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Introduction

Problems often arise when it comes to labeling writers,
which is least favored by writers themselves. The label of Jewish
American writer/literature is a case in point. In speaking of Jewish
American writers, the term is always used to refer to those Ameri-
can writers who come from Jewish families, show the influence of
Jewish culture on them in their novels, and always have Jews as
their protagonists, who, however, are not necessarily much aware
of their Jewish identity.

To be sure, for literary critics, such a label does not necessari-
ly reduce the stature of or disregard the universal values in the
writers and their works concerned. To categorize or to schematize
simply points to the characteristics that some writers share and
helps people better understand them by connecting the writers con-
cerned and their works with their common social or family back-
grounds. As H. A. Taine proves in Philosophy of Art, an artistic
creation is not isolated, and in order to determine the formation of
and to understand a piece of art, an artist or a group of artists, it is
beneficial to put the artistic work among all of the author’s works,
to connect the author and all the author’s works with the group of
artists and their works that appear in the same place at the same
time and to which the author belongs, and to associate the group
andtheir works with their milieu.

Writers, however, tend to reject such labeling as parochiali-
zing and limiting. Saul Bellow always displays his doubts to it and

7 TAwARD A NEW UTOPIAIA STUDY DF THE NDVELS 1
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declares solemnly, “I have just written as Saul Bellow. I have nev-
er attempted to make myself Jewish. I've never tried to appeal to a
community. I never thought of writing for Jews exclusively [... ] 1
think of myself as a person of Jewish origin —American and Jewish
—who has had a certain experience of life which is part Jewish” @,
Bernard Malamud believes that the term of Jewish American writer
is “schematic and reductive. If the scholar needs the term, he can
have it, but it won’t be doing him any good if he limits his interpre-
tation of a writer to fit a label he applies”®. Cynthia Ozick is also
opposed to being called a Jewish American writer, because “Jewish
writers, whatever language they write in, and whether they are in
Israel or the various Diasporas, must be writers first, and then
Jews; otherwise it may turn out that there is prose on Jewish
themes. [...]But by and large, if you lead with Jewish themes,
your fiction will falter and stutter into polemic, politics, tenden-
tiousness”®, Malamud’s statement that “all men are Jews except
they don’t know it” may point to some understanding of these
writers’ concerns, which surpass ethnicity to reach into the heart of
every man and woman. If a student of literature can avoid limiting
the interpretation of writers to fit a label and go beyond their parti-
cular ethnicity, a cautious attitude to the “Jewish American writ-

ers” can be attained and the underlying values of their works can be

® Ruth Miller, Saul Bellow: A Biography of Imagination (New York:
St. Martin’s Press, 1987), 43. Hereafter cited in text as Miller.

® Leslie Field, and Joyce Field, ed, Bernard Malamud : A Collection of
Critical Essays (New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, Inc. , 1975), 12. Hereafter cited
in text as Field. ‘

® Susanne Klingenstein, “In Life I am not Free: The Writer Cynthia
Ozick and Her Jewish Obligations”, In Daughters of Valor: Contemporary
Jewish American Women Writers, ed. Jay L. Halio and Ben Siegel (Newwark:
University of Delaware Press, 1997), 49.
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discovered.

The achievements of Jewish American writers in modern A-
merican literature cannot be brushed aside easily. Jewish literature
appeared on the American landscape as early as the 1880s when
large numbers of Jewish immigrants stepped on American soil. At
first, it appeared in the form of Yiddish literature, which did not
prosper and mature until after World War 1 and declined in the
1940s. The importance of Jewish American literature rose with the
Jewish writers who wrote in English between the two world wars.
Such figures as Mary Antin, Abraham Cahan, Anzia Yezierska, I-
saac Rosenfeld, Meyer Levin, Michael Gold, Samuel Ornitz and
Henry Roth appeared and began to attract social attention, But
they did not enter the mainstream American literature, and re-
ceived only limited critical attention except within the realm of A-
merican Jewish writing, It was in the 1950s when Jewish American
literature came to prosperity and was widely acclaimed. Jewish A-
merican writers became widely read, won recognition and carried
off important national literary prizes, among whom are Bernard
Malamud, Philip Roth, Cynthia Ozick, Chaim Potok and Ronald
Sukenick. There are even two Nobel Prize winners for literature,
Saul Bellow and I. B. Singer. People are simply amazed at what
the American writers coming from this ethnic group can achieve.
What’s more important, these writers of Jewish ethnicity write in
America for all of humanity in modern life. They write of the eve-
ryday man and woman. They depict people’s suffering, marginali-
ty, victimization, alienation, redemption, and messianism under
modern conditions. This comes back to what one should bear in
mind before one jumps to use the much debated term of “Jewish A-
merican writers”; the Jewishness in their works “was not to be
viewed as a special world of experience, but as a quality that in-
forms all of modern life. ‘The Jew expresses the experience of mo-
dernity itself’[. .. ]” Or as Saul Bellow argued, “[... ]Jewish pain

=4 TOWARD A NEW UTOFIA:A STUDY OF THE NOVELS a
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has fundamentally the same meaning as does pain for everyone.
‘Jewish suffering does not drive us from human nature’” (Miller
40-41).

The group of Jewish American writers who wrote between the
1950s and the 1980s have different things on their minds and in
their works from those who published between the two world
wars, although the two groups still share some similarities.

Those who published between the two world wars were much
influenced by their experiences as Jewish immigrants in America so
that their works reflect immigrant experiences and state of mind.
Some of these people arrived in the United States as immigrants,
such as Mary Antin, Abraham Cahan, and Anzia Yezierska; others
were American-born of parents who were immigrants, such as
Henry Roth. Despite this difference, most of them were linked to a
past in the “old country”, mostly in Eastern Europe, had experi-
enced poverty, the struggle of life and anti-Semitism in the metro-
politan ghetto in “the new world” of America. They had witnessed
and undergone the painful process of assimilation into the main-
stream American culture®, which caused family tensions and reli-
gious and moral ambiguity. Such themes as the attraction of the
Gentile world, the loss and nostalgia of an old culture, the tension
between Orthodox Jewish culture and the American WASP cul-
ture, the reflection on the forming of a new self and on the gains
and losses of a change of identity, and the status of cultural mar-
ginality are reflected in their works and characterize the concerns of
the Jewish American fiction of this period.

@© “The dominant American culture” or “the core/host culture” used to be
more widely used. But since “the dominant culture” sounds of prejudice against
the ethnic groups in the United States, who are now assertive of their ethnic i-
dentities, the word “mainstream” is now adopted to make it less offensive to

sensitive ears.




