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Sidney Lumet’s controversial 1965 film The Pawnbroker was one of
the first films to situate Nazi Germany’s persecution of Jews alongside the
experiences of an impoverished community of ethnic minorities in urban
America. Almost half a century after its release, debate over the film
continues unabated. Wendy Zierler captures one version of this debate
when she stresses the “both problematic and salutary” consequences of
those narratives (and she counts Lumet’s film as a particularly guilty
offender here) that juxtapose what she calls “the individual histories of
Jewish and black suffering alongside each other.”1 Her concession,
however, that “salutary” benefits exist holds promise that, even in her
analysis, the limitations revealed in texts like Caryl Phillips’s Higher
Ground (1989) and The Nature of Blood (1997) can be overcome.
Counseling caution for a different reason, Laurence Mordekhai
Thomas critiques the “invidious” and widespread “rivalry of suffering
between the two groups,” which has, at least partly, been brought about by
what he views as the indifference of white America to both, and a
reinforcement of racialized ideas on all sides.2 Thus, even when put
forward with the best intentions, any suggestion that the Holocaust and
African American slavery can be compared with one another must be
thought through with considerable care. In this chapter, we return to
Lumet’s pivotal film to re-examine the complexities of situating deeply
traumatic historical experiences “next to” one another in film. Our analysis
here of the textualities and reception of The Pawnbroker maps a trajectory
from Lumet’s film to contemporary notions of urban race and class
politics, and the place of Holocaust representations in those conversations.
Similar themes converge in The Pawnbroker and contemporary
Hollywood intersections of the urban and the Holocaust—for our
purposes, we will look at Richard LaGravenese’s 2007 drama Freedom
Writers as one such example—exemplifying what could be called different
generations of Holocaust memory, though the narrative and technical
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strategies employed by Lumet, and transformed by his successors, yield
profoundly different results.
In both Lumet and LaGravenese’s productions, the specter of the
Holocaust, which is used alongside urban American narratives, directly
engages with the transformation of American notions of racial and
economic oppression. Lumet’s film was developed in the context of the
1960s Civil Rights Movement, more specifically the 1964 Harlem race
riot, while later urban-Holocaust dramas respond to contemporary
American notions of urban race and class; Freedom Writers follows
Lumet’s map, in its structure as an answer to the climactic Los Angeles
race riots of the early 1990s. An analysis of these films reflects a social
schizophrenia over the role of race versus the role of class in early
incarnations of urban conflict—and later films that revive and revise these
early tropes—highlighting a collapsing of narratives about one group
popularly imagined as white and wealthy (Jews) with another group
imagined as brown and violent (urban young adults). The resulting
analogies and hierarchies set up between Holocaust persecution and urban
American racial tensions have long proven contentious, as is revealed
through an analysis of the popular and scholarly reception of Lumet’s
work in particular. The fraught tension between the convergence and
conflation of the distinct traumas of these different groups must also be
considered within the broader critique of what has been called the
“Americanization” of the Holocaust, or the “Holocaust Industry.”3
Annette Insdorf has observed that while the first two decades of
Holocaust feature films focused on “Jewish victims and Nazi villains,” the
“second wave,” beginning in the mid-1980s, has concentrated on
resistance and rescue.4 Lumet’s film and followers, like LaGravenese’s
Freedom Writers, can be seen to fit into each of these waves respectively.
Taking on a somewhat apocalyptic tone, Alvin H. Rosenfeld’s recent
volume The End of the Holocaust (which includes chapters on the
Americanization of the Holocaust and the influence of Anne Frank’s
story), warns of the destructive impact of continued and increasing denial,
indifference, and misrepresentations—particularly in terms of the
“American triumphalism” (by which he means the optimistic resort to
heroic deeds and happy endings) of film and other media.5 While we do
not subscribe to an inherently negative perspective on Holocaust film—
indeed, we see it as a potentially very effective medium for negotiating
Holocaust memory and experience in a complex and nuanced manner—
the problems involved in screen narratives remain integral to any
consideration of their potentialities. It is for this reason that the web of
critiques surrounding a key text like The Pawnbroker be subjected to the
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same level of scrutiny as the prolific body of critics has brought to the film
itself.
Elucidating how the Holocaust came to fill “a need for a consensual
symbol” for American Jewish identity, Peter Novick’s 1999 study The
Holocaust in American Life makes an important contribution to the
ongoing debate over the “uniqueness” versus the “universality” of the
genocide.6 Relating this debate to the “comparability” issue, he writes,
“Every historical event, including the Holocaust, in some ways resembles
events to which it might be compared and differs from them in some ways
(...) to declare the Holocaust unique, is intellectual sleight of hand.”7 In his
study of Holocaust popular culture in America, Alan Mintz outlines what
he sees as the predominant “exceptionalist” model of Holocaust
representation, which is “rooted in a conviction of the Holocaust as a
radical rupture in human history that goes well beyond notions of
uniqueness,” as opposed to the “constructivist” model, which “stresses the
cultural lens through which the Holocaust is perceived.”8 The former
perspective will clearly be more suspicious of comparative explorations of
the kind Novick describes, while the latter constructivist approach is more
likely to be at least open to the possibility that such comparisons can lead
to illumination and are not automatically labelled a betrayal of Holocaust
victims. Although our subsequent analysis of Freedom Writers, as one of
many examples, will expose significant problems in the embedding of the
Holocaust as a framework through which to understand (and resolve) the
problems of urban America, our investigation of Holocaust-related cinema
in a sense straddles the exceptionalist and constructivist approaches, as we
seek not only to critique the problematic implications of the process of
“Americanization” that have eventuated, but also to highlight the cultural
(and generational) lenses through which the intersection of Holocaust and
urban American narratives have been mediated.
In his introduction to Multidirectional Memory: Remembering the
Holocaust in the Age of Decolonization, Michael Rothberg writes that his
study pivots on several central questions, namely,
What happens when different histories confront each other in the public
sphere? Does the remembrance of one history erase others from view?
When memories of slavery and colonialism bump up against memories of
the Holocaust in contemporary multicultural societies, must a competition
of victims ensue?9

Located within a more specific context, this chapter seeks to examine
these questions through an analysis of the simultaneous depiction of urban
America and the Holocaust in film. Critiquing what he views as the
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“flawed” and commonplace conceptualization of traumatic pasts as
existing within a “competitive” framework, Rothberg writes of the need to
“consider memory as multidirectional: as subject to ongoing negotiation,
cross-referencing, and borrowing; as productive and not privative.”10
Given that the vast majority of scholarship on Holocaust film has
frequently focused on the (mis)appropriation of Holocaust memories and
experiences to serve various (non-Holocaust-related) political agendas, it
might be argued that the literature in this area in part reinforces a
“competitive” discourse influenced by, and linked to, the contentious issue
of “uniqueness.” To be sure, there are certainly more than enough cases
where Holocaust films (and texts in various other genres) justifiably give
one pause, if not discomfort, in their attachment of Holocaust imagery to
generate meanings about other historical phenomena. Yet as our previous
discussion of Zierler highlights, a productive conversation incorporating
both black and Jewish suffering can—and must—ensue in order to come
to terms with the past from all angles. Furthermore, while a great deal has
been written about how certain “trivializing” comparisons have negative
implications for Holocaust collective memory, we aim to shed light on the
problematic consequences of Hollywood’s embrace of Holocaust
narratives for understandings of urban America. In doing so, we underline
the need to both resist “competitive” frameworks that position Holocaust
(mis)representations as only impacting one set of historical experiences,
and to acknowledge that memory, its mediation, and the consequences of
this process, are multidirectional, subject to continual re-negotiation and
comprising both problematic and productive possibilities. Both the
limitations and potentialities of Holocaust film can be seen nowhere more
clearly than in the textualities and reception of a single and singular film:
The Pawnbroker. While each subsequent section can be read on its own
terms, this chapter as a whole is meant to complicate, while also rescuing a
valuable film from the often polemical, sometimes reductionist, regularly
competing, and always impassioned critics that have raised the volume of
discussion beyond understanding.

Cashing in on Jewish Suffering? Contentious Analogies
and Christological Imagery in The Pawnbroker
Based on Edward Lewis Wallant’s 1961 novel of the same name, The
Pawnbroker focuses on the story of Holocaust survivor Sol Nazerman,
who ekes out a miserable existence amidst low-income, urban American
ethnic minorities—people he callously exploits through his business. From
the outset, the film makes clear that Nazerman has unsuccessfully
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attempted to repress his memories of the past, exemplified in his refusal to
change the page of his store’s calendar past the anniversary date of his
family’s murder, lest he lose temporal proximity to their death in the Nazi
camps. Using fragmented “flash cuts” or “shock cuts” to construct an
innovative mode of flashback, Lumet stylistically juxtaposes re-enacted
footage of concentration camp existence with dismal images of New York
slum life. Depicting a society divided by the race- and class-based tensions
of 1960s New York City, the plot pivots on Nazerman’s relationship with
his young, charismatic Puerto Rican shop assistant, Jesus Ortiz, who is
desperate to break free of socio-economic restraints and leave his criminal
youth behind. Turning to Nazerman for inspiration that does not come,
Ortiz reluctantly resorts to helping others rob the pawnshop, but is killed
when he defends Nazerman from one of his armed accomplices.
Made in 1962 and released three years later, The Pawnbroker was
produced at a time when a new set of American social values were being
normalized, propelled by initiatives like the Civil Rights Movement.
Situated within this complex context, the film merges the repressed trauma
of the survivor with the socio-cultural tensions of American society,
reflecting Lumet’s intense preoccupation with the latter subject, as seen in
his earlier powerful film 12 Angry Men (1957). Notably, during the mid1960s, pawnshops and their predominantly Jewish owners were often
“viewed as the symbol of white colonization of the black inner city” and
targeted during the race riots in Harlem (and as we discuss later, in 1990s
Los Angeles).11 Indeed, Alan Rosen points out that the setting of the
pawnshop has repeatedly been appropriated throughout cinematic history
to “emphasize allegations of Jewish greed or contest them.”12 And while,
to the film’s potential credit, it complicates these representations in
important and unusual ways—humanizing the Jewish pawnbrokerarchetype without turning him into the warm-hearted predecessor of
Charlie Chaplin’s The Pawnshop (1914)—The Pawnbroker has attracted a
great deal of criticism on a number of issues, with scholars and other
commentators debating the apparent analogy drawn between the Holocaust
and Harlem, the problematic use of Christological imagery, and the
reinforcement or subversion of antisemitic stereotypes. This section
evaluates and contributes further to these debates.
Speaking to the potential problem of the Holocaust-as-American
allegory, the intertwined narrative imagery of the Nazis’ persecution of
Europe’s Jews and “everyday” suffering in New York have drawn the ire
of a number of critics. Despite Lumet’s claim that “there certainly was no
attempt to show Harlem as a modern day concentration camp,” many have
censured The Pawnbroker for doing exactly this.13 Ilan Avisar, one of the
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first scholars to write on Holocaust film, classifies the film as an “extreme
example of Jewish self-hatred,” condemning “the bogus analogy between
the horrors of the Holocaust and living conditions in Spanish Harlem.”14
More recently, Lawrence Baron has reiterated this point, writing that the
“conflation of American racial discrimination and Nazi extermination
distorts the historical reality of each.”15 On viewing the film, there would
seem to be considerable evidence to support such sentiments. Lumet’s
sophisticated use of montage, a metaphor for the protagonist’s ongoing
psychological trauma, suggests that certain events witnessed by Nazerman
in his New York-urban present instantly trigger memories from his
European-labor camp past: the sound of barking sparks a memory of his
friend, another Jewish prisoner in the camp, being chased by German
guard dogs as he attempts to escape over the fence; a fleeting shot of a
gang of adolescents assaulting an African American child in the “ghetto”
evokes more images of the past. And when Nazerman catches a subway
train, his mind returns to his family’s deportation in cattle trucks and his
son’s death on the journey. The metaphorical significance of the film’s
aligning of the present with the past—and vice versa— is seldom rendered
in a subtle manner, neither for Nazerman nor his viewers.
And yet, the film’s approach to hand-held camerawork positions the
viewer to situate Harlem as slight evidence for the privileged gaze at
Jewish trauma, staging Jewish victimhood as the prime (if practicallyspeaking, out of view) injustice for which American injustice is a vehicle
for understanding, rather than presenting urban trauma as co-equal to the
Holocaust. In this way, the brief shot of a pile of shoes in a store window,
the frequently passing trains outside Nazerman’s store, and the striped
shadows cast on his body by the pawnshop’s bars, might be interpreted as
a manifestation of his (distinctively Holocaust-induced) internal conflict
more so than what Zierler suggests is a one-to-one parallel between
historical contexts.16 Joshua Hirsch finds traction in this reading of the
film; pointing to the distinction between the fragmented shot/reverse shots
used in the flashback sequences and the classical short/reverse shot
structure of the film’s opening title as Nazerman observes the ghetto
streets as he drives through Harlem, Hirsch contends that “the formal
directness with which the film constructs an epistemology of Harlem could
not be more directly opposed to the formal fragmentation with which it
constructs an epistemology of the Holocaust.”17 Similarly, Leonard J. Leff
stresses additional devices used to discourage—or at least destabilize—
connections between the Holocaust and Harlem, among them the impact
of the peaceful family scene set in Germany that opens the film; the
contrast between the “hallucinatory” cinematography of the camp
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sequences revealed in fractions of seconds and the dense, sustained
composition of New York’s mise-en-scène; and the scoring of the past and
present with classical music and Quincy Jones’ jazz respectively.18
Similar to the purported analogy between the camps and Harlem,
visual allusions in the film to Christian mythology are inarguable, if
variously interpreted. Several scholars point to the youthful and aptly
named Jesus Ortiz spiraling through a process of temptation and doubt
(expressed through his visit to a Catholic Church just prior to robbing the
pawnshop), through to his ultimate sacrifice, which redeems not only his
own misguided behavior, but—according to many interpretations—
Nazerman as well. In the film’s final sequence, Nazerman moves from
cradling Ortiz’s body in a style somewhat resembling Michaelangelo’s
“Pietà” to slowly impaling his hand on the spike punch he uses to collect
receipts, which has often been seen as evoking the stigmata. While
commentators at the time of the film’s release did not generally find the
Christian appropriation of Jewish suffering to be problematic,19 and even
in the 1980s, Nazerman’s infliction of pain on himself was uncritically
described as “a complex and eloquent physical action that functions as
penance,”20 this was soon to change. For instance, a dismayed Avisar
writes of Nazerman’s gesture as “obviously an act of crucifixion,” which
literally Christianizes him through “love, grace, and suffering.”21
On the other hand, Annette Insdorf makes a compelling counterargument, writing that Nazerman’s act of self-impalement on the spindle
must be situated within a broader narrative thread developed in the film. In
her reading, “Nazerman’s attempt to express his pain ultimately shows his
inheritance of a Nazi concept”—again predicating the film’s narrative on
Nazerman’s relationship to the Holocaust, more than an allegory of urban
malaise. Setting the “religious overtones aside,” Insdorf argues that the
“excruciating shot” in which Nazerman impales his hand on the
pawnticket spike “conveys how Nazerman’s self-inflicted wound makes
concrete one of the film’s central themes: [Holocaust] survivor guilt.”22
Despite subtle gestures to opportunities for Nazerman to move past this
guilt over the course of the film—in his (extremely) restrained affection
for Ortiz or his potential (if unlikely) friendship with social worker
Marilyn Birchfield—the alleged redemptive thrust of the narrative is
blunted significantly in the film’s final minutes, when Nazerman walks
with his bleeding hand before him out of the pawnshop and through the
crowd of bystanders gathered outside. With no offers of help from those
around him, he wanders down the street and around the corner, his
continuing trauma seemingly unnoticed by both the people around him and
the jarring, enthusiastic trumpeting that plays on the soundtrack. Here,
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Lumet distances his film from the final developments in Wallant’s novel,
which depicts a more sympathetic Nazerman who actually accepts
Birchfield’s friendship and continues his work at the pawnshop with a new
assistant. Lumet’s abandonment of this more uplifting conclusion supports
the often-overlooked fact that the film’s denouement—despite the earlier
abundant and troubling use of Christological imagery—can be argued to
resist a clear-cut notion of redemption. Amidst the ambiguous tone of the
final frame, as Nazerman wanders traumatized through the indifferent
crowd, The Pawnbroker may come closer than many other (particularly
American) Holocaust films to fitting the “anti-redemptory aesthetic” that a
number of Holocaust scholars, like Oren Baruch Stier, would call for in
the decades that followed.23
Even with a more generous analysis of the film’s Christological
implications in mind, it is still frequently understood as a vehicle for
antisemitic stereotypes. Nazerman’s cold exploitation of his customers and
generally unsympathetic nature leads Avisar to argue that the film uses
“the anguish of Jewish history (...) insidiously to strengthen one of the
most negative stereotypes of Jews as heartless money-makers.”24 Ortiz’s
temptation and “fall” has been read as a (if not unreasonable, at least
partially excusable) consequence of Nazerman’s refusal to take him on as
a “disciple” (in another Jewish “betrayal” of the Christian martyr), and
links have been made by several scholars between Nazerman’s name,
indifferent attitude, or exploitative behavior, and his apparent status as a
perpetrator of injustice, or “Nazi man.” With this and other critiques taken
together, there are still unexplored avenues for critique. For instance,
Avisar’s denouncement of the “insult and offence in [the film’s] portrayal
of the Jews vis-à-vis the blacks and the Puerto Ricans” raises questions
about the representation of other ethnic minorities through the subjectivity
of the Jewish protagonist.25 This includes the sexualization of Ortiz’s
African American lover Mabel Wheatley, a prostitute who is depicted in
one of the film’s most pivotal scenes through an arguably porno troped
aesthetic, and the demonization of Rodriguez, the thoroughly
unsympathetic boss of a crime syndicate. Terri Ginsberg points to the
controversial argument put forward by some historians concerned with
Jewish American filmmakers that the prevalence of violently racist
imagery regarding African Americans in Hollywood cinema is the result
of “a displaced allegory-effect of suppressed, often repressed, Jewish
anger and indignation over historical, including North American,
antisemitism.”26 It is necessary, then, to understand how representations of
non-Jews in the film can speak to the social role of non-Jews in its own
time, up to the present.
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From “Oppressor” to “Whore”: Depictions of Non-Jews
in The Pawnbroker
In spite of what the title of Lumet’s film suggests, Nazerman in an
important sense only adopts the guise of a pawnbroker, and is actually the
(somewhat reluctant) front man for a criminal organization led by
Rodriguez—by far the film’s most unsympathetic character. While the
youthful, enthusiastic, and compassionate Ortiz assists in establishing
Nazerman’s shortcomings in personality and morality, Rodriguez is
situated at the opposite extreme. Indeed, Rodriguez can be read as the
“present day Nazi” within Lumet’s film—in Insdorf’s words, “a new
incarnation of an old demon.”27 Curiously, the process of adaptation from
book to film centers much of the racial anxiety of the film on African
Americans. On the one hand, Ortiz was a light-skinned African American
in the 1961 novel, but is Puerto Rican in the film; whereas on the other
hand, the crime syndicate boss has transformed from an Italian immigrant
in Wallant’s text to an African American with a Spanish name in Lumet’s.
The demonization of Rodriguez begins from his very first appearance
early in the film when he calls Nazerman to ask how business is—
although it is clear he has no interest in the answer, and only seeks to
torment Nazerman with his power over him. Seated in the dining room of
his extravagant home, the intimidating Rodriguez is portrayed through a
low camera angle, dressed in a conspicuous white shirt and cravat, and at
one point demanding that Nazerman acknowledge a joke he made was
funny until the dismal survivor hangs up the phone. The power Rodriguez
holds over him is nonetheless reinforced when he has one of his henchmen
call Nazerman again and he is forced to answer. Later in the film, Mabel
Wheatley, the lover of Ortiz who works as a prostitute, testifies to
Rodriguez’s reputation for brutal violence. At the instant Nazerman
realizes that Wheatley and he share the same boss, a shock cut juxtaposes
Nazerman in the present uttering Rodriguez’s name and a brief glimpse of
the younger Nazerman being spoken to by a Nazi officer in the camp,
clearly implying a connection between the two perpetrators. The parallel is
reinforced a number of times, as Wheatley claims Rodriguez is “the big
man, the boss, about the biggest in Harlem.” Further, when Nazerman
subsequently confronts Rodriguez with his dismay that the pawnshop is
connected with prostitution, the latter is again portrayed through low
camera angles as he stands domineeringly over the trembling Nazerman
with an aggressive glare. This scene is also the first time flash cuts are
used with images only set in the present, suggesting that Rodriguez’s
threats to Nazerman have brought the trauma of his past back to him more
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closely than ever. Rodriguez then leaves Nazerman sitting slumped on a
sofa with the comment, “Happy dreams, Uncle.”
In his last appearance in the film, Rodriguez’s threats become reality,
as he initiates and then oversees the physical beating of Nazerman. When
Nazerman still refuses to sign the papers Rodriguez requires him to, and
tells his oppressor that he will have to kill him, Rodriguez refuses. Again
standing over him defiantly, he calmly tells his victim in a manner that
echoes much survivor testimony regarding Nazi refusals to allow Jews the
“freedom” to die of their own volition: “That’s what you really want
Professor, isn’t it? Tell you what, you’ll die, but not when you want to.”
He then exits the store and disappears from the narrative, although his
menacing threat still hangs in the air for the remainder of the film. Rosen
writes that while Wallant’s novel implies that oppression in American
society replicates that of European colonialism, Lumet’s film suggests that
“the agent of oppression comes from within, not from a white European
but from a black American who himself comes out of Harlem.”28 He goes
on to comment on how, in a shift from “the victim’s relation to his own
victimization…blacks [in The Pawnbroker] are complicit in their own
exploitation and persecution.”29
Following from this, Rosen connects the depiction of Rodriguez with
the issue of “collaboration” with one’s persecutors, widely criticized at the
time of the film’s release by Hannah Arendt and Raul Hilberg: “The film
suggests that whatever the Jews did, they did as any victim would have
done—and does.”30 However, the film gives no indication that Rodriguez
suffers, or has ever suffered, persecution of any kind. The evil he
perpetrates seems to stem from his own vicious nature, because, as
Rodriguez himself declares, “I’ve got a feel for things.” Further, the
crucial facet of this issue that Rosen does not consider is the problem of
judgment that arises in such assessments of the so-called “collaboration”
of the persecuted. Indeed, the passing of moral judgments on Jewish
victims forced to cooperate with their Nazi captors remains an emotionally
and morally fraught topic, with strong condemnation of such “complicity”
being particularly common to Holocaust films.31 The overwhelmingly
negative, two-dimensional depiction of Rodriguez is no exception to this.
Another problematic representation of an African American character
is that of Wheatley herself. Given that Wheatley and Ortiz’s healthy sexual
relations are symbolically used to contrast with the “mechanical,” even
“necrophilic,” sexual intercourse that Nazerman has with the wife of his
dead friend, combined with the fact that Wheatley is listed not by her
name, but as “Ortiz’s girl,” in the film’s credits, she can hardly be
considered a rounded character.32 In the pivotal sixth flashback sequence
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of the film mentioned above, Wheatley visits the pawnshop and attempts
to use her body to entice Nazerman to give her a better price for her locket.
When the woman takes off all her clothes in front of Nazerman, she
repeatedly directs him to “look” at her nude body. But obstructing our own
ability to “look,” the camera cuts to more images of Nazerman’s
experience in Auschwitz, including a panning shot of several women
forced to be camp “prostitutes” (or, more accurately, rape slaves).
Juxtaposing the black woman’s exposed breasts in the present day with the
naked body of Nazerman’s wife just prior to his witnessing a Nazi officer
raping her, Lumet positions Wheatley as a conduit to Nazerman’s
repressed memories, ignited by her physical provocation. Nazerman orders
the woman out of his store, and his enraged groan and clenched fist serve
as a dramatic prelude to his climactic “silent scream.”
Joshua Hirsch provides an acutely detailed discussion of this sequence,
which he characterizes as “a paradigm of the posttraumatic flashback,” yet
relegates his brief reflection of the gendered implications of this sequence
to an endnote.33 While Aaron Kerner’s analysis of this scene notes that
“the female subjects [are] treated as fetish objects as well as subjugated by
forcing them into sexual slavery” within the film, this must be taken a step
further to acknowledge how both women are objectified through the
camera’s gaze.34 The construction of Wheatley’s sexuality in the scene,
pivoting on the colonialist binary of simultaneous revulsion from the
“savage,” and desire for and fascination with the “exotic,” reveals that the
depiction of her behavior arguably reinforces the racialized and sexualized
stereotype of the “Othered” Black woman. More problematically still, and
reflecting the parallel arguably made between Rodriguez and Nazerman’s
Nazi tormentor, Wheatley’s commands that Nazerman “Look” at her
naked body are connected through his memory to the Nazi officer’s
demands that he watch his wife being raped (“Willst du was sehen?” [“Do
you want to look at something?”]). As discussed elsewhere, the common
trend of deploying female sexuality that is both intrinsically connected to
fascist ideology and used to further male narratives has proven a
particularly problematic cultural context for attempts to represent women
in Holocaust cinema.35
The sultry facial expression and pleading tone with which Wheatley
delivers her request for Nazerman to “look,” alongside the positioning of
the viewer to see her body through the eyes of Nazerman, can further be
argued to engage in what has been termed “pornotroping”—a process of
representation derived from slavery that transforms a human being into
objectified flesh and renders them subject to the (un)pleasure of the
viewer.36 Spillers writes that pornotroping occurs where the African
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American body becomes “a territory of cultural and political maneuver,”
an object of “captured sexualities” embodying both “otherness” and “sheer
physical powerlessness that slides into a more general ‘powerlessness.’”37
When pornotroping reduces a body to a sexualized object that embodies
nothing but the absence of all power, the process of eroticization
overwhelms that which is purportedly being critiqued. In the case of
Wheatley’s desperate struggle to make ends meet in the present, the
fetishistic display of her body while she appeals to Nazerman’s “sexual
instincts” undermines the film’s apparent critique of the social forces that
drive a woman to such lengths in search of extra money. Also of
significance is that Nazerman is very uncomfortable with Wheatley’s
presence and tries hard not to look, thus arguably rendering the camera’s
(and viewer’s) gaze more implicitly titillating.
Another often overlooked facet of The Pawnbroker is the pedagogical
discourse constructed through the relationship between Nazerman and
Ortiz—the most central non-Jewish figure in the film, and certainly a more
complex figure than the demonized Rodriguez and sexualized Wheatley.
Ortiz explicitly positions himself as the “student” of the reluctant
Nazerman throughout the narrative; however, the educational process and
outcome revealed in this relationship is considerably different from that
depicted in Freedom Writers, which we will return to. In fact, The
Pawnbroker can be seen to suggest that finding salutary meaning from the
Holocaust is a flawed enterprise. The distance between Nazerman’s
experiences and the lives of all those around him is particularly evident
when Ortiz asks him whether his identification tattoo from Auschwitz
signifies a “secret society or something?” Further, none of the film’s
flashback sequences—roundly criticized by many for purportedly
constructing an analogy between the Holocaust and Harlem—are ever
recounted by Nazerman to any other character. Presumably, his Jewish
sister (also a survivor) knows, but all others, it seems, including Ortiz,
cannot know nor understand.
The issue of pedagogy in The Pawnbroker was recently taken up by
Rosen, who focuses on three scenes in Lumet’s film that depict the
protagonist “teaching” his would-be protégé different “lessons” that might
provide “the assistant with skills that will help him ‘get legit’—to give up
a life of crime in order to acquire economic, social, and cultural
legitimacy—and also school him in a broader circle of cultural
awareness.”38 Consisting of monologues and conversational exchanges of
various lengths, these “lessons” constitute a form of transaction markedly
different from the exploitative pawnbroker-customer relationships (and the
extreme power discrepancy between Nazerman and Rodriguez) that
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pervade the rest of the film. Crucially, however, these “lessons,” if they
can rightly be characterized as such, are unsuccessful. Driven to despair
and following the “wrong lesson” (Nazerman’s declaration that “money is
the whole thing”), Ortiz resorts to participating in the robbery of the
pawnshop and becomes the plan’s ultimate victim. To add yet one more to
a long list of interpretations of Nazerman’s well known “silent scream” as
he clutches Ortiz’s body, this outcry might well be read as amplifying
Ortiz’s spoiled attempt to liberate himself from his surroundings; thus
mourning the unfulfilled promise Ortiz makes to his mother at the start of
the film, “I am going a long way.” The suffering of the Holocaust survivor
who cannot be liberated from his past thus becomes a metaphor for the
poor Latino New Yorker who cannot be liberated from his slum. Further,
the scene depicting Ortiz’s drawn-out death in the street and the long wait
for the ambulance to collect his body—filmed mostly using long shots—
reveal him to be still very much encased in the community he so
desperately wished to leave. In a sense, Nazerman’s inability to escape the
memories of his past reflects Ortiz’s inability to escape the barriers of race
and class he encounters in the present. Even if one accepts the view that
Ortiz functions as a plot device to introduce the film’s Christological
themes, or that at least some tentative hope for Nazerman’s future is
gestured to, it is clear that no easy salvation exists for Ortiz or any of the
other victims of race and class oppression in Harlem. A radically different
conceptualization of pedagogy, memory, redemption and the role of the
survivor can be found in Richard LaGravenese’s 2007 film Freedom
Writers.

Nazerman’s Harlem or Today’s Long Beach?
Conversion and Redemption in Freedom Writers
Freedom Writers is based on the experiences of a class of English
students and their teacher at Woodrow Wilson High School in Long
Beach, California. Once a high-achieving public school, its quality and
safety have been dramatically compromised by an early 1990s statemandated racial integration program. Into this chaotic and violent
atmosphere enters the white, wide-eyed, well-intentioned main character,
Erin Gruwell, whose formal dress style and trademark pearls reveal that
she comes from a somewhat privileged background. The brand new
English teacher is given, in the language of the film, the “unteachables”
and “at-risk” students, who are not trusted by the school’s administration
to learn with “real books.” Freedom Writers enters the tradition of Richard
Brooks’s Blackboard Jungle (1955) and John N. Smith’s Dangerous
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Minds (1995), by focusing on “an optimistic White novice teacher’s
struggle to inspire urban high school students. Her delinquent, remedial
students become dependent on their teacher, who instils in them a sense of
self-respect and motivation to learn.”39 Following this well-trodden
formula, all of Gruwell’s students, save one, are non-white and before they
become “dependent,” they approach their new teacher with a skepticism
and contempt reserved for racially privileged outsiders. While the
intertextual links to similar films are important in reinforcing a generic
trend of whites redeeming non-white(s), Freedom Writers differs
significantly in its appropriation of the Holocaust to this end.
Stylistically, LaGravenese’s decision to open the film with scenes of
the 1992 Los Angeles race riots recalls Lumet’s invocation of urban
suffering when he sets the tone of The Pawnbroker’s narrative with
images of Harlem’s poverty-stricken streets. Alongside archival footage of
the L.A. riots, the opening sequence of Freedom Writers utilizes
documentary-style, on-screen text to preface the narrative with the
authoritative statement that “gang violence and racial tension reach an all
time high.” However, while Lumet seamlessly uses shots of his New York
setting to move the narrative forward, LaGravenese relegates his urban
landscape images to the beginning of his film, making it the scene onto
which his narrative of redemption gets mapped. From the opening scene,
then, Freedom Writers reflects an acute interest in building a narrative of
redemption, one for which Lumet arguably does not share an interest
(despite some narrow critical accounts of his film).
Further, in contrast to Ortiz’s fervent attempts to alter his socioeconomic situation in The Pawnbroker, the students of Freedom Writers
seem possessed by a fatalistic acceptance of their deprived status. Indeed,
the film offers a very negative depiction of their attitude towards society
and their place within it in a number of ways, configuring their suffering
as a self-fulfilling prophecy of the continued perseverance of each group
in persecuting all others, while (for the most part) marginalizing the role of
those with actual social, economic and political power for the desperate
situation ethnic minorities face. Early in the film, the African American,
Latino, and Asian students offer graphic depictions of their lives as a
constant “war” of survival. The school is starkly characterized as the sum
of several distinct communities, including “little Cambodia,” “the ghetto,”
and “South of the border”—communities that seem to be inherently violent.
Home lives are similarly defined by affiliation and hostility, encapsulated in
sentiments like, “My people are a gang,” “We fight for territory,” and “It
comes down to what you look like.” Thus defined, the students’ race- and
class-infused suffering sets the terms of their relationship with Gruwell; it is
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exactly the nature of this suffering, then, that is impacted by their
Holocaust education.
The students’ encounter with the Holocaust is precipitated by
Gruwell’s distress at the in-class exchange of a racist image, which she
discovers when one day’s lesson is interrupted by the laughter of several
students. She is disturbed to find Jamal, an African American student,
upset by the picture of a face with exaggerated lips. In response, Gruwell
offers an especially angry monologue in response to the image, drawing a
parallel between the hand-drawn image and racial stereotypes perpetuated
in the propaganda of the Nazi party, which she terms “the most famous
gang in history.” Gruwell challenges the class’s belief that they “know all
about gangs.” In fact, she explains that “you’re amateurs. [The Nazi] gang
will put you all to shame.” And should the students fail to see the
relationship between themselves and the discontented German populace of
the 1930s, she explains how like her class, the Nazis “started out poor and
angry and everybody looked down on them.” This turns into a cautionary
tale when Gruwell explains the historical consequences of this subversion
of personal responsibility and prejudice: the Nazis “just wiped out
everybody else. Yeah, they wiped out everybody they didn’t like and
everybody they blamed for their life being hard.”
Expanding further on the influence of Nazi racial propaganda, Gruwell
ends her emotive speech with the statement: “That’s how a holocaust
happens. And that’s what you all think of each other.” Not entirely unlike
the parallel made between Rodriguez and a Nazi officer in The
Pawnbroker, Gruwell links a manifestation of racial prejudice in the
classroom to the Holocaust in a very problematic manner, as the
connection hinges on Gruwell’s suggestion that the students are behaving
like Nazis, a notion reinforced by most students’ initially gleeful responses
to the notion of wiping out other groups. The metaphor rests on her
account of the Nazis as people reacting to being “poor and angry,” an
oversimplification that is the film’s first gesture at de-historicizing the
decidedly different nature of poverty and anger that has led to conditions
in Long Beach. Not only does Gruwell’s “lesson,” as Tara Yosso and
David García point out, “falsely equat[e] the [Nazi] regime’s violence and
an ideology of White supremacy with her students’ racial prejudices,” it
also occurs at the expense of the humiliation of one African American
student, Jamal, who had unsuccessfully pleaded with Gruwell to “just let it
go.”40
Discovering that the vast majority of her class have no prior
knowledge of the Holocaust, Gruwell becomes committed to the idea that
Holocaust history has the power to wholly convert each student into
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something different and better. Sacrificing everything, including her
marriage, Gruwell takes on two extra part-time jobs to purchase student
copies of The Diary of Anne Frank and fund a field trip to the Museum of
Tolerance, followed by a lavish dinner in the company of several
Holocaust-survivor guests (who are played by actual survivors). It is
precisely at this moment in the film that the students begin to transcend
their communities and negative attitudes as a result of this encounter with
the Holocaust. Gruwell therefore takes on the role of savior alongside the
often universalized figure of Anne Frank and, in a later and even more
transformative plot development, the appearance of Miep Gies, the Gentile
woman who sheltered the Frank family from the Nazis.
The appropriation of the Anne Frank story is highly significant given
its central place in the collective memory of the Holocaust and the
“Americanization” of the event. The subject has attracted a substantial
critical literature, with scholars analyzing countless adaptations of the
diary for the page, stage, and screen. George Steven’s Hollywood film The
Diary of Anne Frank (1959), which concludes with Frank’s now wellknown optimistic affirmation, “In spite of everything, I still believe that
people are really good at heart,” is a prime example. Doneson finds the
film’s optimistic tone immensely troubling,
The film makers opt to strive for a feeling of audience identification with
the Jewish victims for the purpose of creating a universal antipathy toward
all persecution. The Jews and the Holocaust, in other words, can be the
symbol for the suffering of mankind [sic] (...) The universal Christian tenet
‘love thy neighbour’ forms the basis of the relationship between the
Christian and the Jew; it assumes that the majority Christian will act in
good conscience on behalf of the minority Jew when the latter is in trouble.
At the same time, it is this dependency on the gentile that unavoidably
makes of the Jew a passive, weak individual.41

Indeed, in addition to its redemptive, triumphalist rhetoric, The Diary
of Anne Frank goes to some lengths to avoid the Jewish specificity of
Frank’s experiences altogether. By constructing dubious parallels between
elements of the Anne Frank narrative and the various characters in
Freedom Writers, LaGravenese arguably exacerbates these problems of
universalizing meaning, viewer identification, and Christological agendas.
Although Gruwell defines her lessons using “the Holocaust,” they are
curiously absent of any exploration of the lived experience of the Nazi
state, ghettos or concentration camps that are so often framed as the
apotheosis of racial hatred. As much as Lumet is invested in layering New
York with the concentration camps, LaGravenese is invested in erasing the
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camps altogether. With the exception of the very brief gesture to survivor
anecdotes during the post-museum dinner, the students’ Holocaust
education is defined in terms of redemption. Crucially, following the brief
appearances of these real-life survivors, the pathos of the film implies to
the viewer that the Miep Gies on-screen is the historical figure herself,
rather than the actor Pat Caroll. When one African American student tells
Gies that she is the first person he knows who he can label a “hero,” Gies
refuses the compliment and instead states that it is Gruwell’s students who
are the “heroes.” Thus, the class transforms from the perpetrators
identified by their teacher to heroic rescuers of themselves—even though
Gruwell’s overwhelming role in their redemption hardly bares this out. In
any case, this equation of “rescuers” leaves no room for a sustained
acknowledgement of victims of oppression. This, in combination with the
reliance on Anne Frank’s diary, within which the Holocaust is present only
in its oppressive invisibility, and the virtually muted nature of survivor
testimony within the film, has the effect of rendering the story of the
students’ journey as reliant on a heavily sanitized Holocaust to dissolve
racial barriers.
A notable difference between the film and its source text, The Freedom
Writers Diary, is Gruwell’s real-life decision to follow up Anne Frank
with Zlata’s Diary: A Child’s Life in Sarajevo, a diary by a young woman
and contemporary genocide survivor, as well as other Holocaust-free
lessons. Although the time constraints of cinema may explain the absence
of these teaching materials, the production decision to focus so entirely on
the Holocaust is just as likely a symptom of the avoidance of histories less
familiar to American audiences, which are otherwise so attuned to the
urban high school tropes and Holocaust redemption that characterize the
film. Further, just as the gentile Geis is the immediate embodiment of
Holocaust history, it is interesting to note that the embodiment of the
negligible reference to non-Holocaust, racialized history is yet another
savior, Jim Zwerg—a white man who participated in the Civil Rights
Movement, and who is identified and idolized by Ben, Gruwell’s only
white student.
The students’ encounter with the Holocaust provides them with both
solace and some apparently much-needed moral fiber. While they start out
in the 1990s L.A. equivalent of Lumet’s New York, their struggle to
reconcile with poverty and violence does not require Ortiz’s version of
socio-economic ambition to leave his poor and violent community, or to
challenge or alter the power structures that reinforce it. Instead, Holocaust
history enables the students to remain in their unsatisfactory socioeconomic conditions, yet with an apparently much less troubled attitude
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towards these conditions. As opposed to Ortiz’s tragedy, the students in
Freedom Writers are freed by the way in which Holocaust history has
taught them to abandon racial stereotypes and build mutual, interracial
trust. This relationship-building in turn serves as a platform on which the
students build intellectual self-esteem because, the film suggests, if they
understand nothing else, and nothing else changes, at least they can grasp
the racial disenfranchisement that defined Nazi Germany. Without
exception, each student undergoes a different form of positive
transformation, including several characters deciding to discard a handgun,
avoid becoming a teenage mother, stop being involved in crime or, in the
case of Eva, the main student figure, tell the truth in court about a murder
she witnessed her boyfriend commit.

(Pawn)Brokering American Trauma:
The Holocaust Narratives of Yesterday and the Economic
Injustices of Tomorrow
In his study entitled Facing Black and Jew: Literature as Public Space
in Twentieth-Century America, Adam Newton explores the potentialities
for African American and Jewish literary narratives of persecution and
suffering to comingle, arguing that while simplistic, misleading, or
exploitative comparisons need to be avoided, “something has conjoined
[both groups] in public space, and at the very least, they are entangled in
American history and culture, complexly thrown up against one another.
How such conjunction and entanglement will be imagined or enacted, of
course, is the freighted question—the shape, that is, of ‘relations.’”42
While The Pawnbroker has been roundly criticized on many points—and
indeed we have expanded on some of its ideologically problematic
elements—few commentators have considered at length the way that the
film is a significant and substantive—rather than merely a critically
problematic—intervention in American discourses of race and class.
Neither the naive ambitions of the gentile social worker Marilyn
Birchfield, who attempts to comfort and understand Nazerman and can be
seen as an earlier incarnation of Gruwell, nor the desperate attempts of
Ortiz to gain socio-economic and cultural legitimacy are realized. On the
other hand, the appropriation of the Holocaust in Freedom Writers leads to
a sentimental group cohesion that liberates them from socio-economic
suffering, exhibiting a clear-cut and problematic mode of redemption
while making the unprecedented horror of history palatable. The
ideological differences between the films rest in part in LaGravenese’s
commitment to tell the story of the “Freedom Writers” in a way that
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domesticates the Holocaust so thoroughly that the film practically
eliminates the need for Jews entirely.
Freedom Writers veers away from the often ambiguous tone of The
Pawnbroker to embrace an optimistic outcome for the disenfranchised
victims of urban America, allowing the Holocaust to erase racial
boundaries and differences. In turn, the former film elides economic
suffering by showing a group of students for whom inter-ethnic trust
obfuscates impoverished and violent surroundings. Whereas Lumet’s film
underscores the economic injustice that defined the experience of Ortiz
and his own thwarted ambitions, Freedom Writers makes economic
injustice acceptable by appealing to urban youth’s familiarity with the
notion of racial injustice. In this way, the Holocaust becomes a pillar of
the narratives of racial inequality that detract from and thus enable the
perpetuation of economic inequality—revealing a different limitation of an
overly hopeful desire to find and apply “universal” meaning in and from
the Holocaust. After all, when the students return for their sophomore year
and a previously silent Latino student explains how his family has become
homeless, he makes it clear that Gruwell’s uniquely racially safe space is
the most encouraging thing in his life. It is his “home.” The viewer leaves
this anecdote, as they will likely leave the film, with the sentimental
impression that the extension of the lessons learned from the Holocaust
somehow make going hungry and sleeping in a car more tolerable. As
noted earlier, the films examined in this chapter reveal memory to be what
Rothberg calls multidirectional. Subject to constant re-negotiation,
traumatic pasts can be situated alongside one another, though comparisons
and contrasts need to be made with due care and sensitivity. The
complexity of Lumet’s film reveals both the problematic and productive
possibilities involved in this process, while an update like Freedom
Writers serves as a reminder of the limitations of analogies when they are
used to serve a clear-cut redemptive agenda.
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