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Tommy Wilhelm is a loser. He is divorced, unemployed, broke, undereducated, self-indulgent, and dependent
(on pills and his father, among other things). He lives in a hotel in New York City and wants desperately to
put his life in order. Tommy, like all Bellow protagonists, has trouble determining how to cope with the
modern world.

One of the symbols of Tommy’s problems, and those of modern society generally, is his relationship with his
father. Tommy’s father lives in the same hotel and is disgusted with his son’s weakness. He refuses to give
the one thing Tommy wants most--sympathy.

Tommy makes one last grasp for success by investing in the commodities market under the dubious influence
of Dr. Tamkin. His money quickly evaporates and with it his hopes.

At this lowest point, however, Tommy has an epiphany. He accidentally happens into a church during a
funeral, and, after looking at the body of a man he does not know, breaks into uncontrollable weeping.

Tommy weeps for the man, for himself, and for the human condition. He is transported beyond his own
particular problems to a cathartic suffering for all mankind.

Bellow sees the problems of the modern world as essentially matters of the spirit. In a high-pressure,
pluralistic, threatening, materialistic world, people must find a way to live and to remain human. Tommy does
this by recognizing that human beings, for all their weaknesses--or perhaps because of them--must accept and
share one another’s burdens.

Bellow offers this important response to the modern condition in a comic tale that is a contemporary classic,
one which later helped win for him the Nobel prize.
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