Why I Wri-té for Children |

[This statement, originally prepared by Mr.
Singer for the occasion of his acceptance of
the National Book Award in 1970 for A
Day of Pleasure: Stories of a Boy Growing
Up in Warsaw, was read to the assembled
guests at the Nobel Prize banquet at the
City Hall in Stockholm on December 10,

1978]

THERE ARE FIVE HUNDRED REASONS why I be-
gan to write for children, but to save time [ will
mention only ten of them.

Number 1. Children read books, not reviews.
They don't give a hoot about the critics.

Number 2. Children don’t read to find their _

identity.

Number 3. They don’t read to free themselves of
guilt, to quench their thirst for rebellion, or to get
rid of alienation. : '

- Number 4. They have no use for psychology.

Number 5. They detest sociology. )
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Number 6. They don’t try to understand Kafka
or Finnegans Wake.

Number 7. They still believe in God, the family,
angels, devils, witches, goblins, logic, clarity, pimc-
tuation, and other such obsolete stuff.

Number 8. They love interesting stories, not
commentary, guides, or footnotes.

- Number 9. When a book is boring, they yawn
openly, without any shame or fear of authority.

- Number 10. They don’t expect their beloved
writer to redeem humanity. Young as they are, they
know that it is not in his power. Only the adults

‘ _h‘ave such childish illusions.
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Tue sTORYTELLER and poet of our time, as
in any other time, must be an entertainer of the

- spirit in the full sense of the word, not just a

preacher of social or political ideals. There is no

_ paradise for bored readers and no excuse for tedious
literature that does not intrigue the reader, uplift
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“his spirit, give him the joy and the escape that true~

art always grants. Nevertheless, it is also true that
the serious writer of our time must be deeply “con- ‘,
terned about the problems of his generation. He
cannot but see that the power of religion, especially
belief in revelation, is weaker today than it was in
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any other epoch in human history. More and more
children grow up without faith in God, without be-
lief in reward and punishment, in the immortality
of the soul, and even in the validity of ethics. The
genuine writer cannot ignore the fact that the fam-
ily is losing its spiritual foundation. All the dismal
prophecies of Oswald Spengler have become reali-
ties since the Second World War. No technological
achievements can mitigate the disappointment . of
modern man, his loneliness, his feeling of inferi-
ority, and his fear of war, revolution and terror. Not
only has our generation lost faith in Providence, but
also in man himself, in his institutions, and often in
those who are nearest to him. '

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 sensi-
tivity can perhaps rescue civilization. Maybe there
is a spark of the prophet in the artist after all.

As the son of a people who received the worst
blows that human madness can inflict, 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. I was brought up to beligve in
free will. Although 1 came to doubt all revelation,
[ can never accept the idea that the universe is a
physical or chemical accident, a result of blind evo-
lution. Even though I learned to recognize the lies,
the clichés, and the idolatries of the human mind,
I still cling to some truths which I think all of us
might accept someday. There must be a way for
man to attain all possible pleasures, all the powers
and knowlédge that nature can grant him, and still
serve God—a God who speaks in deeds, not in
words, and whosc vocabulary is the universe.

I am not ashamed to admit that I belong to those
who fantasize that literature is capable of bringing
new horizons and new perspectives—philosophical,
religious, aesthetical, and even social. In the history
of old Jewish literature there was never any basic
difference between the poet and the prophet. Our
ancient poctry often became law and a way of life.

Some of my cronies in the cafeteria near the Jew-
ish Daily Forward in New York call me a pessimist
and a decadent, but there is always a background of
faith behind resignation. I found comfort in such




PR TEDMEYD YIME PR BENIB 1PNEYI S8R PN
TR OND IROR RATY APIIUN POIRD M qRIYIspYs
ANWARD WLHDIDE PR BPIWVNR IV A9PINRD
PINIR PR IR K JPBYI SRT PR TR VRN w8
O UTRYERGS RN TONN INESIYND WM appwse
qIMMD T LBWB PN D BYRE JENI R PR I8 M
8" ﬂgb § UM IIINBEYY DR NN PPN 18
MEAMY PRBENI B PP IRI BINTYIYIN AR
SR PR STV ppmbRnp 19Nt 1P
PROWRIYD NMPEYY BYT NE BMEED YT
WNE  BRSORD pPRSYR BRI PIVINPYT v
,n‘:!vmgs BYKE YT W MR PR R N0 AN

JNT D PIUBY BYT PEK PRISOR NP BIT MM

TIVRS TR PINBY DPIPIVR PO MK BRK™MS Y

IR OIPIDYS ANNPIEPNRD PR VT MO waYRET DS
BIMN PERD PN PSYY Ippbswis b AvR apowRly
W RABNPBENR N LBVPMWSPIPINIR N DPNOY 1D
BER T DER TR DITR VWA IO PINT apRepn
BYMSPE PURNNE URR UM TR PIgtpY Byt vw
DYVSINNYT PN AMWADE NN PINOYTIRND P OYN
ayRIYRYIE PR BeRwREn Y A IRk AL
RENOD DR PSYY — BYKRD AWPT VPN ANTDONIIND
INBREMR — PYWORIBYT 1T 11D 1EMIRNKD DR BEn
' SUR IR WNYVRT PN
RPN PRATYMY T BEN MBI PO T
IWYPIYIR IN CTIN DR INVPAIS W VST Py
W ,TRS RIS Y3 7D INNEY 8 — WY B
e DY (NP D VEWWPIPBIN DY 8PP
P VYN BYRD LINNISD BEN YRIBY 8 ;N
TWATIDIR PRAPRIIMD POEIME JORN WD PPN
PUBIKTIND TISNPI R ORN Ph 8 pwpse PN
ST PWMISNEINGY 51 N2 KD PN B D KD
IS8T DYANLYN PENNI YT BEY IR TN DEN YT
DUBEORTD KUY PR PR YT 18R upeyasys
WEOTWND PRpDERS YD RNAES BN SR W
WIMOERS POPLWRAN PN R N eyt
MOIE EWD TMON TN 19PN 1380 N DRY
JTWITRIN IO VIS IR INDS BRI IPNPI DR JRPS 9
MPDMTI B TN NI RPVIRIN WLIIRDIND B 8D
AF MR PEENEDYTTIRERRYT BV PR BIPRYERRY
W OWINT D PWREMEY NEAPT Ptuwy LBrIse
BYRITRRIND WEINS WT ANK VPPYS v 28w
L18 M Boan DEN
JTROPIMR JWME PIWNPI PNRWT P PR
PWURT PR DRI PITSRORIP VK TN Blagess e
18 2MWPPIND K OND WIWNNE KOS WIPI PR
BRI N PN DIPYR BONEIYT VRN PR WL
wOR YN PRETIYE YwaER DR BRNAR BPNRIEps
AP PR T VIPNPS PR OBKT WP B WA P2

P33R AYBYSW VET BEN — TIPTS5 eI PR

BRY JRIpRINR PIR — MW PTIS My 13w
TINM MTUND DPRR D RIS N0 REYIRINIINT, T
PR TpRRE YR D LBYn YR PRNRYIEMIE
Ay DNN DApDLIY YR wMpRYa PR 280 nyRm
1R IPSENNE DRN P 13YA NP rnzs; PR vt
yayTR e 8 PR MR ENT WK PR SRR BYT 1N
bprmBR W MY 1IN PPISNR T LRI Pl-Aals
PWST LATIWNE PWIDR YT 79 BY pagyy MM

]

pessimists and decadents as Baudelaire, Verlaine,

. Edgar Allan Poe, and Strindberg. My interest in

psychic research made me find solace in such mys-
tics as your Swedenborg and in our own Rabbi
Nachman Bratzlaver, as well as in a great poet of my
time, my friend Aaron Zeitlin, who died a few years
ago and left a spiritual inheritance of high quality,
most of it in Yiddish.

The pessimism of the creative person is not
decadence, but a mighty passion for the redemption
of man. While the poet entertains he continues to
search for eternal truths, for the essence of being.
In his own fashion he tries to solve the riddle of
time and change, to find an answer to suffering, to
reveal love in the very abyss of cruelty and injustice.
Strange as these words may sound, I often play with

- the idea that when all the social theories collapse
- and wars and revolutions leave humanity in utter

gloom, the poet—whom Plato banned from his Re-
public—may rise up to save us all.

[Mr. Singer read the following paragraph in
Yiddish, at the start of the lecture.]

- The high honor bestowed upon me by the Swed-
ish Academy is also a recognition. of the Yiddish

language—a language of exile, without a land, with-
out frontiers, not supported by any goverﬁment, a
language which possesses no words for weapons, am-
munition, military exercises, war tactics; a language
that was despised by both gentiles and emancipated
Jews. The truth is that what the great religions

- preached, the Yiddish-speaking people of the ghet-

tos practiced day in and day out. They were the
people of the Book in the truest sense of the word.
'They knew of no greater joy than the study of man
and human relations, which they called Torah, Tal-
mud, Musar, Kabbalah. The ghetto was not only a
place of refuge for a persecuted minority but a great
experiment in peace, in self-discipline, and in hu-
manism. As such, a residue still exists and refuses to
give up in spite of all the brutality that surrounds it.
I was brought up among those people. My father’s
home on Krochmalna Street in Warsaw was a study
house, a court of justice, a house of prayer, of story-
telling, as well as a place for weddings and Hasidic
banquets. As a child I had heard from my older
brother and master, 1. J. Singer, who later wrote
The Brothers Ashkenazi, all the arguments that the
rationalists from Spinoza to Max Nordau brought
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out agamst rehglon 1 have heard from my father
and my mother all the answers that faith in God
could offer to those who doubt and search for the
truth. In our home and in many other homes the
eternal questions were more actual than the latest
news in the Yiddish newspaper. In spite of all the
disenchantments and all my skepticism, I believe
that the nations can learn much from those Jews,
their way of thinking, their way of bringing up chil-
dren, their finding happiness where others see noth-
ing but misery and humiliation.

To me the Yiddish language and the conduct of
those who spoke it are identical. One can find in
the Yiddish tongue and in the Yiddish style expres-
sions of pious joy, lust for life, longing for the Mes-
siah, patience, and deep appreciation of human in-
dividuality. There is a quiet humor in Yiddish and
a gratitude for every day of life, every crumb of suc-
cess, each encounter of love. The Yiddish mentality
is not haughty. It does not take victory for granted.
It does not demand and command but it muddles
through, sneaks by, smuggles itself amid the powers
of destruction, knowing somewhere that God’s plan

for Creatlon is still at the very begmnmg

There are some who call Yiddish a dead lan-
guage, but so was Hebrew .called for two thousand
years. It has been revived in our time in a most re-
markable, almost miraculous way. Aramaic was cer-
tainly a dead language for centuries, but then it
brought to light the Zohar, a work of mysticism of
sublime value. It is a fact that the classics of Yid-
dish literature are also the classics of the modern
Hebrew literature. Yiddish has not yet said its last
word. It contains treasures that have not been re-
vealed to the eyes of the world. It was the tongue of
martyrs and saints, of dreamers and Kabbalists—
rich in humor and in memories that mankind may
never forget. In a figurative way, Yiddish is the wise
and humble language of us all, the idiom of fright-
ened and hopeful humanity.
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