
Study Guide for Philip Roth's Conversion of
the Jews: Short Stories for Students
Philip Roth's "Conversion of the Jews" is a collection of three
interconnected short stories that explore themes of identity, religion, and
loss. The stories are set in the suburbs of Newark, New Jersey, in the
1950s and 1960s, and follow the lives of several Jewish families as they
grapple with the changing social and cultural landscape of America.

Roth's stories are both poignant and funny, and they offer a unique
perspective on the American Jewish experience. The stories are also a
valuable resource for students studying American literature, as they provide
a rich and complex examination of some of the most important issues of
the 20th century.
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Identity: The stories explore the complex issue of Jewish identity in
America. The characters in the stories struggle to find their place in a
society that is often hostile or indifferent to them. They also struggle to
come to terms with their own Jewishness, and to find a way to live
authentically in a world that is often confusing and contradictory.

Religion: The stories also explore the role of religion in Jewish identity.
The characters in the stories have a variety of relationships to
Judaism, and they struggle to find a way to believe in a God who
seems to be indifferent to their suffering. The stories also raise
questions about the nature of faith and the role of religion in modern
society.

Loss: The stories are also about loss. The characters in the stories
lose their loved ones, their faith, and their sense of belonging. They
are forced to confront the inevitability of death and the fragility of life.
The stories offer a moving and compassionate exploration of the
human experience of loss.

Character Analysis

Ozzie Freedman: Ozzie is the protagonist of the first story,
"Conversion of the Jews." Ozzie is a young boy who is struggling to
come to terms with his Jewish identity. He is embarrassed by his
parents' religious practices, and he is drawn to the seductive allure of
the Christian world. Ozzie's story is a moving and ultimately tragic
exploration of the loss of innocence and the search for identity.

Eli Peck: Eli is the protagonist of the second story, "Goodbye,
Columbus." Eli is a young college student who is dating a non-Jewish
girl named Brenda Patimkin. Eli is torn between his love for Brenda



and his desire to remain faithful to his Jewish heritage. Eli's story is a
complex and nuanced examination of the challenges of interfaith
relationships.

Nathan Zuckerman: Nathan is the protagonist of the third story, "Eli,
the Fanatic." Nathan is a young man who is struggling to come to
terms with his own Jewishness. Nathan is drawn to the charismatic
Rabbi Lionel Binder, and he becomes increasingly involved in the
rabbi's extremist religious movement. Nathan's story is a cautionary
tale about the dangers of fanaticism and the importance of finding a
healthy balance between faith and reason.

Literary Analysis

Symbolism: Roth uses a variety of symbols throughout the stories to
explore his themes. For example, the swimming pool in "Conversion of
the Jews" symbolizes both the allure of the Christian world and the
dangers of assimilation. The rabbi's black hat in "Eli, the Fanatic"
symbolizes the dangers of fanaticism and the importance of finding a
healthy balance between faith and reason.

Motifs: Roth also uses a variety of motifs throughout the stories. For
example, the motif of food is used to explore the characters'
relationships to their Jewish heritage. The motif of water is used to
explore the characters' search for identity and meaning. The motif of
death is used to explore the characters' confrontations with the
inevitability of death.

Style: Roth's writing style is characterized by its use of irony, humor,
and pathos. Roth's stories are often funny, but they are also often
deeply moving. Roth's use of irony helps to highlight the absurdity of



some of the situations in which his characters find themselves. His use
of humor helps to make his characters more relatable and
sympathetic. And his use of pathos helps to create a deep emotional
connection between the reader and the characters.

"Conversion of the Jews" is a powerful and moving collection of short
stories that explores some of the most important issues of the 20th century.
Roth's stories are both poignant and funny, and they offer a unique
perspective on the American Jewish experience. The stories are also a
valuable resource for students studying American literature, as they provide
a rich and complex examination of some of the most important issues of
the 20th century.

Further Reading

Review of "Conversion of the Jews" by Michiko Kakutani

Review of "Conversion of the Jews" by Jonathan Yardley

''Conversion of the Jews'': Philip Roth's Tales of American Jewish
Identity" by Sanford Pinsker
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