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"I decline to accept the end of man. It is
_easy enough to say that man is immortal simply be-
cause he will endure; that when the last ding-dong
of doom has clanged and faded from the last worth-
less rock hanging tideless in the last red and
dying evening, that even then there will still be
one more sound: that of his puny inexhaustible
voice, still talking. I refuse to accept this.
I believe that man will not merely endure: he will
prevail.”

--=-William Faulkner

. . "I believe it is survival--the wrong kind
of surv1val--that haunts the mind of the artist. It
is not fear of the bomb that paralyzes his will--a
fear, that is, that man has no future--but rather
a disquieting and numbing apprehension that such a
future as man has may dispense with art. With man,
that is, such as we now know him, and such, for all
his defects, as art has made him. It is the nature
of the future, not its extinction, that produces in
the artist such foreboding, the prescient chill of
heart of a world without consciousness."

--==Wright Morris



PREFACE

Said Yeats of his time: "Things fall apart; the
centre cannot hold . . . ." Herbert Gold says of his
time, our time: ™When the center does not hold, we try
to make new centers."l

Bernard Malamud's fiction tries, in a spirit meaning-
ful for our generation, to make new centers from which
contemporary man can define himself and his place in the
world. The result of a look at literature that has ended
in this paper is a chart of the development of my interest
from the time of Yeats to the time of the present. It
seemed increasingly imporéant to me as a student of liter-
ature to examine how a contemporary looked at life now,
while it was happening, whilg I was happening.

I have settled upon Malamud as the subject of this
study because it seems to me that his reactions to this,
our life, are valuable, pertinent, and, above all, contem-
porary. This 1s not to reduce Yeats to the irrelevant,
certainly, and not to elevate Malamud to the highest
relevancy merely because he is contemporary; in fact, it

.will be one of the purposes of this paper to present

InFiction of the Fifties," in Recent American Fiction,
ed. Joseph J. Waldmeir (Boston, 1963), p. 42.
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Malamud as artist, that is for all time. Nevertheless,
it seems to me that a contemporary can best show us how
to make the new centers we so urgently need. His forms
and language can speak to us directly about the moral
responsibilities we must assume in our present world.

In Malamud I see an astute moral chronicler and
visionary who points out the ills of our times and sug-
gests how we can grow from sickness to health as a
society of‘men. He is a spokesman for our day, and his
stories continue to stimulate me, excite me, and lead
me to a profound sense of myself and my life that I feel
.no spokesman for .another time can do as well,

The Fixer, published after this paper was written,
is more vital to our time even than his previous works.

"1Injustice is injustice,'" says Malamud concerning
the Russian, early twentieth-century setting of the\book.2
It considers the theme of injustice and the irrational
motives for human hate, degradation and murder in a
morally corrupt and sick society. The theme develops
as the backdrop to the coming to morality of Yakov Bok,
an inconsequential little man who, like all of Malamud's

other protagonists, is blind to his communal and life-

2Quoted by Granville Hicks, "One Man to Stand For
?%x,Million,";Saturdav Review, XLIX (September 10, 1966),
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giving responsibilities. Malamud states most emphatically
here an idea he has stated before: that a man's humanitj
is achieved and his life given value only when he is
involved in the lives of other men. Indeed, Yakov's life
depends on this idea, for he decides not to commit sui-
cide when he realizes that by staying alive he can prevent
all Russian Jews from being blamed for the heinous crime
of ritual blood murder.

Philosophically The Fixer is tied to Malamud's
earlier works. Here again he demonstrates his faith in
man and his faith in the value of life, no matter what
sufferings a man must endure. The situation of a two-
year pointless imprisonment subjects Yakov to such phy-
sical and spiritual torture that the fact that he does
not die is itself the strongest statement of the book.

He survives so that he can "fix" his moral position in
the minds of his persecutors and the world: he has a
responsibility, once he is trapped in his unfortunate
situation, not to make anyone else suffer., He will not
confess and bring irrational wrath down on the heads of
\
his fellow Jews because he has an opportunity to avoid
it. He is in a position to spare them suffering, even
if he brings more upon himself. If he does not spare
them, certainly no one else will.

Once Yakov realizes that his poor life has value
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when he suffers for the sake of others he is able to
preserve himself with some vestige of dignity. He is
also able to bear the incredible pain, humiliation, and
filth to which he is daily subjected. What is more, he
is even able to feel that despite his absolute imprison-
ment (chains-cell-prison-shtetl-Pale-Russia) he has
retained his freedom. He is free in that he has freely
chosen his moral position and freely chosen not to die;
he is no one's pawn and serves no one's ends but his own
consciously-arrived-at ideal that the Jews, or any men,
have a right to be what they will and to live in the world
like men.

The Fixer in no way negates the argument of this
th;sis. In fact, it strongly supports it. Yakov must
make the same human Journey from his own alienated, sel-
fish existence outward toward community that Malamud's
other protagonists make. And he must encounter the same
events: he must engage in self-definition to discover
who he is and what he stands for. He must throw off the
idols of self-interest and uninvolvement. He must assume
the Jewish attitude toward life, here represented by
Shmuel, an-old Jew who is his father-in-law. And he must,
like S. Levin, find a new life in a community of interests
with other men, Like Levin also he signals that he has

come to community when he assumes fatherhood. At the end



of the story he is able tc extend himself to the point
of giving his name to his unfaithful wife's bastard to
protect her frqm misery and shame. To protect the Jews,
his community, from future misery and shame he has en-
dured his imprisonment.

In The Fixer one man's imprisonment and his possi-
bilities for becoming moral are clearly intended to stand
for the situation of all men. Yakov's story is reduced,
condensed and abstracted so that it gains universal
significance. We are made to feel for one man--but he
clearly represents all victims of man's inhumanity.

This paper 1is not a comparative study of Malamud
and his contemporaries; it 1s an examination of Malamud's
major themes. However, one comparison is too revealing
of Malamud's total position to be ignored. Leslie Fiedler
has remarked that many of our great American books depend
upon some strategy of evasion such as a retreat to nature
or a return to childhood in order to avoid the responsi-
bilities of human confrontation.3 Malamud's vision, I
hope to show, 1s structured to provide means whereby man
can confront man and make for himself a meaningful and

human life. Malamud has written no initiation novel, no

3Love and Death in the American Novel (Cleveland
and New York, 1962), p. xxi.
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story of a boy's coming of age; he has written only stories
which explore how a man, without evasion, can realize his
maturity, his manhood, his humanity.

I wish to thank Dean Robert D. Harper, College of
Liberal Arts of the University of Omaha, for his sugges-.
tions and ﬁime, and Muriel Herzog for her encouragement
and valuable criticism. I owe thanks above all to my
husband without whose patience and silent suffering I

should never have finished this paper.
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INTRODUCTION

Bernard Malamud has a unique idea of what the life
of man involves and how man' may meet its moral challenges.
His works show that man is on a continuous Jjourney to
find his best self and relate it to the world. There seem
‘to be four major events on that journey which man must face
and gro& through, around which this paper will be organized:
the event of defining and identifying the self; the event
of casting off idols and false gods; the event of assuming
the Jewish attitude; and the event of coming to community.
These events are Malamud's major themes, and discussion
of them will comprise this paper.

Malamud's works are governed over-all by two non-
exclusive motives: the desire to proclaim faith in man
and life, and the desire to assert the irony of all cir-
cumstance. The value of his novels and stories for us
in our time is that he has gone beyond, in these motives,
what we customarily think of as the reaction of writers
to the times: that is, he has grown and advanced beyond
the stale pessimism and cultivated "absurdity" of most
contemporary authors. "I am quite tired of the colossally

1
deceitful devaluation of man in this day . . ., he has

1quo’ced by Granville Hicks, "His Hopes on the Human
Heart," Saturday Review, XLVI (Cctober 12, 1963), 31-2.




said, and he believes that he has a mission more serious
than the mere display of craft and the mere cataloguing

of man's woes: '"The purpose of the writer is to keep
civilization from destroying\itself.’"2 He added: "'My
premise is that we will not destroy each other, that we
will live on.”"3 His novels and stories show man living
and reinvested with dignity, purpose and value as a human
being. At the same time they present a realistic descrip-
tion of man's actual problems and limitations and a
visionary view of his possibilities as a civilized being.
It is this visionary quality that marks Malamud as an
advanced contemporary(breathing new life into the depres-
sing character of modern man, so often represented reduced
to a sniveling victim. "'You can get mad,'"™ he has said,
"t but how mad can you get? There are unseen victories
all around us--it's a matter of plucking them down. It
takes effort, the kind of courage that causes man con-
stantly to fabricate the means of his preservation.'"4
This courage, this belief that man does have the will

and the strength to work out his preservation is indicative

‘ 2Malamud quoting Camus, Interview, New York Times
Book Review, October 13, 1963, Sec. 7, p. 5.

3Ibid.

brpig.,
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of Malamud's new approach. Herbert Gold catches the mood
lwgen he observes generally that "what the novelist seems
to be doing at his philosophical best is to explore possi-
bility. He cuts loose from the expected and sees another
possibility for an entire life--his own, his characters?',
everybody's."5 And it is in seeing these possibilities
that Malamud comes to terms with the present and creates,
as Harvey Swados would have it, "a literature that evi-
dences a spirit aware of the life of our time, not Jjust
of the fashion of our time, a spirit attuned to the temper
of our age, not the temper of the day before yesterday."”
Like Malamud, Swados senses changes in the realities of
the sixties, a movement toward a multi-racial societyf
for instance, certainly not achieved, but being achieved.
Negro artists are not yet Jjust artists without qualifi-
cation, but they soon will be. These changes give contem-
porary life value, and they are ending the sense of
powerlessness which has been the oppressing mood since
the War, the Bomb and the death camps. The examples and
experiences of young revolutionaries working in Watts

and other projects "are demonstrating that life is not

SwFiction of the Fifties," in Recent American Fiction,
ed. Joseph J. Waldmeir (Boston, 1963), p. 40.

6"The Coming Revolution in Literature," Saturday
Review, August 21, 1965, p. 16.




meaningless or absurd, but wonderfully valuable."7 Its
value becomes more strongly felt every time there is an
Israel, a Deputy and an Eichmann trial to contrast with
the Ngzi.slaughter, an African revolution, or a Birming-
ham révolution to contrast with the former economic and
spiritual slavery and the public apathy.8
What is this new approach, this contemporary atti-
tude? It is a paradoxical position that recognizes and
assents to man's fumbling, incomplete, foolish and some-
times hateful nature, and yet, at the same time, glorifies
his feeble attempts to transcend himself. Above all, it
is an attitude which affirms the supreme value of life,
the human, and the humane. In assuming this attitude
Malamud, in his novels and stories, turns his characters
away from testifying to the futility of life and turns
them inward or toward each other with a question similar
to that asked in the second century Hebrew Mishnah, the
codification and commentary on the Jewish Law: "'Which
is the right way that a man should choose for h-i_mself?'“‘9

That Malamud finds it fruitful to pose this question, to

7Swados, p. 17.

8Ibid., p. 16.

Arthur A. Chiel, "Zthical Doctrines in Judigsm, "
in Currents and Trends in Contemporary Jewish Thouhht
ed. Benjamin Efron (New York, 1965), p. 79.




devote his art to probing the possibilities for signifi-
cant existence in this world, sets him far apart from
the majority of his predecessors and contemporaries who
became so mired in the determinism and egocentric
existentialism of the past half century that such probings
seemed senseless. Malamud sublimates his vision of the
possibilities of a new order into stories in which miser-
able and suffering vagabonds rebel against their mean
existence, their trapped and victimized selves. Malamud
refuses to dwell on the "is™ of life and concentrates
instead on the "ought." Literary heroes have always
rebelled, but his rebel, as one critic has said in another
context, "in the name of life,"lo and in so doing make
their rebellions attest to life's value and go beyond the
absurd. These characters opt for new lives, not death
and not even resignation. R. W. B. Lewis might have been
speaking of Malamud when he said:

« « « death is not the end, in the masterpieces of WA(L~

our time, when we look at the matter more closely. /

‘The true artist is constantly seeking ways to con-

found death. 1Indeed, the best way to distinguish

the two or three literary generations of our century,

is in their manner of responding to the fact of
death--thaflis, in their manner of somehow getting

around 1it.

Ocharles I. Glicksberg, The Tragic Vision in the
Twentieth Century Literature (Carbondale, 1963), p. 155.

11The Picaresque Saint: Representative Figures in
Contemporary Fiction (Philadelphia, 1959), p. 19.




Malamud may be seen, therefore, not only as contem-
porary spokesman, but also as contemporary artist, governed
by the attitude and concerned with the subjects and themes
‘with which the best artists have traditionally concerned
themselves. As Lewis says of the novelists he treats,
they have taken "as the main subject of their work not
the citadel of art but the demonstrable reason, the
accessible sources of human existence. . . They have )

x

centered not upon the ubiquity of sickness and death but
on the act of living.™ And the result is that "the sense
of nothingness has been transcended . . . by an agonizing
dedication to life."l2
Malamud's works reverberate with ultimate human
questions in the contemporary forms of novel and short
story. He is enough of a contemporary artist to effec-
tively make every word and phrase work toward his total
design and to craft stories of great verisimilitude.
Critics who desire to read him closely will find enough
symbolism and conscious effects to satisfy them. But
his major worth is not as a craftsman. Rather, his con-
cerns are the philosophical concerns of traditional

literature, American and European.

To the degree that this tradition has recorded the

12Lewis, Picaresque Saint, p. 27.




highest aspirations of man, its novels and stories pre-
sent theilr ultimate significance: 1in the words of D. H.
Lawrence, the novel "'can inform and lead into new places
the flow of our sympathetic consciousness, and it can
lead our sympathy away in recoil from things that are
dead.'"13 In Malamud's vision the humane emanates
directly from contact with the humanistic tradition, so
that one's own preconceptions of its value are reinforced
by his works, and one assents strongly to Joseph Conrad's
conviction:
. « « the artist appeals to that part of our being
which is not dependent on wisdom: to that in us
which is a gift and not an acquisition--and, there-
fore, more permanently enduring. He speaks to our
capacity for delight and wonder, to the sense of

mystery surrounding our lives; to our sense of pity,

and beauty, and pain; to the latent feeling of fellow-
ship with all creation--and to the subtle but invin-
cible conviction of solidarity that knits together

the loneliness of innumerable hearts, to the soli-
darity in dreams, in Jjoy, in sorrow, in aspirations,
in illusions, in hope, in fear, which binds men to
each other, which binds together all humanity--the
dead to the living and the living to the unborn. L

Malamud may be considered a challenging contempor-
ary writer, then, because he deals with contemporary }

realities while affirming the value of life and art in

134uoted by Wright Morris, The Territory Ahead
(New York, 1958), p. 227.

lh"Preface to The Nigger of the 'Narcissus,'" in
Myth and Method: Modern Theories of Fiction, ed. James
E. Miller, Jr. (Lincoln, 1960), p. 29.




the grand traditional manner. Furthermore, he allies-
himself with, indeed leads, his contemporaries in the
mode in which he presents his vision. Because of what
he knows about life, because of his contemporary point
of vantage, he cannot treat reality as if it were all of
a piece and definable., He is certain only that man
lives and must live, and that he, as an artist, can only
grasp a small part of this wild and uncanny world. The
means of this grasping is through fantasy; that is, the
presentation of the objective and subjective worlds as
themselves fantastic, viewed, as it were, with "off-
center" vision.? Reactions to these worlds from the
characters are carried out by internal fantasies-—invertgd,
often self-centered, lonely monologues. The "real' obser-
vable world hardly exists for Malamud; he cannot get to
it, cannot define it, cannot grab hold of its diversity
and complexity and cruelty long enough to make it a part
of himself. And so he deals with the only reality he
can manage, the inner selves of his characters and their
small activities with other people. The fantasy serves
several purposes: by ignoring observable reality and

concentrating on the inner one, Malamud shows where his

15Philip Roth, guoted by Irving Malin, Jews and
Americans (Carbondale and Edwardsville, 1965}, p. 155.



true interests lie and implies his condemnation of the
surfaces of contemporary life; by choosing not to deal
with these surfaces he can focus without distraction on
the minute experiences and reactions between men and
render them exquisitely--they promote a kind of truth

by the intensity of their presentation; and by insisting
that man's subjective fantasies and innermost workings
are the only realities worth knowing and knowable, he
provides that ironic and paradoxical twist which con-
firms the contemporaneity of his stories. He says, in
effect: Here is man, and the best we can say of him is v
that he is here; and the only thing he has to go on is
the shaky uncertainty of his private self. He creates
stories in the belief that the effort to communicate
gives value to life.

His characters achieve various sorts of creation,
too, or rather, re-creation. Both sorts of creation
satisfy Malamud's explicit artistic intention, the same
intention attributed to Malraux: that the value of art .~
is not aesthetic liberation but the humanization of the
world.16

It may be instructive to discuss why the point of

view of fantasy is an appropriate and inevitable one

16Lewis, Picaresque Saint, p. 287.
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for contemporary writers. William Wasserstrom states
the conditions of contemporary life thus:

When A. Hyd(Hid)ell killed the President, when Jack
Ruby murdered Lee Oswald, these men in concert mani-
fested that Strangelove snarl of dgonies which under-
lies the life and literature of our generation. We
are the members of a generation whose lives are molded
by the imagination not of mere disaster but of utter
ruin: the ruin of whole peoples, of whole natiocns,

of the whole earth. Ruin, in turn, is a consequence
so outrageous that not even Genet's art can rival

the real facts of ordinary life. No literary action,
however queer, can encompass grotesquerie of the kind
we confront each day; assassination in Texas, Jjudi-
cial murder in Mississippi, white and black cannibalism
in the Congo. Never before has the experience of
iniquity been joine? with the arts of turbulence in

so baleful a union..L7

The reaction to this reality is well described by another
of our generation's writers, Philip Roth, who says that
"the American writer . . . has his hands full in trying
to understand, and then describe, and then make credible

“18

much of the American reality. The point to make about

Malamud is that he does not even try to understand on
the plane of ordinary events, but that he ignores them
and refuses even to admit their presence. He works

instead with the few remaining human values which might,

17nTne Strange Case of F. Scott Fitzgerald and
A. Hyd(Hid)ell--A Note on the Displaced Person in Amer-
ican Life and Literature," The Columbia University Forum,
VIII (Fall, 1965), 5.

18"Writing American Fiction," Commentary, XXXI
(March, 1961), 224.
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if invoked, lead men out of the horror in which they find
themselves., The crux of Malamud's vision is that the
world as it exists is unthinkable, and that in order to
state his version of the world as it might be, he must
abstract his settings and characters out of the real
world into an imaginary one--and his method is fantasy.
Another critic has put it this way:

Unable to believe in the surface of our world, the

‘best of the post-Second-World-War novelists have

taken as their terrain the landscape of the psyche--

that lonely and terrifying sanctuary where the

possibilities of herglsm and love and nobility com-

fort our fantasies.lt

In this approach to reality, Malamud is firmly con-

temporary and writes a kind of fiction that one critic
calls "activist,"zo in that it actively takes a look at
the self and its reactions to life and what man might
reasonably achieve in this world, rather than dwells
upon death and futility. The ill-defined, nightmare
landscape of the self cannot but lead to a fantastic
landscape in the fiction, one governed not by the laws

of reality and society, but by the subjective laws of

desire, necessity and internal reaction, as well as

19 Jonathan Baumbach, The Landscape of Nightmare:
Studies in the Contemporary American Novel (New York,
1965), p. 5.

20pavid L. Stevenson, "The Activists," Daedalus,
XCII (Spring, 1963), 241.
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dreams, daydreams, illogical yearnings, fears and delu-
sions. This fantasy view of life and fiction could not
be otherwise in our generation because '"to be able to
tell the truth from the false, the real from the fictive,
with any sense of certainty, presupposes a fairly solid
world-view . . . Historically, as in other ways, the
realistic approach has been exceptional; and there have
been hints at many levels suggesting that its epoch,
which began with the humanism of the Renaissance, will
soon have receded into the past. In order 'to exult the
present and the real,'! as Walt Whitman did so loudly and
firmly, man must feel more thoroughly at home in his
world and time."21

It becomes clear that the effect of modern life
upon its writers is the lessening of the power of the
human will to determine its direction, its behavior.
The more positive writers, such as Malamud, cry out,
"™Wo! I will not allow myself to become any more helpless!
I will envision an alternative." Saul Bellow is one who
also cries out, and he offers cogent reasons for the
helplessness of the self as well as reasons why this

helplessness can no longer continue, artistically and

21Harry Levin, "Apogce and Aftermath of the Novel,"
Daedalus, XCII (Spring, 1963), 217.
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morally. He says that World War I with its violation
of human life, and the Communist revolution which negated
humanism as nerveless)were but prefaces to the

great aséblt on the separate self [which] sprang
from Germany in 1939. Just what the reduction of

millions of human beings into heaps of bone and

mounds of hair or clouds of smoke betokens, there

is no one who can plainly tell us, but it is at

least plain that something was being done to put

in question the meaning of survival, the meaning

of pity, the meaning of Jjustice and of the impor-

tance of being oneself, the_individual's conscious-

ness of his own existence.
With the meaning of his existence in question man is then
confronted with "public life, vivid and formless ‘turbu-
lence, news, slogans, mysterious crises, and unreal
configurations [which] dissolve coherence . . .." The
result is that public life "drives private life into
hiding. People begin to hoard their spiritual valuables

." and as the will feels more helpless the indivi-
dual is led "into curious forms of behavior in the private
2

sphere." 3 However, although he recognizes and under-
stands the background for this behavior, Bellow does not
think writers can allow themselves resignation. Our
writers! fictional devaluation of the human has been so

complete that novels cannot continue in this mode much

22wSome Notes on Recent American Fiction," Encounter,
XXI (November, 1963), 22-23.

231pid., p. 23.
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longer. "Undeniably the human being is not what he com- &
monly thought a century ago. The question nevertheless
remains. He is something. What is he?n 2k

This question is Malamud's. His answers, in their
confirmation of positive values, in his veneration of
life, in the seriousness with which he shapes his vision,
and convictions intec significant art provide contemporary
readers with a literature that is not only wvital because
of its attitude, but also meaningful because it deals
with traditional themes.

That Malamud is traditional in the European sense
may be realized when one sees that the terms appliesd to
Malragx also apply to Malamud. It has been said that
Malraux's vision is designed to alleviate the "abysmal
sense of loss™? and to find a place for the victim of

“tcosmic homelessness.'"26

He structures his novels

into stories of '"successive encounters--with the constant
aim of finding and presenting the human image."27 Malamud,
like Malraux, engages in the classic battle against theﬂ7<>w

limitations cf life, and he is concerned with nothing

2l“Bellow, p. 29.

25Lewis, Picaresgque Saint, p. 25.

2OIbid., quoting Camus, p. 206.

27Lewis, Picaresgue Saint, p. 285.
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less than the nature of man.28 Indeed, he is out "to

disinfect Kafka's universe of its total tragedy."29
Malamud's works resound with traditional overtones, as
Baumbach points out speaking generally about him and other
writers like him:

If one had to abstract from these novels a

unifying concern, a characteristic seriousness,

it would be Dostoevskian, the confrontation of

man with the objectification of his primordial

self and his exemplary spiritual ggssage from

innocence to guilt to redemption.
The traditional elements that might also be considered
are related to what was mentioned above: that the
mainstream of literature has not been realism, but some-
thing more like the romance, or at least inspired by the
spirit of romanticism--a conscious avoidance of naturalism
and the social scene and a turning inward to "explore
the underside of consciousness."31 The spirit of Malamud's
approach is a rejection of the "is" of the external
world and a concentration on the "is" of the self in

the way which it relates to the "ought'" of life.

Malamud's place in the mainstream of art is

28Baumbach; P. 3.

29F. W. Dupee, "The Power of Positive Sex," Partisan
Review, XXXI (Summer, 1964), 429.
30Baumbach, p. 15.

31pi4., p. 3.
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grounded on his insistence upon the value of man and of
life. He is an artist who, like Wright Morris, "does
not want man merely to prevail, but to prevail as he
has been able to conceive him,"32 and as Malamud con-
ceives him he is Everyman, embodying the most basic and
profound human needs, striving for dignity in humilia-
tion.33 Because Malamud identifies his characters with
the lowest of struggling and suffering humanity, they
call up the traditional, even archetypal, figures of the
world's great literature. The masterpieces of this
literature are a glorification and a testament to man
and his ideals more often than a dirge for his defeat.
Malamud shares this attitude, but with contemporary
tentativeness he concede; his characters only small
glories. They must come to knowledge about themselves
and must realize their ethical responsibilities to other
men. Oq;y then will he allow a character to seem redeemed.
And some of his characters cannot fulfill these require-
ments. However, the quest of the age-o0ld search for
one's best self remains in his work, and through it he

invests his characters-with "'spiritual autonomy perfect

327erritory Ahead, p. 36.

33Thab Hassan, "The Hopes of Man," New York limes
Book Review, October 13, 1963, p. 5.
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enough to persuade us that the possibility of freedom
from the determinism of history and sociology still
exist:s."'BLp It is this sense of freedom, this glorying
in man, however qualified, that places Malamud firmly
within the grand tradition of art as inspirer of men,
as lifter of the soul. |

Malamud has a place not only in the European tradi-
tion but also in the American tradition. The theses of

35

R. W. B. Lewis, which elaborate the idea of a classic
American archetype, a wanderer, an American Adam
questing for and finding redemption’on the frontier, have
been.given much attention. Malamud's protagonists may
also be seen to fit into this archetype'evenrchougb;heﬁ'v
reduces the frontier of the West into the frontier'of»i;ﬁ
the self. The American myth, with its themes of perpet-
ual change and renewal, is fertile soil for American
Adams. It has grown out of the experience of American
mobility and the ever-expanding frontier--the concept
,phat there is always another chance Jjust beyond the next

territory. This rhythm of western movement established

35Theodore Solotaroff quoting Norman Podhoretz,
in "Bernard Malamud's Flctlon. ~The.0Ld- Life and the
wNew," Commentary, XXXIII (March, 1962), '197.

35‘?‘xpounded in The American Adam: Innocence, Tragedy
?;and Tradition 1n the Nlneteenth Century (Chlcago 1955)
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the pattern that has been called "extended genesis,"36
and the incorporation of this idea into Malamud's art

is basic to the viewing of him within the American tra-
dition. What has been said of Whitman's own character

in Leaves of Grass may also be said about Malamud's:

that he was both noble and savage and innocent American
farmer and also "the singer of 'Mannahatta' . . . 'and
great cities calling.' . . . A city boy who went forth
into the new gardeg of the West in search of a wise
innocence. The deép sadness, and the consciousness of
suffering . . . was . . . an essential part of his complex
role, "37 Malamud's fiction, however, takes on another,
perhaps even 1arger dlmen31on because he is able to .
fuse successfully these American legends with the ccefnal
chants and themes of Yiddish folklore, which, with their
European backgrounquring Malamud close to the mythic
forms which underlie all literature.38
The stories which are the result of this fusion
express the vision of Bernard Malamud. It is a litera-

ture profound. in theme and difficult to place, for it

3 1?z"edeer'lck I Carpenter, "1 The American Myth"“'
Paradlse (To Be) Regained,™ PMLA -LXXIV. (1959) 600.

371pid., p. 603.

P 38garl Rovit, "Bernard Malamud and the Jewish
’”therary Tradltlon ",Criti ue,:- III (Wlnter~8pr1ng,_l960)

0.
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is traditional, avant-garde, European and American. It
is a literature which attempts to answer the question:
How c¢an man best live in the world?

Some of the answers are revealed in the following
chapters. Malamud's stories offer possibilities for
man's human existence: Chapter I treats the necessity
of self-definition as presented in all the novels and
some of the short stories; Chapter 'II discusses the
imperative.to cast off idols as revealed primarily in

The Natural; Chapter III investigates'Malémddfswpfgﬁgg;,_

tation of the value 6f the Jewish attitude toward: life

in The Assistant and a few of the stories; and Chapter IV

considers the necessity for man to embrace community as
conveyed primarily in A New L;ﬁg.

These concepts are Malamud's major themes. For the
. purposes of this paper they will be considered events on

man's journeyzto-a;valuable*humanglife. Malamud's vision

1n31sts that man llve through and acknowledge ‘these eventsij];

_eCOme fully human.” That man must "become,"

1n order to;
ﬁthat he is contlnually "becomlng,"'ls the 51gn1f1cance

of the Journey and the significance of Malamud's art.




CHAPTER I
DEFINING THE SELF

A man must Jjourney, then, toward his fulfillment,
which for Malamud can be found only in the community of
‘human interests with other men. He structures the action
of his novels and stories around this Jjourney; the action
is a series of events in the emotional awakening of his
characters, rather than plot in the traditional sense.
The first step a man must take in this awakening is to
engage in the act of self-definition. All the novels
-and stories -treat the éroEEQOEist's act of defining
himself. This chapter will survey generally many of the
stories in.relation to this theme. -

Malamud's characters are disconﬁ%ﬁbed with the state
in which they find themselves when a given story begins.

1

For example, in The Assistant’ Frank Alpine sees him-

self in contrast to Saint Francis:

"Every time I read about somebody like him I get a
feeling inside of me I have to fight to keep from
crying. He was born good, which is a talent if you

have it." [31]

Frank is not good; he is a vagabond, a bum, a thief; a

LiNew York, 1965). All quotations are from this
edition.
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man who has never realtized himself.

"Don't ask me why, but sooner or later everything

I think is worth ﬁaving gets away from me in some
way or other. I work like a mule for what I want,
and just when it looks like 1 am going to get it

I make some kind of a stupid move, and everything
that is Jjust about nailed down tight blows up in my
face." [36)

Frank's story is the story of a man who finds out why
things blow up on him, who learns how to stop making
f;tupid moves by identifying what is stupid and alienating
and defeating about himself. And in the process he also
learns that what he thought was worth having was the wrong
thing. He tries to put into words his sense of defeat,
and the image of his isolation is powerful:

"I've often tried to change the way things work out
for me but I don't know how, even when I think I do.
I have it in my heart to do more than I can remember.
« « « That makes me sound stupid but it's not as
easy as that. What I mean to say is that when I need
it most something -is missing in me, in me or on_
account of me. I always hava\thls dream where I want
to tell somebody something on the telephone so bad
it hurts, but then when I am in the booth, instead
of a phone being there, a bunch of bananas is hanging
on a hook. . . . All" my life I wanted to accomplish
something worthwhile--a thing people will say took
a little doing, but I don't. I am too restless--six
months in any one place is too much for me. Also I

. grab at everything too quick--too impatient. I
don't do what I have to do--that's what I mean. The
result is I move into a place with nothing, and I
move out with nothing. . . ." [37)

The story of Frank is a representative one in theme and
method, and it develops through a series of situations,

such as the one above, which chart his internal reactions
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to himself, his growth to self- diséiﬁliné; Typlcal of
the technlque of the modern novel, this one focuses on
the details of these situations in terms of character and
psychology. The result is that. rather than a develop-
ment of action, of plot, we see, through "concentrated
vignettes,”" the aévelopment of a man.?

Frank is after no less than a new life; in fact,

all of Malamud's characters are. They are not certain

what this life should be when they be@in»thei?~joUrney;§¢;¥ﬁ ¥
“cates:that their present existence is 1nto;erablé.

Mélamud puts his protagonists continuously in the roles

of wanderers, searchers, and travelers (psychological »u=

as well as geographical), éﬁa'iﬁ“is'tempting to ally

him with the picaresque tradition in which the journey

"begins in innocence and ends in experience or tragic
self-‘knowledge."3 The picaresque attitude allows the

loose structure of the quest and promotes the episodic

and scene-like structure of Malamud's works, a structure

appropriate both to the genre and his theme. He has his

2Irv1ng Howe, "Hardy a 'Modern' Novelist,™ New

Regubllc, CLII (June 26, 1965) 21. Howe speaks here
only of Hardy, not of Malamud "but it is interesting to

observe that Malamud did his master s thesis on Hardy.

3Mark Goldman, "Bernard Malamud's Comic Vision and
Sge Theme of Identity,"™ Critigue, VII (Winter, 1964-65),
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characters travel from one event to another, giving'the
movement of the §tories its structure and meaning; for a
journey is disjoihted, and one's perceptions of one's
self are not logical and in order. The focus on event

gives rise to the idea that Malamud conceives reality. as

event rather than object, and that this notion diiectly;LQ; fQ
aafféCts:his"Style‘”~Hemdwellswonwphewgvgnp@“whatahappéns m
“to the character as he passes through it, on the. process
6f change and the process of the character's awakening
awareness., He emphasizes the process of becoming and v
does not dwell on surface~ﬁé¥tﬁ}é,'description, or reaf{ty
as we commonly know it.

Hence, the style we call fantasy. This overlay
of fantasy is apparent from the start of his stories,
for detail is immediately omitted, and the reader is
thrown inside the character's feelings. The descriptions
which are present cue the reader to Malamud's oblique
sense of reality, for the characters are certain of only
one thing when their stories begin--their feelings of
loneliness. "Kessler, formerly an egg candler, lived
alone on social security,™" begins '"The I\/Iourner*s."l'P

"S. Levin, formerly a drunkard, after a long and tiring

LIn The Magic Barrel (New York, n.d.), p. 17. All
quotations will be from this edition.
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transcontinental journey, got off the train at Marathon,
Cascadia . . .. Bearded, fatigued, lonely, Levin set
down a valise and suitcase and looked around in a strange
land for welcome." So opens A New 5329.5 "The Last
Mohican" begins: "Fidelman, a self-confessed failure as
a painter, came to Italy to prepare a critical study of
‘Giotto. . . ."6 One does not know where Kessler lives,
and his security is dubious (later, ironic). Levin is
in a "strange land," and Fidelman's Italy is the name

given to the general sense of being "abroad." The entire

opening paragraph of The Natural evokes the same fantasy,

isolation and loneliness:

Roy Hobbs pawed at the glass before thinking to prick
a match with his thumbnail and hold the spurting
flame in his. cupped palm close to the lower berth
window, but by then he had figured it was a tuanel
they were passing through and was no longer sur-
prised at the bright sight of himself holding a
yellow light over his head, peering back in. . . .
Lying back, elbowed up on his long side, sleepless
still despite the lulling train,, he watched the
land flowing and waited with suppressed expectancy
for a_sight of the Mississippi, a thousand miles
away.7 R '

Roy, too, is a thousand miles frominqwheré}”énd“éllﬁhgg¢ﬂ

5(New York, 1965), p. 7. All quotations are from
this edition.

6in The Magic Barrel, p. 155.

7(New York, 1965), p. 7. All quotations are from
this edition. -
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sees is a reflection of himself while land, time, life

flow away.

These 1mawes and statements of 1one11ness are the
keys to the states of the characters 1n all of Malamud'
stories. They are more than lonely, they are 1soldted,
furthermore, they are imprisoned by some weakness in
‘themselves, some stunted growth, which will not allow
them to come out of themselves toward others. What is
more, they know wa unhappy they are, and it is this
sense of incompleteness that sets them adrift and search-
ing, that keeps them suspended in an emotional void.

When Frank Alpine first appears he is already .on
his quest " he is hanging around Morrls Bober s nelvhbor—:ré
“hood with a nagging conscience waiting for a chance to
atone for having robbed and injured him. He says that
"he had lately come from the West, looking for a better.,
opportunity."” [29] We begin to identify with Frank as ©
he insinuates himself into our feelings the same way -he
does into Bober's. He is a stranger, an orphan; he is
homeless, an outsider, a drifter, a displaced person, an
outlaw. One cares about him because one watches him
begin to care about himself; he knows he cannot continue
to live in his past way and he struggles to find a way
out.

Awareness of being out of place (out of sorts with
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oneself?) is the beginning of a character's movement
toward self-definition. Lack of pface is the important
vsympéﬂhétiﬁfsituaﬁioﬁ in Malamud's stories which supports
this idea, and it shows up in'the_vague'géég}aﬁﬂYjﬂtheg;;
portrayal of the characters on the move oryéntghhbiidé§ji

8 All of Malamud's char-

visiting, or away from "home."
‘acters, good and bad, are out of place. His immigrant
characters are in the sense that although they are set
up in small shopé; they do not feel as if they belong or
are accepted in America. Even Morris Bober is out of

place in a Gentile neighborhood, although this situation

serves a somewhat different thematic purpose. JHe.is;,¢';5(ﬁﬁﬁ

unhappy; failing'and“sgfﬁeping,,gnd_he_is:gwgqu_man S
({among thieves?). Part of his misery comeé from'his
realization that not even a decent living and certainly
no happiness have come out of his moral life; and- yet ..
he continues to live it. He has dignity and courage;
he despairs for material goods and for the security of
his wife and daughter, but he never despairs for himself.
He suffers from misfortunes, but he lives a good life.

He knows his moral position: he gets up every morning

at six to sell a three cent roll to a Polish woman

SMarcus Klein, After Alienation: American Novels
in Mid-Century (Cleveland, 1962), p. 278.
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because she expects it of him. This knowledge is some-
thing none of Malamud's other characters have, and it is
what they are searching for. It allows Morris teo live
a decent, a human life; he is not one of Malamud's wander-
ers; he is fixed, in fact, he is mired--a theme to be
discussed later.

Malamud extends the ideas of out-of-place and. lack
of place into the idea of exile, another sympathetic and
-symbolic-situation which, once recognized, moves the
character to see hlmself more clearly.‘ Self 1dentlllca-
tion cannot occur when a character is in fllght from o
reality, that is, when he is in exile from his best szelf,
To support this idea some of Malamud's most challenging
stories set the hero in temporary exile in Italy, seeking
everything, from 'romance to art. In other words, he is
seeking those things he cannot find at home, where real
life is, where ordinary selfhood has failed to turn them
up. The point of the stories is that unless the self
changes, comes home from abroad and settles down to “
_;1ife) self-knowledge is 1mp0551ble.' Henry Lev1n is the
;seeker of romance in the story "Lady of the Lake" (Magic
Barrel). '"For no reason he was sure of, except that he
was tired of the past--tired. of-the limitations he had
imposed upon him . . . took to calling himself Henry‘R.

Freeman." [105} Freeman exiles himself not only from
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his immediate past but also from his traditional one,

his Jewishness, and in doing-so,loses‘the‘possibility

of being loved by a Jewish girl who'héétbéép féttﬁcédfii;f
at Buchenwald and who cannétVIbvéfé“méﬁTWho{refuséS*tav
'ffgcoghize and value his identity as a Jew. Or to para-
phrase Malamud's imperative in a very unsatisfactory way:
one cannot possess anything unless one possesses and ¥
recognizes and defines one's“séif. The denial of and
flight from one's self is always the point at which
Malamud starts his characters on their search.

In the case of Roy Hobbs it takes the entire ook
for him to realize that who he thought he was, a great
baseball player, and what he wanted to be, "the best in
the game,"™ was a case of mistaken identity. For S. Levin,
hero of A New Life, self-identification is & slow,
evolving process throughout the story. At the start he
believes "that a new place will inspire change--in one's
life.™ [20] He learns to throw off the romantic notion
that a new life is an escape from the old, that a change
of place means a change of soul,9 and the book is, in
part, a graph of his coming to grips with that fact.
Frank Alpine begins to define himself to himself as he

considers confessing to Morris that it was he who had

9Goldman, p. 105.
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_robbed-him:

« « « he had really known all his life he would some-
time, through throat blistered with shame, his eyes
in the dirt, have to tell some poor son of a bitch
that he was the one who had hurt or betrayed him.
This thought lived in him with claws; or like a
thirst he could never spit out, a repulsive need to
get out of his system all that had happened--for
whatever had happened had happened wrong; to clean it
out of his self and bring in a little peace, a little
order; to change the beginning with the past that
always stupendously stank up the now--to change his
life before the smell of it suffocated him. [89-90]

The thought lived in him with claws, because admitting
_one's base desires,MSBE's*waysxgg\hurting others is a

fearful thing--but it is imperative. It is the first

step toward achieving humanity. )

The occupations Malamud chooses :for his characters
are another revealing device which shows how he views
them in relation to true identity and*life. They are
students, trainees, apprentices--learning ththrade.

The character of the apprentice has most interested
Malamud, for he is "'the man who, as much as he can in
the modern world, is in the process of changing his fate,
his life,'"lo The "process,"™ the long emotional Jjourney-

to one's realized moral manhood is the drama Malamud

spells out. Morality is approached each time the seeker

lOMalamud, quoted by Hicks, "Human Heart" inter-
view, p. 32.
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values another human ‘oeing,l-1 and for Frank morallty3f;¢

gets closer and closer as he values Morris and “his daugh-
ter, Helen, more and more. At the end, after he has made
his moral choice, he is no longer an apprentice. He
becomes the shopkeeper. His apprenticeship and hard work
had been his ato;ément for his pastflifel2 and his in-
struction in his present one, and when. he had truly

atoned, had made of himself a new man, he forgave him-

self and was forgiven. Levin of A New Life is-an, appren-ﬁ_ff?

tice, toos Although a teacher, he is new at the role and o
learning; moreover, he is an apprentlce pollthlan in |
"the English Department at Cascadia College. He learns
from Gerald Gilley the petty realities of "real” life ag.
opposed to the ideal one he wishés were true. As much &s
he hates it, he is forced, for instance, to concede that
ideals sometimes must be compromised for realities such
as appropriations for a state college, or his own job.
When he protests censorship of a Hemingway short story
which contains a sexual incident, he does so mildly,
taking the position that the censorship is a question "of

our immortal souls . . . ," {210] but nevertheless, he

11Ruth Mandel, "The Assistant and A New Life: Ironic
Affirmation," Critique, VII (Winter, 1964-65), 110.

12H E. Francis, "Bernard Malamud's Everyman," Mid-
stream, VII (Winter, 1961), 94.
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gradually comes to the realization that this incident is
not worth being fired for, and he resolves instead to
"do everything he could to help bring forth those gifted
fewswho would do more than their teachers had taught, in
the name of democracy and humanipy. (Whistles, cheers,
prolonged applause.) The instructor took a bow at the
urinal." [213]

With Malamud's characteristic humor and irony, great
_speechQS‘arelmade‘to the wall of a urinal; Levin is learn-
ing with great pain that his apprentlceshlp means thrOW1ng
off even some noble notions if it brings him out of: hlS i
_isolation and into the world of men. For, according to
Malamud, there are two kinds of crippling failures in men,
not Jjust the undisciplined, selfish, infantile sort, but
also the overly intellectual, overly insulated, stuffy
kind which in its way is worse than the other. The child-
ish, indulgent man at least functions .with. emotions,

although they may be all he has; the-guarded ‘restrained

and overly dlsc1p11ned man shows no Splrlt ‘o human ln&'”*-”

_.stincts, and is, consequently, "armored heav1ly agalnst
the dangers of sympathy and desire."13 An out-of-the-
gutter character like Frank Alpine is in search of values

other than his animal. de51res which he knows alone are I

13solotaroff, "0ld Life and New,™ p. 199.
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worthless and-defeating. Characters:suchwaéiﬁéﬁiﬁféndgny
especially Fidelman of "The Last Mohican,".é story in -

The Magic Barrel, quest toward the awakening of their

inner selves to sympathy, identification, guilt and
responsibility without which their lives are dry, cold

and lqpely. "Théwwords were there but the spirit was
missing," [182] says Susskind, the beggarly -instructor

in human feelings, to Fidelman. He has just burned Eidel-

man's precious manuscript on Giotto, the projection of . - v

all of his inhuménity..aAndﬁEidelman}wwilg;y_pprgpingi
“4SUSskind‘for the first time (Sussk;nd had béen tféiling
Fidelman all over Rome for hand-outs, that is, for some-
thing of himself), sobs in "triumphant insight . . . "All
is forgiven.'" [182] He had seen suddenly and identified
that crippled part of himself that was responsible for his
not being fully human. Now he could éegin to take on
humanity. In a similar manner, Finkel, the young rabbin-
ical student of the title story "The Magic Barrel," is
also in the role of student of himself. He is another
who cannot identify his discontent and misery, who is
crippled in emotions and cannot "feel'" for another human
being. His awaken;ng comes when, after rejecting all

the sensible and nice giris Salzman, the marriage broker,
has selected for him, he falls uncontrollably in love

with a whore, the broker's own daughter, whom he had in
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TT—
shame long before pronounced dead. Finkel must have
her because she objectifies everyphing lacking in him,
because "he pictured, in her, his o@gbfedemption,;‘back
to feelings and life. ([214) She has spirit, eéotion,
"realms of possibility," [209] everything he needs to
make him fully human.

_Ijkalamud has a charactéristic method of Bfinging_
about these self-definitions. They begin with the ped-
tageristl!ls painful recognition of his failings and his
desire to change himself, but he can go no further on
his own. He needs a helpmeet, an example, a "double,"
who is so opposite from him that his own woeful state
‘is thrown into relief.lh Through the example, instruc-
tion, and model of this second person he learns the
direction to take toward real self-discovery and trans-
formation. Susskind, for example, that wild beggar-Jew
who insists upon Fidelman's lack of spirit, has been
called a "Viréilian guide to Fidelman's descent into

himself;"16 and in the same way Morris Bober is the double

for Frank Alpine without whom Frank could never be

lhigee Claire-Rosenfeld, "The ‘Shadow Within: The
Conscious and Un-Conscious Use of the Double," Daedalus,.
XCII (Spring, 1963), 326-343, for a general dlscu851on e
of this idea.

15Francis, p. 95.
16Goldman, p. 102,
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re-united with his best self. Salzman, the marriage
broker, and more significantly, his daughter (his more
complete extension?), are Finkel's other-selves which he
comes to see are his most valuable and essential parts.17
Duffy, the invisible spirit who ha-t;nt,q Levin in A New
;lig" floats 'suspended throughout the book as an ideal
of Levin's unreallzed.humanlty. The 1dea of the double;_
serves Malamud's theme of self-deflnltlon and hls=art‘
well, for it makes dramatically real the tensions be-
tween men, and it allows him to reveal his knowledge of
how these opposite kinds of personalities will affect
each other. It éiso allows him to dwell on the ways "in
which relations bind and influence"™ men, which is his
major purpose.18 In addition, the double permits a

dramatic contrast between good and evil and heightens -

Malamud's statement: in a world _composed mostly of ev1lfﬁl
~‘any small good stands out -in sharp rellef.‘ In Frank'
story, for instance, he is the half which stands for life
as it is--evil, immoral, resigned to failure--while Morris
is the other half which stands for life as it might béf:
good, moral, committed to possibility. Their relation-

ship rests on this idea of contrast. Morris' character

17Go1dman, pp. 95-96.
185010taroff, p. 200.
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as : L .
comes as close to ideal good-that Malamud can conceive

in the present world. His purpose in portraylng Morrls

as a sufferer despite his goodness is to show that ar manjf_}-f_-.f_.}_,‘‘:"""'1"S
of intégrity'andhhdmanitYfdBéé*nOt“deﬁéndnQn.matarlalz
;éPCCéSS, on "making 6he‘grade," as.a reward for his
humanity. He is human because that is how man must be,
regardless of what it gets hlm.. This belief is not onlyj
a reversal of the American and Western ideal of progress
but also an indictment of Christian morality which prom-
‘ises -the reward of an afterlife to insure good behavior
in this life. Morris gets nothing for being a moral man
reckoned in realistic terms; he gets only dignity,
integrity, humanity, and freedom from spiritual worries.
"When a man is honest,'" he says, "'he don't worry when
he sleeps.'" {84) When Morris presents this image of
morality to Frank he is realistic about his vulnerability,
but as a good man he dismisses suffering as irrelevant
to the higher good. "'If you live, you suffer, Some
people suffer more, but not because they want.'"™ And
finally he adds: "'I suffer for you.'" (125] I am a
good man because if I am good'there is one less evil
person, I suffer because of your’inhumanity to me, and
mine to you. Our relationship is Jjust like everyone
else's-~cruelty and injustice makes us all suffer. If

a man is not willing to suffer to preserve his humanity
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or to gain humanity among men, then life is senseless.
Frank's growing sense of himself is seen continually
against this foii%Of Morris' ideal humanity. Through
Morris, Frank's human feelings are awakéned; he is able
to see to what extent he has failed to respond to Morris'

19 .

humanity and on what his past failuresﬁhaVG~debended@1,

Malamud seems to be saying that not.only.do. loneliness
‘and ‘misery grow out of isolation from oﬁher men,.but also
truth and self-identification can be fully realized only
through other men.20 L
Yet, as ideal and instructive as Morris’ goddness:%w
seems, even he is incomplete in Malamud's strict and
paradoxical world. There must be additional reasons why
so good a man should achieve so little. Morris has some
of the impractical idealism that stands in Levin's way
of fully entering the world. Morris knows what is good,
but he is weak; he allows himself to be victimized. He

imprisons himself in his store and takes few positive

actions, few risks, few tests to engage his idealism.

19Goldman, p. 94.

20Angel Levine, a story in The Magic Barrel, tells
a funny, fantastic tale of a poor tailor who reclaims
everything, his wife's health, his money, his faith, by
coming to believe and proclaim that a seedy Negro is
indeed an angel of God. Once he believes in the Negro,
he can again believe in himself.
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He does not aggressively live. Frank's crudeness and
animal desires might be seen as foils for Morris' weak-
nesses, but they are not acted upon by Morris. Though
a good man, he has tipped the scales dangerously off
balance in an opposite direction from Frank's, and in
Malamud's view neither extreme leads a man to the right
kind of life. Morris' daughter, Helen, says: '"He didn't
have the imagination to know what he was missing. He
made himself a victim. He could, with a little more
courage, have been more than he was." [230]

Morris dies half way through the novel, and his
.death-serves ‘many purooSes--thematic, symbolic, structural.

He was Prank's other half whlch is ‘absent from the first

vpart of the book and which comes into fulT being aftér,; :
his death. Frank takes over the store, takes over Morris®
responsibilities to Helen and his wife, even takes over
the duty of rising at six to sell that three cent roll.
Frank becomes Morris as he becomes fully human, fully
himself. Symbolically, he is Morris' son (his own had
died) in that he perpetuates his ideals and desires, and

this idea is acted out when Frank: stumbles 1nto Morrls'

open grave landlng feet flrst on top of the coffln.v “In5W~;w5
enterlnd the grave, Frank achleves ‘final 1dent1f1catlon
with Morris, which is the ultimate act of self-sacrifice.

His rising from the grave as Morris is a symbolic
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resurrection; the season aptly enough is spring, shortly

before Passover and Easter."Zl As Frank assumes Morrls'

ex1stence he also assumes some of his sufferlng and real;ytff
izes that what Morris had said was” “trues - TYou suffer for;
“me." ‘He has comée to his maturity and has become. a man.
Now he can feel the consequences of his actions; he
suffers from his own guilt and he suffers because he- 1s
now sensitive enough to be hurt by others. 1In searchlng
for his own identity, Frank identifies Morris; he finds
out what made him virtuous. When he discovers that this
virtue is perfect compassion, and that he is capable also
of feeling it, he celebrates that discovery by assuming
the ultimate identification with Morris and his ethic;

he has himself circumcised and becomes a Jew,

Levin, like Frank; slowly uncovers his identity
throughout his story, and recognizes who he is when he
assumes the responsipility for Pauline and the children
even when it means (especially because it means) sacri-
'ficing an idea he once thought had supreme value: the
idea of himself as a college professor. He identifies
himself when he is put to the test: why should he take
on Pauline and two less than healthy children not his

own, Gilly wants to know. And Levin answers: ™"'Because

2lpaumbach, p. 121.
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I can, you son of a bitch.'" [330] Levin had known all
along that he stood for certain ideéls, but he did not
hknow*tﬁat_hélcoulﬁ act upon them. Up to the moment of
the challenge (a challenge of a "spoftingfggﬁdé5féith%;n¢ﬁ
nature with a spiritual faith in idéas"),zz?hé"had:beéﬁfﬁm
mereiy a talker. His coming to terms with himself 1is |
given a boost by Pauline when she reveals that she ‘had
selected his picture from a pile of applications for the
teaching Jjob whiéﬁ brought him to Cascadia because of his
Jewish face. "'So I was chosen,' Levin .said.™ [33¥] And

he drives off, further West, his beard gone, calling

himself by his given name, with hisigamiiy,}hiSYCHOSenxf;f B

family, finally becomeg_phg,sq;ﬁfpg”pgqﬁtrQYelgd‘We§ﬁ:£6 %3
tina. SR PR e .
Roy Hobbs never discovers who he is until it is too
late to save himself from destroying everything he haq&m
thought worthwhile. He had ‘Seen himself in that-firsﬁ“v
glimpse of his reflecgion at the beginning of the novel,
but he had paid no attention. That incident, in which
the spirit sees itself has been called "the centering
point of Malamud's vision."23 It is central in that the

action of the story moves away from or toward self-

22G01dman , pb. 105,
2330lotaroff, p. 199.
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confrontation, and the "seeing"™ or not serves both the
psychology and the moral point of Ehe novel. The hero
"who sees hlmself -sees his chief adversary, and what he
learns from the experience determlnes hlS llfe."zh Roy,
‘however, does not learn, and,; of course, that is precwqply
Malamud's point in this long novel of the quest for immor=-
tality. Roy is always after the wrong self to the exclu-
sion of the human one, and always after things other than
human relationshibs in the hope that he will find the good
life. The nuances of the story conspire to insist:that

Roy is not Jjust a baseball player secking fame; "Roy at

bat is every quester who has had to shape his own char-‘wﬁjﬂﬁ

acter to fulfill his goal ',‘m?m%"?éh And he is further.

.the Amerlcan hero displaying his needs—-psychologlcal
moral, and communal--to reach the "sources of life."26
His tragedy is that he never recognizes this necessity...
to get to his "source," whic¢h is“his humanity, and under
Malamud's set of imperatives it is then necessary that
he be self-destructive, for loss of self in a false self

is the supreme negation. In a mad, desperate attempt to

24Solotaroff, p. 199.

25Earl R. Wasserman, "The Natural: Malamud's World
Ceres," Centennial Review, IX (Fall, 1965), 440.

201pid., p. kbl
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get what he wants, Roy throws a game and is found out; in

his defeat, appropriately in early winter, he realizes:

"I never did learn anything out ofﬂmyuﬁéét'Iifé;‘36Wﬂlﬁygé
have to suffer again."“giédrTmkﬁﬁﬁﬁhé”finélﬁignomihy,fora
:ﬁé\player who could have been a king is that he is not
recognized on the street; he becomes invisible, and he

is told by the baseball commission that he "will be |
excluded from the game and all his records forever
destroyed." {19@] Malamud's moral world has no room for
players like Roy who never discover their true identity
and who, therefore, never want the right things.

In stressing the necessity for self-definition
throughout his works Malamud comes close to what Charles
Glicksberg points out is a paradox in a tragic vision:

a man must accept without illusion his inability to
account for himself ‘and his sufferings, and he must
recognize his limitations in an incomprehensible uni-
verse; yet, he must constantly disbelieve that he has no
cogtrol over his destiny; he must believe that it is
possible for him to have some freedom and to discover
who and what man is. The ambivalent attitude toward life
cannot be denied; life seems too complex and meaningless,
but yet there is always the '"need to affirm the greatness

of the human spirit that can face up to its destiny,
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whatever it be.m2/
For Malamud identifying one's self seé&svga'ﬁéiﬁﬁéﬁj
discovery that there is a part of the self that can sacri-
fice for others; and until his characters discover ‘that
part they remain in the dark about themselves; that is,
Lhey‘do not know'ghat they have a self which is responsive
to other people. Roy catches his own reflectiocn but never

"sees" it. Defining oné's self and therefore being ready

to engage the world is for Malamud "a private struggl§3 ﬁﬁfﬁ¥
to discipline the will--a fight to conquer old and. bad | |
~“habits, to overcome the dark past, and to ébntroi~oneself.
"so that primitive impulse is overpowered by principle.."28
In Malamud's vision the most primitive impulse is selfish-
ness in its widest sense,'fﬂé'ihébility to postpone -
satisfaction or give up something for the sake of a larger
goal.

However, his stories are full of disquieting ironies,
for unselfishness itself, even self-denial, may not lead
to fulfillment, although it may lead to the awakening of
empathy, which leads to human feeling, which confirms one's

humanity. The reason is that the process of unselfishness

can be, and often is, painful, for '"the self denial which

27Tragic Vision, pp. xvii, 4.

28Mandel, p. 111,
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is the price of moral being really hurts and without
relief."?? The outside world will not relent its unkind-
nesses and mistreatments; the mass of men will never
.notice the act of self-deniai;\ygb, the only approach to
making one's individual life bearable is to halt one's
individual hates, corruptions and ﬁéagés. Striving and
suffering for the sake of becoming hﬁman are the most and
the least that a man can do for himself and others. If
the results of the human encounters which follow these
acts are less than one imagined, at least they have been
attempted; at least the ideal relationship between mén has
been approkimated.Bo Malamud is very realistic about what
man can actually achieve in our generation; at least he
can modestly do the best he can with what he has. Morris
Bober's life 1s valuable because he tended the store he
had to tend, because he could, because he chose to. He
does notrgivé up. This is the reality of his 1life, and
our life in a post-liberal age.3l "Malamud's fiction
suggests certain moral equations. Knowledge of self
equals knowledge of the world; to want the right things

is to make real choices."32

29Klein, p. 271.

31Eugéﬁé'B,:Borowitz, Taped lecture, originally de-
livered at The Poetry Center, YM-YWHA, New York, Spring, 1965.

32Goldman, P 104,



CHAPTER II

CASTING OFF IDOLS

Once Malamud's characters have’ encountered the event
of self-definition they must engage in the conscious
struggle to throw off false values and 1dols 50 ‘that. they
can be true to the self they have dlscovered. Castlng -
off idols is the second step on the journey to human-
ization.

Samuel Glicksberg's interpretation of one of Sartre's
ideas seems especially applicable to Malamud's beliefs:

"A man must be not only what he is; he must at the same
time be able to become what he is not, constantly remaking

) 1 ) } B _
himself." Malamud might say that a man‘must'constantly o

remake hlmself in the 1mage of what he can be 1n the hooe L
_that what he is naturallz (prlmltlve, und1301pllned) may
‘be less felt.

The Natural 1s the novel which best illustrates ppe

theme of the necessity to cast -off idols. It will be -
concentrated on in this chapter with some reference to

other stories where the idea is also prominent.

lThe Tragic Vision, p. 88.
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It seems that Malamud matured and was bfééaéﬁéd%"w

between the time he wrote The Natural (1952)'a5&1THéL‘

Assistant (1957). 1In the later book Frank Alpine is
a complex character whose various failings make him less

of a man than he can be, but in The Natural Roy Hobbs is

somewhat flat and‘simply drawn, his downfall brought

about by one grave error--idolatry of the self. Malamud

seems to have realized by the writing”of‘The_Assispant_
that idol worship has much to do with the corruption of ' i
‘men"s‘vélues;-But that it is not.totally responsible.’

3

“However, in The Natural, idolatry of the self is the

over-riding theme. Earl Wasserman calls it infantilism:

It is the infantilism of the American hero that
Malamud is concerned wi:th, the psychic and there-
fore moral regression of the gifted "natural who
could revitalize society and reveal to it the capac-
ities of human strength; the selfish attachment to
the "terrible mother™ that introverts and blocks

the psychic energy that could flow outwardlg from
the mature hero and restore the Waste Land.

The self and the raising of it to glory tc the ex-
clusion of all other values is Roy's idol. His narcis-
sism is evident in that opening paragraph of the book
when Roy sees his reflection in the train window, crouched

in a fetal position as the train roars out of the

21Malamud's World Ceres," Centennial Review, p. 446.
My concept of the idol of self relies heavily on this
article's discussion of infantilism.
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uterine-like tunnel into the night.3 He sees his image,
"the bright sight of himself,"™ and is pleased by it.
Almost simultaneously he becomes insatiably hungry and
thirsty, a running motif throughout the book. His com-
pulsive needs.to consume eventually destroy him, leaving
the reader with a dark view of a hero's possibilities.

Y

Malamud is never so pessimistic again. In The Assistant

he séems to have modulated his somewhat simplistic view
'of man and . allowed his own feelings for humanity to be-

come softened oy awareness and greater understandlng of,ﬁ

human nature.

This is not true in The Natural. For this reason

it bears close examination as one of Malamud's key themes,

exaggerated here, modulated later into a more mature

vision. In The Natural Roy is never successful in.
achieving what Malamud comes to feel-is'an'imperative in
a man's life--throwing off idols or the possibility of

doing so. Roy succumbs to his 1dolatry and Malamud leaves e

him there defeated.. Rarely agaln 1s hlS attltude toward
his protagonist as harsh. S )

Roy beiieves and wants others to believe that he is
Roi. He has guts, he has talent, he has youth. He nasim

all the potential of becomlng an -American hero in. an

3W‘asserman,'p. LLL.
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American manner within the American myth of baseball—- s
backwoods kid-makes-good-Horatio Alger- rags to rlches‘”w'
story. But Roy is not a hero, he is not even a man. He
is merely a bundle of appetites, a boy who never grows
up, who is motivated only by the satisfaction of infan-
tile desires. -

| Roy is all but consumed by his desires: food, drink,
sex, fame, success--above all, success. As a young base~

ball player he is traveling on a train on his way. "to try Aﬁff

out’ for the game,™" and his goal is firm. He says to
“Harriet Bird, the woman seated next to him: |
"Sometimes when I walk down the street I bet people

will say there goes Roy Hobbs, the best there ever
was in the game.™ s

"Is that all?"
"What more is there?"  [27]

The night before his tryout in the big city, he is
shot with a silver bullet by Harriet, a fantastic woman
who murders sporting heroes in a spree about the country
(a warning to their pretentions?). Roy recovers but
bums around for fifteen years before he finally enters
the game at thirty-four.

But he is still the same boy with the same shallow

desires. More significantly, in terms of baseball, he

is on the team but not of it.

Roy sat around, and although it said on his chest
he was one of the team, he sat among them alone;
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at the train window, gazing at the moving trees, in
front of his locker absorbed in.an untied shoelace
in the dugout, squlntlng at the great glare of the
game. [58

The season is summer, the tlme when maturlty should

have its .day: the sprlng of youth is past. But 1t 13,;“'
wasted on Roy. He spends himself on Memo, the w1tch—11ke
niece of the team's manager, who will not return his
affections, and in his lust after the perfect pitch and
the home run. And in between he consumes mountains of
food and oceans of beverage, glutting himself sick.
Malamud declares that he is sick withhdesire for the
wrong things by describing yearning dreams and. dayareams
which recur periodically through Roy's llfe, At the startgfﬂ‘
‘9? the story he sweatsthEShéﬁﬁé%dFééQVQHiéh”wakes Rim:
o o o this dream he could never shake off . . . of
him standing at night in a strange field with a
golden baseball in his palm that all the time grew
heavier as he sweated to settle whether to hold on ..,
or fling it away. But when he had made his de0351on,_
it was too heavy to lift or leéet fall . . . so he '
changed his mind to keep it and the thing grew fluffy
and light, a white rose breaking out of its hide, -and
all but soared off by itself but he had already
sworn to hang on forever. j
Roy can never seem to hold on to things, Just as
Frank Alpine cannot. But he never learns that what he
wants are the wrong things, and he continues to yearn
for them in agony. His dreams of success and §exual

fulfillment center about Memo, the cold, destructive

gangster moll who only latches on to men when they are
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up on their luck or can keep her well.

His heart ached the way he yearned for her (sometimes
seeing her in a house they Kad bought, with a red-
headed baby on her lap, and himself going fishing
in a way that made it satisfying to fish . . . and

~ the home cooked meal would be hot and plentiful, and

~ the kid would carry the name of Roy Hobbs into
generations his old man would never know. With this
in his mind he fished the stream in peace and later,
sitting around the supper table, they ate the fish
he had caught), yearning so deep that the depth ran
through ever since he could remember, remembering the
countless things he had missed out on, wondering,
now that he was famous, if the intensity of his
desire would ever go down . . . . [143]

Roy's emotional yearnings are accompanied throughout
by an immense, gargantuan consumption of food. He is
like an infant who constantly needs to feed or be fed,

but his desires gnaw-at him and burn up all his energy,
TT—

'so that he is constantly craving more.

Yet no matter how many [hits] he collected, he was.
ravenously hungry for more and all he could eat:
besides. The Knights had boarded the train at dinner
time but he had stopped off at the station to devour
half a dozen franks smothered in sauerkraut and he
guzzled down six bottles of pop before his meal on
the train, which consisted of two:.oversized sirloins,
at least a dozen rolls, four orders of mashed, and
three (some said five) slabs of apple pie. Still
that didn't do the trick, for while they were all at
cards that evening, he sneaked off the train . . .
and hustled up another three weiners, and later
secretly arranged with the steward for a midnight-
snack of a long T-bone with trimmings, although that
did not keep him from waking several times during the
night with pangs of hunger. [131]

In the end his insatiable cravings destroy him.
For hunger after the wrong things is what this book is

about. After gorging on an enormous buffet Memo has
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prepared for him to celebrate prematurely the capture of
the pennant, "he felt a little drunk and snickered be-
cause it.-was a food and pop drunk. He had the odd feeling
he was down on his hands and knees searching for some-
thing he couldn't find." [149] His‘qncontrollable desires
to consume, to get, to bat, to have, to take in, to tes-
tify to me, me, me, flnally result in a colossal paln 1n'
the stomach which hospitalizes him and weakens’ ‘him for
the pennant game, and thus sets him up for the bribe.

‘The imagery is powerful.

A thundering locomotive roared through the mountain.
As it burst out of the rock with a whistle howl he
felt on the verge of an extraordinary insight, but

a bolt of shuddering lightgning came at him from
some unknown place. He threw up his arms for pro-
tection and it socked him, yowling, in the shattered
gut. He lived a pain he could not believe existed.
Agonized at the extent of it, Roy thudded to his

knees as a plcture he had long carrled in his mlnd L e
broke into pieces. He keeled over. S

The raft with the singithgreenkeyedfsiren=guarding.
the forbidden flame gave off into the rotting flood
a scuttering one-eyed rat. In the distance though
quite near, a toilet flushed, and though the hero
braced himself against it, a rush of dirty water
got a good grip and sucked him under. [153]

Roy had had a warning-<an-éarlier premonltlonu-of
the emptiness and waste of his life, but like the first
glimpse of himself, he had not seen what was there, his
idolatry blinding him.

A cabbie . . . did not recognize him. The hotel
lobby was deserted . . . . The ninth-floor hall was
long and empty. Silent. He felt a driblet of fear
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« « o like a glug of water backing up the momentarily

opened drain and polluting the bath with a dead

spider, three lice, a rat turd, and things he
i?u%gn't stand to name or look at. [italics mine}
111

Malamud symbolizes Roy's refusal to sce himself--

his collection of illusions and idols--by a pain in the
stomach. (S. Levin-in. A New Life has a similar, though
"not so serious, pain in the Q;EIHH). On the surface

Roy breaks down physically from indigestion; in the
larger sense he breaks down emotiaﬂé}}y from idolatry.
Once his physical strength is sapped khis only-étrength)
he can easily be corrupted. He had-@;peady corrupted
himself by continuing to%pgkgp.infant in his relation-
ships with others and in his indulgence of his desires.
His idéi‘was his immortal self, and to Malamud, worship4
ping this idol, the ego, is the greatest sin. 1In Malamdd's
world a man is not a hero, no matter what his talents or
how.great his personal magnetism, if he does not see him-
self in sympathetic relationship to others.

Roy had another chance, years after the conversation
with Harriet on the first train ride, to define himself
as a human being, but his idol gets in his way again, and
he throws the chance away. Iris, a stranger, a woman who
hates to see a hero fail, has stood up at a game to show

Roy and the crowd that she is behind him, even though he

has not had a hit in many games. Talking &about it later
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with him she says:

"Without heroes we're all plaln people and don't
know how far we can go.™""
"You mean the big guys set the records and the

little buggers try and bust them?"

"Yes, it's their function to be <the best and for
the rest of us to understand what they represent and
guide ourselves accordingly. . . ... I mean as a man
too." "

He nodded.

"I felt that if you ‘kriew people believed ‘in you,
you'd regain your power. That's why I stood up in
the grandstand. . . . Of course I was embarrassed
but I don't think you can do anything for anyone -with-
out giving up something of your own. What I gave up
was my' privacy among all those people. . . .

". . Were you praying for me to smack one over
the roof?" [123]

He completely misses her point; he can not see anything
or anyone or any feeling that is not concerned as exclu-
sively as he is with himself and his game. So, of course,
he cannot grasp what she means when she, as a mother of
an illegitimate child, whose past is also a burden, says:
"Experience makes good people better. . . . Through
their suffering. . . . We have two lives, Roy, the
life we learn with and the life we live with after
that. Suffering is what brings us toward happlness
e« « o« o« It teaches us to want the right things."® [l26]
Roy's infantilism prevents him from ever wanting
the "right things." Malamud is very explicit here in

his moral imperative. Roy does not meet his defeat be-

cause “fété" is out to get-him. Nor because the world

in which men live is mean and- w1ll not allow a hero
Malamud states that what is often taken for herqlsm 1sf

often exaggerated self-interest, and this form of idol
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worship he will not allow in his moral vision.

It is intergsting to observe that in this first
novel Malamud chdée to make a negative‘statement; that
is, he says: here is a man who could Ee a-hero and I
shall show you why he does not qualify. In later books
and stories he says: here is a man whose heroism'is hardly: -
anticeaﬁle;”he is’in”circumStancesﬁhardlyyhﬁroic;fhe has_“ h
““no special talents, no attractiveness, no succesées. Yet
TI‘will show you in what small and human ways he can demon-
strate his heroism.

In The Natural the heféfié'ﬁp; but he has climbed

the ladder of idols and false values, and therefore, his

fall is inevitable. In The Assistant, for instance, the

hero is down, but when he realizes why and grows in
maturity and compassion, he begins to raise himself up.
The quest is the same in both cases: to be the best

‘

possible man. But in The Natural that quest is never

motivated by love or concern for another human being or
any relation to humanity. The quest is fruitless, doomed

to failure, and completely de-humanizing. In The Assistant,

the quest takes the form of growth of responsibility for
oneself and others and leads to purification through self-
knowledge, to "success" as a human being.

It is only when Thc Natural is understood as an

invective against idol worship that the shallowness of
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Roy's character may be considered appropriate. He has
been criticized for being mindless and unworthy of serious

L

treatment as a contemporary hero;™ of course he is; this
is precisely Malamud's point. He is pure appetite, pagan
idol worshipper, unfit to exist among men. He is felled
not by pride or fate, not by some tragic flaw, but by

the entire value system he chooses to live by.

The baseball "game™ image and trappings serve Mala-
mud's purpose well here. Roy is a "pitcher" and "batter"®
who "plays" on a team motivated by what he can get by
skill and practice, how well he cam perform, and how
indispensable he can make himself. He is in the public

eye and is always striving to maintain his image, his

"average." His opposites are Malamud‘s‘students and
shopkeepers who must work hard to earn ordinary human
satisfactions by devotion and dedication, searching and

learning. Shopkeepers and students must accomplish small
jobs well each déy, not on a "playing field,“ but in real
life, alone, out of sight, for their own sakes. They must

wait and let people come to them, and their daily, small

encounters with real people, not performers,.allow'them:,_~~*

to grow and mature and become more effective receivers =

hNorman Podhoretz, "Achilles in Left Fieid," Com=-
mentary, XV (March, 1953), 321-326.
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and passers-on. The "goods"™ flow through them on to
others. They. are not so open to corruption and de-human-
ization because they are less likely to deplete their
human resources. Their position does not demand that
they constantly "pitch" and "bat." ' They can be receivers,

t00..

Given Malamud's moraliby,'TheﬁNaturai1béCOmGSH%;§RJHM

a grand debunking of the American myth of gloﬁy*andQSQEééss;
fame and power. When Roy fails because he idolizes‘thése
values he is Malamud's plea for the return of the hero to
the community, a turn away from the unrealities of the
myth. Malamud's theme corresponds to the subtle shift
among contemporary writers who condemn the heretofore
fashionable anti-hero by insisting that self-interest,
infantile self-indulgence, "freedom,ﬁﬁanﬁ_disengagemeq;;;_'fa“
are untenable moral positions. Indeed, as one critidfjﬁ“$Mh‘

_has said, whatever else The Natural maylbé;zzanyTStory,

myth on myth, it possibly "may slip the bonds of time

and place and unfold as the everlastingly crucial story
of man."5 | e
The sin of idol worship as anti-human and anti-life

makes The Natural a valuable aspect of Malamud's moral

vision. It magnifies that imperative to overthrow idols

5W’asserman, p. 440.
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which later becomes only one event on Malamud's Jjourney
to the good life. As he came to see that other failures
of character contribute tc a man's being less than he
might be, he developed a fictional attitude of positive,

rather than negative, statements. The Assistant, for

instance, begins to emphasize what a man can become rather
than what a man is. This attitude approaches the age-old
tradition of art which embodies the best of what man is
capagble of and which "subsumes reality and perfects it."6
"The Last Mohican™ is another example of Malamud's
positive attitude. Idolatry of the self remains a major
concern in many stories, but Malamud introduces here the
-idol of cold reason, that worship. of practicality and

expediency which the Judge in The Natural exhibits.

Malamud sees this idol as a more subtle threat to.humanism,
for as a personal trait it is not_so”ébjectionable and
recognizable. A scholar like Fidelman in "The Last
Mohican"™ or a rabbi like Finkel in ﬁfﬁé Magic Barrel™
would seem to be admirable.” But when they worship their
dry scholarship and their cold reason above human values,
Malamud says this is idolatry to be condemned.

Malamud's positive tone is set by Fidelman's role

6Richard Lehan, "Existentialism in Recent Fiction:
The Demonic Quest,"™ in Recent American Fiction, ed. Joseph
J. Waldmeir (Boston, 1963), p. 79.
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of student and scholar, for he is immediately in the
psychological position to receive instruction, to aquire
self-knowledge, and thus, to cast off his idols. His
instructor is Susskind, an old beggar; the exiled setting
is Rome; the symbolic idol 'is Fidelman's scholarly chapter
on Giotto. Susskind plays on Fidelman's sympathies (he
turns up everywhere--restaurants, museums, churches--
begging for Fidelman's extra suit), and as he begins to
break through to him, Fidelman becomes more and more
emotionally involved with the beggar until he finally
blurts out: "'Am I responsible for you then, Susskind?'"
And Susskind answers: "'Who else?'"

Fidelman begins to sense a nagging guilt, a haunting
feeling of responsibility that he has up to now not al-
lowed to enter his consciousness. He has been so tightly
controlled that he has not even allowed himself honest
exaltation in his study of frescoes and'ancienp_histdﬂig'

History was mysterious, the remembrance of things
unknown, in a way burdensome, in a way a sensuous
experience. It uplifted and depressed, why he did
not know, except that it excited his thoughts more
than he thought good for him . . . . Once, after
a couple of days in the Vatican Museum, he saw
flights of angels--gold, blue, white--intermingled
in the sky. "My God, I got to stop using my eyes
so much," Fidelman said to himself. {162

The story's setting moves from the modern railway

station progressively back into the older'sectionsfpf

Rome as Fidelman changes hotels to escape Susskind. - <
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This movement suggests that Fidelman is traveling back
to his essential self, that Susskind is forcing him back
in time, away frb&,his sterile study of:Gidtto toward
the sincere study of human bondage. He'forces"h;m to
throw off the idol of cold reason,‘of'anﬁi;humanism,.and

to see what has been missing in his 1ife and work. = ¢ "0 i

Susskind steais“FideIMénFSVChapterton;Giottq;¢
“Fidelman spends every day for three months searching
Rome for Susskind and the precious manuscript. Realis-
tically, he is aware that to have spent three months
searching for the manuscrlpt is out of proportion to 1ts
value, but he cannot go on working without it. Part of
himself is lost, and this tortures him. This insepar-
ability of oneself from one's ideas is narcissism as
reprehensible as Roy's, and Fidelman begins to sense
this.
. . « Ridiculous, the chapter grieved him for itself
only--the pr901ous thing he had created then lost--
especlally when he got to thinking of the long
diligent labor, how painstakingly he had bullt each
idea, how cleverly mastered problems of order, form,

how 1mpre351ve the finished product, Giotto reborn’
It broke the heart. [177]

Finally, his long search leads him to Rome's oldest
-section, the Jewish ghetto (the source of human values?).

He finds Susskind and follows him to his hovel. The

spareness and misery he sees there, the poor excuse for

a house, compels a growing responsibility in him to



relieve the man's deprivation and drives him, in a rush,
back to his hotel to get the suit Susskind had wanted.
He gives it to him then without thought of getting any-
thing in return. The old beggar's condition has finally
come through to him as a "living projection of the lost-

7

ness and terror which his life denies." He realigzes
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‘phatdheuhas been pursuing not his chapter but his better

Zkéélf, that what has been missing is the lost chapter of
his own past.'8 The idol of cold reason has been over-
thrown, and Fidelman can now begin to balance his sense
of himself with feelings for humanity, and so become a
complete person.

Malamud has spated positively here that with self-
knowledge idols can be overthrown and has indicated the
small and seemingly\insignificant ways that an ordinary
-man can achieve some‘g;fd{éh;‘\ﬂ\similar attitude is
expressed in the stories of Frank Alpine and S. Levin.

Frank worships easf"success, and Levin worships
ideals. Frank cannot proceed until He learns that he

must throw off the notion that he deserves more than he

gets--until he recognizes that he is ﬁhdeserving so long

7Leslie Fiedler, The Jew in the American Novel.
(New York, 1959), p. 57.

8Goldman, "Bernard Malamud's Comic Vision," p. 101.
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_%gg.he.is childish and undisciplined. With Morris to
wguide him, he does throw off his idolatrous notions and,
becoming. responsible, he becomes a grown man.

Levin, too, learns to throw off his idols by real-
izing he can assume resvonsibility. First, he overthrows
the idol of uninvolvement when he finds that he must run
for department head. Next, he casts off the idol of

ideals when he finds he must act under obligation--he

‘"no longer ideal love. He\gﬁ6ﬁ§\that engagement in the
lives of others gives his life more value than the mere
attachment to the intelléctﬁal ideal. -And in the-end he
feels himself to be a new man, and tgihave found his new
life, even though it is composed of obligations rather
than ideals; even though it turned od; much differently
than he expected.

Malamud's characters often possess dual impulsées--
the impulse of death (inhumanity) and the impulse of
life (compassion). Only when a character's conscious-
‘ness rules over his base desires, only when human values
replace idols, will Malamud allow him success, for only
then can he "rebel against all those dark powers that

9

militate against life and negate his own humanity."

9Glicksberg, Tragic Vision, p. 3.
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Malamud declares that unless the 1nhuman 1dols are &
cast off in this generation, unless human conscmousness
is awakened to the crying needs of other men, we can

expect nothing from life but "dehumanized survival;"lo

and "the‘gradual”deadening of our nerve of outrage"ll
so that our life ﬁill become a chamber of horrors: a
"rotting flood"™ populated by "scutteriﬁg one-eyed rats,"
a rush of dirty water that sucks us all under.

The characters who have confronted their 1dols,

realized them, and cast them off. ‘have- thus moved tnrough;

‘“the second event on their Journey toward humanlzatlon.

lOBaumbach, p. 2.

M1pid., p. 1.



CHAPTER III

ASSUMING THE JEWISH ATTITUDE

With the exception of The Natural and one or two

stories, all Malamud's works revolve around Jewish char-

acters. Looking at The Natural after reading his later

stories, one finds that even that novel contains tra-

ditional Jewish ideas. Malamud sees hanwinvterms~of3§b§;$;z;
Jews On the'journéy”man¢muétwtakggtpward:men»,tpe JeWisﬁ h
attitude toward life plays, therefore, an eésential part.
It insists that a man must know himself and assume his
responsibilities. It also insists that worship of idols.
(false values) instead ofwﬁéfsﬁiﬁ of God (the Ter Command-
ments, a humanistic ethic) brings death to the soul. It
emphasizes reverence for and preservation of 1life, and
faith in man's possibilities. And it asserts that only

in community can mature and ethical men reinforce each
other's good inclinations and bring about a common life

of value for all.

The examples and symbolic inferences Malamud uses
show that man can be saved from destroying himself if,
among other things, he can live by a humanistic ethic
such as the Jews profess. The assumption of the Jewish

attitude is another step man must take on his Jjourney to
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humanization.

Some of Malamud's themes need not be seen in the
Jewish context, for they are universal; others become
richer and more deeply textured when seen as part of the
Jewish attitude. This chapter will deal with some of
the tradiﬁional Jewish notions which shape Malamud's

themes, with reference most often to The Assistant, his

"most Jewish" book.

Self-definition and idol worship have already been
looked at in a general sense; they will be treated here
again in relationship to their Jewishness. Three addi-
tional ideas will also be treated: the Jewish reverence
for life; the Jewish messianic concept; and the Jewish
sense of community. The latter will also be considered
in a separate chapter in its more genéral meaning.

The thematic purpose behind Malamud's stories is to
play off "the values of the Cheder [the one-room school-
house where Jewish boys traditionally studied Bible and
Talmud} against the values of an ocutside world dedicated
to a pagan hunger for sex and success."/l

But Malamud abstracts these values from their. spe-

cific source and presents them as a part of the humanistic

Llleslie Fiedler, The Jew in thc American Novel, p. 39.
Fiedler makes this remark about Henry Roth's book, Call
it Sleep, but it is equally applicable to Malamud.
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tradition. He emphasizes the Jewish approach because,
for Malamud, Jews, whom he seems to know better than
other men, have traditionally been instructed in a human-
istic ethic. It is not the point of this discussion to
make a case for Malamud as a Jewish writer; in fact,
this pape} proposes to state almost the opposite: that
his value as a writer and thinker is that he extracts
from his background ideals and moral imperatives that
are applicable to all men. His moral vision, though

inspired by Hebraic Law, is broad and inclusive. enough.to

be meaningful to any reader.
Two themes that have already been discussed--gelf-
definition and idol worship--will now be considered more
specifically in their Jewish context.
Self-definition is particularly relevant to the

Jewish attitude as revealed in The Assistant. To know

where one is, to know what one's responsibilities are,

like Morris Bober, is to be utterly self-consc1ous and

self-controlled in. one's moral ch01ces. Malamud sees”:”“”""'

_conscious self-probing as an aspect of the Jew1sh attl-
tude, for it is often his most Jewish characters who
lead the others to see who and what they are. Morris
leads Frank, Susskind ieadstidelman, and Solzman leaééi
Finkcl. 1In another wonderful story, "Idiots First,'"

the old Jew Mendel even leads Death (Ginzberg) to see
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that he is not being moral. "'You bastard,'" he says,
"fdon't you understand what it means human?'™ Death is
about to take Mendel Jjust as he has a chance to send his
idiot son off on a train to a better life. They are
struggling nose to nose, choking each other.

Clinging to Ginzberg in his last agony, Mendel saw
reflected in the ticket collector's eyes the depth
of his terror. But he saw that Ginzberg, staring. . :.
at himself in Mendel's eyes, saw mirrored 'in them .
the extent of his own awful wrath. He beheld a -
shimmering, starry, blinding light that produced
darkness, . . . His grip on the squirming old man
slowly loosened . . . . [L5]

Death is made to respond to the Jew's plea for compassion.
Malamud seems to be saying that the need for compassion
is so great that even Déath may be stalled when this need
is realized. If Death, why not any evil or destructive-

ness?

Like these Jews, every man must be sure of‘himselfyxgh}?
and his mOréi'positibn;'fofﬁﬁﬁ&éiéﬁ”iﬂéiéts;thatgmg§gk
:féruciél to mankind is the gquality of the life of the
individual. All hope for the future of man rests squarely
upon the shoulders of everyquean us; each man, throdﬁﬁf
self-scrutiny and introspectioﬁ ﬁust find his own way tb
the best good within himself.

Malamud's Jewishness is a type of metaphor--for
anyone's life--both for the tragic dimension of
anyone's life and for a code of personal morality

and salvation that is more psychological than
religious. To the extent that the Jew and his

problems become a way of envisioning the human
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condition, he becomes more symbol than facté
fashioned to the service of an abstraction.

The image of the Jewish shopkeeper minding his store is
an appropriate symbol for the necessary conduct of all
men.,
Morris Bober gets up at six a.m. every day to sell
a three cent roll for no other reason than that he feels
a responsibility to do so. He is subsisting in his poor
grocery store, yet he remains there from a sense of duty
to stick it out; to support his family, to do the best
he can with what he has (which is not much). He does
have the strength to do this task, because he knows
himself, who and what he is. People depend upon him;
therefore, he must stay. Such is his ethic. Jewish
tradition says that the whole worlq depends on you; you
must tend your store, yourself; your obligations. If you
do not, the world will collapse.3
When Frank identifies himself as .one who can also
bear responsibility, he has himself circumcised and be-

comes a Jew; '"he has cenfirmed his investiture of a set

of moral attitudes."™ This obligation, says Malamud,

2Solotaroff, "0ld Life and New," p. 198.
31 am indebted for my understanding of many tra-.

ditional Jewish concepts to Rabbi Lawrence Rubenstein,
Omaha, Nebraska.

bSolotaroff, p. 198,
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comes about through self-definition, and with it comes a
sense of worthiness or self-love, eSsent;al,tOQone's
ability to assume respon31b111ty. B

Self deflnltlon is ‘therefore’ _esséntial because 1t
15§phf1rms who one ig and what onc can do. To lose one's
identity or to never discover it is to be without a sense
of oneself or one's capabllltles.

The Jewish idea of exile is closely related to loss
of identity in Malamud's stories. He often demonstrates
that his characters cannot find themselves in exile,
either from self or country or both. He subtly appro-
priates the Jewish feeling about exile into the conscious-
ness of his characters. Like the traditional Jew, Malamud's
characters feel extreme pain in alienation and separation.
The wail which runs through all of traditional Jewish
literature is the idea of exile from the Promised Land,
which is not only actual territory, but also symbol for
the physical body and the community of men.? For a tra-
ditional Jew, exile is as bad as death. Through identi-

fication with one's best self and one's land and community

®There is a wealth of suggestive symbol in the exile-
from-the-promised-land-idea: exile from God's place,
God's Kingdom; being left to wander without peace in a
heathen world; being unable to create God's kingdom;
being unable to fulfill His commandments; being cut off
from inheritence; breaking with humanlty, wandering in
unholy places,-etc.
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comes completion, value and the good life. Without this
identification there is only agonized yearning.

If men were to feel as exiled from themselves as
displaced Jews do, Malamud seems to be saying, they might,
in their search for completion, com2 upon the human values
necessary tobbring.them to themselves. Such is the
situation he'sebsvfor'eéch of his wandariﬂg;Végébdpq§{¢ﬁ__
orphans, expatriates and travelers, as they?beginireciahé;
tion of their broken lives. They are zll highly sensitive
to the agony &f loss, and given Malamud's own Jewish back-
ground, he cannot have any other emotion in mind. All
the misery of hié*dreary tenements, shadowy. streets,
nameless cities evokes the misery of his characters'

exile. He sees their condition as lifeless and impossible,

death-dealing; and he overshadows their awareness of it .

with the Jewish sense of what exile really means.“:WHéthHM”’
_they can'bear it no~loggéf:.they.é&ﬁéﬁh;méﬁﬁo'EhéESélves“
“and to life through self-identification.

The particularly Jewish qualities of.self~definiq;gp
relate directly to the theme-of idol worship. R

If Malamud had appropriated nothing from the Jewish
tradition except the futility of idol worship, he would
have captured Judaism's essence. "Thou shalt have no

other gods before Me," reads the commandment, and it
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contains "the primary content of the Jewish heritage."6

As The Natural has revealed, the core of Malamud's vision

is the imperative to cast off false gods and to assume
the practice of the Law, the ethic of the One God, that
is, man's noblest conccpts of moralitysaﬁd“humgnity.
Idolatry is self-defeating, and Malamﬁd'é"Storiesﬂdeclafgiiff
that thé'hréhibitiéﬁ agaihétfidbljWQrship;qumandedgby. o
““Jewish Law is one which man must adopt, lest he defeat
h&mself and the world. Idol worship for Judaism and
Malamud signifies the betrayal of man's best posSibiiiﬁies
for achieving himself full§¢én5:;edeeming the world. o
", . . There is no curb upon human evil, nor any limit
to it, unless the One God is worshipped, and not the
idols . . . ."7 Roy's idolatry causes him to "sell out™"
on himself and his moral life.
Malamud holds up the same idols that have been
decried for centuries: selfishness, false pride in achieve-
ments, money, power, greed, lust and violence. These will
inevitably destroy the human feelings in man unless they
are cast off and replaced by the concepts of ethical Law,
None of Malamud's idol worshippers are allowed

success. Men like Roy Hobbs and Gilley in A New Life

6Ludwig Lewisohn, What is this Jewish Heritage?
(New York, 1955), p. 31.

7Ibid., p. 32.



are afterifélse goés aﬁdféfé;Wéigﬁifiééﬁtly?for“Maiamﬁd's{T
:ﬁﬁpint; not Jewish. However, Jews are not exempt from
idol worship: to wit the humbling of Rabbi Finkel and
the agony of Freeman. - Malamud has history on his sidé?i:
when he pits Jew against Gentile to illustrate humaneness
over inhumanity; but, this contrast is appropriate only

because historically Jews stand as "the most conspicucus

and significant victims"8 of man's inhumanity. It has

0]
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been pointed out that Malamud's complaint against G
is not that they are not Jews, but that too often they

are not Christians.9 What Malamud is after is not the
elevation of Jewishness, but the elevation of humanity.

He sees in the Jewish attitude one source of a humani-
‘tarian ethic and in idol worshippers of whatever faith

its negation. He allows only those men who are in contact
with the humanitarian tradition and who live by its ideals
to survive. He would agree with Wright Morris, who says
that "the survival of men who are strangers to the nature
of this conception is a more appalling thought than the
extinction of the species."lo

The men who remain strangers to humanity in Melamud's

8Lewisohn, P. 39.
I"The Outsider," Time, September 9, 1965, p. 106.
107he Territory Ahead, p. 36.
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stories are appalling indeed. They are presented as pagans
in the sense that they ignore the morality of Western

civilization and worship the idols of power, position,

and success. They are the villains of Malamud's stories--

the Judge who lives in darkness in The Natural, Julius

Karp the moneyed, inhuman liquor dealer in The Assistant,

Gerald Gilley, the calculating, fatherless department
head in A New Life. ™. . All these are characters who
in varying degrees take a sharply instrumental view of
humanity, who manage to stay on top of circumstances and
people by being detached from them 'so they can merely use
them."ll Malamud insists that his characters either
change themselveéftowafd the essential ethic--like Frank,
Finkel, or S. Levin, defeat themselves 1ikerFreemaﬁ:ofj; T
Gilley or Roy, or else fade out of the lives of the more
knowledgeable protagonists, like Nat Pearl or Memo or

the English Department at Cascadia College.

In castigating idol worship Malamud makes himself
part of the Jewish tradition which has historically taken
the role as nay-sayer to the idolatry of the world. In
this tradition, as in his vision, to assent to idols is

to deny any higher ideal. He shows that his idol

Hzovert Alter, "Malamud as Jewish Writer," Commen-
tary, XLII (September, 1966), 72.
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worshippers are left without any moral reserves to muster
when moral action is called for: Arthur Foff points out
that this idea is often equated with money and that money
acts as a measure of good and evil in Malamud's stories.
If a man has spent all his money on the wrong things, he
has none left for the right ones. 12

In "The Bill,™ Willy Schlegel, a poor, sick janitor,
runs up an eighty-four-dollar bill at Mr. Panessa's
grocery, and never pays the old man, poorer than he.
Panessa dies of sickness and old age just as Willy real-
izes the necessity. to repay the credit granted to him,
and he is forever grieved and damned by his guilt. That
he is poor and miserable and ill is no excuse, insists
‘5Malamud for his having failed to recognize his human
responsibilities. He must preserve his humanity regard-
less of the cost, like Morris Bober. He has worshipped
the idols of self, self-pity, greed and inhumanity. Now
he must suffer. Too late he remembers what Panessa had
said:

« « « that everything was run on credit, business
and everything else, because after all what was
credit but the fact that people were human beings,

and if you were really a human being you gave credlt
to somebody else and he-gave credit to you. [146-147]

12"Strangers Amid Ruins,™ Northwest Review, II
(Fall-Winter, 1958), 65.




Willy has a debt; when he fails to- pay it he 1s overcome
by remorse and guilt and ultimately defeated. “‘ -
Fidelman also has a debt to Susskind which he_ recog-
nizes at the end of "The Last Mohican." He is redeemed
by his new-found knowledge: when a man asks for help he,
as a fellow human;being, has a claim which makes help
obligatory. Malamud says that Fidelman is responsible

for Susskind; he does owe him something; you are respon-

sible for me and I for you. Only~whed'man;ano~lpnger¢, glﬁ;é

blinded by idolatry, clearly seesﬂhuman,nee@,_pan cpmpesfu
~‘sion-and human feeling develop and mutual hﬁman_debts be
ﬁrecogniZed.

As significant as, self-definition and idol worship..
to the Jewish attitude is oﬁﬁiﬁiem-—positive faith in
life. This faith is expressed by the three concepts now
to be discussed: (1) the concept that man and his life
are intrinsically valuable (veneration of life); (2) the
concept that it is possible to improve one's own life and
thereby the lives of all (messianism); and (3) the concept
that a single life takes on its most significant meaning
when it is Joined with others to improve the good of all
(community).

One commentator has called Malamud's optimism--his
emphasis on the "ought" oif life--romantic and feels 'that

the source of this romanticism is Platonic and older, a
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refusal "to estimate Man's worth by anﬂobjéc%iﬁéifeckog:,
ing of things"'3 ang a desire instead to véiuéwhimﬁbyTﬁis
moral ideals and behavior. The "older™ source of this
point of view seems to be prophetic and Hebraic. It is
essential to the Jewish attitude and to Malamud's moral=-
ity, for its emphasis on the ideal may be seen to correspond
to Malamud's emphasis on the "ought" of life. The small
moral victories that Malamud's characters achieve are his

positive statements that a man's life.in our time!Can'andﬁ”'J

ought to be:valuable. He draws: from the optlmlsm of the
“Hebraic tradition the .desire to make thlS statement which
negates the despair and destructiveness of Existentialism.
Accordingly, then, veneration of life takes a supreme
place in Jewish values and Milamud's stories. It means
veneration for living man and his possibilities in this
life, the here and now. "L'chiam!" "To Life!"™ says the
Jew, as he raises his glass in a toast, and as he blesses
his first born son, the most revered symbol of his contin-
uity. It is no accident that each of Malamud's important
protagonists~~Roy, Frank, and Levin--are actual or symbolic

fathers at the ends of their stories. Even Roy, the

defeated idolater, is invested with & spark of hope by the

13¢c. A. Hoyt, "Bernard Malamud and the New Romanti-

cism," in Contempvorary American Novelists, ed. Harry T.
Moore (Carbondale, 19047), p. 79.




o | 75
fact of Iris! pregnancy revealed at théuvéfyméﬁdfbfwthét;
novel. New life and existing life are the‘éivgtsiaroﬁﬁé;
which all Jewish Law functions, It is no accident either
that new life, founded in present life, is what Malamud's
characters arec trying to create.

Emphasis on éhe value of this life in the Jewish
attitude is thrown into particularly sharp focus in

contrast to the current cry that God is dead. The God-is-

dead-idea, as Rabbi Sidney Brooks has recently pointed . -.

14

out, is‘a.Christian‘ccncernyonotﬂangwish'Qne, To a

~Jew God cannot be dead because he never lived_in:ﬁime.or
history; he lives through history, in humenity, in the
best possibilities within every man. He is a symbol- of:.
goodness, beauty, justice, and truth in living men, a
correlate of what is most spiritual in man. To & Jew the
death of God is not an issue for he has always been pri-
marily concerned with the quality of the life of man,
above all other things. The moral and ethical Law culled
from the Jewish experience remains valid, practical, and
ideal regardless of its origins or divinity; a Jew is,.
dependent upon it and upon himself to make a meaningful

life out of chaos, and only peripherally upon the grace

of God.

l"*Sermon, Temple Israel, Omaha, Nebraska, September
14, 1966.
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Life, however, is of such value in Judaism that even
the Law may be dispensed with if it interferes with life's
preservation. Throughout the tradition it has often been
said that for three things one may violate any Jewish
Law: to preserve life, to prevent-&dul worship, and to
,preveﬁt'viblatiOnfof.the sexual ethic (adultery, incest).
The latter is especially interesting in its pfécticaligy.:
The sexual ethic preserves the family, familiéé'make'dﬁy
the community, and in community one's fullest life is
realized.15

Malamud also displays his reverence for life by
rarely abandoniné%any character who has some potential
for human compassion regardless of how. low or immoral.
The whore in "The Magic Barrel” one assumes will be saved
as much by the Rabbi as he by her. »All;ofsthefétoriesf_
are aimed at bringing the characters back into life. They
..show the awakening of-theAprotagoﬁists towgge wajéwthéy
can enrich their lives and add value to the lives of
others. The characters live. Their miseries do not
overtake them. Malamud's total work is a testament to °
life.

Every prophet in the Hebraic tradition has sought

to show men ways to correct their human errors and make

L5Rabbi Rubenstein, Interview,
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better lives for themselves. Malamud, as‘brophet, believes
that man ought to aspire to an ideal'andtthen,vby‘fdlloWing y
-an ethical Law he cangapproach,realizéﬁionﬂbf“itfﬁyké’aﬁﬁéfﬁﬁ
artist hé:rééognizés théﬁéimbgfﬁihgdfﬁéﬁﬂtéble*drfficulties<
ﬁman must face to bécome moral. Out of this conflict comes
the dramatic story. The attitude which informs his art
is an ennobling one, for behind it lies the convictioﬁ?ﬁf
that striving is worthwhile, that man is not just a cog in
a mechanical universe to be debased and reduced to an
impotent whimperer. Like the Yiddish playwrights, Malamud
seems to say that the role of the artist is to 1ift the
spirit.16 He lifts his readers' spirits by portraying
the ways in which his characters lift themselves ocut of
their degrading immorality.

~Escape is significantly absent from his stories. His
characters do not run away, give up, or abdicate from
unbearable circumstances, but stay in place to solve their
dilemmas, like Morris Bober. They do not escape in death
or even seek psychiatrists to explain away their behavior.
Once they have assented to the Jewish attitude they have
the strength and resolve to endure. This endurance is

another aspect of that attitude: acceptance of the self

16Isaac Bashevis Singer, "Once on Second Avenue
There Lived a Yiddish Theater," New York Times, April 17,
1966, SeC. 2, po' 30
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and. its role and the desire to make the most of it.l7
Life here and now,‘whatever the‘preSent:gituation?ﬁis-the
abiding value. “ : ;

Réiatedito-thié“enddréncé{3ﬂewS*éré*inVeteraté%
Eahangérs-on. They do not give up in the face of disaster.
They do not let the slaughter of six million corrupt
their essential dignity. But they somehow muster theﬁff
strength and courage toflivé tﬂfaugh their torments. '
This resilience in the name of life is what Malamud sees
in the Jewish attitude. Ludwig Lewisohn describes the
Jewish people in terms which almost describe Malamud's
characters: "It never flourished greatly in terms of
power. It knew defeat and desperate catastrophe over
and over again. Yet from each historic grave it re-arose;
it survived; it lived to re-affirm its changeless char-
acter and historic function."18

The Jew, therefore, is for Malamud the symbol and
testament of survival--dignified survival. Malamud
expresses qualified optimism: If these assaulted and
beaten people can will to survive, cannot anyone? It is

difficult to imagine more devastating trials than those

the Jews have suffered throughout their history. Yet,

17Borowitz, Lecture.

18Le-wisohn, p. 2.
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‘here they are, still mocﬁiﬁé7Eﬁéi?“féié?ﬁiﬁh*Wry%ﬁﬁmor;y
ﬁstiliupraqtiCing their ethic, still passing their tradi-
tion down to the generations. "The Jew is for ﬁMalamuﬂ ,
as for all of us, a perduring symbol of him who wouldiﬁm
preserve the spirit despite his own absolute loneliness
and defeat. Every man is a minority of one."19
The use of the Jew as the universal symbol of the
victimization of man is certainly not & new idea. The:
Catholic writer Francois Mauriac '"describes the martyrdom
of the Jews in terms reminiscent of the death of Christ,"
and "sees the Jewish experience under Nazism in Biblical
terms."0 Tt is appropriate, therefore, that Malamud
uses the Jew to reoresent man on the brink of survival.
This idea is central to his thematic structure. The Jew
strengthens his statement about the precariousness yet
possibility of man's moral existence. In most Christian
societies throughout history Jews have been either
destroyed by pogroms or isolated in ghettos. Until
modern times in most countries Jews did not technically
exist. The quality of mankind's existence is, therefore,

conveniently symbolized by a Jew'!s survival. He tries to

hold on to his small bit of humanity, his ethic,

rors, p. 67.

29gOAlfred Kazin, Contemporaries (Boston, c.1962),
p. L )
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consciousness,(self—identity and dignity, while he is
almost thrown out of life.

Thus, Malamud's concept of the Jew as symbol involves
the statement that the Jewish reverence for life is neces-
sary to all living men, to 1nsure:the1r'dignified'survival,
The Jew's reverence for life allows cach man torténd{hisﬁgiii
store, éhd éhe‘figdre-ofﬂthé:JewtstboliZes;manﬁsjeve%r :
*ﬁreéént, everlasting enduranceé. By showing his Jewish
characters' endurance Malamud attests to his faith in
man, that is, his faith in life.

Faith in life leads di£;c£i§ to the second aspectzy
of Jewish optimism: the messianic concept, or faith in
possibility. This holds that life can be improved and
that the future holds great promise. This concept is
responsible for Malamud's prophetic tone gnd for his faith
in the possibilities of man and life.

The prophetic tone parallels the spirit of this
Jewish prayer repeated each Sabbath:

May the time not be distant, O God, when Thy name
shall be worshipped in all the earth, when unbelief
shall disappear and error be no more. Fervently

we pray that the day may come when all men shall
invoke Thy name, when corruption and evil shall
give way to purity and goodness, when superstition

shall no longer inslave the mind nor idolatry blind
the eye « . . 2

2lrhe Union Prayerbook for Jewish Worship, Part II,
rev. ed., ed. by Central Conference of American Rabbis
(Cincinnati, 1952), p. 30.
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Malamud's characters attest to possibilit§ by yearn-
ing to complete their lives and to make them better.
Frank Alpine agonizes, "'I have it in my heart tc do more
than I can remember.’"l?ﬂ Helen Bober, Morris' daughter,
yearns for "'a larger and bhetter life. I want the return
of my possibilities.'"[@ﬂ Malamud sees Levin as "a

conscientious becomer,”™ one who 1s worried that it has

dgkaken him so long to get started. The future burn[s]
in his head." [57]

Yearning for possibility is an aspect of the Jewish
attitude based on the ideal Law handed to Moses at Sinai.
‘The prophetic tradition contains a supreme vision pro=-
claimed by Micah in which a messianic age is promised if
the Law is but followed, and prophets have been recalling

it ever since:
In the end of days 1t shall~come to pass, that the
mountain of the Lord's house shall be established
as the top of the mountains, and it shall be exalted
above the hills; and peooles qhall flow unto it. And
many nations shall go and say: "~ Gome ye, and let us
go up to the mountain of the Lord, and to the house
of the God of Jacob; and He will téach us of- His
ways, and we will walk in His pathsy for out of Zion
shall go forth the law, and the word of the Lord
from Jerusalem. And He shall judge.between many
peoples, and shall decide concerning mighty nations
afar off and they shall beat their swords into
Dlowshares, and their spears into pruning hooks;
nation shall not lift up sword against nation,
neither shall they learn war any more. But they
shall sit every man under his vine and under his
fig tree; and none shall make them afraid, for the
mouth of the Lord of hosts hath spoken. [ﬁlcah Lil=- @
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Faith in possibility is a part of the Jewish atti-
tude also because the historical miseries:which faced the
Jews made necessary the belief that misery cannot last
forever. New lives must be possible; someday Tthe day
may come when all men shall invoke Thy name.”

However they came by it, divine inspiration, pro-
phetic genius, or rationalization prompted by necessity,
the Jews possess a Law that has preserved them through
the centuries. It has come to be recognized as the core
gf humane values in the Judeo-Christian world. In Mala-
“mud's stories the old Jew--Bober, Salzman, Susskind--is
the repository of the irrefutable wisdom who acts as

22 This is Malamud's

spokesman for the traditional Law.
way of saying that in the Judaic tradition lies a source
of humane, moral truth.

In Malamud's use and exposition of the Jewish atti-
tude and his favored characters' possession of it them-
selves, he becomes a contemporary prophet and moralist
.not very removed fromxzhexHébraic\prophetic tradi;‘:ion.23
Malamud's statement includes the tenet that the prophetic
vision is the saving force of mankind.. But as a contem-

porary and an American he is impelledant by the desire

22“ 3 . - , T
Klein, After Alienation, p. 279.

23Rovit, "Malamud and Jewish Tradition,™ p. 7.
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to proclaim the "truth" of Judaism but by the desire to
proclaim that its humanistic values are Jjust one of the
resources from which all men may draw a guide to meaning
‘and individual behavior.,m‘L

Malamud reminds all men of their covenant with the
human race. He insists that every man is %“chosen"™ to be
the best man possible so that all men might be. This
realization is Levin's when he says at the end of A New
Life, "So I was chosen.™ [}3ﬂ The sense of "chosenness"
is typical of Malamud's characters. Even Frank knows that
he is more worthy than he seems--more a part of Morris'
world than Ward Minogue's. The characters are conscious
of a mysterious déstiﬁy; a sense.that'theyuareﬁdgppg§_?:
step with the herd, chosen to be bétter than they aré;fiﬁ
‘With this idea Malamud reworks the notion of the Jew as
the moralbconscience'Of the world. Traditionally it was
a necessary idea, for Jews believed that if they set the
example, the messianic age would come about more qguickly.

Any of Malamud's characters who have potential for
becoming fully human begin with feelings of specialness--
feelings of incompleteness, yearnlngs for new llves.
Every man is speCial says the Jew1sh tradltlon and‘is

 chosen to be the best he poss1bly can be.: Because he is”

2l"Borowit:z, Lecture.
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alive, and this life<ié all. .he has, it is his obLigatfg;j
to make it as rich for himself and others as he is capable
of doing. These are the practical and realistic neces-
sities which inspire Jewish faith in possibility--in the
future--and these are also part of Malamud's art.

Emphasis on deed, action, involvement in life, good
works--all contribute to the idea that man can hasten the
new age by each moral act he accomplishes. The necessity
of Levin's engagement in moral action grows out of this
idea. Its reversal--that death and defeat follow uninvolve-
ment--is- the point behind Gassner's suicide in "The German
Refugee." Man's sights must be set constantly on the
achievement of that ideal community when swords become

plowshares and each man sits under his fig tree. Frank's

condition is Jjust this when The Assistant ends. His sword
is buried and he is tending his store. He has achieved
much.

The Jewish vision is that "the best is yet to come.”
Faith in the possibility of the future is promoted by
the terror of the Jewish past: the present, no matter
how difficult, cannot compare to the past experiences of
torment. Therefore, the present, although perhaps troubled

"and at worst terrifying" is not seen as doomed.25 Morris

25Harvey Swados, "The Coming Revolution in Literature;"
Saturday Review, XLVIII (August 21, 1965), 16.
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Bober is sustained by this knowledge. It is what keeps
him in his store. Both he and his wife will not let go
of the hope that someday a buyer will come, buy the store,
and end their troubles. They cling to the possibility
cven though they doubt its probability.

Faith in possibility allows Morris to do more than
jusﬁ stick to his moral position and stay in his store:
it allows him to suffer for what he’ believes is right.
It allows him to disregard the pain of the present for
the ideal of ‘the future; ﬁe reques to_cdmpromise;higﬁa;
moraiity, his ethic, even if he starves to ‘dedth. £He5ﬂw§
will not short-weight or shortchange his customers even
if he can easily get away with it, and he krnows he can.

"The Law means to do what i1s right, to be honest,

to be good. This means to other people. Our life
is hard enough. Why should we hurt somebody else?
For everybody should be the best, not only for you
or me, We ain't animals. This is why we need the
Law. This is what a Jew believes.™ [124]

Morris affirms that he is willing to suffer for his
ideals, that he is willing "to‘be'pafﬁkof“that humanity”;?
which suffers that‘ﬁﬁe“reéthéy?beéoméfwhat}itfoughtlﬁo
wﬁe."26 His attitude is in contrast to someone who lives
his life merely to accumulate and gain, to get ahead

27 ..

without largeness and sensitivity to what is "right."=’

26

Borowitz, lecture.

271pid.
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A légical addition to a full participation in the
present life and an intense hope in the future is the
conception of community.

In Jewish thought all desire for wholeness and integ-
rity moves toward this idea. In Malamud's stories all
self-definition, purification, faith in life and man moves
the characters toward acceptance of this idea.

"Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself.” ("Neither
shalt you stand idly by the blood of thy neighbor." [Le-
viticus 19: 18, 16]) The basic principle of the Law
insists that ;t is not enough to be a good person by one-
self. The community needs to be affected by that goodness.
That your neighbor is as important as you are implies
that each man must assume responsibility for every other
man. One rabbi has defined the essence of true Jewishness
as a "sense of community and responsibility,aa5§ensipiyity
to relationship."28 The second part of the;Commanaﬁéggif
is the specific charge to man to involve himself in the
lives of others, particularly in the face of physical
need, indignity, and injustice.<”

The value of.the community is well illustrated by

28Rabbi Arthur Lelyveld, "Towards a Negro Haggadah,"
Haddassah Magazine, XLVII (January, 1966), 17.

g 29Chiel, in Efron, ContemporaryVJewishpThought,yﬁ
p. 82, o o
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the Jewish medieval notion that every man has two sides,
an evil and a good. If two men come together and work
for the good, the good inclinations Jjoin forces and beat
down the evil ones, which are not 'interested in each
other. But if a man remains alone his evil side will
gain control over his good side. In a community men
_pgoling their good inclinations can beat down the group's
“evil inclinations.

Malamud's stories reflect this notion subtly. His
characters are immediately thrown into sensitive relation-
ships and from these involvements they learn about them-
selves. He never leaves them alone or allows them to
solve their problems outside of the larger problem of
living and dealing with other men. Frank, Fidelman, Levin,
and Finkel each has~§ small community represented by Bober,
-Susskind, Duffy, and éélzﬁéh‘Wiﬁh whom he reacts and comes
to terms. Resolution in Malamud is more than a coming to
terms with oneself. It is coming 'te terms, as well, with
the world.

This Jewish attitude implies that the most signifi-
cant part of one's life is one's deaighgs with other men,
one's actions toward hﬂﬁéhiﬁ?”in general. The Malamud
ending often shows a man broadened by the acceptance of

his responsibilities toward another man (the smallest

community) and dedicated to upholding these obligations
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because he believes they are right. 'He7i$iétﬁéﬁ&wh6ﬁ¢6n;u
tinues his small life better with honest céﬁCéfﬁifdf gﬁgse;
around him.

There is no great victory, nor grand choice in a
Malamud story, only the smallcst and most crucial choice
a man can make: go be part of humanity, part of this
life in dignity and honor, or to throw oneself out of it
by denying its human value and possibility.

The ethos behind all Jewish Law and practice is to * &
_preservé-the”weIl—béing.ofﬁlivingﬁmen;m;Tthexpepieﬁcéﬁ |
“of time has led Jews to. believe that well-being is best
pfeserved within community. Malamud constructs a vision
that insists that this attitude be assumed by all men ‘%
to guarantee their survival in our time. .

The Jewish call to worship, "Hear O Israel, the Lord
Our God, the Lord is One," is restated by Malamud in
human terms. It might read instead: "Hear O Man, listen
to the Law of Humanity and live by it, lest we destroy
ourselves and the world."™ It is a grand prophetic call,
a continuation of the ideals of Western civilization. It
is a vision of morality universal in its crying human
need, a starting point from which man can confront man

with common love and understanding.

.



CHAPTER IV
COMING TO COMMUNITY

The discussion moves now from the consideration of
the idea of community inspired by the Jewish attitude to
the way Malamud has shaped this idea as a moral imper-
ative for all men. Community is the only way he envisions
salvation for mankind; it is the ideal and resolution

toward which all his works move. When his characters

achieve community they have fulfilled the prdmise_qf“
their Journey: they have become human.

The characters who come to community through compas-
sion reach the end of their search for values. Assuming
community they signify that they have traveled from their
private selves outward to embrace the needs of mankind.
It is, in a sense, a new beginning for a new Jjourney, the
right and only beginning for a true life; but Malamud's

raveled a long and. arduous road i’

characters have already
_to reach this point;

| Most' of Malamud's stories and all the novels deal in
some way with coming to community. This chapter will ”
touch on some of them,:albhough,it will treat the theﬁ;?j
primarily as it relates to A New Life, where Malamud

develops it extensively.
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Several ideas considered earlier converge in this

final one: sanctity of life, rever;nce for the human,
faiph'inuméﬁws abiliﬁy to transcend himself to something
larger, presentation of reality iﬁfterhS éfwgﬁéé“éﬁghtﬁgw
rather than the¢ "is.™ Malamud cannot allo@qbﬂéflaﬁtef;r'
the "is" of most men's lives--estrangement, alienation,
loneliness--in his vision, because "beyond privatism lurks

1 and the destruction of all

the shadow of ;ndifference,"
human values. Ané'so he holds up the vision of community,
which he feels is crucial to human existence. True life
begins in his fiction with the acceptance of commitment
and responsibility between two characters.: |

In Malamudfsystor;esgghewimperﬁtivg_pgﬁcomento'cp@;.
-munity is stated in the extremes of life aﬁ& death, for
these are exactly what he feels are at stake.2

With his faith in man, Malamud sets most stories .in.
an optimistic rather than awﬁeééimistic mood; most Qf‘hié
protagonists learn compassion and live. But in a few
tales he states the oppoosite extreme and shows the conse-

qdences of the refusal to learn life's primary lesson.

The death of the spirit in The Natural has been discussed

1Thab Hassan, Radical Innocence: Studies in the
Contemvorary American Novel (Princeton, 1961), p. 66.

2A1fred Kazin, Contemporaries, p. 204.
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T
previously in this context. A story which brings death
to its character is "The German Refugee.”

é:bskar Gassner is a newly arrivéqyderman critiz and

Journalist who has escaped from Nazi Germany and accepted
a lectureship at a New York Institutew- He is in a deep
depression not only because of his difficulty with English
and the strangeness of America, but also becaﬁse he is
sickened by what the Nazi's are doing to his people.  He
must prepare his opening lecture sa~wett—¥hitman, but his
depression has him tongue-~tied: he can neither write nor
speak the little English he knows, and his German sticks
in his throat.

Half-way through the story it is revealed that in
Germany he had been unhappily married. Nevertheless, when
he left for America he had asked his wife to join him, but
she had refused. Héﬁgg;;géggzg~that he really did not

want her to come, -aag-thet—she—trew—this. —His—wifeo-—was—a
Gentile, very.siekly a - S

MS.

the wife's coldness to his Jewish friends and relatives,

‘he had, rejected her for many years.

‘ ;(@assner s anllsn tutor, Ln ‘an effort, to nelp him

{start the lecture, writes his 1mpress1ons of Whltman'sffﬁ
debt to German poets. Gassner, enraged by Hitler's sup-

_'port from the German people, refutes the tutor's points



.in a letter to him °xplaln1ng that the German poets owe

ﬁWhltman for the concept of compassion, that Germany has
never been fertile soil for that idea. In the course of
the letter, he writes half the lecture, and he finallf?é‘
completes it and delivers iU al Lhe Institute. He reads:

"And I know the spirit of God is the brother of my

And tggg’all the men ever born are also my brothers,

and the women my sisters and lovers,

And that the kelson of creation is love . . ." [213
The—Imrstttute is pleased with the lecture; Gassner's
career as an American lecturer seems launched.

Suddenly, two days later he is found dead in his
rooms, by gas, and in his possessions a letter is found
from his German mother-in-law which relates that after
he abandoned his wife she converted to Judaism, was

[ rounded up by the Brown Shirts, taken to Poland, and shot.

Malamud's statement is that academic exaltation over
the ideal of compassion is an intolerable stance, when,
in fact, that compassion is unpracticed. "Detachment
from another's cross . . . is a perilous moral position.
"If one orders one's life by carefully distancing someone
else's woes, either from a gruff reluctance to know the
full measure of another's suffering or from fear of being

taken advantage of, then the heart is deformed . . . e"B

3Herbert Leibowitz, "Malamud and the Anthropomorphic
Business," New Republic, CXLIX (December 21, 1963), 22.
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Here again Malamud is showing that a potentially humane
man is detached from community because he does not live
his humanitarianism, and that this stance is fatal. He
states empnhatically that not only childish desires like
Roy's and Frank's prevent morality but also adult detach-
‘ment like Gassner's cripples the heart as well.

Malamud wishes toipresent'the,pOSSibiiitiésufqn;s«

guiltless and dignified existence within-pS&thlogicalf”:
reality. He knows that modern man is a victim, pressured
by responsibilities, limited by self and society. He
knows men are, for instance, often "stuck in traffic,”

b But he offers coming into

literally and symbolically.
the community--participation in humanity--as the best
possibility for the humanization of men he can conceive.
But at best, he wants it understood, this unity of men is,
‘not easy, and it takes.grea;_W§};jgndHg;;gngth, perhaﬁékng
.more than most men have;“éﬁafiﬁg Qiéh.dﬁﬁéf mén éausés
‘much suffering, because it is so difficult and demands
so much self-abnegation. The need to be a member of
humanity recognized by'Malémud*and others is so great“ih‘
our time that this is now "a classic American theme of

the solitary individual striving at all costs and often

to his own calamity to open an intercourse with the

“Borowitz, Lecture.



human world . . . ."5: Sii
Yet, this effort to achieve relationship must be
made, because there is no other way out of man's predic=-
ament. This is what Frank comes to realize, and even
more significantly than the appropriation of a - set of
values, his circumcision stands for a "circumcision of

't;hehhear"t,"6

an opening up to sensitivity and to the
acceptance of responsibility for other men. He learns
that the only morally acceptable position is one in which
there is a community, a sharing, a mutually supportive
environment, a pool of "goods."

Sexual symbolism often supports Malamud's statement
about community. It may be valuable to see to what
extent and an what ways he equates potency and healthy
sexual roles with the coming about of the ideal community.

Wasserman's brilliant explication of The Natural

in psycho-sexual terms has been mentioned before. Here
the significance of Roy's role as "pitcher" and "batter"”
to the concept of community is seen:

+ . o.the Arthurian legend . . . invites a further
consideration of the novel in these terms: the
psychological, moral, and communal needs of the
baseball champion-~-the American hero--to gain access
to the "sources of Life." Roy long since had made

o1,
6

ewis, Picaresque Saint, p. 30,7

Borowitz, Lecture.
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his own bat out of a tree, a sort of Ygdresel, and
named it "Wonderboy," and a miraculous bat it is,
with an energy of its own. Derived from nature's
life and shaped by Roy for the game in which he is
determined to be the herq, it flashes in the sun,
blinds his opponents with its golden solendor, and
crashes the ball with thunder and lightning. It .
is, in other words, the modern Excalibur and Arthur-.
ian lancec, which Weston and olhers have identified
as talismans of male potency and reproductive energy.
The phallic instrument is the raw vitality and fer-
tility he has drawn from the universal "sources of
Iife."” After Roy's fruit-full night with Memo,

Bump says to him, "I hear you had a swell time,
wonderboy," and _during Roy's slump Wonderboy sags
like a baloney.7

Roy is endowed with capabilities which could bring his
talent and herocism to the community, could bring virility,
the sources of 1life, to all: for that is what a hero does
as a leader; he lets his psychic energy "flow outwardly

. . and restore the Waste Land."8 But Roy is not really
virile, not really potent, for he is a batter and never a
receiver. He soon empties himself so that the real infan-
tilism behind his constant need to be a nero--his need to
bat down others--is made obvious. When he tells Harriet
that his goal is to break every record in the game, and
she asks, "'Is thét aIl??"sRoy flunks the%herd{s'tésuﬁg;
because he reveals that "he would harvest for himself

‘alone."g He fails because he is 'unable to understand

7Wasserman, pP. 441,
81bid., p. Li6.
9Ibid., p. Lbb.
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the question or the implicatiOn that such self-centered
triumph leaves one alone and is pur%oseless_. . o For
Roy‘édhitg”ﬁhatUW§nderboy is something he made 'for my-
self,'" and in so doing he exhibi;§ ?blih&ﬁegg3£b£€hé?7-gh
‘ 410

4]

communal and reproductive purpose of his vitality . . . .

Malamud cannot allow Roy to triumph, for the basis of
his hero's motivation is destructive, -and destruction is
the opposite of the life force.

As Malamud gﬁifts emphasis from the description of
the failed hero to the conditions under which heroism is
possible, he also shows a shift from unhealthy sexual
motives to healthy ones. Frank, before his coming to.
community, is a peeping-tom andpaﬂgapis;;_when‘h¢ finé11y ”l
~assumes the responsibility of a f%ther-pro%ider role, he
ceases his immature sneaking and grabbing and accepts the
fact that he must wait, discipline himself, and earn; ..
through giving, the love he wants.

This discipline, this earning, this opening up of
the heart are the conditions for heroism and the condi-
tions for community. But, in Malamud's world, these
conditions make one sensitive to others, and sensitivity
causes suffering, for it is difficult to discipline the

animal will and to deny oneself gratification of pleasure

10Wasserman, p. 446,
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for some larger aim.

Malamud sees, then, two kinds of suffering as unfor-
tunate but necessary: suffering for an ideal, no matter
what the hardship; and suffering for another person, in
the sense of sharing misceries and "feeliﬁg" for- him com-
passionately. These are the sufferings of good men.
These are the reasons why Morris Bober, whose goodness
should reward him with fulfillment, continues to suffer.
His openness and compassion make ‘him vulnerable tc feeling,
causing him more suffering. He has ideals he must stick
to, because he feels for and with other people.

Oskar Gassner's suffering is of another order. His
comes about as a punishment, a result, of his guilt for
not having responded to the needs of his wife. Her
barrenness is the symbol of the barrenness of their
relationship-~of the dryness and sterility of Oskar's
feelings for her. Oskar must die, in Malamud's world,
for he, like Roy, is a destroyer. -Having realized,
finally, the extent of his destructiveness, he destroys
himself, unable to bear his inhumanity. For the man who
refuses to engage other men in'sympathétidirelétionship,
Malamud has tortures, indeed.

"The Mourners" eibresses the depths to which inhu-
manity can go and at the same time shows a man rising

from those depths.
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Kessler, a "dirty old man™ who inhabits a few poor
rooms in Gruber's apartment house, hoes not suffer guilt
and,rémorséVforghgvingﬁwalked out. on his fahily (community;
responsibility) years'befOre- until he is made to suffer
by Gruber who wants him out of the apazbmeub. Gxuber"
thinks he is a nuisance and thinks he can rent the place
for five dollars more to someone else. That the old man
has lived there for ten years, has nowhere else to go,
and 1is doing no ahe any harm never enters his mind. There
ensues a battle of wills, Kessler's to hang on to the
little "place" he has left, and Gruber's to assert his
aggressiveness as "lord of the manor.™ ?inallyKessléf?ji“_
is reduced to- tears: "'What dld I dld to you? he bltterly'_;
-wept. . 'Who‘throws out of his house a man that he 1ived
there ten years and pays every month on time his rent?
What did I do, tell me? Who hurts a man without a reason?
Are you a Hitler or a Jew?' " o

Kessler's agony forces him to realize that he had
abdicated his role as a father, a protector, a sustainer
of 1life; that he had let down his family, abandoned them,
and had, in effect, killed his human self. Now he sees
visited upon him the same impotent rage, irrational urge
to destroy and negate, that he had performed. He rends
his flesh and moans in mourning, rocking on the floor of

his flat, for the death of his soul. When Gruber finds
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him in mourning it takes him awhile to realize that he

is also a promoter of death, a destroyer, and that his

own humanity--his c¢ompassion--is dead. When this hits

him, the room becomes "clean, drenched in daylight and

fragrance . . . With a cry of shame he [fears] the

sheet off Kessler's bed, and wrapping it around his bulk,

[inks] heavily to the floor and [becomeif'a*mOurnergﬂgi,

To mourn, to agonize, to suffer in recognition of

what one really is, is the first step toward being able

to alter oneself. Gruber joins the old man in an act of

expiation, identifies with him, shares in his suffering

and engages in a éoming-oub-ofuhimself to a community of

feeling. Out of such a union, such sharing, comes com-

passion. Compassion leads to understanding--to a construc-

tive pooling of "goods"--which in turn;léads,tofcqmmuqity;_“_

and :life. -
« « « Suffering is the mode of goodneés and habpi—
ness and right desire, because given Malamud's
metaphysics, suffering is the one possible engage-
ment both with and in this world . . . . Therefore,
to be engaged with this world--to love this world, or
love in this world--<is to suffer. For the hero who "
can imagine something higher-suffering is the one T
possibility of love. Therefore it is morality
itself. Suffering is goodwilled and deliberate
acknowledgement and acceptance of the common life

of men. It is expression of the waX in which men
are bound together, in their l_oss-.l

1lKlein, After Alienation, p. 263.
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The way in which Gruber responded to Kessler is what
Lewis speaks of as an example of "participation in the
sufferings of mankind."l2 That participation is the key
to Malamud's vision: Joining oneself to others is the
ultimate aim of 1life,.

Malamud's several concepts of suffering and the theme
of community are given extensive treatment in his novel
A New Life. If Frank Alpine's progress is a transforma-
tion "from a bum to a man of principle,"13 then S. Levin's
transformation in this later book 1s from a man of prin-
ciple to a member of humanity.

Levin's coming to community and humanity 1s repeat-
edly linked to the sexual and regenerative symbolism
mentioned above. He has many abstract ideals and prin-
ciples when the .story begins: he is a humanitarian, a
liberal; he is educated, intellectual, anti-Me€arthyite.
He promotes what Malamud feels are the "best" objective
realities for society. ‘At Cascadia College he comes up
against not only the test of his commitment to his ideals,
but also the challenge of his &bility to act on them
positively. His idealism is

a matter of subscribing himself passionately to
ideals--democracy, humanism, liberalism (and the

12picaresque Saint, p. 32.

13s0lotaroff, p. 200.
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radicalism, freedom, art, and intel-

lect . . . . And splendid, and necessary, as his
ideals are, they exist pure and_at a. tremendous
distance from the social facts.

liberal arts),

Although Levin is an idealist, he 1s also lonely,
uncomfortable, a2 blunderer, unhappy, unsatisfied, highly
aware of placelessness, and determined;td chance himSélf
and to create for hlmself a better llfe.
_contains both extremes that Nalamud has éxplored before*a

‘he is impulsive and childish and gross like Frank and

His personalltyhfﬂxf

Roy, and he is also on guard

from reality like Finkel and.

unmarried and drifting--on a

Malamud's signals that he is

emotionally and abstracted

~F1delman.l5 That he is

journey away from home--are

unwhole, as they signaled

incompleteness in the former protagonists. As the story
moves from Levin's lonely arrival in the lush far-West
to his departure with wife and family one sees that the
entire structure of the novel has co-Jjoined to move Levin
from himself into community.

Malamud brings to focus an interesting thematic and
structur%l device here that he has used repeatedly before:
it is the device of replacement.

In keeping with the tone and theme of The Natural,

Roy replaced many people: the Whammer, Bump, Sam his

l4Klein, p. 291.
15Solotaroff, p. 201.
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.agent, He wiped them out of the way on his climb to fame
g;with violence, greed, and lust for power. He replaced
them but learned nothing from them, because they were not
taken on spiritually, with human engagement. They were
merely used, before they were destroyed, for what they
could supply him--skills or techniques for "playing the
game."™ Frank, on the other hand, or more importantly,
Levin replaced people after identification, human feeling,
and compassion have_taken place, in the way that a son
"replaces a father; that i;?\ﬁﬁE\Way a son becomes him,
continues him, proceeds through him, even after his death.

In A New Life Gilley, whom Le?in_despises and whom
he replaces as father and husband, iéypot even destroyed.
He is simply left behind to make hismgghappy way, thus
sﬁowing that Levin is not only able to mature and assume
adult roles, but also thgéwﬁg"is able to do so without
depending on the destruction of others. The issue is
creative renewal as opposed to destructive and impotent
victory. Levin is able to take on the qualities of Duffy,
his predecessor and Pauline's former lover; he is able
to take his place emotionally and physically without
destroying whatever value he had for Pauline.

The more involved Levin becomes in the English Depart-

ment's politics and with the Gilley family, the more

practice he gets in bringing his emotions to the surface
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and reacting honestly and practically, sometimes to the
sacrifice of his ideals for the sake of the human relation-
ship. Malamud insists that nothing is more important than
the emotional exchange that deepens feeling between two

human beings. Perhaps one must lower the valuc one places

upon abstract ideals in order to be iﬁ”tﬁeﬁwofld”dffmen,;t;ﬁj
in order to act and to-join in community. : -This is what .
“Levin  learns he must do: this idolatry of pure principle
is what he is eventually able to cast off.

Levin finds himself reluctantly involved in pettﬁ?”
personality conflicts overhépppp;t of a prospective »
department chairman, and finds himself backing a man whom
he really dislikes, and on principle disagrees with, but
must back because he is the best man available. The cnly
other choice he has is to remain uninvolved completely,
but he has come to see that position as unsupportable.

He must, to be alivé, take some stand, regardless of the
sacrifice of abstract principle. He gains tremendous
self-confidence, in the flush of action with a purpose,
while he loosens his attachment to ideals. After much
conflict, he finally decides to run for dépgrtment chair-
man himself, and he even resorts to a kind of blackmail--
an idea that formerly would have horrified him--in an
effort to support himself, because he comes to feel he is

the best man. But he makes many enemies, and he begins



104

to wonder if it is worth it:
Levin's isolation deepened. He was weary of making
‘enemies, sick to death of fighting alone, living
alone, of his lonely mind.. The battle had become
more than he could stand; he wanted desperately to
quit. [293]

Levin had never heen a leader. After some expérience
in the world he wanted to elect himself responsible,
active, a participant. Such growth allows him to offer
himself as a candidate: he, Levin, first-time instructor,
no credentials, running for department head! It is an
impractical but significant step in the growth of his
consciousness.

As his awareness of his responsibilities and capa-
bilities increases, Levin becomes aware that acting on
one's principles is morality, and he decides that he must
act to end his affair with Pauline. He reasons that he
can no longer hold up the ideal of morality and continue
to sleep with another man's wife. For the first time he
wills to shape circumstances instead of merely going
along with.them'as they happen to-Come_hisiway,iiHe”haq
unwillingly fallen into the affair‘with'PaulingjééiﬂéiH;&t
unwillingly fallen in and out of everything that had ever
happened to him. This time--with his new-found sense of
himself--he would willingly direct himself out of it.

We must protect the human, the good, the innocent.

Those who had discovered their own moral courage
or created it, must Join others who are moral; these
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must lead, without fanaticism. Any act of good is

a diminution of evil in the world. To make himself
effectual Levin must give up Pauline, or what was
principle for? . . . To be good, then evil, then

good was no moral way of life, but to be good after
being evil was a possibility of life. You stopped
doing what was wrong and you did right. It was not
easy but it was a free choice you might make. . . .

You knew it was right from the form 1t gave your _
life, the moving esthetic the act created in you. [237]

However, at this point in his awakening autonomy
Levin has forgotten the essential ingredient of moral
actlon--comp3551on. He soon finds that giving up Pauline

does not glve form to his llfe he finds that the act he

thought was moral is not moral because he hdS not con- :f
sidered her feelings, He is thrown back into the formr.
lessness of his earlier years. He is unable to work, eat,
sleep, think. The reason for the failure of the "right"
to be right is that Paulire needs him and wants him, and
therefore the choice is not only his to make.

He experiences great apnxiety: he is on the verge of
a new life of freedom and success as a college teacher
suddenly made possible by his new-found confldence,'and
at the same time he'feels_égbnizingﬁréspOnaibility for.
"Pauline and for the immorality of his past life. He could
‘run out, but he chooses to honor his obligations to her
and to his widening concept of morality. He makes hiéﬁfj
choice: - t

I have no cause now not to love her, granted I

loved; I grant. I loved her, we loved. She loves
me stlll I have never been so loved. That was
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the premise, and the premise you chose was the one-
you must live with . . . . He sniffed out -reasons:
to escape, go where he pleased, unbound, unburdenod
where fancy fancied and the feet followed « . e
Then by devious ways he returned to the premise:

She was his love, changed by it only as he by hers.
. + No matter what he had suffered or renounced,
to what d degree misused or failed feeling, if Pauilne
loving him loves; Levin with no known cause not to
will love her.. He would without or despite feeling.
He would hold on when he wanted terrlbly to let go.

Ttalics ming]  [310-31T]

Malamud shows Levin's transformation from a man who
had no feelings, to a man who overthrew ﬂlS 1deals to
1ndulge _g_i his feellngg, and flnally to a man who can
discipline his feellngeland hlS ideals in ‘order to take -
T‘o‘,n responsibility. And thus, Levin, abstract idealist,
becomes a father.

True to -the idea of creative renewal ;evin fightéii
Gilley verbally and wins custody of the children for
Pauline and himself., But he has to pay a terrible price
--he must give up his dream: he promises Gilley he will
never teach in college again. He takes Gilley's place
as husband and protector, lover and provider. He moves
into these roles because he is now capable of taking them
on. Though it is a temporal defeat, it is a moral and
spiritual victory. "Love is sacred in Malamud's universe;

if 1ife is holy, love is a holy of holies." 0 But Malamud's

16Baumbach, Landscape of Nightmare, p. 105.
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point here is not just the importance of romantic love,
it is the moral ngcessity to come out of oneself--to
identify with--to become another person. Taking & some-
one's place is Malamud's symbol not only of brotherhood
and compassion, but also of identifiCati@n? sacrifice and
the assumption of responsibility. i :

A Egﬂ Life is$fhewonifIStofy;inﬁwhiChgtheregiStaﬁ
ﬁbromiSe of marriage. For Levin and his circumstances
this act has the same significance as Frank's circum-
cision: it is the sign that his agreement with a certain
set of values has been inc&gﬁofééed into his being. Lé&in
has come to community--to the realization that no matter
what, his best self can be expressed in his assumption of
the responsibilities and love of Pauline and the children.

His fatherhood has many implications. Pauline is
pregnant with his child at the end of the story; she was
formerly barren. He brings, thereforé, new life not only
to himself but to her. In terms of his own growth her
pregnancy means that he has entered her, taken her on,
become related to her physically, emotionally and liter-
ally. He has become a man; the unborn child is proof of
his manhood.

Malamud's way of showing that a character has changed
is often bound up with the idea of becoming a father or

father-like. What are the implications? In addition to
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the ones considered above (outgrbwing.inféntilféﬁ;¥métﬁr~u
ing, achieving one's completed self) becomiggV§ féthefTL
means becoming a master, a head, a progenitor, a creator,
a grown man. A father is furthermore protective, pro-
viding, aggressive, controlling. He is also a makcr, a
giver, an earner,ra continuer. The ideal father who can
incorporate all these qualities i1s the man who can fully
enter a community and enrich it with a creative life--
because he is himself a creative-and”matufevpersoﬁfi;‘”

Frank élso'beéomes:affatheragf.sortsrﬂgt,leagtjthe

“head of & family. Even Roy, that lost soul, may'not be
completely lost, for it is revealed at the end of The
Natural that Iris is pregnant with his child. He is s
defeated and broken, but ﬁhémfééﬁ that he has créated
life and that he does know at the novel's end why he’ was
"thrown out of the game," is Malamud's statement. that
perhaps he may make a new beginning.

In the sense that fatherhood implies a link in the
chain of continuity, Malamud's Jewish themes have spe-
cial relevance. A Jew who is conscious of himself as
a part of that chain is a little like a father: he
chooses to continue the tradition, to assume the respon-
sibility of making himself part of it, to act to transmit

and promote it, to give it life through himself and his
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children.>” The significance of Levin's act of gnsel%i&h—
ness is that it is father-like in that way: he gave up
the notion of freedom and satisfaction for himself alone
and gathered to him others who might draw strength from
him--such is the essence of fatherhond.

The world's mythology and religion has cherished tpe
idea that the ultimate gift of hero to king, of son to

18 Malamud

father, is the continuity and renewal of life,
would say, for our time, not Jjust life but humanized life
which is to be found within the community and within the
concepts expressed by similar terms--all containing the
meaning "with": comrade, companion, company, communion,
compassion.,

Also present in the idea of fatherhood and the idea.

of creative renewal is the concept of the value of the

creative act. Most of Malamud's characters are creators

l7Ph111p Roth has said that as much as he would like
to deny his Jewish ties there is between himself and other
Jews "a question, sometimes spoken, sometimes not, which
for all the pain and longing it may engender, for all the
disappointment and bewilderment it may produce, cannot be
swept away by nostalgia or sentimentality or even by a
blind and valiant effort of the will: how are you connected
to ggl?s another man is not?" (Commentary, April, 1961,

Pe.

And Ludwig Lewisohn points out that the ties of Judaism
need not have been maintained throughout the centuries--
certainly there were ample reasons for breaklng them--the
fact that one is a Jew means that all one's ancestors
willed not to break the chain; any one could have done so.
(Jewish Heritage, p. 6). -

18Baumbach, Landséape of Nightmare, p. 109.
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of some sort: they are craftsmen or teachers, writers or
artists (in one story the protagonist is a baker). They
are creators in the sense of "makers;" Frank and Levin
make, if nothing else, new lives for themselﬁés. ‘To the
degree that they make good, they pfoduce art in their
lives, as Levin has said. Wright Morris contends that

"art is man's expanding consciousness,"

« « o 1t seems to be the nature of man ﬁbgﬁfénsfbrﬁi;
himself, if possible, and then the world around him--
and the technique of this transformation is what we
call art. When man fails to transform, he loses
.consciousness, he stops living.

Malamud's stories may not only be his expression of
the values he sees as essential to life but also his
affirmation as artist of the necessity to maintain the
creative spirit, to extol the act of re-creation. He
contends that the creative spirit‘andgthé,desire to be.
creative rather than destructive is preserved by the
.-values which come about in community among men.

His elevation of the idea of suffering in all of its
senses has application here. It is through suffering that
other distinctions between mén ‘fade, and they share a

community of feeling in that act.zo Often, even a story's

seeming resolution brings on more suffering. Certainly

lgTerritorv Ahead, p. 229.
20

Hoyt, "Malamud and Romanticism,"™ in Moore, p. 65.
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Levin, though no longer alone and alien, will meet many
suffering moments in his new life, as will Frank, and
Rabbi Finkel. So‘important‘is suffering as a means of
binding men together that Malamud does not make the attain-
ment of community an casy task. He wants to be certain,
that those who attain it are tested and: have SdeﬁiSt???gEEJ
enough’ so that once they achieveﬂgommun;tyfﬁthe,p}@dsj -
5hold; "We are not to understand that any union of Man,
even one in misery, is cheaply attained."zl

A1l of Malamud's stories, in the end, center upon v
"the almost frightening conééQQéﬁées of the human en-
counter. Those whose lives entangle our own, no matter
how lightly . . . alter irrevocably our and their lives.
None is ever the same, and this implies the moral obli-
gation of love, or at least concern, toward one another."??

And Malamud makes use of yet another device to imply
that men are not really very far apart, thet community is
possible. His Jews, his Italians, his Poles, are not very

differentiated. Bober's Jewishness 1s not really basically _

different from a good Christian's Christian-ness.23 Rather,

~N

'21Hoyt, "Malamud and Romanticism," in Moore, p. &9.

22Ben Siegel, "Malamud's Sad and Bitter Clowns,"
in Recent American Fiction, in Waldmeir, p. Z1I.

23Hoyt, "Malamud and Romanticism,” in Moore, p. 69.

-
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Malamud's characters exhibit cultural affiliations and
tend to blur and blend into the '"common" good or bad man.
This blurring allows a wide audlence to find meaning in
his stories and allows an extention of his theme that men
share profound needs and desirses; and that they therefore
have grounds for real compassion.

The coming to community 1s the ultimate goal toward
which Malamud moves all of his characters, the end toward
which his entire vision is aimed. ﬁHe hes revoked the once
fashionable call to individual fulfillment and has replaced
it with the more humanistic cry for pgrsoqal,rgalizaticn
within the community ‘of men. He has projected along with
Malraux "the image of fellowship between men as the noblesg
answer to man's mutilated and imprisoned condition."zh
And he has furthermore negated the existentialist position
that glorifies the single act, or object, or man as mean-
ingful in itself, and offered instead the conviction that
these things have no meaning except as they relate to
other human beings.25 Life and its enrichment are the
~5§upreme values, and an individual life is affirmed or
negated only by the quality of one's relationships to

others (the degree of "credit" granted).

2)‘*Lewis, Saint, p. 292.

25Lehan, "Existentialism in Recent Fiction,"™ in
Waldmeir, pp. 64-065.
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One is brought back again to that subtle orientation
of Malamud's art: rather than state the affairs of man
as they unhapnpily are--absurd--and leave them at that,
Malamud insists upon projecting a vision of how man might
be. He can no longer abide "the dcprcciation of the
human,"26 he must somehow get beyond and above it. His
intent is well summarized by Marcus Klein, who says that
his writing is "begot of the terror,"
the terror beyond evil f{whichl 1is the murder that
occurred in the Second World War together with
the prospect become familiar of entire and utter
annihilation. We are all half-dead of it already,
and there is to be opposed to it only a more streg—
uous and a more vivid sensing of human community. 7
The terror of man's life can be alleviated, proJjects
Malamud, if he will but Journey to his inner being, find
himself, cast off his idols, assume morality, and come to

community.

20granville Hicks, "His Hopes on the“Humap-Heart,“
Saturday Review, XLVI (October 12, 1963), 32.

27pfter Alienation, pp. 295-296.




CONCLUSION

This study began with the assumption that Malamud
has a precise vision of a better world for mankind. In
order to create and arrive at this world a man must
Journey to his inner self to confront and accept certain
events: self-definition, the overthrow of idols, the
assumption of the Jewish attitude, and the coming to
community. After experiencing these events what can a
man expect from himself and the world in Malamud's vision?
Here is the scene at the end of A New Life. Levin drives
of f into the Western sunset, headed further West with
Pauline, pregnant, two adopted children prone to be sickly,
a load of luggage and Jjunk, without a Jjob. He has assumed
an awesome burden; he has also assumed his given name,
Sam, and his given appearance, beardless. He knows who
he is and what he is capable of, and, although burdened
with responsibility, he has come upon freedom for the
first time in his life, that is, freedom of choice, free-
dom which comes from self-control and release from mere
instinct.

Thus, Malamud ends with qualified and tentative
optimism. His resolutions do leave the protagonists on

the upswing, however, and show that a man, by making a
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 spiritua1 journey frommiggiétisﬁfﬁghESﬁﬁﬁhiﬁy;”caﬁ:become
Té\mOral being.

Defining the self makes a man aware of both his
limitations and his capabilities. It allows him to kﬁéﬁ!
himself and to find out what he stands for. When he.
"sees" himself he can then proceed, as does Frank Alpine,
to remake himself in the image of what he ought to be.
This "seeing" confirms & character's manhood and assures
him of his identity. Once he is secure in his identity
he can begin to give of himself to others. He can also
begin to receive from others and thus take part in human
exchanges. He can begin to become a moral man,

Casting off one's idols or false values removes the
blinders from a man's eyes and allows him to focus on
himself, others, and the quality of mutual relationships.
Malamud shows that an idol worshipper such as Fidelman
cannot make a moral choice until his vision is cleared to
reveal the essential fact of human life: Malamud makes
him symbolically responsible for the suffering of Susskind
and of all men. Those characters who are unable to free
themselves from false gods die in despair or remain for-
ever guilt-ridden because of their refusal to value human
life over false gods.

Assumption of the Jewish attitude--a humanitarian

ethic reinforced by positive faith in life and man--gives
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a man an approach to face the world with moral courage
and humane values. Frank and S. Levin, Fidelman and
Finkel, all find a sense of direction and a source of
moral strength after coming to recognize the life-giving
potential in the Jewish ethic of their "doubles.” hey
embrace this attitude and find their lives enhanced and
renewed. They become, for the first time, full of possi-
bilities, and they versonify Malamud's statement that the

Jewish emphasis on possibility causes men to seek new

lives. Once they know themselves, they discover through
the Jewish ethic human values, and strengthened by opti-
mism they can increase their human capacities.

By bringing his characters into community with each
other Malamud brings them to their Jjourney's end--maturity,
morality: their fully realized place in humanity. He
sees morality only in terms of responding to the neseds of
other men. He has his characters such as Rabbi Finkel,
Manischevitz the tailor and Willy the Janitor realize
themselves only when they "credit" others with human dig-
nity. The absolute necessity of a man's coming to com-
munity as the measure of his morality;is iiiué£rated‘by
the few material gains a character makes in spite of his
considerable victories-over himself., Malamud stresses

instead how grave the consequences are of even one immoral

act, and how easy it is to slip back into old habits which
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negate man's humanity.

Malamud is not interested in the surface accomplish-
ments of men--only in how human they beccme. Frank will
tend his dreary store forever. He has very little to
show for his struggle except his néw—found'integrity and
‘freedom of will.

Malamud demonstrates that nothing is iﬁpOrtantthQa,ﬁ
man's well-being except participating in the world as &
moral man. His stories, though they conclude with less
than a "happy" ending, show possibilities for man's re-
generation in our time. Frank, Levin, and the others
come into life b&“asSuming moral responsibility. They
experience a conversion from a state near death to a state
promising life. They had to give in order to get, suffer
losses in order to gain. But they made--and aé&?@ uPPﬂ‘fq i
a moral choice. ) e o

And the ability to make a méfal‘éhoiég“is thé one
sign in Malamud's world that the spiritual faculties in
man are still functioning--the one glimpse that some’ ...
higher law, some absolﬁpé'étill“abides in the universé<“
A moral act is the name of that human activity which
brings the ideals of truth, Jjustice, and goodness into
touch with the here and now. Any moral act is difficult

and uncommon, therefore, any is significant. Malamud's

characters who are able to become moral, able to come



118
out of themselves into the world, are left with some sense
of hope, growth and purpose.

The present, as Malamud demonstrates, is, more often
than not, a fantasy land of nightmare, and the way out is
difficult and sometimes impossible. But his SDQf18$ re5L
on the conviction that if man is to prevail“aS”a.humaniﬁggﬁk'
being, he mdst‘conéinue*tb7makéﬂhisvlarge:sacrificés4£o
ﬁgain his small moral victories, regardless of how little
he seems to have accomplished, regardless of how out of
joint he may yet feel himself and the world to be. Thetre
is no other alternative. Méiaﬁﬁ& might agree with D. H:
Lawrence:

« « « In the immediate present there is no perfec-
tion, no consummation, nothing finished. The strands
are all flying, quivering, intermingling into the
web, the waters shaking the moon.

If, at least, man has Journeyed to his inner being
and resolved to bring the best of himself to the communipy

of mankind with compassion and love, he has done all that

he can to preserve his existence and the world's.

lQuoted by Wright Morris, The Territory Ahead, p. 230.
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