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Prison-Motif and the Method of Abstraction:

A Paradoxical Relationship Between Bernard
Malamud’s Earlier Works and His Boyhood

Hiroshi IZAKI

Synopsis

Malamud clung to the prison-motif throughout his life, especially in his earlier days as writer. In The

Assistant the motif reached completion. But many scholars have criticized Malamud's way of dealing with the

motif. They point out that Malamud handles with the motif too abstractly in connection to its Jewishness. This
abstraction seems to result from Malamud’s non-Jewish domestic environment in his child/boyhood. Usually he
is considered as a writer with distinctive Jewish traits; in addition, he wrote many stories with an apparently

Jewish atmosphere. In fact, however, he grew without a deep Jewish influence. This paper focuses on that

contradiction and makes clear the reason why Malamud’s prison-motif is so abstract.
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1 | “Benefit Performance.” 1943 BC|(NY]]
2 | “The Place is Different Now." 1943 | A C
3 | “Steady Customer.” 1943 AR
4 | “The Literary Life of Laban Goldman.” | 1943 C
5 | “The Cost of Living.” 1950 | A BC|NY]
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“Malamud’s central metaphor for Jewishness is imprison-
ment, and even when no actual enclosing walls are
present. .. ™ EiEREL, F7,

[T] he idea of being a Jew in Malamud’s novel. . . is
shorthand for a set of moral abstractions: Jewish-
ness is equated with an ethic of hard work, integrity,
acceptance of responsibility, forbearance in distress,
and so forth.®
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The Fields: Much has been made of the prison
motif in your work. Do you see the prison motif as
one that aptly describes the dilemma of modern
man? If so, could you elaborate on this?

Malamud: It's metaphor for the dilemma of all
men throughout history. Necessity is the primary
prison, though the bars are not visible to all. Then
there are the man-made prisons of social injustice,
apathy, ignorance. There are others, tight or loose,
visible or invisible, according to one’s predilection or
vulnerability.  Therefore our most extraordinary
invention is human freedom.®

Perhaps I use it [priston motif] as a metaphor
for the dilemma of all men: necessity, whose bars we
look through and try not to see. Social injustice,
apathy, ignorance. The personal prison of entrap-
ment in past experience, guilt, obsession—— the
somewhat blind or blinded self, in other words. A
man has to construct, invent, his freedom. Imagina-
tion helps. A truly great man or woman extends it
for others in the process of creating his/her own.’
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The Jews of The Magic Barrel and the Jews of
The Assistant are not the Jews of New York City or

Chicago. They are Malamud's invention, a metaphor

of sorts to stand for certain possibilities and prom-

ises, and I am further inclined to believe this when I
read the statement attributed to Malamud which
goes, " All men are Jews.” In fact, we know this is
not so; even the men who are Jews aren't sure
they're Jews. But Malamud, as a writer of fiction,
has not shown specific interest in the anxieties and
dilemmas and corruptions of the contemporary

American Jew, the Jew we think of as characteristic
of our times. Rather his people live in a timeless

depression and a placeless Lower East Side. . . .*
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attempted in “The Prison” to place a vivid image of
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“---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 could give credit to
somebody else and he gave credit to you.”""
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"Experience makes good people better.”

She was staring at the lake.
“How does it do that?”
"Through their suffering.”

"I had enough of that,” he said in disgust.

“"We have two lives, Roy, the life we learn with and
the life we live with after that.
Suffering is what brings us toward happiness.”

“I had it up to here.” He ran a finger across his
windpipe.
“Had what?”

“What I suffered ——and I don’t want any more.”
“It teaches us to want the right thing.”'*
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The early years of his apprenticeship coincided
with the increasing horror of what was happening to
Jews in Europe, and Malamud began to read books
by and about them. In October 1943, for example, he
wrote to a woman he was to marry two years later,
“I've also been reading a book on ‘what a Jew
believes’ about which I know very little.” Paradoxi-

cally, marrying a gentile intensified his brooding
over the nature of his Judaism, for it made Malamud
"ask myself what it is I'm entitled to in Jewish
experience.” The most productive entitlement was
the repeated and powerful kindling of his imagina-

tive powers by his identification with the often ter-

ribly oppressed Jews of the Pale —"in particular

the. . . immigrants of my father’'s and mother’s
generation.”"
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Malamud sees, moreover, in the collective

Jewish experience of the past a model not only of

suffering and confinement but also of a very limited

yet precious possibility of triumph in defeat, freedom

in imprisonment. His reading of Jewish history is

clearly undertaken from a rather special angle, and

with perhaps less than adequate information ——

European Jewry, even in the ghettoes, often was. . . ,
much more than a trapped group of “half-starved,
bearded prisoners.” Historical accuracy, however, is
beside the point, for what is relevant to Malamud's
literary achievement is that an aspect of Jewish
experience, isolated and magnified, has afforded him
the means of focusing in an image his own vision of

the human condition.'®
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"My father used to say to be a Jew all you need
is a good heart.”

“What do you say?”

"The important thing is the Torah. This is the
Law ——a Jew must believe in the Law.”

“Let me ask you this,” Frank went on. “Do vou
consider yourself as a real Jew?"

Morris was startled, “What do you mean if [ am
a real Jew?”

“Don’t get sore about this,” Frank said, “but I
can give you an argument that you aren’t. First
thing, you don't go to the synagogue —not that I
have ever seen. You don’'t keep your kitchen kosher
and you don't eat kosher. You don’t even wear one
of those little black hats like this tailor I knew in
South Chicago. He prayed three times a day. I even
hear the Mrs. say you kept the store open on Jewish
holidays, it makes no differences if she yells her head
off.”

"Sometimes,” Morris answered, flushing, “to
have to eat, you must keep open on holidays. On
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Yom Kippur I don't keep open. But I don’t worry
about kosher, which is to me old-fashioned. What I

worry is to follow the Jewish Law.”

“But all those things are the Law, aren’t they?
And don't the Law say you can't eat any pig, but I
have seen you taste ham.”

“This is not important to me if I taste pig or if

[ don't. To some Jews this is important but not to
me. Nobody will tell me that I am not Jewish
because [ put in my mouth once in a while, when my
tongue is dry, a piece of ham. But they will tell me,
and [ will believe them, if I forget the Law. This
means to do what is 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.”'®

ZONBETHEOSNTWEDR (ER) O0EF—7kBE
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The rabbi gazed down at his prayer book, then
looked up.
“When a Jew dies, who asks if he is a Jew? He

is a Jew, we don't ask. There are many ways to be

a Jew. So if somebody comes to me and says, 'Rabbi,
shall we call such a man Jewish who lived and
worked among the gentiles and sold them pig meat,
trayfe, that we don't eat it, and not once in twenty
years comes inside a synagogue, is such a man a Jew,
rabbi?’ To him [ will say, 'Yes, Morris Bober was to

me a true Jew because he lived in the Jewish experi-

ence, which he remembered, and with the Jewish

heart. Maybe not to our formal tradition — for
this I don't excuse him ——but he was true to the

spirit of our life ——to want for others that which he

wants also for himself. He followed the Law which

God gave to Moses on Sinai and told him to bring to

the people. He suffered, he endured, but with hope.
Who told me this? I know. He asked for himself
little —— nothing, but he wanted for his beloved
child a better existence than he had.
reasons he was a Jew.""*

For such
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