his 

love affair. “Faunia Farley is not from your world,” he tells him. And it does not stop there, Coleman’s 

children sermonise too. They supported Coleman when his political scandal broke, but his sexual 

scandal is another story. They are indignant and, in an extraordinary role reversal, they become judges, 

superegos, in short fathers to their father. And their judgement is not only severe (which Coleman 

understands) but simplistic (which he finds devastating). The day he tells his eldest, Jeff, that he has 

broken up with the young woman because he does not want to “lose his children”, his sensible son 

nods and says he is relieved there have been no repercussions. Repercussions of what? Asks the father, 

and the answer comes: of the abortion and the suicide attempt. Coleman is floored. Both the 

pregnancy and the act of despair are pure inventions. Faunia did not have an abortion, Faunia did not 

want to end her life. He asks Jeff for an explanation: where did he get this sensationalist information 

that he is so readily spreading? His son replies with all the weariness of stating the obvious that these 

events are public knowledge in Athena: everyone knows.  

 Everyone knows, the opening words of Delphine Roux’s letter, the sinister refrain of The 

Human Stain. Everyone knows, the full weight of cliché landing four square in real life. Everyone knows, 

a faceless narrator formatting the human world. Everyone knows, men freed from the shackles of 

tradition only to come under the thumb of opinion; the vacuum left by the community’s obvious power 

is filled by the anonymity of social power. Which means once again that, far from having released its 

grip, the we has metamorphosed: it has become a more nebulous, general we, a one, and is now 

omnipresent, crushing, inescapable. And Coleman realises to his horror that the educational principles 

he instituted to preserve his successors’ hearts and minds from the sovereignty of Everyone knows 

served strictly no purpose: “All the preschool. All the reading to them. The sets of encyclopedias. 

The preparation before quizzes. The dialogues at dinner. The endless instruction, from Iris, from him, 

in the multiform nature of life. The scrutinization of language”… and now his mawkish, superegotistical 

child takes Hollywood fantasy at face value. Everyone knows, or the spectacular fiasco of culture. To 

be absolutely precise, it is not through barbarity or lack of culture that literature has forfeited its ability 
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to act, it is through the narrative – and therefore literary – flow of prejudices and clichés that gives 

every age its look, its tone and its coherence. The Outsiders of literature draw their strength from being 

another literature and fulfil expectations. Education succumbs without any resistance to rumours 

dressed up as kitsch. Sentimentalism stands in for sensitivity, and the barricade of tragic scepticism is 

swept away by the wave of universal melodrama.  

 On the day of Coleman Silk’s funeral Nathan Zuckerman meets Ernestine, Silk’s black sister. She 

is the one to reveal the great secret, the counter-life chosen and shaped with such implacable 

determination by the man for whom he felt such a deep-seated friendship but whom he did not know. 

He then finds out about the extraordinary father who thought of the English language not as an 

instrument but as an inheritance, and who had ensured with jealous vigilance that his children 

honoured it. Zuckerman also discovers that Coleman’s heroic yet terrifying resolution was made all the 

more terrible by the unconditional nature of his mother’s love: “Even the decision to spend the rest 

of his life pretending his mother had been somebody else, a mother he'd never had and  

who had never existed, even that couldn’t free Mrs Silk of him.” And when Nathan tells Ernestine why 

her brother resigned, when he tells her about the Spooks affair, she cannot believe her ears. The idea 

of immanent justice does not even cross her mind. The thought of deserving the prodigal son’s 

punishment… no, trivial, short-sighted and evidence of the destructive power of antiracist right-

thinking. Back in the day, she points out, in her parents’ day or her own, or even Zuckerman’s, failures 

were the individual’s responsibility. Nowadays they can be attributed to the system. Political rectitude 

sees man as originally innocent and good: if there is evil, it comes from society, in other words from 

domination. Among the various forms of domination, racism is the most scandalous, and so-called 

legitimate culture the most insidious. Which is how we have achieved the prodigious situation of 

seeing black people in all walks of life while at the same time criminalising otherness by declaring 

ancient authors too difficult, too distant and too strange to burden classes with. The slightest 

difference arouses solemn rebuke from those who swear only by words such as “relationship”,  

“diversity” or “openness”. Now, Ernestine concludes, students see their own incompetence as some 

sort of privilege. They can’t cope with something, so the material must be at fault. Once upon a time 

there was school. But this same Ernestine, who is so perceptive and who so delights Nathan with her 

didactic stance, does not want to hear a word about Faunia Farley. There is no room in her brother’s 

life story for that woman. Faunia Farley is unacceptable: the twin tyrannies of propriety and movies 

exclude her from the landscape.  
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 I have often thought that when, starting with American Pastoral, Philip Roth made Nathan 

Zuckerman not a principal character in his novels but a chronicler excluded from life’s turbulence by 

an operation for prostate cancer which had left him impotent and incontinent, it was to shut up his 

detractors. He was repeatedly criticised for never speaking about himself and for using the novel as a 

flag of convenience under which to write a never ending biography of the writer he was. People did 

not want to believe him when he said his works were not a thinly transposed confession but an 

exploration of existence, and that there was as much alter as ego in his alter ego, Zuckerman. He could 

merrily kill off and then resuscitate his character, he could grant him adventures he himself had never 

had, in short send him off down the infinite routes of his possible lives, people remained 

contemptuously convinced he was following the single path of his real life. Nothing could more 

effectively disarm his critics than a drastic flick of the scalpel that took Nathan Zuckerman from the 

status of hero to that of a listening ear. Given Philip Roth’s combative temperament, this must have 

been a contributory reason. But on reading The Human Stain, I came across a deeper and more decisive 

one. Everything that happens comes to us as narrative accounts. And the accounts to which even the 

most sophisticated of us give credence, those we spontaneously construct to put some order in the 

anarchy of events are edifying and rudimentary. From early childhood we are insatiable consumers 

and constant producers of stereotyped fictions. We never weary of reducing life’s problems, dilemmas 

and enigmas to dazzling scenes where Good confronts Evil in single combat. The contents of these two 

concepts changes, the structure remains: it is always Saint George who drives his lance into the 

dragon’s mouth. There is one form of appeal against this monotonous, impetuous romanticising 

activism: the novel. Novels are not one form of fable among others, they are the fables that do not 

play the game and, in the words of Milan Kundera, they tear the “magic curtain woven of legends” 

that hangs between us and the world. 

 By entrusting the narration of his post zuckermanian novels to Nathan Zuckerman, Roth 

personifies this redeeming gesture. He incarnates it. He integrates it to the plot. He gives it a physical 

presence. The art of the novel appears in the novel. Invention is presented as investigation, the 

narrative is on the same level as the story, and this refusal to take a step back is far more than a device 

or a strategy. Here the reader is confronted not only with the framework and events of a life but with 

a struggle (which implicates all lives) between the literary imaginary world and the projections of moral 

reductionism. “Because we don’t know do we? Everyone knows… how what happens the way it does? 

What underlies the anarchy of the train of events, the uncertainties, the mishaps, the disunity, the 

shocking irregularities that define human affairs? […]nobody knows anything. You can’t know anything. 

The things you know you don’t know. […] All that we don’t know is astonishing.” We don’t know. But, 

more significantly, we don’t know that we don’t know. We believe we know. Ignorance is not a vacuum, 
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it is an overfilled balloon of scenarios and certainties. And one that needs puncturing. That is what the 

narrator in The Human Stain does. Without  Zuckerman’s intervention, Philip Roth would have made 

Faunia Farley appear from nowhere. Through the prism of his favourite character, he brings 

imagination itself into play, and not as a creator’s privilege or as a purely aesthetic faculty, but as a 

hermeneutic tool, as the only means at our disposal to resist the images that pseudo-knowledge keeps 

producing. The pseudo-knowledge of Delphine Roux and her abstract feminism. Also the pseudo-

knowledge of Coleman Silk whose confidences mean Nathan Zuckerman can establish a portrait of 

Faunia, even though he himself was labouring under misapprehensions. On the day of their funeral, 

Nathan realises they were both playing a part. She was playing the part of illiteracy; he was acting out 

a skin colour. They were both actors and deserters. Coleman had tried to escape the diktat of his 

origins; Faunia, even more radically, wanted to escape her upbringing. She has no illusions about her 

fellow human beings, and would rather spend her time with crows, particular one specific crow that 

had been picked up by the local animal charity and went by the name of Prince. Why the crow? 

Because it is an ambassador for the natural world? Of the paradise man has been driven from? 

Precisely not. Prince is a pitifully poorly adapted bird. When he wants to leave his cage and goes to 

perch in a tree, the other crows attack him and he has to beat a hasty retreat to escape slaughter. 

“’That’s what comes of being hand-raised,’ said Faunia. ‘That’s what comes of hanging around all his 

life with people like us. The human stain,’ […] we leave a stain, we leave a trail, we leave our imprint. 

Impurity, cruelty, abuse, error, excrement, semen – there’s no other way to be here. […] It’s in 

everyone. Indwelling. Inherent. Defining […] It’s why all the cleansing is a joke. A barbaric joke at that. 

The fantasy of purity is appalling. It’s insane. What is the quest to purify, if not more impurity?” 

 In this key soliloquy, Faunia Farley dismisses with one stroke both concepts of an origin fighting 

over the beating heart of Everyone knows: the evil and the pastoral, sin and innocence, Saint Augustine 

and Jean-Jacques Rousseau. The stain is not a punishment, it is a fact. It is there. It expects neither 

grace nor redemption, but for us to assent to it as a clause of our condition. It would be dangerous to 

try to get rid of it in the name of virtue or man’s supra-natural vocation; it would be ridiculous to deny 

it in the name of man’s supposed intrinsic goodness. So Faunia is not trying to reach an untainted 

world when she rejects her background or when she goes so far as to bind herself to Prince when she 

slips the ring Coleman has given her into the bird’s cage, but she no longer wants anything to do with 

the purifying crusades that cultured society undertakes, encourages and ratifies. It is strange that 

Faunia, rather than Coleman the professor of Greek literature or Nathan the novelist, makes this 

speech and even believes  that mythology which sees Zeus in the image of man is wiser than the Bible 

and its presumptuous fantasy of man made in the image of God. Surely this woman who has been 

stained by her stepfather is the last person who can talk about some constituent stain? Surely all the 
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hardships heaped on this Dickensian heroine who has wandered into a Philip Roth novel derive from 

the abuse she was subjected to? Isn’t she in a better position to grieve her ravaged innocence than to 

follow the example set by Coleman’s Greeks and try to defy the temptation of immoderation by 

reconciling herself to our original imperfection? 

 This objection would be valid if Faunia Farley had not, in all circles and in every guise, come 

across hypocrisy, in other words attempts to hide the stain, and if her husband had not subjected her 

to the diabolical violence of his purifying rage. Lester Farley came home from a war America had lost, 

of which he was ashamed, which was not commemorated by any Iliad but by a long wall bearing the 

names of soldiers killed, and one of the war’s main architects, Robert McNamara, wrote in his memoirs 

that the United States had failed to acknowledge that, in international affairs as in other aspects of our 

lives, some problems have no immediate solutions. For someone whose whole life had been devoted 

to solving problems, that truth was very hard to accept: “At times we may have live with an imperfect, 

untidy world.” Which is how America’s brightest and best of the sixties and seventies ended up 

adopting Faunia Farley’s brusque wisdom twenty years later, and that was their final settlement. But 

Farley Lester himself cannot afford the luxury of this belated understanding. He did not instigate or 

fashion the Vietnam war, he fought it and it destroyed him. He needed someone to blame. This 

seething Achilles’ anger must have an outlet. And that outlet can be his cursed wife whom, he claims, 

was out having a good time while their children were burning, and the old Jewish professor who is the 

other half of her shameless couple. One night, with all his lights blazing, he ploughs his pick-up towards 

their car, forcing them off the road into a ravine to avoid him. At least, this is what Nathan Zuckerman 

finds out when the time comes when “everyone knows”, and everyone keeps insisting that Coleman’s 

car left the road while – and because – his mistress was performing fellatio on him. 

 Everything comes out into the open, then. But we must beware of shedding light like this. A 

danger waits in the wings for readers of The Human Stain: settling comfortably into the truth Faunia 

delivers when she is talking to the crow, and drawing a unilateral lesson from it. This truth is actually 

not an easy one. Because a longing for purity has more than one card up its sleeve. For example, 

Coleman is its target but hasn’t he been trying to scrub out the stain of his birth? Surely his challenge 

is to be reborn pure of any ancestry? And this asceticism reminds us of its opposite in the closing pages 

of The Counterlife. Nathan Zuckerman writes to his English wife, Marie, saying he does not want a 

barbaric custom to mutilate the child she longs for, and he compares the ritual of circumcision with all 

forms that a denial of history can take, claiming that circumcision establishes unambiguously that 

someone is here and not there, but also one of us and not one of them. No one can escape it: his wife 

would be stepping into history through his history and through him. Circumcision is everything that 

the pastoral is not and, to Zuckerman, it reinforces the comfort of the world which is not derived from 
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a conflict-free unity. The “pastoral” he refers to is the dream of an idyllically natural life or one that is 

perfectly mastered. But Nathan believes that being circumcised means losing all this, that heavy-

handed human values descend on a boy’s genitalia and stamp them with their seal. 

 “There are no more Jews or Greeks,” Saint Paul announced at the beginning of our era. So as 

not to leave mankind prey to the charms of a pastoral life in which we entirely lose sight of our 

condition, Philip Roth chose to be both: Jewish and Greek; Jewish in The Counterlife, and Greek right 

down to the assumed kinship with the raging Achilles and his celebration of the debauched Zeus in 

The Human Stain. 

 But he does not stop at that. In the very last scene of the book, Nathan Zuckerman is heading 

for Coleman’s childhood home at Ernestine’s invitation, and he notices a grey pick-up with Prisonner 

of War/Missing in Action stickers – unquestionably Lester Farley’s. He reverses, parks next to the 

isolated vehicle and starts walking over to the frozen lake. In the middle of the lake the one character 

in his book he has yet to meet is bent over a hole in the ice, calmly fishing. “I’d trespassed upon a 

setting as pristine, I would think, as unviolated, as serenely unspoiled, as envelops any inland body of 

water in New England. It gave you an idea, as such places do – as they’re cherished for doing – of what 

the world was like before the advent of man.” The word pristine here is used utterly candidly. The 

world from before man’s time is indispensable to man. And when after a disturbing conversation 

loaded with hidden meaning, Nathan Zuckerman leaves the fisherman who has not given his name 

but is quite definitely Lester Farley, he is far from reassured. Back on dry land he turns round to see 

whether the man has followed him to “do him in”, but is surprised by the sight that greets him: “Only 

rarely, at the end of our century, does life offer up a vision as pure and peaceful as this one: a solitary 

man on a bucket, fishing through eighteen inches of ice in a lake that’s constantly turning over its water 

atop an arcadian mountain in America.” 

 A mendacious marvel, an illusory Arcadia, a beguiling but deceptive scene: the solitary man 

sitting on his bucket is a killer. Faunia was right. The stain is universal and ubiquitous. But there is 

nothing militant about this confirmed fact now. It brings no comfort this time. And the final image in 

The Human Stain is all the more poignant because it irreparably violates the silent beauty of a 

wonderfully pure landscape. 


