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INTRODUCTION: A MASTERPIECE
OF MORAL AMBIGUITY

Isaac Bashevis Singer’s novel Enemies:
A Love Story stands as one of the most
profound explorations of survival,  guilt,
and  the  tangled  nature  of  human
relationships  in  the  aftermath  of  the
Holocaust. Published in 1972, this work
earned Singer a permanent place in the

canon of twentieth-century literature and
contributed  to  his  receiving  the  Nobel
Prize in Literature in 1978. The novel’s
central  character,  Herman Broder,  is  a
Holocaust  survivor  living  in  New  York
City who becomes entangled with three
very  different  women—each
representing a distinct facet of his past
and  his  fractured  psyche.  Far  from  a
simple love story, the novel is a darkly
comic, psychologically rich meditation on
how the trauma of the past can poison
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even the most  intimate bonds.  In  this
article,  we  will  examine  the  plot,
characters,  themes,  historical  context,
and  lasting  legacy  of  Isaac Bashevis
Singer’s  Enemies:  A  Love  Story,
providing a comprehensive look at why
this  novel  continues  to  resonate  with
readers today.

ISAAC BASHEVIS SINGER: THE
VOICE OF YIDDISH MODERNISM

Before delving into the novel itself, it is
essential to understand the man behind
the  story.  Isaac  Bashevis  Singer  was
born in 1902 in Poland and emigrated to
the  United  States  in  1935.  He  wrote
primarily  in  Yiddish,  a  language  that
many considered dying, yet he infused
h is  s to r ies  w i th  a  v i ta l i t y  tha t
transcended  cultural  boundaries.

Singer’s works often blend realism with
the  supernatural,  drawing  on  Jewish
folklore,  mysticism,  and  the  harsh
realities  of  modern  life.  Enemies:  A
Love Story is notable for being one of
his few novels set entirely in the post-
Holocaust  world,  dealing  directly  with
the  psychological  scars  of  survivors.
Singer’s  own  experiences  as  an
immigrant and his  deep understanding
of  human  frailty  lend  the  novel  an
authenticity that is both unsettling and
deeply moving.

PLOT SUMMARY: A LIFE SPLIT IN
THREE

The story begins with Herman Broder, a
Jewish  intellectual  who  survived  the
Holocaust by hiding in a hayloft in Nazi-
occupied  Poland.  After  the  war,  he
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immigrates to New York, where he works
as a ghostwriter for a rabbi. Herman is
married to Yadwiga, the Polish peasant
woman  who  sheltered  him  during  the
war. He married her out of gratitude and
a sense of  duty,  but  he  feels  no  real
passion for her. To complicate matters,
Herman  is  also  having  an  affair  with
Masha,  a  fiery,  neurotic  Holocaust
survivor  who  is  also  married.  Masha’s
intensity  and  shared  trauma  create  a
bond that Yadwiga cannot offer. Then, in
a  twist  of  fate,  Herman’s  first  wife,
Tamara,  reappears—having  been
presumed dead in the camps. Tamara is
the  pragmatic,  unsentimental  survivor
who  forces  Herman  to  confront  the
reality  of  his  multiple  lives.  The novel
follows Herman’s desperate attempts to
juggle  these  three  women,  each  of

whom  represents  a  different  aspect  of
his past and his guilt. The title Enemies:
A  Love  Story  captures  the  central
paradox:  love  and  enmity  are  not
opposites  but  intertwined  forces  in
Herman’s  world.

The Three
Women:
Archetypes of
Survival
Each woman in  the  novel  embodies  a
different  response  to  trauma.  Yadwiga,
the gentile, represents innocence and a
fresh  start,  but  also  the  burden  of
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gratitude.  She  is  kind,  simple,  and
desperately wants a child, but Herman
cannot give her the emotional intimacy
she craves. Masha, by contrast, is all fire
and desperation. She lives on the edge,
embracing chaos as a way of numbing
her pain. Her relationship with Herman is
stormy  and  passionate,  but  it  is  also
destructive. Tamara, the returned wife,
is the most enigmatic. She has survived
the camps through sheer will  and now
runs a small  business. She is the only
one  who  truly  understands  Herman’s
fractured soul,  yet she refuses to play
the  victim.  Through  these  characters,
Singer  explores  the  impossibility  of  a
simple, happy ending for those who have
witnessed the worst of humanity.

THEMES: GUILT, IDENTITY, AND
THE GHOSTS OF THE PAST

The most prominent theme in Enemies:
A Love Story is survivor’s guilt. Herman
is haunted not only by the loved ones he
lost but also by the choices he made to
stay  al ive.  He  feels  unworthy  of
happiness, and this self-loathing poisons
every  relationship  he  attempts.  The
novel  also  delves  into  the  theme  of
identity. Herman is a man who has been
erased and reconstructed multiple times.
He  is  a  ghostwriter—someone  who
w r i t e s  i n  a n o t h e r  p e r s o n ’ s
voice—mirroring his own lack of a stable
self.  The  title  phrase  “enemies  a  love
story” suggests that the people we love
can also be our enemies, and that the
boundaries  between  affection  and



Isaac Bashevis Singer Enemies A Love Story 5

5

animosity are porous. Singer refuses to
offer  easy  moral  judgments.  Instead,  he
presents  characters  who  are  both
victims  and  perpetrators  of  emotional
harm,  making  the  novel  a  deeply
humanistic  work.

The Role of Faith
and Traditional
Judaism
Throughout  the  novel,  Singer  places
Herman’s struggles against a backdrop
of  Jewish  tradit ion  and  rel igious
skepticism.  Herman works  for  a  rabbi,
yet he himself is an atheist. He is drawn
to  the  rituals  of  Judaism  even  as  he

rejects  their  meaning.  This  tension
reflects  the  crisis  of  faith  that  many
survivors  experienced.  How  could  a
benevolent  God  allow  the  Holocaust?
Singer  does  not  answer  this  question
d i rect ly ,  but  he  shows  how  the
characters  grapple  with  it  in  different
ways.  Yadwiga converts to Judaism for
Herman,  but  her  faith  is  simple  and
uncritical.  Masha  is  obsessed  with
kabbalistic  mysticism,  using  it  as  an
escape. Tamara is practical and secular.
Through these  contrasting  approaches,
Singer illustrates that faith, like love, is
not a single path but a tangled web of
contradictions.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT: THE
HOLOCAUST’S LONG SHADOW

To  fully  appreciate  Enemies:  A  Love
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Story ,  one  must  understand  the
historical moment in which it is set. The
novel takes place in the late 1940s and
early 1950s, a time when survivors were
trying to rebuild their lives in America.
The  New  York  City  of  the  novel  is  filled
with other refugees, all carrying invisible
wounds. Singer captures the atmosphere
of  displacement—the  Yiddish-speaking
cafés,  the  small  apartments,  the
constant  references  to  destroyed
European communities. The novel is not
a direct  account of  the Holocaust,  but
rather  a  story  about  its  aftermath.
Herman’s  inability  to  form  a  stable
relationship  mirrors  the  larger  difficulty
of rebuilding a world that was shattered.
The novel also touches on the theme of
memory:  the  past  is  never  truly  past,
and  the  characters  are  constantly

reliving  their  traumas.

LITERARY STYLE AND NARRATIVE
TECHNIQUE

S inger ’ s  p rose  in  th i s  nove l  i s
deceptively  simple.  He  writes  with  a
clarity that belies the complexity of the
emotions involved. The narrative is third-
person  but  c losely  a l igned  with
Herman’s perspective, allowing readers
to  experience  his  confusion  and  self-
deception  firsthand.  Singer  uses  irony
and  dark  humor  to  leaven  the  grim
subject matter.  For instance, Herman’s
constant lying and the absurd situations
he creates are almost farcical at times.
Yet  the  humor  never  undermines  the
seriousness of the themes. The novel’s
structure—with its shifting loyalties and
revelations—keeps the reader engaged,
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while  the  ending  remains  ambiguous.
Singer  refuses  to  tie  up  loose  ends,
leaving the reader to ponder the nature
of  survival  and  love  long  after  the  final
page.

CRITICAL RECEPTION AND
AWARDS

Upon its publication, Enemies: A Love
Story  was  widely  praised  for  its
psychological  depth  and  its  unflinching
portrayal  of  survivor  experience.  Many
critics  noted that  Singer  had achieved
something rare: a novel that was both
intellectually  rigorous  and  emotionally
devastating.  It  was  a  finalist  for  the
National  Book  Award.  The  Nobel
Committee, in awarding Singer the prize,
specifically  cited  his  “impassioned
narrative  art”  which  “grows  out  of  a

Polish-Jewish  cultural  tradition.”  The
novel  has  since  become  a  staple  of
Holocaust  literature,  often  taught  in
university courses on Jewish studies and
modern  fiction.  Its  enduring  appeal  lies
in its refusal to sentimentalize trauma;
instead,  it  presents  survivors  as  flawed,
messy, and deeply human.

ADAPTATIONS: FROM PAGE TO
SCREEN

In 1989, director Paul Mazursky adapted
Enemies: A Love Story into a critically
acclaimed  film  starring  Ron  Silver  as
Herman,  Anjelica  Huston  as  Tamara,
Lena  Olin  as  Masha,  and  Margaret
Sophie  Stein  as  Yadwiga.  The  film  was
nominated  for  multiple  Academy
Awards,  including  Best  Supporting
Actress  for  Olin  and  Best  Adapted
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Screenplay.  Mazursky’s  adaptation
captured the novel’s tone of bittersweet
irony, and the performances were widely
lauded.  The  film  helped  introduce
Singer’s work to a broader audience and
remains  a  powerful  companion  to  the
novel.  While  adaptations  inevitably
simplify  some  elements,  Mazursky’s
version stays true to the core conflict:  a
man  haunted  by  his  past,  unable  to
choose  between  the  women  who
represent  his  different  selves.

CONCLUSION: WHY THIS NOVEL
STILL MATTERS

Isaac  Bashevis  Singer’s  Enemies:  A
Love  Story  is  more  than  a  tale  of
romantic entanglement; it is a profound

inquiry into the nature of survival, guilt,
and  the  impossibility  of  escape  from
history. More than half a century after its
publication, the novel continues to speak
to  readers  because  it  refuses  to  offer
easy answers. In a world still grappling
with  the  aftermath  of  genocide,
displacement,  and  trauma,  Singer’s
characters  remind  us  that  healing  is
rarely  linear,  and that  love can be as
much  a  battlefield  as  a  sanctuary.  The
novel’s  dark  humor,  its  richly  drawn
characters,  and  its  unflinching  honesty
make it a landmark of modern literature.
For  anyone seeking to  understand the
human  cost  of  history,  or  simply  to
experience  a  master  storyteller  at  the
height of his powers, Enemies: A Love
Story remains essential reading.


