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The Human Stain (2000) is a novel by Philip Roth set in late 1990s rural New England. Its first person narrator is
65-year-old author Nathan Zuckerman, who appeared in previous Roth novels, including American Pastoral (1997)
and I Married a Communist (1998); these two books form a loose trilogy with The Human Stain.[2] Zuckerman acts
largely as an observer rather than the protagonist of the novel.
A national bestseller, The Human Stain was adapted as a film by the same name directed by Robert Benton. Released
in 2003, the film starred Anthony Hopkins, Nicole Kidman, and Gary Sinise.

Synopsis
The Human Stain is set in the 1998 United States, during the period of President Bill Clinton's impeachment hearings
and scandal over Monica Lewinsky. It is the third of Roth's postwar novels that take on large social themes.[3]

The story is told by Nathan Zuckerman, a writer who lives a secluded life in New England, where Coleman Silk is
his neighbor. Silk is a former classics professor and dean of faculty at Athena College, a fictional institution in the
Berkshires of western Massachusetts. At 71, Silk is accused of racism by two black students because of referring to
them as "spooks". As they have never shown up in his seminar, he asks: "Do they exist or are they spooks?" Having
never seen the students, Silk does not know they are black when he makes the comment.
The uproar leads to Silk's resignation. Soon after, his wife Iris dies of a stroke, which Silk feels is caused by the
stress of his being forced out. Silk begins an affair with Faunia Farley, a 34-year-old local woman who works as a
janitor at the college and is married to an abusive Vietnam veteran. Silk is criticized by feminist scholars at the
college for this.
Zuckerman gradually learns that Silk is an African-American who has presented himself as Jewish (and white) since
a stint in the Navy, completing graduate school, marrying and having four children. (He never told his wife and
children of his ancestry.) As Roth wrote in the novel, Silk chose "to take the future into his own hands rather than to
leave it to an unenlightened society to determine his fate".[3]
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Reception
The novel was well received, became a national bestseller, and won numerous awards. In choosing it for its "Editors'
Choice" list of 2000, the New York Times wrote: "When Zuckerman and Silk are together and testing each other,
Roth's writing reaches an emotional intensity and a vividness not exceeded in any of his books. The American dream
of starting over entirely new has the force of inevitability here, and Roth's judgment clearly is that you can never
make it all the way. There is no comfort in this vision, but the tranquility Zuckerman achieves as he tells the story is
infectious, and that is a certain reward.[4]

The New York Times' Michiko Kakutani wrote: "It is a book that shows how the public Zeitgeist can shape, even
destroy, an individual's life, a book that takes all of Roth's favorite themes of identity and rebellion and generational
strife and refracts them not through the narrow prism of the self but through a wide-angle lens that exposes the
fissures and discontinuities of 20th-century life... When stripped of its racial overtones, Roth's book echoes a story he
has told in novel after novel. Indeed, it closely parallels the story of Nathan Zuckerman, himself another dutiful,
middle-class boy from New Jersey who rebelled against his family and found himself exiled, "unbound" as it were,
from his roots.[3]

Inspiration
Roth wrote in 2012 that the book was inspired "by an unhappy event in the life of my late friend Melvin Tumin,
professor of sociology at Princeton for some thirty years".[5] Roth explained that Tumin had noticed two students
enrolled in one of his courses had never attended class. At mid-semester he asked the class about the missing
students, saying "Does anyone know these people? Do they exist or are they spooks?" Roth wrote:

Almost immediately Mel was summoned by university authorities to justify his use of the word "spooks,"
since the two missing students, as it happened, were both African-American, and "spooks" at one time in
America was a pejorative designation for blacks, spoken venom milder than "nigger" but intentionally
degrading nonetheless. A witch hunt ensued during the following months from which Professor
Tumin—rather like Professor Silk in "The Human Stain"—emerged blameless but only after he had to provide
a number of lengthy depositions declaring himself innocent of the charge of hate speech... This "spooks" event
is the initiating incident of "The Human Stain". It is the core of the book. There is no novel without it. There is
no Coleman Silk without it. Every last thing we learn about Coleman Silk over the course of three hundred and
sixty-one pages begins with his unwarranted persecution for having uttered "spooks" aloud in a college
classroom.[5]

Awards

Winner
• New York Times "Editors' Choice" (2000)[4]

• Koret Jewish Book Award (2000)[6]

• Chicago Tribune Editor's Pick (2000)[6]

• WH Smith Literary Award (2001)[6]

• National Jewish Book Award (2001)[6]

• PEN/Faulkner Award for Fiction (2001)[7]

• Prix Médicis étranger; Meilleur livre de l'année 2002
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Finalist
• Los Angeles Times Book Prize for fiction (2000).[8]

• L.L. Winship/PEN New England Award (2001)[6]
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