Weekly Jewish Wisdom:
The Writer as Prophet

by Dr. Erica Brown

“The pessimism of the creative person is not decadence, 
but a mighty passion for the redemption of man.”

Isaac Bashevis Singer


In 1978, Isaac Bashevis Singer won the Nobel Prize in Literature. Singer was born in a small town in eastern Poland; his father was a pious Hasidic rabbi and Singer wrote a memoir of growing up in his father’s Hasidic court. He began his writing career as a journalist and wrote some of his most famous works in Yiddish in the 1950s and 60s. He enjoyed a career as a prolific writer and the Nobel Prize was certainly an affirmation to the world of the strength and importance of his writing.

Singer saw his award, in part, as an opportunity to promote the importance of Yiddish and the way in which Yiddish expresses deep sentiments about Jewishness. But his speech also highlights the process of writing and the expectations that society has of the writer.


Our quote is taken from his acceptance speech and signals the role of the writer as a critic of society and also a prophet of hope in the future of society. Singer was a fiction writer, in the main, and his quest for the redemption of man and believed that after wars and revolutions, it is the poet who remains to “rise up and save us all.” The articulation of experience and reflection upon that experience often lasts far beyond the incidents themselves. Alternatively, when we can no longer find answers to life’s most perplexing dilemmas, we turn to literature to create a fantasy scape which may provide solace or guidance. In Singer’s words,

In their despair a number of those who no longer have confidence in the leadership of our society look up to the writer, the master of words. They hope against hope that the man of talent and sensitivity can perhaps rescue civilization. Maybe there is a spark of the prophet in the artist after all. 

Singer works off that pessimism to generate hope. When he claims that the pessimism of a creative person is not decadence perhaps he refers to the fact that depression or self-absorption is so often a luxury but not one that the writer can afford. The writer’s consternation is what helps him begin the process of redemption. Very personally, Singer shared with the world what it was like to write in the wake of persecution and the “madness” that it created:
…I have many times resigned myself to never finding a true way out. But a new hope always emerges, telling me that it is not yet too late for all of us to take stock and make a decision.

He later concludes that in ancient Jewish literature, there was no “basic difference between the poet and the prophet” since our poetry often translated into Jewish law and ways of life.

Singer revisits the role that creative artists and thinkers have so often had within society as interpreters, critics and thought leaders. And yet today, artists, philosophers and other thinkers have been replaced by celebrities and politicians as trend setters and culture evaluators. Perhaps that helps explain why we our culture is often as vacuous as it is. 
Singer, in his important acceptance speech, invited the artist back into the public conversation; the writer must be “deeply concerned about the problems of his generation.” We need to make room for creative thinkers to regain their place as social critics and leaders.
Shabbat Shalom
