
the plot against america

the plot against america is a compelling alternate history novel written by Philip Roth, which explores a

chilling scenario where aviation hero Charles Lindbergh becomes President of the United States and

steers the country toward fascism and anti-Semitism during World War II. This thought-provoking

narrative delves into themes of political extremism, identity, and the fragility of democracy through the

eyes of a Jewish family living in Newark, New Jersey. The plot against america has also been adapted

into a critically acclaimed television miniseries, further expanding its reach and impact. This article will

provide a detailed examination of the plot against america, including its background, major themes,

characters, and cultural significance. Readers will gain insight into the historical context and the

enduring relevance of Roth’s work in understanding political and social dynamics. The structure of the

article will guide you through the novel’s plot, analysis, adaptations, and legacy.
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Background and Historical Context

The plot against america is set in an alternate version of the United States during the late 1930s and

early 1940s, a period marked by global tension and the rise of fascism in Europe. Philip Roth imagines

a reality where Charles Lindbergh, a famed aviator and known isolationist, wins the 1940 presidential

election against Franklin D. Roosevelt. This victory leads to a dramatic shift in American politics and

society, with Lindbergh’s administration adopting policies sympathetic to Nazi Germany and promoting

anti-Semitic attitudes. Understanding the historical context is essential to grasp the novel’s significance

and the plausibility of its alternate timeline.

Charles Lindbergh’s Historical Persona

Charles Lindbergh was a celebrated American aviator, famous for making the first solo nonstop flight

across the Atlantic Ocean in 1927. In the years following his aviation success, Lindbergh became a

vocal advocate of isolationism, opposing U.S. involvement in World War II. Additionally, his

controversial views included admiration for some aspects of Nazi Germany’s regime and opposition to

American intervention against Adolf Hitler. Roth’s choice to center the plot against america around

Lindbergh’s presidency draws on these real-life attitudes to construct a believable alternate history

scenario.

American Political Climate in the 1930s and 1940s

The late 1930s in America were characterized by economic recovery from the Great Depression and

debates over the nation’s role in the escalating conflict in Europe. Isolationist sentiment was strong

among many Americans who wished to avoid another devastating war. Anti-Semitism, while not as

overtly institutionalized as in Europe, was present in various social and political spheres. Roth’s novel

captures this atmosphere, imagining how vulnerable democratic institutions could be to authoritarian

and discriminatory ideologies under different leadership.



Plot Summary of The Plot Against America

The plot against america unfolds from the perspective of a working-class Jewish family, the Roths,

living in Newark, New Jersey. The story begins with Charles Lindbergh’s unexpected victory in the

1940 presidential election, which sends shockwaves through the country and especially affects the

Jewish community. The new administration’s policies gradually marginalize Jewish citizens and

promote nationalist propaganda, creating an atmosphere of fear and uncertainty. The narrative follows

the Roth family’s struggle to cope with the societal changes and the erosion of their rights.

Major Plot Developments

Lindbergh’s election victory and inauguration.1.

Implementation of policies sympathetic to Nazi Germany and anti-Semitic restrictions.2.

The rise of the “America First” movement as a political force.3.

Personal and community responses to increasing discrimination.4.

Climactic events leading to a potential rescue from authoritarian rule.5.

Perspective and Narrative Style

The plot against america is narrated from the viewpoint of a young Philip Roth, a fictionalized version

of the author himself. This perspective provides an intimate look at how political upheaval impacts

ordinary families and shapes personal identity. Roth’s prose combines historical detail with emotional

depth, making the alternate history both believable and poignant. The narrative structure also allows

readers to experience the gradual normalization of extremist politics as seen through the eyes of a



child coming of age during turbulent times.

Main Characters and Their Roles

The novel’s characters embody the various social, political, and cultural forces at play in the plot

against america. Each character’s experiences and reactions contribute to the broader themes of the

story, highlighting the complex interplay between individual lives and historical events.

The Roth Family

The Roth family is central to the novel’s narrative. The family members include:

Philip Roth: The young protagonist and narrator, whose perspective shapes the story.

Herman Roth: Philip’s father, a working-class Jewish man struggling to protect his family amid

rising threats.

Bessie Roth: Philip’s mother, who embodies resilience and maternal concern.

Sandy Roth: Philip’s older brother, whose experiences reflect the challenges of youth during

crisis.

Charles Lindbergh

As the antagonist in the plot against america, Lindbergh’s character is depicted as charismatic but

dangerously misguided. His political rise and presidency symbolize the vulnerability of American

democracy to populist and authoritarian appeals. Lindbergh’s policies and public statements drive

much of the conflict and illustrate the novel’s cautionary message about political complacency.



Other Supporting Characters

The story includes several other figures who influence the Roth family and the unfolding events:

Rabbi Lionel Bengelsdorf: A religious leader whose interactions with the Roths highlight tensions

within the Jewish community.

Hyman Epstein: A family friend whose fate reflects the broader societal dangers faced by Jewish

Americans.

Elizabeth “Bess” Levin: A member of the extended family who provides additional perspectives

on the political turmoil.

Themes and Symbolism

The plot against america explores numerous themes that resonate beyond its alternate history

premise. Roth uses symbolism and thematic elements to deepen the reader’s understanding of the

political and social issues addressed in the novel.

Fragility of Democracy

One of the central themes is the vulnerability of democratic institutions to authoritarianism. The novel

demonstrates how fear, propaganda, and charismatic leadership can erode civil liberties and lead to

widespread oppression. This theme serves as a warning about the importance of vigilance and active

participation in democracy.



Anti-Semitism and Identity

The experiences of the Roth family illustrate the impact of anti-Semitism on personal and communal

identity. The novel examines how prejudice can infiltrate society and disrupt lives, highlighting both the

resilience and the vulnerability of marginalized groups. Roth also explores internal conflicts within the

Jewish community regarding assimilation and cultural preservation.

Alternate History as a Literary Device

Using alternate history allows Roth to reimagine real historical events in a way that exposes underlying

social dynamics and potential dangers. This approach encourages readers to reflect on history’s

contingencies and the consequences of political choices. The plot against america uses this device to

engage with contemporary concerns about nationalism and intolerance.

Adaptations and Cultural Impact

The plot against america has extended its influence beyond literature through various adaptations and

its continued relevance in cultural discussions. These adaptations have brought Roth’s vision to new

audiences and sparked conversations about history and politics.

Television Miniseries

In 2020, HBO released a critically acclaimed miniseries adaptation of the plot against america, created

by David Simon and Ed Burns. The six-episode series closely follows the novel’s plot while adding

visual and dramatic elements that enhance the story’s emotional impact. The miniseries was praised

for its performances, production design, and timely exploration of themes related to populism and

prejudice.



Influence on Contemporary Discourse

The plot against america continues to be referenced in political and academic discussions about the

rise of authoritarianism and the challenges facing democratic societies. Its portrayal of a society

succumbing to fascist tendencies resonates with current global political climates, making Roth’s work a

relevant cautionary tale for modern audiences.

List of Key Cultural Contributions

Stimulated renewed interest in alternate history as a genre.

Provided a framework for examining American political vulnerabilities.

Inspired scholarly analysis on themes of identity and nationalism.

Influenced other creative works addressing similar historical “what-ifs.”

Critical Reception and Legacy

Since its publication in 2004, the plot against america has garnered critical acclaim for its imaginative

narrative and profound thematic exploration. Literary critics have praised Roth’s skillful blending of

history and fiction, as well as his nuanced portrayal of American society under threat. The novel is

considered one of Roth’s significant late-career works and a standout in the alternate history genre.

Critical Acclaim

Reviewers highlighted the novel’s ability to evoke empathy and provoke thought about the nature of

political power and social prejudice. The plot against america was lauded for its meticulous research,



vivid characterization, and the emotional weight carried by its narrative. It received numerous awards

and was included in many lists of notable 21st-century novels.

Enduring Legacy

The plot against america remains an important literary work for understanding the intersections of

history, politics, and identity. It continues to be studied in academic settings and cited in discussions

about the potential for history to take alternative paths. Roth’s novel serves as a timeless reminder of

the dangers posed by intolerance and authoritarianism, maintaining its relevance in contemporary

society.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'The Plot Against America' about?

'The Plot Against America' is an alternate history novel by Philip Roth that explores a fictional America

where Charles Lindbergh, a famed aviator with Nazi sympathies, becomes president, leading to the

rise of fascism and antisemitism in the United States.

Who created the TV adaptation of 'The Plot Against America'?

The TV adaptation of 'The Plot Against America' was created by David Simon and Ed Burns, known

for their work on 'The Wire.'

When was the TV series 'The Plot Against America' released?

The TV series 'The Plot Against America' was released in 2020 on HBO.

Is 'The Plot Against America' based on a true story?

No, 'The Plot Against America' is a work of fiction, but it is inspired by real historical figures and



events, imagining an alternate history scenario.

What themes does 'The Plot Against America' explore?

The story explores themes of fascism, antisemitism, political propaganda, family, and the fragility of

democracy.

Who are the main characters in 'The Plot Against America'?

The main characters include the Levin family, particularly young Philip Levin, and Charles Lindbergh

as the controversial president.

How does 'The Plot Against America' depict Charles Lindbergh?

The novel and series depict Charles Lindbergh as a charismatic but dangerous figure who promotes

isolationism and harbors sympathies toward Nazi Germany, leading to political turmoil.

What impact did 'The Plot Against America' have on discussions about

politics and history?

The story sparked conversations about the dangers of authoritarianism, the importance of vigilance in

democracy, and how history could have unfolded differently under certain circumstances.

Where can I watch 'The Plot Against America' series?

'The Plot Against America' series is available for streaming on HBO and HBO Max platforms.

Additional Resources

1. The Plot Against America by Philip Roth

This alternate history novel imagines an America where aviator Charles Lindbergh defeats Franklin D.

Roosevelt in the 1940 presidential election. The story is narrated by a young Jewish boy whose family



faces increasing anti-Semitism as Lindbergh’s isolationist and fascist-leaning policies take hold. The

novel explores themes of fear, prejudice, and the fragility of democracy during a time of global turmoil.

2. Fatherland by Robert Harris

Set in a world where Nazi Germany won World War II, this thriller follows a detective investigating a

conspiracy that could topple the regime. The novel delves into the dangers of authoritarianism and the

suppression of truth. It offers a chilling vision of an alternate 1960s Europe dominated by the Third

Reich.

3. The Man in the High Castle by Philip K. Dick

In a dystopian alternate history, the Axis powers won World War II and divided the United States

between Japan and Germany. The story weaves multiple characters’ perspectives as they navigate a

world filled with propaganda, resistance, and the mysterious existence of an alternate reality book. It

examines themes of reality, oppression, and hope.

4. American War by Omar El Akkad

Set in a future America torn apart by civil war and climate change, this novel follows a young girl’s

transformation into a militant figure. While not directly about a political plot, it explores the

consequences of national division and extremist ideologies. The book highlights the human cost of

political conflict and environmental collapse.

5. Red Sparrow by Jason Matthews

This espionage thriller centers on a Russian intelligence officer trained to use manipulation and

seduction to infiltrate Western governments. The novel showcases the intricate plots and counterplots

characteristic of Cold War-era spy fiction. It reveals the shadowy underbelly of international political

conspiracies.

6. V for Vendetta by Alan Moore and David Lloyd

This graphic novel depicts a dystopian future Britain under a totalitarian regime, where a masked

vigilante named V fights against oppression. The story explores themes of resistance, propaganda,

and the power of ideas to inspire revolution. It serves as a cautionary tale about the dangers of



authoritarian government.

7. 1984 by George Orwell

A quintessential dystopian novel about a totalitarian state that employs surveillance, propaganda, and

historical revisionism to control its citizens. The protagonist struggles to maintain his identity and sanity

under constant government oppression. The novel remains a powerful warning about the erosion of

freedom and truth.

8. It Can’t Happen Here by Sinclair Lewis

Published in 1935, this political novel imagines a fascist takeover of the United States by a

demagogue elected president. It explores how fear and complacency can enable authoritarianism to

take root in a democratic society. The book remains relevant as a study of political extremism and

resistance.

9. The Handmaid’s Tale by Margaret Atwood

Set in a theocratic dystopia where women are subjugated, this novel presents a chilling vision of

political and social control. The protagonist’s struggle for autonomy highlights the dangers of

ideological extremism and loss of civil liberties. It serves as a powerful commentary on power, gender,

and resistance.
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