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Introduction 

With the passmg of Bernard Malamud ( 1914-1986), that genre called American 

Jc\\'ish literature has lost one or its brightest stars. For more than four dc~.:adcs his 

novels and short stories entertained and enlightened the readers and gave them a 

level of writing and a cast of memorable characters unique to literature. From Ro) 

\lobbs to Morris Bober and Yakov Bok to William Dubin scholars witnessed 

Malanwd's commitment to human beings who lived. suffered, and learned. 

Critics have viewed compassion, redemptive suffering and alienation 111 

Malamud as informing his moral vision. They arc not just fragmentary noh:s found 

here and there but themes consistently portrayt:d in all his novt.::ls. The aspect of 

suffering which is largely commented upon acquires meaning and significance only 

in relation to compassion. Malamud's concept of redemption and alienation. An in­

depth study of these significant themes in the work of Malamud des~rves to he made. 

The present study is an e!Tort in this direction and seeks to show these theml:S as 

integral to Malamud's world-view in his major \Vorks. 

The first chapter of this thesis deals with the main themes of the American 

Jewish ''Titers. It covers topics such as suffering, alienation, persecution and some 

other humanistic themes. It also sheds light on the code of Mentshlekhkayt and its 

relation to the Jewish ethical code. It concentrates on compassion and its intluence on 

shaping the imagination of many a Jewish writer and then proposes and demonstrates 

Malamud's concept of suffering and its catheritie e!Tects in purging and nourishing 

the soul. Moreover. the chaptt:r delineates the characteristics of Malamud's heroes 

and pn~jects his vision on them. 

The second chapter handles the theme of "redemptive suffering," which implies 

that the meaning of suffering is to redeem both the sufferer and, to some degree. 

those li.>r wlwm h~.: suffers. As is clear. this does not entirely agree with the Christian 
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conct!pl of Salvation. Malamud thus follo\\·s in the ancient Jewish tradition of the 

Prophets: Amos and Jeremiah \Yho announce suffering to be the Jew's special 

destiny, evidence of his unique covenant with God. proof in Clod's concern in that 

only those wilo arc loved are chastised, and the means of the Je\v's pt.:culiar 

cnvarcncss of his identity. Could Malamud have had this biblical passage in mind 

when he wrote The Fixer? The coincidence seems too close Cor sheer accident. 

embodying as it docs the novel's llmdamental situation and symbolism: 

I ha\'i.' given you ... as a light to the nations. to OlX'n the eyes that an: 
blind. to bring OUt the prisoners rrum the dungeon. !J\m1 the prison 
those \\'ho sit in darkness {!suiah. -.1:2:7) 

But this begins to mak~..· Mala111ud sound ton lwl:•. tn suggest that his \\riling 

J'unction.s as biblical parable. which is not at all the case. I !cis a good Jc\\' in his \\ll}. 

but he i.s not trying to rebuild the temple. "The purpose l)j' the writl'r is to kL'L'Jl 

civili;ation rrom destroying itsclr Hut without preachment. Artists C<llllll)t hL' 

ministers. As soon a.s they attempt iL they destroy their artistry·· (Joseph \Vcrshba .\'1 

1). Malamud's heroes all suffer deeply. but they arc also secular men whose suffering 

is not always voluntar.y. undertaken wholly for exalted n:asons. or blessed by gr~..·at 

rewards. Malamud's real concern is for the social and moral aspects of suiTering as 

they impinge upon personality. If his characters expect some recompense for their 

nnscry. they \Hluld like it in the here and now. In sum. although there is nu 

..:onclusive biographical evidence tu asses.s Nlalamud's personal religious 

commitment. the testimony of his work suggests him to be <111 agnostic humanist- <Ill 

<lSSUJllption supported by some <Jf his own remarks: 

My premise is that we will not destroy each other. J'v1y premise is that 
we will live on. \Ve will seek a better li!C. We may not become better. 
but at ll'ast \\'C will seck bctti.Tillcnl·· (Joseph \Vcrshba M. 41} 

This is \llalamud's real toughness. the I~ICtor !hat prevents his trecttlllCill ur 
:;utTering from dctenorating into drippy melodrama or comfortable piety. He has <.1 

vie'v or man \Yhich perceives the property of conscience. the seeking to bcttr.:r, not c1s 
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a divinl.:' mystery but as natural to humans as skin. hair. and voice. Yet this basically 

optimistic concept or human nature is checked by an almost equally persistent vie\Y 

or man as grcL"dy. treacherous. lustrul, and often vicious. Cheerful idealist and hard· 

cyl'd t-calist pi.:cr out through the sam~: bit~H.:als. Consequently, Malamud's dcpictil>n 

or sufkring is ambivalent; in each or his major characters altruism and materialism 

combine as motives for self-sacritice. In Malamud's first hero, Roy Hobbs or The 

,Varurol. materialism ovcrpow~..:rs altruism. He hns impulses for good but kccps 

making thL' wrong choiccs ror the wrong reasons: baseball !'or glory rather than the 

joy or the gatnc. a girl Cor sex not love. winning ror prizes and payoffs. l-Ie 11C\'1.'l' 

learns to live by the wise Iris' dit:tum, ·•experience makes good people bdtcr .... 

SulTcring is \\·hat brings us toward happiness... It teaches us to want the right 

things" (The Narum/ 135,136). Ro:'s venality is symbolised by two climactic 

episodes in the novt:l. in which he is twice stricken in the lower organs. suggestiv.:- or 

his errors in responding to the dictates of his appetites rather than his heart. When at 

the last minute his conscience does take command. he ruins the chance by giving in 

to other base instincts: anger and revenge. Malamud's only hero who submits neither 

to lun.~ nor to idealism. and whose sufferings arc consequemly futile. is not a Jew. 

The .1\'muro/. a story so tilled with mythological symbolism. rests on <l 

IOundation nl' n1oral Cl'rtitudc: that human knowledge o!'good and evil is innate :~nd 

inescapable. The shattering or Roy Hobbs's illusions, by the end, docs not guarantee 

that he will bt free ol' them, but, as Ellen Pil'cr says, it presents the reader with the 

thought that there is no "natural'' man and that the "natural" man. existing outsidl' oJ' 

the realm or moral knowledge and responsibility. may be the greatest fabrication~ the 

most "tmnatural" deception ol'\vhich humans arc capable. 

One of the enduring aspects of Malamud's works is his ability to frame 

ambiguous yet universally relevant questions. One or his questions is: How can a 

man create for himself a new life? Through loneliness and suffering, Daniel Walden 
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contends, one grows b) balancing thl: conllicting demands of passion and 

commitment. It is this moral obligation. this attempt to rise above self-interest, that 

lllllk.'rgirds the trials of Malamud"s heroes. As in ··The Mourners"', it is the moral 

imperative for one person to respond responsibly to the humanity in another that is so 

admirable. 

The Assistant, f'v1alamud's mastl..':rpiecc. achieves his most complex portrayal 

l)f suffering. Morris Bober seems a paragon, a holy man in his honesty, his tolcnmcc. 

his compassion. Tile dingy starving store is illuminated by his goodness. so that \\'hen 

he instructs Frank Alpine in the m.::aning of Jewishncss. ··1 sutTer for you ... you 

suffer for me:· his words have the force of his cxnmple (Assistant 125). Yet il'thl' 

store is his earthly trial and his t~tte. it also serves as a retreat ti·om the buffets of tlll' 

,,·orld. a tomb and .:1 prison. His daughtcr·s final thought about him, at his gravl'. ma,: 

be uncharitable but it contains truth: ··he could. \\·ith a little more courage. have bcL·n 

more than he \\'as"" (A.\·s;stunf 230). This \vcakness in Morris. a lla\\· in his charaelL'L 

is symbolised throughout the 110\'L'I by his \'U]ncrability to natural forces, lire gas and 

at l<tst the wind and the cold. \\·hich h.:l\'C been his enemies !'rom the start. 

Frank /\!pine's motives arc about equally divided hl.?twecn altruism and 

materialism. Conscience he has; it brings him back to the store to expiate his pctrt in 

robbing Morris. He also aspires to a better life than tlwt of a dri lkr and hoodlum. 1 k 

h~lS ambitions in ]O\'C. ror Helen. l3ut therl' is (! practical side to it. The ston.: is 

warmer than the street or cellars. J\ job there otTers !'ood and a l"c\\' bucks. Evl'n the 

lm\l)' status or a pOOl" :>hopkcepcr or clerk is better than that of a bum. The girl i~ 

luscious: "'I- kr body \\·as) oung. :-;on. lovl'ly. the breasts like small birds in 11ight . 

(A.'is;.\·tont 7 .5). \\-'hen al the end Frank endures L'ircumcisiun <md becuml's. Ill 

Malamud's cryptic phrase, ""a Je\\.. h..: has auaincd not oniy a moral apugl'c. the 

h..:ight implicit in his JHlllll', but has executed a den romantic strategy as well. llelen 

can nl'ver again call him ··uncircumcised dog ... 
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The very title of A Nnv L[{e underlines once again one of Malamud's basic 

ideas and the motive driving his heroes to their quests. Levin arrives in Cascadia on 

the run from his pa-'>t as a derelict drunk; his only conscious aim is to get as much 

hen~lit as he possibly could from his life in the West. He wants only to please, to 

pick up L':-.:pcricncc. and then to win tenure as a college teacher. But all sorts of 

messes get dumped into his lap, literally in the opening episodes, figuratively 

thereafter. From a private man he is transformed, willy-nilly, into a champion of the 

liberal arts, departmental refonTler, and tender lover of another man's wife. To settle 

l(x merely making good menns to collaborate in the fractured state of things, a 

dilemma symbolised by the cracked punc of glass in his of!ice window looking out 

upon the cnmpus. Should he sit there in comfort and security, mouth shut, and earn 

success. or should he try to right wrongs, thus breaking his chances !Or 

advancement? For a Malamudian hero it's a forgone conclusion. Thus, although he 

arrives empty-handed. he leaves with his hands !'ull: the other man's wife, whom he 

has loved but no longer wants. her children, and a child of his ov:n growing inside 

her. \Vhy does lw accept the responsibility? Out of some nutty Jewish compulsion or 

se!l:.sacrilice. a mystery results which is wonderfully dramatiscd in a culminating 

scene bctwer.:n Levin and Gilly, the novc!"s bnd guy, who has just offered to let him 

ol'fthc hook: 

An older woman than yourself and not ckp~..?ndabk. plus two adopted 
kids. no choice of yours. no job or promise of one, and other assort~.:d 
headaches. \Vhy take that load on yoLJrsel!'? lkcaust 1 cun. you son of 
a bitch (/I .'Vew Ufi! 330). 

In tht: third chapter-··Aiic:.:mHion and Pl.'rsccution'' -the same moti\'ation 

mu:-it apply to Yakov Bok, hero o!' Th(! Fi):er ( 1967). I-k endures the dreadful misery 

of his imprisonment, not because of any lofty ideals but b~.:causc he must do it. Even 

wh~.:n hl.' is made aware that his case has become a national concl!rn and that this J'atc 

will anect the destiny of all Russian Jews, he refuses to surrender to his captors' 

threats or be seduced by their deals, not because he is n saintly martyr or idealist but 

5 



'" '--'·~-

because he is too stubborn to give in. Hate for his tormentors sustains him much 

more than love for mankind. \\/here idealism does enter into the no\·cl, it appears 

only in glimmers. The most splendid t\ample of it is 8ibikov. the magistrate. \\·hnsL· 

~1ttl'mpt to get Yakov l~tir treatment under law results in his 0\\'!1 death-;,dtllough it 

should be noted that Bibikov acts perhaps less out of charity for Yako\· tlwn out or 
his 0\\'11 strict SL'll'il' or duty and kgulity. Nevertheless. in standing by the 1~1\\'. 

13ibikov becomes. in Malamud's definition. a true Je\\·. Another case is the guilrd 

Kogin. whu inli..'I'Cl'tks to Sa\·e Yako\·'s lil'e at the cost or his l)\\'Jl, And thcntlinc is 

Yakov himselt: who gives his name to his unl~1ithful and runa\V<w \\'ik's bastard 

child. 

But despite these occasional miracles of clwractcr relined by suJTering. thL· 

book more oJlcn than not strcs:-.es hm,· sullering bruwlises. and th~lt nwn's 

brutishness is general. By simpk tabulation then.? arc l~1r mon: dcm~ntcd. stupid. 

ruthless, or sadistic people in The F1\er than decent men. Grubcshcn·. F<tthcr 

Anastasy. Berezhinsky. Marfa Golov-these seem to be the norm for hu!llan 

character in the nm·cl. Ultimately. only two aCJirmations rescue the book JJ·om 

bleakest despair: Y<tkov has been physically bent and WL'akened by his imprisonmL'llt 

but he has bel'n broken: and he will, Jinally. have his day in court. The persecuted 

and dcspisL":d .lew will at last be he<n·d. 

Malamud \\'as a virtuoso in the usc oJ'myth and archetype in all ol'llis b\)Ok:-.. 

The usc oJ'"Bok .. (meaning "goat··) in The Fixer. ror example. points up Yakm· !3ok 

as a SC:.LJ1L'goat. Similarly. Yal.;,ov. like Jacob. the prototypical Mt1n ol"Trottblcs. tts it 

is s<:lid in (ienl'sis 47:9: ··few and cv!l have the years of my life been." As Harold 

Fisch demonstrates. the analogies in The Fixer as well <ls the ironic disp;1rities point 

to tile ways in \\'hich the myth patterns !'unction. Jacob made his cuvL·nant \\'ith ~~ 

personal God; Yakov Bok explicitly did not. In short. it is clear that I'vL1!amud. likL' 

other modl.?rn writers. has fOund the Bible to be a rich source of' myth and anti-11l)th. 
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:I But Yakov Bok. rellccting Malamud's request Cor truth, accurately retlects the 

ambivuh:nce or the latter-day writer towards those biblical stories and poems which 

continuL' to impress themselves so powerrully on his imagination. Moreover. these 

mythic elements still generate further ambiguity in The Fixer when conveyed with 

the surrealistic suggestiveness. 

Chapter Four -··Malamud's Technique and Tradition'"- treats Malamud as a 

giltcd ilnd nut!tii~!Cctecl writer. whose style of imagination and technique oftiction 

are characteristically his. Among the issues discussed in this chapter are Malamud's 

rcalistn. his use of l~mtasy, myth. allegory. humour. as well as his innovative short 

story technique. In addition. the chapter addresses the intluence or Yiddish writers un 

M;_d;ttl\ud's work. as n.:!kct~:d i11 his usl.' uJ' Yiddish wurds :tnd phrases. 

l:inally. the .kwish writer speaks in a distinctive literary voice. \Vith lk!lnw 

and ~11 "bout tl11..: sctllh.' tilllL'. i\llalanntd in\.l.'lltL·d :u1d [1LTkctnl a l"n:slllilL'rary idiillll." 

··.kwish style." This style consists or much lllUrL' thanthc importation or Yiddish 

\\"l>rds cmd phras\.'s into Lnglish. or a mere brukl.'n Yiddish-English dialect n!"sud1 

\Yorks th~lt present \ovabl) silly Jewish stLTL·otype:-.. Rather. it is a signili~..:ant 

dcv\..'!opmcnt and C:\pansion oJ' the ;\mcri~..:<.tn ~..:o[Joquia[ styli_: CStabJishl.'d as a \·ita] 

literary medium by Mark Twain. The Jewish style is for the first time in tilL' 

Am\.'rican literary history a voice that conveys ethnic characteristics. a special sort or 
sensibility. and the quality of a foreign language, yet remains t~1miliar and eloqul.'nt to 

non-Jews. Although dialects and dialect styles tend to be reductive, rendering their 

speakers either funny or absurd, Malamud's style can evoke either tragic dignity or 

carnic foolishness, or. miraculously, both at once. 

Bernard Malamud died on March 18. 1986. Early in 1983 he had undergone 

bypass surgery. The spectre of ill health and death may have been with him in those 

last ~'e<trs. 1\cgardkss or that. lhl· body or his work demonslniLCS that Malamud \\"~IS 

one or the greatest American .k\\'ish writers. 
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