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Introduction

I. Literature Review: Critical Approaches to
Female Representation in Bellow

This study explores Saul Bellow’s fictional representation of the
power relations between women and men according to Michel
Foucault’s analytic of power. I pose this problem because of an un-
usual paradigm in Bellow’s texts: most of his female characters ap-
pear strong, vital and active while his intellectual males are weak
and passive. This male-female relationship can be best studied from
a micro-power perspective, but no Bellow critic has done so.

The present scholarship is sharply divided about Bellow’s rep-
resentation of women. As his literary agent Harriet Wasserman ob-
serves in her memoir,

Saul Bellow's relationships, in his books and in his life—one and the same
really, with women especially—are subject to much speculation and inter-
est by the public. His critics have characterized him as a “womanizer,”
“misogynist,” “male chauvinist,” etc. However, for three decades he
entrusted his work to a young woman (now, as Saul would describe it,
“in the full bloom of her maturity”) , whose career, indeed, he helped to
start. (xii)

This passage points out opposing ways to look at Bellow’s relations

with women: seen from novels such as Mr. Sammler’s Planet, he

SAUL BELLOW'S FICTION:POWER RELATIONS 1
AND FEMALE REPRESENTATION
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can be regarded as a misogynist, but texts such as The Dean’s December
and A Theft suggest this may not be the case. In real life, his rela-
tionships with women have been equally complex: he has been mar-
ried five times but has had a single female literary agent for thirty
years and a female “intellectual companion” “for more than forty-
five years” (Miller xix).

Some critics have “argued that Bellow presents women in a
negative light, at times revealing prejudices and even hints of mi-
sogyny” (Chavkin, “Feminism” 114). Leslie Fiedler attacks Bel-
low most severely for sexism by saying that “the whole of Bellow’s
works is singularly lacking in real or vivid female characters; where
women are introduced, they appear as nympholeptic fantasies”
(363). Robert Towers amplifies this view by noting that most of
Bellow’s women are “big-boned, full-breasted, with gorgeous legs
and an extravagant mane of hair” (51). Such physical characteris-
tics are highlighted as objects of the male gaze, whereas women'’s
voices are silenced or absent in Bellow’s texts. According to Jo
Brans, “the women always are filtered, or falsified, through the
minds of the heroes” (158). In most of Bellow’s fictions, a woman
is “presented from the protagonist’s point of view. Consequently,
we have the protagonist’s perception of a woman rather than the
woman herself” (Goldman, Moral Vision 232). That is to say, the
women are represented from a male perspective or in a masculine
mode. As a result, their roles in narration are quite limited. The
reader knows little about women'’s points of view in Bellow’s narra-
tives because they have little power to speak, functioning mainly as
secondary characters in relation to the male protagonists. “Women
appear as adjuncts to the hero whose importance [is] measured on-
ly by the degree of involvement with the hero” (McCadden 3).
These views are true of only some, but not all, of Bellow’s texts. I
will explore women’s points of view in my last chapter while analy-

zing four women’s narrative power as protagonists and narrators in

2 *.
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Bellow’s fiction.

1 agree with those scholars who find Bellow’s portrayals of
some women more positive. As “a novelist of character rather than
plot” (Fuchs, Saul Bellow 53), “perhaps his greatest gift is for
creating subsidiary and minor characters” (Bloom, “Introduction”
1), including a lot of moving character sketches of different
women. Allan Chavkin provides one of the most favorable assess-
ments of Bellow’s women characters in “The Feminism of The
Dean’s December.” He says, “There are some [ women], such as
Lily in Henderson the Rain King and Demmie of Humboldt’s Gi ft,
who are not only depicted in positive terms but are the equals of
their men” (115). He adds, “The Dean’s December undermines the
critical commonplace that Bellow is prejudiced. The women in this
novel are not depicted in the steréotypes that critics have found in
some of his other works, and one does not see here a pejorative
view of women and their relationships with men” (125—26). My
study will develop these views further from a perspective of power
relations,

1 think that these different or even contradictory views stem
from the ambivalence and shifts in Bellow’s attitude toward women
in his writing career of over 50 years. At first, “The other sex
[...] perplexes both Bellow and his heroes” (Howard 81). In a
1964 interview, when Nina Steers asks: “Which are the hardest
characters for you to create—men or women?” Bellow answers: “I
am beginning to overcome my timidity over women. I always had
the feeling that women were doing men’s things for me. I, there-
fore, venerated and also feared them. But my newest insight into
life is that we belong to the same species. 1 think I have created
some real women in Herzog” (Steers 34). In the same vein, Bel-
low tells Susan Crosland in a 1987 interview, “I describe them
(women] in the same manner that I describe men” (Crosland 231).

His shift to more positive portraits of women can be seen clearly in

SAUL BELLOW'S FICTIDN!POWER RELATIONS 3
AND FEMALE REFPRESENTATION



