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“Between Guilt and Affluence”
By: Ethan Goffman
In “Between Guilt and Affluence: The Jewish Gaze and the Black Thief in Mr. Sammler's Planet,” Ethan Goffman explores the complex ways in which Blacks and Jews have portray each others in recent American literature. Goffman, an English professor at Purdue University, describes how at end of the 1960s, anxieties about social breakdown and societal collapse in New York City made blacks became prejudice toward the Jews. 
The author begins his article by describing how black pickpocket can inflict violence on a Jewish person. Goffman emphasizes how Jewish perspective is not the perspective of the novel when it comes down to the black thief. He states, “…with its depiction of a black pickpocket and the violence he inflicts upon a Jewish observer, it becomes hard to separate Jewish and dominant cultural anxieties regarding social breakdown, anxieties especially acute at the end of the tumultuous 1960s” (Goffman 705). The author later compares the difference between Jewish society and American society and the idea of ‘black anti-Semitism’. Black anti-Semitism, Goffman defines, is when “one group is racist or prejudice towards the Jews.” Moreover, he illustrates how the novel Mr. Sammler’s Planet is a racist literature, according to L. H. Goldman in his book Saul Bellow's Moral Vision: A Critical Study of the Jewish Experience. Goldman states, “Because this work lacks the detailing of events that led to this disruption in [black and Jewish] relations, the statement that is preserved for posterity is a racist one” (Goffman 705). In other words, Goffman utilizes Goldman statement to illustrate how Bellow’s novel of black violence is a reaction to what he calls as ‘black nationalist rhetoric,’ particularly about the idea of “the black thief.” 

The black thief, which Goffman views as a symbol about crime, is the representation of Jewish–American literature views of blackness as dangerous, primitive, and very sexual. The author states, “the thief is a compact, dramatic version of a recurring Euro-American mythologization: blackness as the primitive, the carnal, the return of the repressed” (Goffman 706). In other words, the black thief is a representation when an individual decides to distance himself away from society. For example, when Mr. Sammler moves to New York in Mr. Sammler’s Planet, he decides to distance himself away from the realm of society because he feels displaced as an African-American person from Poland. Goffman later describes the implicit alignment of White with civilization and Black with primitivism and how the two conflicts with Nazism. 

Moreover, the author depicts how Mr. Sammler’s life is a man who loses the perception of reality. 

Goffman later compares how Bellow’s novel has a thematic structure between civilization and barbarism, and that civilization to Sammler came from the European Enlightenment while barbarism came from the Holocaust and the upheaval of the 1960s (Goffman 707). In addition, he describes how Kurt Dittmar, a German general in WWII, once stated in his essay entitled The End of Enlightenment that “The Holocaust, the system of the German concentration camps, was based on the ultimate self-sufficiency of purely rational organization (Mind) and at the same time on the ultimate reduction of human existence into mere corporality (Body), thus presenting itself-and this indeed is Bellow's perspective-as the final result, the ultima ratio of the Enlightenment” (Goffman 707). In other words, he outlines how Europe is a barbarism from The Holocaust which involves both the mind and the body.
Additionally, Goffman later incorporates the time when Mr. Sammler gave a personal speech with H.G. Wells (who he worked for in the beginning of his life) at Columbia University in support of Enlightenment idealism. His speech, which addresses the British in the thirties, states: 
“The project was based on the propagation of the sciences of biology, history, and sociology and the effective application of scientific principles to the enlargement of human life; the building of a planned, orderly, and beautiful world society: abolishing national sovereignty, outlawing war . . . a service society based on a rational scientific attitude toward life” (Goffman 707).

Goffman later compares Saul Bellow’s earlier work called Henderson the Rain King to Mr. Sammler’s Planet. The Henderson the Rain King, written in 1959, describes Gene Henderson experience in Africa to quiet the voice inside him that keeps saying, “I want, I want.” The author utilizes the novel Henderson the Rain King to show how he views Africa as a version of European civilization because women are hiding away in their homes to get away from civilization (Goffman 708). He calls this example as ‘sixties radicalism,’ where the “sixties” represent the ideas of political action and social change while “radicalism” represent the anti-disciplinary politics. Sixties radicalism occurs when Europe is viewed to be “the highest ideals of civilization while Africa represents an opposition against which Europe may be defined” (Goffman 708). Like people hiding away from civilization in Henderson the Rain King, Mr. Sammler in Mr. Sammler’s Planet runs away from his civilization after moving from Poland to America. 
Sammler’s two sort of identity in New York City, one from Europe and the other from Africa, has made him felt what Goffman calls as “hybridization.” Hybridization is defined as the “ongoing blend of cultures, or integrating different cultures into one society.” He states, “Hybridization is portrayed here not as the creation of new artistic forms and aesthetic sensibilities but as a mishmash of misplaced societies, a surface decadence covering primitive emotionalism” (Goffman 709). In other words, when Sammler came to New York City, he lived in a world where no “real” civilization existed because there was a lack of culture found in U.S. Moreover, he describes New York City “like an Asian, an African town…You opened a jeweled door into degradation, from hypercivilized Byzantine luxury straight into the state of nature, the barbarous world of color erupting from beneath” (Goffman 709). In other words, Goffman views Bellow's world in America as a site of struggle between two metaphysical world-views, one represented by Europe, the other by Africa (Goffman 709). Regardless of his ethnic background, Bellow experiences numerous difficulties to integrate himself into a new world coming from his cultural background as an African-American man. 

Goffman further mentions how the American people are usually self-focused on physical pleasure or fulfilling the idea to self-satisfaction, specifically on one’s sexuality. He states, “Physical pleasure is the common denominator of our hedonistic society…America's radical youth, despite their radicalism, are products of the very society they criticize; the sexual revolution is a consumerist utopia, the search for ultimate individual fulfillment, one end result of Enlightenment's privileging of the self” (Goffman 709-710). Although people in New York City are viewed to be self-individualized, Mr. Sammler in Mr. Sammler’s Planet ignores this point because he believes that the idea of capitalism is the basic form of pleasures and not tangible objects or things. 

Goffman later describes about the stolen manuscript Bellow took called “The Future of the Moon,” which in particular concerns with the rescue of a female child. The author describes the manuscript to convey the symbol of Otherness as Blackness - the African darkness that occurs in America. He believes that blackness conveys the threat of violence and how the idea of sexuality is linked to blackness. An example in the manuscript is when Angela exemplifies herself as “a sexual madness…overwhelming the Western world.” He highlights how Shula’ theft on H.G. Wells is a rejection of Western norms. The author states:
From the black side, strong currents were sweeping over everyone. Child, black, redskin the unspoiled Seminole against the horrible Whiteman. Millions of civilized people wanted oceanic, boundless, primitive, neck free nobility, experienced a strange release of galloping impulses, and acquired the peculiar aim of sexual nigger hood for everyone (Goffman 711).

In other words, she states above how the symbolic meaning of blackness is sexual 
abandon – to avoid the physical urge of America’s temptation with the African world. 


He then elaborates how blackness as civilization is a myth that has nothing to do with the biological or cultural characteristic of African American society. Goffman states, “Black culture, diffused into white society, loses its social and communal meanings and becomes a hollow symbol, an instrument of rebellion” (Goffman 712). The author then mentions how James Baldwin, an American novelist who focuses a lot on racial and sexual issues, describes blackness as transgression. Baldwin questions:
But why should it be necessary to borrow the Depression language of deprived Negroes, which eventually evolved into jive and bop talk, in order to justify such a grim system of delusions? Why malign the sorely menaced sexuality of Negroes in order to justify the white man's own sexual panic? (Goffman 712).
In other words, Bladwin views that forbidden sexuality of blackness is a dangerous mixture of sex and violence. Moreover, he discusses about the underground economy and how dominant society are transforming it into a consumer-culture version of rebellion.

The author then mentions how the black thief is active, dynamic, and larger than life, and that Sammler can no longer view his America as a version of civilization. He states, “His awareness of the limitations of his own gaze parallels an increasing rationalist distrust of its infallibility” (Goffman 713). Sammler’s perspective of the black thief is limited to two stereotypes: 1) the criminal and 2) the African Prince (Goffman 714). Goffman sees the criminal as merely a mirror of the prince because of his displacement away from his African environment world. Mr. Sammler is new to the environment he is living in, and is sort of a criminal because he is always on the run from something or someone in America. When the American people disconnects him from his surroundings, Mr. Sammler feels like he is brought to a new beginning because he is starting over his life all over again like he once did in Poland and Germany. 
* For pages 715-724: Please refer to Chris essay for the second half of this article
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