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These contradictory public statements are indicative not only of a shift in the cultural
policies of America, from the assimilation of the 1930s-1950s to the emergence of the mul-
ticulturalism’s demands of ethnic pride in the 1970s-1980s; but they also mirror an evo-
lution in Bellow’s way of relating to his Jewish and American legacies, probably depend-
ent upon his emergence as a mainstream American writer. In various interviews in the 1960s
he mentoned that he did not have any sense of ethnic responsibility; that first and foremost
his duty was towards his trade. He had never consciously written as a Jew. To be Jewish
was to him “a gift, a piece of good fortune, with which one doesn’t quarrel.” To expect from
these writers—Bellow, Malamud, Mailer and Philip Roth—to become the spokesmen for
their community was too much. Doing public relations work was not what they asked
for and some (Mailer and Roth) have gone to the extreme in being unflattering in their
portrayal of Jews, which in turn triggered the community’s discontent.

At the peak of his career, this overt refuse of the writer to be pigeonholed and thus
his consequent distancing from his roots, managed to raise anger among other writers
of the community who believed that Bellow, the most famous of them all, had desert-
ed them and embraced fame in the detriment of their heritage.

The 1970s saw the emergence of a new cultural policy which began revaluating the
importance of an individual’s ethnic heritage, and it also brought on the public scene
the discussion of the dimensions and the tremendous importance of the Holocaust for
the fate of Jews all over the world, especially the role it played for the American Jewry
in rekindling the love for their heritage and discovering new dimensions of their iden-
tity. It was then that Bellow began confronting his origins. For the first time he tried
to see what his Jewish parentage and upbringing really signified for him. This shifting
artitude towards his identity is suggestive of the fact that Saul Bellow, just like Malamud
or P. Roth illustrate a symbolic type of ethnicity where the individual enjoys a good
deal of his ancestors’ cultura! heritage, but then withdraws from a concrete involve-
ment in the institutions or the customs that impose a strict norm on individuals.

When talking about the importance of the Jewish American renaissance in the 1950s,
in her article “Jewish American renaissance,” Ruth Wisse® mentions the way Saul Bellow
transposed in his fiction both the ethnic heritage of the Jewish literature and the experi-
ence of the integrated, mainstream American artist. For the writer Jewish literature appears
only where there is a mingling of laughter and trembling without the possibility to tell the
two apart. Here Ruth Wisse notices that by substituting “laughter” for Kierkegaard’s “fear,”
Bellow essentially maintained his affinity for the Christian civilization, yet sounding a note
apart through his Jewish divergence from it. As somewhat expected, the emergence of the
writer on the mainstream literary scene happened with the publication of The Adventures
of Augie March, the story of the Jewish young man who seeks a place for himself in the
Chicago urban landscape and a place in the American society. Throughout his novels,
all his characters end up confessing that the greatest failure of their lives was caused by
their inability to keep in touch with the simple but nourishing roots of their ancestors;
a thing they have forgotten, being too keen to theorize about intellectual trends, memo-
ry, art and history in America. Bellow’s fiction seemed to be the very pinnacle of the
naturalization of the immigrant voice. With him and his generational colleagues, Malamud
and Roth, the Jewish voice was enabled to speak for all America.






