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In presenting historical events differently than how they occurred, Philip Roth's The Plot 

Against America is part of a larger subgenre of speculative fiction that has increased in 

popularity in the past decades. Referred to primarily as Alternative History or 

Counterfactual Historical Fiction, these books present "what if" scenarios that ask what 

might have happened if particular events in history had different outcomes. 

 

Although Roth writes in his 2004 essay "The Story Behind The Plot Against America" 

that "I had no literary models for reimagining the historical past,"1 the one book that he 

does cite is George Orwell's 1949 dystopian novel 1984, in which Great Britain 

("Airstrip One") has become a province of a superstate named Oceania, and most of the 

world's population has become victims of perpetual war, omnipresent government 

surveillance, and propaganda. But there are many other titles that reimagine past events 

and their impact. 

 

One notable book that helped establish the genre of Alternative History is The Man in 

the High Castle by Philip K. Dick, which imagines Nazi Germany and Imperial Japan 

having won World War II. The 1962 novel also includes an example of "alternate-

alternate" history, in that one of its characters is the author of a book depicting a reality 

in which the Allies won the war, itself divergent from history in several aspects. 

 

And there are many works of 21st century Jewish fiction that fall under this rubric: 

 

Michael Chabon’s 2007 novel The Yiddish Policemen's Union explores a world in which 

the State of Israel was destroyed in its infancy and many of the world's Jews live instead 

in a small strip of Alaska set aside by the US government for Jewish settlement.  

                                                 
1 Philip Roth, “The Story Behind The Plot Against America,” New York Times Book Review. September 19, 

2004 
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In Emily Barton’s novel The Book of Esther (2016), rather than having fallen in the 

Middle Ages, the Khazar kingdom in western Asia has endured for more than a 

millennium under Jewish rule. Now that it is 1942 and war is raging, Jewish refugees 

from European countries are pouring in with tales of persecution, and the German army 

is poised to invade the kingdom in its push eastward, and the Khazars are drawn into 

World War II. 

 

In Simone Zelitch’s Judenstaat (2016), the year 1948 saw the establishment not of the 

State of Israel, but of Judenstaat, a Jewish nation in the eastern German territory of 

Saxony, with a cozy relationship with the Soviet Union. 

 

In Lavie Tidhar’s A Man Lies Dreaming (2014) the 1933 German elections brought the 

Communists, rather than the Nazis, to power. Persecuted by the new government, many 

Nazis have fled to England. We learn in the novel, however, that this hopeful version of 

history is but the product of the imagination of a former writer of low-grade Yiddish 

pulp fiction now imprisoned in Auschwitz.  

 

And two Israeli authors have written alternative histories of a Jewish homeland: 

 

Nava Semel’s Isra Isle (2004) takes as its starting point a little known episode in 

American Jewish history: in 1825, American Jew Mordecai Manuel Noah purchased 

land in Grand Island, New York, near Niagara Falls, intending that the land serve as a 

place of refuge for persecuted Jews. Although nothing came of this plan historically, 

Semel imagines that Noah’s proto-Zionist plan came to fruition: Isra Isle is a long-

standing Jewish state on North American soil, with an evolved culture that has come to 

incorporate elements of both Judaism and Native American spirituality and symbolism. 

 

And Lavie Tidhar’s Unholy Land (2018) depicts a world in which the “Uganda plan” 

contemplated in the early years of the Zionist movement came to fruition. The novel is 

set in the Jewish state of Palestina, neighboring Uganda and Kenya. 

 

Roth himself has played with history on numerous occasions. In his essay/story 

''Looking at Kafka,'' he imagines the Prague novelist as not having succumbed to 

tuberculosis in 1924, but living long enough to escape Nazi Europe and become a 

Hebrew teacher in Newark (where Roth’s family tries to set him up with their Aunt 

Rhoda). Roth returned to this strategy in his final novel, Nemesis, which follows 

the 1940s polio epidemic as it advances through the Jewish section of Roth's native 

Newark, New Jersey—a local epidemic painted in detail in the book, but which never 

occurred historically.  

 

With The Plot Against America, Roth does take pains to clarify the distinction between 

the fictional universe he creates and what occurred in reality. Because of the density of 

facts and pseudo-facts at the heart the novel, Roth includes a 27-page postscript, which 

http://www.chicagotribune.com/topic/health/diseases-illnesses/polio-HEDAI0000062-topic.html


contains “A Note to the Reader, A True Chronology of the Major Figures, Other 

Historical Figures in the Work, Some Documentation.”  

 

What are we to make of this genre and its increasing prominence in literature? 

  

For some, the value of Alternative History lies in offering a different understanding of 

history. Jason Siegel writes that the genre helps demonstrate that “historical truth is not 

defined by actions, events, and outcomes, but by the various possibilities inherent in any 

moment that reveal the divided consciousness of the body politic.” He notes that “the 

innumerable potential plotlines that do not come into being largely on account of 

historical contingency reveal the plurality that comprises any given place at any given 

time.”2  

 

This idea that any given moment has the seeds of a different set of historical trajectories 

is a striking one. For example, it was widely expected that Donald Trump would lose to 

Hillary Clinton in 2016. Had events transpired as expected, a Clinton presidency would 

have become “history,” and a hypothetical Trump presidency might have become the 

stuff of counterfactual fiction. But that’s not how it turned out. 

 

Spotlighting the various possibilities inherently present in any moment has the added 

impact of making human activity more important. Historian Gavriel Rosenfeld holds that 

counterfactual narratives carry an important lesson, as “by making clear that history’s 

course is not inevitable, what-if narratives remind us that we all retain the free will to 

choose responsibly and act morally and decisively as agents of historical change.”3 

 

The genre can also present us with a way of looking indirectly at the world we live in. In 

fact, Gavriel Rosenfeld holds that “the primary function of alternate history—the answer 

to the question “why do we ask ‘what if?’—is to express our changing views about the 

present.”4 Alternative history can serve as a means of commenting on the present day in 

ways that direct portrayal cannot always achieve effectively. 

 

There is a possible fallacy, however, in assuming facile correspondences in a 

counterfactual novel to the present moment. Although many readers today see The Plot 

Against America as prophetically envisioning elements of the Trump era, it is useful to 

recall that when the novel was first published in 2004, many reviewers interpreted it as a 

commentary on President George W. Bush’s administration, with Keith Gessen going as 

far as to pronounce that “’1940’ is actually 2001; ‘Lindbergh’ is, of course, W.”5  
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of the U.S., Volume 37, Issue 1, 1 March 2012 
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A few months before his death in 2018 Roth remarked in an interview, "No one I know 

of has foreseen an America like the one we live in today. No one (except perhaps the 

acidic H. L. Mencken, who famously described American democracy as ‘the worship of 

jackals by jackasses’) could have imagined that the 21st-century catastrophe to befall the 

U.S.A., the most debasing of disasters, would appear not, say, in the terrifying guise of 

an Orwellian Big Brother but in the ominously ridiculous commedia dell’arte figure of 

the boastful buffoon. How naïve I was in 1960 to think that I was an American living in 

preposterous times! How quaint! But then what could I know in 1960 of 1963 or 1968 or 

1974 or 2001 or 2016?" Cautioning against seeing too strong a correspondence between 

the novel and the 2016 election, he went on to say, "However prescient The Plot Against 

America might seem to you, there is surely one enormous difference between the 

political circumstances I invent there for the U.S. in 1940 and the political calamity that 

dismays us so today. It’s the difference in stature between a President Lindbergh and a 

President Trump. Charles Lindbergh, in life as in my novel, may have been a genuine 

racist and an anti-Semite and a white supremacist sympathetic to Fascism, but he was 

also — because of the extraordinary feat of his solo trans-Atlantic flight at the age of 25 

— an authentic American hero 13 years before I have him winning the presidency. [...] 

Trump, by comparison, is a massive fraud, the evil sum of his deficiencies, devoid of 

everything but the hollow ideology of a megalomaniac."6 

 

Roth’s comments above allude to an essay he wrote in 1960 in which he pronounced that 

the nature of American history defies the imagination of the novelist: “The American 

writer in the middle of the 20th century has his hands full in trying to understand, and 

then describe, and then make credible much of American reality. It stupefies, it sickens, 

it infuriates, and finally it is even a kind of embarrassment to one’s own meager 

imagination. The actuality is continually outdoing our talents, and the culture tosses up 

figures almost daily that are the envy of any novelist.”7 

 

If the novelist’s “meager imagination” is challenged by the strangeness of American 

history (characterized later by Roth in American Pastoral as “the indigenous American 

berserk”), Roth’s response was to imagine harder. The ability of an author to envision 

and portray convincingly a world other than the "real" one speaks to the power of 

literature. By considering alternatives to history as it transpired, The Plot Against 

America, along with the aforementioned additional examples from contemporary fiction, 

offers a point of departure for thoughtful discussion. 
 

 

 
Jewish LearningWorks’ One Bay One Book, a program of the Jewish Community Library, is a 

yearlong conversation connecting Bay Area readers through shared discussions and events centering 

around a single book.  For more information, go to www.onebayonebook.com.  

                                                 
6 Charles McGrath, “No Longer Writing, Philip Roth Still Has Plenty to Say,” New York Times, January 16, 2018 
7 Philip Roth, “Writing American Fiction,” Commentary, March 1961 


