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Always the journey long patient many haltings Many waitings for choice and again easy breathings When the decision to go on is made Along the long slopes of choice and again the world …

—Muriel Rukeyser, from “Journey Changes” in Waterlily Fire
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INTRODUCTION

For decades, many American Jewish women were in exile, but now they are journeying home. This book will explain why, telling the story of a century of impressive achievement in professional, cultural, community, and political life that nonetheless also chronicles a cross-generational pattern of tension, ambivalence, struggle, and displacement.

For most Jewish women, identity has been a blend of opportunities and traditions, an intersection that could reconcile their multiple loyalties—as Jews, women, and Americans—but often only in a manner that was painful, inconsistent, and equivocal. Jewish women have lived “braided lives,” as Marge Piercy titled one of her novels. 1 Sometimes these braids had many strands flying loose; at others, they held strong and firm. “To live as poet, woman, American, and Jew,” the poet Muriel Rukeyser wrote in 1944, “this chalks in my position. If the four come together in one person, each strengthens the others.”2

Yet Jewish women have frequently found it impossible to straddle the different components of their identity. These women felt like strangers in their cultures, outsiders to either the Jewish or the American world, or to both. Adrienne Rich described herself as “split at the root,” pained from seeing “too long from too many disconnected angles” and fearful that she could “never bring them whole.”3 The necessity of moving from one cultural environment to another caused displacement, fragmentation, and conflict, not only for immigrant Jewish women early in the century, but for their descendants. Contemporary feminist writer Kim Chernin told her daughter: “I’ve been to Europe at least six times since you were born. I’ve been to Israel. Always looking for my ‘real home.’ When I first got interested in feminism, I had the feeling every time I went to a woman’s event that I’d found a homeland. I’ve never been able to settle in.”4

Ironically, this spiritual homelessness has existed despite Jewish women’s successful assimilation and manifold achievements in American society. Their extraordinary devotion to their families has been the subject of much comic treatment, yet behind the criticism stands the reality of the Jewish mother’s strength, nurturance, and competence. As activists and rebels, Jewish women like Emma Goldman, Maud Nathan, Rose Schneiderman, Bella Abzug, and Betty Friedan influenced many of the key social movements of their eras—suffrage, trade unionism, international peace, and the contemporary women’s rights movement. Jewish women have worked in their communities, synagogues, and homes; their temple sisterhoods played a key role in supporting Jewish institutional life while also helping to promote necessary change. Jewish women also established local, regional, and national organizations that have been among the most active and numerous women’s groups in the country. They played vital roles in the international arena, leading the rescue of Jewish refugees from Nazism, helping to spearhead the development of a Jewish homeland in the Middle East, working for peace.

Despite their numerically small representation in the American population, Jewish women have made major contributions to fiction, poetry, drama, film, and other popular arts. From the ghetto stories of Mary Antin and Anzia Yezierska to the pioneering modernism of Gertrude Stein; from the romances of Edna Ferber and Fannie Hurst to the biting realism of Tillie Olsen and Grace Paley; from the intense spirituality of Cynthia Ozick to the more secular feminism of Anne Roiphe, Jewish women novelists have probed the changing meanings of the Jewish female experience in America. The poetry of Muriel Rukeyser, Adrienne Rich, Marge Piercy, the plays of Wendy Wasserstein, the radio scripts of Fannie Brice and Gertrude Berg, and the songs and performances of Sophie Tucker demonstrate a similar linguistic and thematic inventiveness.

Jewish women’s contemporary accomplishments parallel their past achievements. Today, Jewish women are among the most highly educated women in the United States. The proportion of their daughters graduating from college is twice that of non-Jewish white women. The majority of working Jewish women hold professional, semiprofessional, or managerial positions.5 Within American political life, Jewish women have achieved unusually high appointive and elective positions. In 1993, Ruth Bader Ginsburg became the second woman, and the first Jewish woman, on the Supreme Court; two years later, Dianne Feinstein and Barbara Boxer of California became the first all-female state delegation in the United States Senate. Barbra Streisand is only the most notable of a number of Jewish women artists, performers, and producers prominent in the cultural world.

In spite of this impressive record, Jewish women have been marginalized or ignored in most surveys of American Jewish history; they inhabit chronicles of American women’s history primarily as first-generation East European immigrants or as members of charitable groups. Because there have been few documented historical accounts that place their dynamic contributions in the foreground and connect immigrant lives to later generations, they have been absorbed into more universal histories of Americans, women, or Jews, or turned into caricatures like the Jewish American princess and the Jewish mother.

Jewish matriarchs, however, have been at the matrix (meaning both “womb”—or “origin”—and “public register”) of historical change.6 Placing women’s life stories at the matrix of historical narrative enables us to see Jewish matriarchs not as stereotypes or invisible presences, but as actors on the world stage and in their own lives.7

This book recounts the stories of more than fifty American Jewish women whose lives throw the larger movements of twentieth-century history into bold relief. The individual lives revolve around major public issues: immigration, social reform, political radicalism, Zionism, the emergence of popular culture, professionalism, internationalism, Cold War culture and politics, feminism, “postfeminism.” I have brought together biography and social history in a way that is admittedly selective, but that both encapsulates history and evokes the compelling, dramatic experiences of particular lives.

While these stories illuminate Jewish women’s considerable influence on a century in which the United States became a dominant cultural as well as political force, they also reveal the inner turmoil and tensions that accompanied those accomplishments. Each of the high achievers in this book confronted a difficult struggle to integrate what it meant to be Jewish, American, and female. Some, like Emma Lazarus and Henrietta Szold, equated traditional Jewish values with American democratic ideals; others, like Mary Antin, shrugged off or repudiated their ethnic identity. Writers and activists like Maud Nathan worked ceaselessly for women’s issues, while her sister, anti-suffragist Annie Nathan Meyer, refused to. Each grasped at acceptance and assimilation by engagement in the world; each, perhaps, was forced to throw off an essential part of herself to gain it.

In both the secular and the Jewish world, Jewish women confronted troubling inequalities. Excluded from public aspects of worship, they often resented their disenfranchisement. As Cynthia Ozick remarked, though she asserted her Jewish identity proudly in the “world at large,” in the synagogue, “when the rabbi speaks the word ‘Jew,’ I can be sure that he is not referring to me.”8 Some staunchly identified Jewish women found the Jewish communal world even more alienating than the religious one. Others, whose parents had assimilated or who had directly suffered anti-Semitism, denied their Judaism. Whether inherited or chosen, this distancing could have positive effects. Jewish women’s homelessness and sense of themselves as outsiders shaped many of the social movements that they joined and led, including women’s liberation. Yet mainstream feminism did not necessarily welcome Jewish women. By the 1970s and 1980s, Jewish women increasingly felt alienated from the international women’s movement because of its strident anti-Semitism. Many declared that they no longer felt that “passing” as “ordinary” non-Jewish American feminists was a viable option.

For some women, Judaism or Jewish affiliation had always been the salient feature of their lives, whether played out in the secular or the religious sphere. Others held membership in both secular American women’s groups, like the League of Women Voters and local women’s clubs, and such Jewish groups as Hadassah and the National Council of Jewish Women, finding no difficulty in bridging their dual loyalties. A third group, whom we might call the universalists, had no specifically Jewish affiliations. Dedicated to the common cause of humanity, they espoused an ideology of “mutuality” that held that all people, regardless of ethnicity, race, religion, gender, or class, must be accorded basic human rights.

In different periods and at different points in an individuals life, any one of these patterns could become primary. Discarding or affirming their heritage or shaping it in new directions, Jewish women altered the tradition and gave it new meanings, blending options, changing directions, sometimes reversing course. Thus the history of American Jewish women is not so much a single story as a history woven of many threads, with many distinct and divergent patterns. At times that pattern is Marge Piercy’s braid; at others, the braid unravels to reveal not harmony but dissonance.

In other contexts, I have written about the notion of “feminism as life process,” suggesting that women’s attempts to mold their destiny and achieve autonomy may take various directions at successive stages of life.9 I now understand that for the dozens of women whose stories are chronicled in this book, Judaism, too, was a life process. At different points in the life cycle, Jewish women—whatever their inherited traditions—have chosen to identify with particular Jewish values or institutions in which they discover meaning. Rather than being a fixed entity framing them as a group apart—coherent, unitary, singular, and unchanging—identity for them has been multiple, changeable, fluid. As anthropologist James Clifford suggests, when identity is conceived “not as a boundary to be maintained but as a nexus of relations and transactions actively engaging a subject,” ethnicity becomes “more complex, less … teleological.”10

Understanding identity as being neither linear nor static but loose and “linked” to different life-course and historical events illuminates the variability of notions of ethnicity and selfhood. As we shall see, rabbis’ daughters as well as the daughters of fully assimilated Jews have wrestled with dilemmas of identity that took them on spiritual—and often physical—journeys astonishing in their boldness, originality, and complexity. Experiences of change and fluidity are as characteristic of the contemporary women chronicled in this book as they were of their turn-of-the century ancestors.

At some point, often after many years in spiritual or emotional exile as outsiders, it became possible for some of these women to locate a common core of Jewish values that they could adopt as their own. In spite of patriarchal domination or maternal overprotectiveness, some women’s ambitions received unusual legitimation within the family, with mothers and fathers becoming fulcrums for their daughters’ creativity and ambition. At a time when the American family, itself under continual assault, continues to be maligned in the popular media, the ways in which Jewish families have provided their daughters with the freedom to exercise their will actively is of unusual interest. Despite (or because of), the Jewish family’s “curiously strong bond,” as Edna Ferber put it, Jewish daughters have historically been given the power to choose, or the power to struggle, and it has served them well.11 Often they also found support for the assertion of a fuller Jewish identity in mentors or colleagues; still others were startled into awareness through the experience of anti-Semitism.

But only with the development of a newly assertive Jewish feminism in all denominations of Judaism, as well as in secular culture and politics, has it been possible for many thousands of Jewish women throughout the country to join a proud Jewish identity with an equally vibrant female, and feminist, consciousness. This mutual enhancement has enabled the expression of a multiplicity of Jewish women’s voices unparalleled during this century.

My own struggle to come to terms with Judaism, and my relatively recent return to heritage, reflects the journey of many women of my generation.

Both sets of my grandparents immigrated to the United States in the early 1900s, settling in the East New York section of Brooklyn. There my parents met as teenagers, when my mother’s family moved in next door to my father’s. Like most members of their generation, my paternal grandparents were deeply religious, observing kashruth (the Jewish dietary laws) and most Orthodox practices. Every day of his life my grandfather went to daven (pray) at the shul around the corner, where the women sat upstairs, apart from the men, in typical Orthodox fashion. My grandmother lit the Shabbat candles and maintained a kosher house with vigor and commitment.

My father, however, rejected all observance; his indifference to religion colored my own upbringing. A socialist in his youth, like many of his generation, my father became a successful professional, though he never moved from Brooklyn. He was “my son, the doctor,” about whom his parents never tired of boasting. Our family never attended synagogue—even on the high holidays—and my father, especially, had little tolerance for other Jewish rituals. My mother, quiet and acquiescent, voiced no objections to my father’s renunciation of tradition; her parents had been less religious than my father’s. But as I grew up, I questioned my parents’ attitudes, for I admired my grandfather, whose deep spirituality seemed very special to me. “I have God in my heart,” my father told me. “I have no reason to show my feelings outwardly.” When my grandparents visited we hid the bacon, though we always assumed they knew about our dietary apostasy, and hung up our Christmas stockings openly.

Even as a child I regretted my family’s seeming denial of its Jewishness, envying friends who seemed more connected to their heritage. I begged my parents to allow me to attend Sunday school, which they did reluctantly. But my father flatly forbade me a bat mitzvah, the celebration of the young girl’s entry into Jewish womanhood. Such ceremonies he found foolish and wasteful, and my mother voiced no dissent.

It was on Barbey Street, at my grandparents’ home, that my connections to Jewish life seemed most satisfying. I enjoyed the Passover seder (the prolonged Haggadah reading, the sumptuous, noisy ritual meal, the songs and gaiety of our large extended family) and other family gatherings on Jewish holidays.

But my identity as a Jew was tenuous. I suspect I chose to go to Brandeis University, when the college was still new, primarily because it was Jewish-sponsored. But when I got there I felt the school was “too Jewish.” I took no Jewish-related courses and studiously avoided any association with Jewish groups. To escape my own confusion, I went abroad during my junior year and fell in love with a Gentile foreigner, whom I married shortly after graduation. My father’s resistance to the marriage, which my mother echoed, puzzled me. Despite his rejection of Judaism, he felt himself to be extremely Jewish. While we never lit Sabbath candles, Friday night dinner at our home was always mandatory for the children, even after we became young adults. Thus it was in the interest of Jewish continuity that my parents opposed my choice of husband, a choice that, I now understand, flowed from my own ambivalence about family bonds. My husband and I divorced after only a few years of marriage.

At the end of his life my father became a synagogue-goer, albeit briefly, accompanied by my mother. When I remarried, this time within the religion, and had children, I, too, turned, rather stumblingly, to seek out firmer Jewish ground. But it was not until I connected with Judaism within the feminist movement—until I became a Jewish feminist—that I found a meaningful way to be a Jew.

My journey might have been accelerated had I understood the choices that women in my family had made about their own lives as American Jewish women. Several years ago, after I had spoken to a large group on the topic of American Jewish women’s history, my aunt, who was in the audience, told me an anecdote about the garment workers’ strike to which I had referred in my talk. In 1909, women workers in New York’s garment district had courageously instigated and led a three-month strike against manufacturers to obtain better working conditions. The strike, or “uprising” as it is usually called, involved 20,000 workers at its height and is widely credited with having paved the way to the unionization of the garment industry.

“Did you know,” my aunt asked, “that your grandmother [my father’s mother] was arrested during that strike and sent to jail?” I shook my head incredulously. As it turned out, my grandmother had been arrested—for striking a policeman! The judge presiding at her trial admonished her for unbecoming conduct—“In America, we don’t hit policemen,” he told her—but let her off without further punishment. My grandmother, I am told, nodded her head demurely although she probably didn’t understand his English. Nevertheless, the story goes, she smiled slyly to herself as she was led off to freedom.

My surprise at hearing this tale did not come from astonishment that my grandmother had been capable of such an act. Though tiny in stature and unlettered, my grandmother was the unchallenged matriarch of her family, a good-natured woman of boundless determination who ruled with an iron hand. Rather, my surprise came from learning that my grandmother had been a working woman, a factory operative. I knew her only as a wife, mother, and grandmother, a baleboste (expert homemaker) to be sure, but one who had lived a purely domestic life. In fact, my grandmother’s life probably followed the pattern common among most of her garment worker colleagues. She worked in the factory until marriage, shortly before the birth of her first child in 1912.

As I had never imagined that my grandmother had a history outside the home, it never occurred to me how much the household economy, and her children’s futures, stood in her debt. My grandfather, a milliner, was a seasonal worker, like many factory hands of the period. During the Depression, when he was out of work for many months at a time, the family’s always precarious economic situation worsened. All during these years, with her children still young, my grandmother stayed up late at night sewing neckties, which she would deliver the next day to her contractor. My grandmother’s work supplemented the family income and helped put all of her children—including two daughters—through college.

Accounts of twentieth-century history do not often include such stories. Similarly, they omit the experience of women like my maternal grandmother, a widow who supported her family by taking in boarders; my father’s two sister, one of them a mother and volunteer for Jewish women’s organizations, the other a mother and laboratory technician; and my mother, who ran my father’s two medical offices, although she, too, never officially worked after marriage.

Only after I began this book did I also learn from my Aunt Dina, our family’s storyteller, that for many generations, the members of my grandfather’s family in the shtetl of Libovna, Poland, had earned their livings as badkhonim (entertainers and merrymakers, or bards), making up stories, poems, and songs at weddings; they received their pay, usually extremely meager, from the banquet table. Long after he had settled into Brooklyn and the millinery trade, my paternal grandfather carried on the family tradition by making up stories and poems during similar celebrations. My grandfather’s stories and my grandmother’s activism, whether in protest of unfair labor practices or the high price of kosher meat, make up the dual aspects of my heritage. I believe they come together in the many stories of activist women that form the basis of this narrative, and in the fact that it is now also Jewish women who are telling the stories, recreating rituals, and creating and shaping history. Because narrative and memory remain the central instruments of Jewish community and identity, I believe that Jewish women today, vitally engaged in the project of remembering, constitute the most dynamic resource for the survival and continuity of Jewish life in America. I am hopeful that the next generation will find new meanings in the stories contained in this book. I am counting on these young women to retell and rediscover for themselves the manifold aspects of American Jewish women’s lives that require us to bear witness. In so doing, they will become part of the cultural chain that carries forward the varieties of Jewish experience and identity.



Prologue
ON THE EDGE OF THE TWENTIETH CENTURY

On the edge of the twentieth century, it seemed possible to predict a remarkable future for American Jewish women. The most promising portent appeared in September 1893 at the World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago. At that World’s Fair, elaborately organized to celebrate the four hundredth anniversary of Columbus’s discovery of America, hundreds of Jewish women came together for the first time ever to attend a Jewish Women’s Congress held at the fair’s Parliament of Religions. The excitement of the event was intense. As one journalist reported:


Women elbowed, trod on each other’s toes and did everything else they could do without violating the proprieties to gain the privilege of standing edgewise in a hall heavy with the fragrance of roses…. By 10 o’clock the aisles were all filled, ten minutes later there was an impossible jam at the doors that reached far down the corridor. Few men were present. They were thrust into the background into the remotest corners. They had no place on the program and seemed to look upon themselves as interlopers. But the ladies did not consider them so: they did not consider them at all: they had something better to think about.1



The idea for the Congress had originated with Hannah Greenebaum Solomon, a well-to-do Chicago matron who was the first Jewish member of the influential Chicago Women’s Club. Members of that club, led by Berthe Potter Palmer and Ellen Henrotin, had been planning a special Woman’s Building where women’s achievements could be showcased, and had asked Solomon to call together Jewish women to organize a contribution for the event. Believing that the word “Jewish” should have a “purely religious connotation,” Solomon suggested that Jewish women join a different exhibit, the Parliament of Religions.2 When Jewish men refused to allow women to participate in their scheduled program at the Parliament (according to one source, the men had responded, “Yes, Mrs. Solomon, you can be hostess”), she organized a separate Jewish Women’s Congress. “The only part of the program they wished us to fill was the chairs,” she recalled in her memoirs. The anomaly of the Jewish men’s response was noted in the publicity of the fairs women’s committee: “In most of the religious Congresses the mens and women’s committees have acted together and will hold one Congress. But the rabbis refuse to give the women adequate time, place or representation, so they were compelled to hold a separate Congress.”3

In sparking the formation of the Jewish Women’s Congress, the rabbis’ refusal to give representation to Jewish women in fact provided a new opportunity for Jewish women’s collective life. For four days, scores of speakers, including outstanding American Jewish women leaders like settlement pioneer Lillian Wald, educator Julia Richman, and Zionist leader Henrietta Szold (then secretary of the Jewish Publication Society), presented papers on a variety of issues, including social service, religion, the professions, the arts, and business. For all four days, participants’ enthusiasm remained enormous, in stark contrast to the poor attendance and “cheerless” atmosphere characterizing the Jewish men’s Congress, as one journalist noted.4 The Congress gathered enormous momentum and resulted in the creation of the National Council of Jewish Women (NCJW), with the goal of uniting Jewish women in the work of “religion, philanthropy and education.”

The significance of organizing Jewish women separately from Jewish men and Christian women should not be minimized. The issue was directly addressed by Sadie American, a Chicago reformer who had been a member of the Congress’s organizing committee and who would become the new NCJW’s corresponding secretary: “Are not the interests of Jewish men and women alike, and the same as those of other men and women? Why, then, if they organize at all, should they organize separately?”5 The answer, American acknowledged, lay in the distinctive role Jewish women occupied in the Jewish home, a role that set them apart from their Christian counterparts.

American referred to the traditional functions of the eyshet hayil, the “woman of valor” described in Proverbs. Instructed to be diligent and compassionate as wife, mother, and dispenser of charity, the woman of valor found fulfillment through service to others; exempt from the obligations of religious study and participation in regularly scheduled public worship, she prayed privately.6 Men, however, were honored with the timebound obligation of public worship; for this reason the Jew daily thanked God that he had not been born a woman. As Sadie American explained, this prayer was not said “because [the woman] was degraded far below him … but because she was prohibited from the observance of certain rites and he considered himself much more fortunate than she …” There was recompense, according to American, who felt that in the home the Jewish woman “reigned as queen.”

But she acknowledged that the division of spheres called forth by the ideal of the woman of valor had profoundly negative consequences. “Because her work has been done largely in the home,” American contended, “because the man has been the medium of communication, the Jewish woman has been a little slower to feel the heart-beats of her time than other women…. [A] s a body Jewish woman are behind the times, they have done nothing.” Her prophecy was dire: unless Jewish women awoke to their responsibilities, “inertia” would sink them “through the quicksands of apathy to death.” The Jewish woman would remain “a passive agent … [a] child that follows the path laid out for it with no responsibility, no duty but obedience.”7

American’s warning was exaggerated. In cities across the United States, Jewish women had formed societies to aid the poor, orphan asylums, hospitals, homes for the aged, nurses’ training schools, and Sabbath schools. In New York and a few other cities, they had started synagogue sisterhoods to conduct religious schooling and charitable work; some areas also boasted Daughters of Zion clubs and Hebrew Women’s Benevolent Societies. But in American’s view, these associations lagged behind Gentile women’s reform work and relegated Jewish women to the traditional functions of nurturing, motherhood, and charity.8 American and the organizers of the Jewish Women’s Congress had a more active vision for Jewish women, challenging the notion of separate spheres even while agreeing that for Jewish women, the home must continue to be “most sacred.”

What American wanted was an organization that would unite “all thinking Jewish women.” From its head would spring “Minerva-like a free and fiery spirit” that would overcome their inertia and be “animating” and “actuating.”9 As free spirits, such women could engage in a new public activism that would help resolve the problems of poorer Jews, especially immigrants. If women acted, men would follow, avoiding the possibility of a permanent gender-based separation of interests. And if Jewish women organized separately from non-Jews, yet worked on behalf of the “elevation and progress of all mankind,” perhaps they could reduce prejudice to a greater degree than if they joined majority groups.10

In many respects, the idea of a separate Jewish women’s identity seemed to reverse the course in which most German Jewish women had directed their energies. Sadie American, Hannah Greenebaum Solomon, Lillian Wald, and most of the other leading speakers at the Congress were members of the German Jewish elite and, like the male members of their families, they had prided themselves on their integration into the highest circles of American life. From the early colonial period, when Jewish settlers found that America offered full economic rights, freedom of worship, and political citizenship, Jews had enjoyed an extraordinary freedom of association in their new homeland.11 To some Jews worried about the survival of their race, the blessing of American pluralism proved a double-edged sword, since some of their brethren converted to Christianity or cast off their Judaism when they married Gentiles. By the end of the nineteenth century, the threat was not so much intermarriage itself as the continued weakening of the fabric of Jewish religion as Jews took on the customs of Americans.

While the earliest Jewish settlers had been a small band of Sephardic Dutch Jews who had found their way to New Amsterdam after being expelled from Portugal, the Jewish population of the country had become overwhelmingly Ashkenazi by the eighteenth century. Nevertheless, congregational life continued to be organized according to Orthodox Sephardic tradition. A new stream of immigration began in the 182Os, when migrants from Germany and other countries in Central and Western Europe (including Austria, Hungary, France, England, and the Netherlands), and to some degree from Eastern Europe, left in large numbers to seek political, religious, and especially economic opportunities on American shores.12 Within fifty years, the population of American Jewry grew from 25,000 to over ten times that number, with most immigrants and their families enjoying remarkable economic success. While some Jewish poverty remained, a high proportion of German Jewish peddlers, artisans, and small shopkeepers became members of the American middle class; some of them parlayed family stores and businesses into hugely successful commercial enterprises.

To the members of the German Jewish elite and those who aspired to it, becoming American meant behaving as Americans did. For many, maintaining the laws of kashruth and observing the Sabbath no longer seemed essential. Of course, many German Jews had grown more secular long before they left Europe. Now, enjoying the even greater openness of American life, some abandoned religion entirely; others adapted Judaism to American requirements. The Reform movement, which began in Germany in the midnineteenth century, spread rapidly in the United States, its liberalization of ritual an attractive alternative to Jews eager to stem the growing tide of nonobservance. Offering mixed rather than the separate seating of Orthodox Judaism, with the women curtained off by a mechitza (partition) or relegated to an upstairs balcony, Reform Judaism had particular appeal to German Jewish women. Yet, as Sadie American noted in her remarks to the Congress, only one Reform congregation in the entire country, Chicago’s Temple Isaiah, allowed married women full membership in the synagogue. Just two others admitted single women or widows as voting members.13 Nor could women participate in the central governing body of the Reform movement, the council of the Union of American Hebrew Congregations. The ordination of women as rabbis lay far off in the future.

The organization of the Jewish Women’s Congress at the 1893 Worlds Fair, and the subsequent founding of the National Council of Jewish Women, was a clarion call from Jewish women to Jewish men that however far Reform had moved to accommodate the demands of the American lifestyle, where women were concerned even this liberalization had not moved fast enough. Jewish women wanted the “animating” purpose that they believed Christian women possessed as a group, and they would organize, they now announced, to get it. As long as they remained active only within Gentile women’s associations, even including the influential Chicago Women’s Club, which openly welcomed them, they would not succeed at empowering themselves as Jewish women.14

Yet the challenges facing Jewish women were formidable. The life stories of a number of late-nineteenth-century “thinking Jewish women”—the kind who might be expected to become “free and fiery spirits,” in Sadie American’s words—indicate the manifold difficulties that they faced.

Domestic Prisons: Fannie Brandeis Nagel

For Fannie Brandeis Nagel, elder sister of Supreme Court Justice Louis Dembitz Brandéis, the lack of an animating purpose proved tragic. The first child of Adolph and Frederika Brandeis, Nagel grew up with all the advantages that a wealthy, assimilated, upper-middle-class German Jewish family could offer its sons and daughters. Born in Louisville, Kentucky, in 1850, she was the eldest of two daughters and two sons, six years older than Louis, the youngest child; all the Brandéis children were given every educational advantage that the city and their parents could afford. Nagel spoke several languages (German, French, Italian, and Greek) and became an avid reader of the classics, mostly in the original. She was a talented musician, playing the piano (she eventually owned four) and violin. According to a biographer, Louis Brandéis in his mature years declared that Nagel had “the best mind he had ever known—a remarkable tribute from a man, who in sixty years, met so many exceptional people.”15

In 1877, Fannie married German Jewish lawyer Charles Nagel, the son of an abolitionist physician, and moved to St. Louis. The two had an affectionate marriage, but Charles, involved in politics, was frequently absent from home. Nagel found little solace in the cultural life of St. Louis, which she found “uncivilized,” and she missed her family back East, especially her adored brother Louis (Lutz, as she playfully called him), to whom she wrote regularly and lovingly, sending advice about his career, health, and romances.

Despite her love for her husband and children (a son, Alfred, was born in 1878, and a daughter, Hildegard, in 1886), Nagel was increasingly lonely and subject to what she termed “miserable depression [of] body and soul.”16 She tried to erase the “Puritan tone” that weighed down her household, bringing in more “Semitic” customs, and though she admitted that “Jewish traditions … echo in my heart,” her husband (who later became president of the St. Louis Ethical Culture Society) was uninterested, and Nagel herself had little knowledge or experience with Judaism.17 The Brandeis children had grown up in a nonreligious family; as adults they celebrated Christmas with gifts and a tree. Louis Brandeis’s wife Alice was the sister of Nellie Goldmark, wife of Felix Adler, the charismatic leader (and rabbi’s son) who founded the Ethical Culture movement; its morally based universalist humanism found a ready welcome in the Brandeis—Nagel circle.

Though Nagel tried, it was hard for her to hide her feelings, especially from Louis, to whom she admitted that she was an “utterly decrepit, miserable whining invalid.”18 The cause of her illness is unclear, though she did suffer from mental depression, recurrent bouts of malaria, and eating disorders (Louis advised family members not to force her to eat.)19 The death of eleven-year-old Alfred from typhoid in 1889 was a brutal blow, and the family feared for her fragile health. Despite their concern, Nagel took her life the following year. No doubt the loss of Alfred had intensified the pain and purposelessness she had felt for many years during periods when, as she had written to Louis, life seemed like “prison and I know nothing more unsatisfactory.”20

Nagel’s life of upper-class comforts could not erase her intellectual and spiritual loneliness. Nor could the strong bonds she shared with her beloved older brother, husband, and children. Despite her own talents and accomplishments, Nagel felt empty; she came to dwell on her own moods. As in the case of Alice James, the sister of the brilliant William and Henry James, her melancholia and somatic ailments were rooted in her inability to find an arena for her own intellectuality.21 Either a strong community of women or a community of faith might have offered her a lifeline, but lacking these, she succumbed to her self-definition as an invalid. Isolated by her intellect and lacking the society of friends, she lived vicariously through the successes of the men around her. But this satisfaction, coupled with the loss of her child and her illnesses, proved insufficient; even more than her body, Fanny Nagel’s soul suffered.

The American Jewess: Rosa Sonneschein

Fannie Nagel may have known Rosa Sonneschein in St. Louis, but there is no record of the other in either woman’s papers. Highly cultured like Nagel, and a gifted writer who organized the first literary society for Jewish women in St. Louis, Rosa Sonneschein would have had much to offer her contemporary. But Nagel may well have been scandalized, as was much of the city’s elite, by Sonneschein’s unconventional behavior.

Born in Hungary in 1847, Sonneschein was the daughter of one of Europe’s most eminent rabbis, Hirsch-Baer Fassel.22 Despite her intellectual bent, Rosa was expected, like all traditional Jewish daughters, to be married by age sixteen. After she turned down two prospective suitors, Rabbi Fassel insisted that the next proposal be accepted. Thus, in 1864, Rosa married Solomon Hirsch Sonneschein, a twenty-five-year-old rabbi who had recently taken his Ph.D. at the University of Jena.

From the beginning, the marriage went poorly. Sonneschein later told her grandson David Loth that her husband was “by far the worst of the three men” who had proposed to her. Loth recounts that the “disaster of the marriage began … on the wedding night when the lusty young bridegroom introduced his 17-year-old bride to sex and managed to horrify her.” After their marriage the couple settled in Prague, where Solomon Sonneschein held a congregational post; they moved to New York some years later because, their grandson wrote, Solomon was “already demonstrating a love of drink” and Rosa was under the illusion that Americans consumed less alcohol than Europeans.23

With their four children, the Sonnescheins eventually moved to St. Louis, where Solomon accepted a synagogue position. Though admired for his scholarship and eloquence, it was rumored that Sonneschein “drank, beat his wife, [and] chased other women.”24 Solomon’s extravagant spending and heavily mounting debts did not help the marriage; nor did Rosa’s habit of responding to every article and sermon her husband wrote by claiming that her father could have done better. Years later she admitted, “I was as bad for him as he was for me.”25 Sonneschein’s unconventional public behavior did not help her husband’s career: she smoked small cigars, dressed in fashionable Parisian outfits, and powdered her face. Worst of all, while her husband led Friday night services, Rosa attended the theater in the company of her congregation’s most eligible bachelors.

Because of Rabbi Sonneschein’s eminence within the Reform Jewish community and the rarity of divorce at the time, the couple’s divorce suit created a sensation. The story ran on page one of the New York Times, where it was finally reported that Rabbi Sonneschein was granted a divorce on the grounds that his wife had deserted him. (She had refused to accompany him on a trip to Europe, moving instead to Chicago.) Rosa did not contest the divorce, which was finalized in January 1893, and therefore received no alimony. Two years later Sonneschein established The American Jewess as a forum for the new Council of Jewish Women and the incipient American Jewish women’s movement; she hoped it would provide a steadier income than she could earn as a free-lance journalist. For the next four years, she edited and wrote articles and stories for this first English-language magazine dedicated to “Jewish women in particular” and to all others interested in the “pulsating” questions of national, social, and religious life.26 The magazine also included material on Zionism; Sonneschein was one of the earliest journalists to champion a Palestinian homeland.

In her articles and editorials, Sonneschein castigated Jewish women for dwelling in a “more restricted domestic sphere than their Gentile sisters”; in the busy world of American womanhood, they were a “mere cipher.” While she urged Jewish women to maintain their traditional “religious mission in the home,” at the same time she believed that some of the time they spent in “kitchen religion” might well be devoted to the “science of charity.”27

Sonneschein’s message did not carry into the new century. Sold on newsstands for ten cents, The American Jewess at first attracted favorable press and the assistance of such successful publishers as Adolph Ochs and Joseph Pulitzer; financially it proved a modest success. But facing competition from better-financed American ladies’ magazines, it did not find the wide readership Sonneschein had hoped for. She was even more disappointed at the abandonment of the journal by Jews: “Most of them are ashamed to have their neighbors and the letter carrier know that they are interested in Jewish matters,” she wrote in the last issue of August 1899.28 After the magazines demise, the public never heard from Rosa Sonneschein again; she died in St. Louis on March 7, 1932, forgotten even by former associates.

Girl Rabbi: Ray Frank

The contradictions of American Jewish feminism in the late 189Os were embodied as well in the woman whose dramatic opening benediction had startled and excited the 1893 Jewish Women’s Congress. Twenty-seven-year-old Rachel (Ray) Frank, the daughter of Bernard Frank and his wife Leah, pioneer settlers on the northwestern coast of the United States, came by her skill at religious oratory naturally: through her father, she claimed to be the great-granddaughter of the learned Rabbi Elijah ben Solomon, the legendary Vilna Gaon. After she began preaching to Jewish audiences in the early 189Os, Frank became known as “the first female rabbi in America.”

Born in 1866 in San Francisco, Frank had grown up in the heart of the Sierra Nevada mountains and later on in the state of Nevada, where her father was an Indian agent. Despite the rarity of Jews in these communities, from an early age Frank was interested in everything Jewish. At the age of fifteen she was teaching in the public schools; at night, she conducted free classes for miners. After moving to Oakland (she called it “the Brooklyn of San Francisco”), Frank taught literature and elocution at a Christian college as well as classes in Biblical history at a Jewish Sunday school.29

Frank also began a career as a journalist. Sent by a local paper to Spokane, Washington, to interview a number of Indian chiefs prominent in earlier Indian uprisings, she was asked to address the Jews of the city during the High Holidays. Though she had never delivered a sermon, Frank agreed on condition that the Jewish population of Spokane, which had been unable to surmount denominational conflicts, establish a synagogue. The bargain was struck, and that very evening, Frank addressed an overflow crowd of a thousand men and women—Jews and Gentiles—at the Spokane Opera House, the novelty of a woman’s preaching on the Day of Atonement to a mixed audience having spread through the city. Frank’s pulpit debut led to offers to preach to Jewish groups up and down the Pacific coast, resulting in the establishment of several new congregations. She was an eloquent speaker who attracted huge audiences to her talks on Jewish subjects, particularly the Bible as literature; for some years she employed a professional manager to promote her. As her fame spread, so did the hyperbole that surrounded her. Called a prophetess and even a “female Messiah,” Frank preferred to see herself as a “modern Deborah,” defender of her people.30

To increase her knowledge of theology and Jewish history, Frank took courses in philosophy at the University of California. In 1892, she became the first woman to be accepted at the Hebrew Union College at Cincinnati, the Reform movement’s rabbinical training college; she studied there for only one semester. In Frank’s view, ordination was unnecessary for both preachers and teachers (the title she preferred).31 She asserted that since rabbis were beholden to congregations for their salaries, they could not preach freely. She saw no reason for women to enter a “thoroughly masculine” rabbinate.32

Despite these arguments and her trailblazing pulpit performances, Frank was no feminist. She claimed that she did not oppose women’s intellectual or vocational endeavors so much as she did the blurring of spheres; those who did not marry might adopt professions, but married women needed to perform their duties properly.33 To women’s rights advocate Charlotte Perkins Gilman, she wrote of her disagreement with the idea of an “organic alliance” of women focused on men as the problem; such thinking would cause women to “cut off the head of one serpent” only to have “two spring from the wound.”34

Frank also opposed woman suffrage: if women had the ballot, the home would have two leaders and become contentious. She submitted that Jewish women, in particular, did not need the vote, since in their tradition women were considered men’s equal. Urging them to remain “Mothers in Israel” and make their homes into “temples,” she often cited the Bible to suggest the evils that would follow women’s assumption of greater authority.35

Despite her own disclaimer and the fact that she was never ordained, Frank became widely known as the world’s “only woman rabbi.” The news that one congregation in Stockton, California, wanted to install her as its spiritual leader fueled the myth, as did Frank’s revelation that she had been offered a rabbinical post in Chicago and “many others.”36 She did not view her own notoriety as the “girl rabbi” as contradicting her own beliefs, and neither did traditionally minded audiences. “There can be nothing more gracefully feminine than Ray Frank,” ran a typical comment; despite her forceful sermons, “in her pretty gown, with her expressive dark face” and striking figure, she could never be mistaken for a “man in petticoats.”37

Frank abided by her own admonitions. In 1901, at age thirty-five, she married Simon Litman, a professor of economics twelve years her junior. Busy from then on with the standard activities of a Jewish faculty wife in Berkeley, California, and later in Champaign, Illinois, she lectured only occasionally to community and university audiences.38 She died in 1948, a quiet presence in the twentieth century.

Mother of Exiles: Emma Lazarus

Another Jewish woman whose voice was not fully heard in the twentieth century was Emma Lazarus, the writer best known for her poem “The New Colossus,” engraved on the Statue of Liberty. Had Lazarus been alive at the time (she died of cancer in 1887 when she was only thirty-eight), she would surely have attended the Jewish Women’s Congress and no doubt been its principal speaker. As it was, her older sister Josephine and Henrietta Szold were the only two women eventually included in the Jewish men’s program at the 1893 World’s Fair.

Lazarus was the major American Jewish literary figure of the nineteenth century.39 Despite her success as an “American” writer, eventually she acknowledged her position outside the cultural mainstream and claimed bonds to the Jewish people. Her story illustrates another aspect of the divided nature of American Jewish women’s identity so apparent in the mixed messages of the Jewish Women’s Congress leaders.

Emma Lazarus was born in 1849, the fourth of seven surviving children of Moses Lazarus, a well-to-do sugar merchant, and Esther Nathan. Moses Lazarus was a member of one of America’s leading Sephardic Jewish families, tracing his ancestry to the Jewish community that had lived in Spain until Queen Isabella and King Ferdinand expelled all Jews in 1492. Proud of their heritage as descendants of the poets and philosophers of the medieval Golden Age of Hebraism in Iberia and of their ancestors’ contributions to colonial America, they scorned the less educated Jewish immigrants from Germany, the Ashkenazim. By the 184Os, however, when Moses married Esther Nathan, daughter of a prominent German Jewish family, Ashkenazi Jews had joined the Sephardim among the elite of American Jewish society.40

Lazarus grew up in an upper-class household in New York City, summering at Providence, Rhode Island, with other wealthy German and Sephardic Jews. Tutored privately in European languages, music, and literature, she enjoyed the privileges that her family’s fortune bestowed. She showed an early talent for poetry and by age seventeen had written a volume of poems, which her proud father privately printed.41 Like two of her five sisters, Emma never married, although she wrote frequently of love.

Though derivative and sentimental, Lazarus’s first volume attracted the attention of leading critics and writers. William Cullen Bryant thought the poems “better than any verses I remember to have seen written by any girl of eighteen”; William James recalled his pleasure in reading “the simpler little things” in the book.42 Lazarus sent the poems to Ralph Waldo Emerson, whose writings stood among her chief literary inspirations. Emerson replied frankly, criticizing some poems but praising her general achievement.

Emerson continued to serve as her mentor, advising her on her reading and the craft of writing; he was her “father” and she was one of his “children,” she wrote in a sonnet. Deeply hurt when he omitted her poems from his anthology of English and American verse, Parnassus, printed in 1874, Lazarus, then twenty-five, wrote to scold her teacher for what seemed like a deep betrayal. While Lazarus’s correspondence with Emerson lasted until his death in 1882, the Parnassus incident revealed the fragility of her own developing position as a writer.

In her twenties, Lazarus had not evinced much of a Jewish literary consciousness, preferring to see herself as an aspiring author in the American mode. Occasional poems like “In the Jewish Synagogue at Newport,” which she wrote in 1867, had secular American antecedents (in this case, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s “The Jewish Cemetery at Newport”) rather than a genuine foundation in Jewish interests. When, ten years later, Rabbi Gustav Gottheil of New York’s Temple Emanu-El asked Lazarus to translate several hymns written by medieval Jewish poets of Spain and Portugal, and to write several of her own, Lazarus responded that she lacked the “fervor and enthusiasm” for such work; she had, after all, been raised in an assimilated home and had attended services only on the High Holidays. Nevertheless, she told Gottheil that she was “glad to prove … that my interest and sympathies were loyal to our race, although my religious convictions (if such they can be called) and the circumstances of my life have led me somewhat apart from our people.”43

In the next four years, Lazarus published approximately two dozen translations of verses by medieval Jewish poets; the work of these poets brought Lazarus to a proud Jewish consciousness and inspired her belief in the return to Zion as the best solution for the exiled Jewish people. By 1880, Lazarus’s own poetry, now focused on the destiny of her people, lost its derivative quality.

Lazarus’s coming to voice as a Jewish writer coincided with the catastrophic upheavals of Eastern European Jewry. Following brutal pogroms in the early 188Os and the imposition of increasingly stringent restrictions on the Jewish populations in Russia and Poland, hundreds of thousands of refugees fled their homelands for the security and freedom of the United States. Lazarus, who had come to admire the courage of Jews in the past, was transformed by her visits to the refugee station at Castle Garden, the immigrant reception center in New York, where she saw at first hand the desperation of the new arrivals. She began to use her pen to wake up America’s Jews to the immediate needs of these immigrants; in the next two years she wrote over twenty essays on the “Jewish problem” in both Jewish and secular magazines, urging American Jews to “deepen … and quicken …” their “sources of Jewish enthusiasm.”44

In a series of “Epistles” written between 1882 and 1883, Lazarus excoriated American Jews for their indifference to the fate of East European Jewry. Rather than being too “tribal,” she asserted that Jews “are not ‘tribal’ enough; we have not sufficient solidarity to perceive that when the life and property of a Jew in the uttermost provinces of the Caucasus are attacked, the dignity of a Jew in free America is humiliated.” As she remarked in a line that would often be quoted in the twentieth century, “Until we are all free, we are none of us free.”45

Yet Lazarus understood the reasons why American Jews maintained their distance from immigrants. Just beneath the surface freedoms that Jews experienced in the United States lurked a bitter anti-Semitism. “The word ‘Jew’ is in constant use,” she observed, “even among so-called refined Christians, as a term of opprobrium, and is employed as a verb, to denote the meanest tricks.” If wealthy Jews became too closely associated with the lower-class arrivals, their progress into the American mainstream might be retarded; the better class of Jews would always be identified with the “meanest rascal.”46 Moreover, American Jews lacked knowledge of the “common creed [and] common history” that they shared with the “poorest Jew-peddler” from abroad.47 Only by returning to the intellectual roots of Judaism, studying Hebrew literature, history, and law, could Jews unite.

Lazarus helped to found the Hebrew Technical Institute to provide vocational training for the immigrants. But she acknowledged that the newcomers’ Old World customs would necessarily impede their adjustment to the United States. A full decade before Theodor Herzl organized the modern Zionist movement, she envisaged a homeland in Palestine as a “better” solution to the problem of Jewish exile than settlement in the United States. In her poem “Rosh-Hashanah, 5643 (1882),” she portrayed Zionism and Americanism as interrelated aspects of the Jewish “nation”:


In two divided streams the exiles part,
One rolling homeward to its ancient source,
One rushing sunward with fresh will, new heart.

By each the truth is spread, the law unfurled,
Each separate soul contains the nation’s force,
And both embrace the world.48



It was out of empathy with the exiles, whether bound “homeward” to Zion or “sunward” to America, that Lazarus had come to claim her own identity and to embrace the world as a Jewish-identified activist and writer. Just two years earlier, in her poem “Echoes,” Lazarus had intimated her sense of isolation and fragility. “Late-born and woman-souled,” she feared that as a woman writer she could not “cope … with the world’s strong-armed warriors” who told of “the dangers, wounds, and triumphs of the fight.” In contrast to this “modern manly passion,” she described her “veiled and screened … womanhood,” her immersion in “solitude and song.”49

By 1882, Lazarus’s solitude had dissolved. In its place, as one critic suggests, a “fighting fraternity” with the Jewish people arose. The bond, however, was more of maternity than fraternity, as the opening of Lazarus’s famous poem “The New Colossus,” written the following year, indicates. In the poem, Lazarus introduces an image “not like the brazen giant of Greek fame” with “conquering limbs,” but of a “mighty woman with a torch/Whose flame/Is the imprisoned lightning, and her name/Mother of Exiles.” Like Deborah, the ancient savior of Israel, this rescuer was not a conquering hero but a mother who was a welcoming, albeit “mighty,” presence, with “beaconhand” and eyes that “command.”50

As a single woman, Lazarus could speak out to Jews and act more boldly than such married “women of valor” as Rosa Sonneschein and Ray Frank Lhman. Yet the pervasive influence of nineteenth-century gender mores affected her literary reputation. After Lazarus’s death, her sister Josephine, a powerful intellect in her own right, minimized Emma’s independence, describing her in a eulogy as a “true woman, too distinctly feminine to wish to be exceptional, or to stand alone and apart even by virtue of superiority.”51 Other critics also muffled Lazarus’s distinct voice and contributed to her banishment from the literary canon.52 Lazarus’s untimely death cut off the possibility that she might sustain her authentic stance as an American Jewish woman writer and activist, just as “superior” Jewish women like Rosa Sonneschein and Ray Frank, hemmed in by the myths of “true” womanhood, could not find a secure or permanent outlet.

However bright the promise of American Jewish womanhood might have seemed to the women who gathered to hear the electrifying speeches at the Jewish Women’s Congress in 1893, or to the women who joined the National Council of Jewish Women in subsequent years, none of the new movement’s leaders was able to resolve the contradiction of remaking Judaism so that it empowered women as public-spirited activists while preserving the notion that their fundamental place lay in the home.

Yet the need for change—and the direction of innovation—had been signalled. In the new century, Fanny Brandeis and her sister-in-law Alice Goldmark Brandeis, Louis’s wife, would be followed by daughters whose access to advanced education would enable them to establish highly fulfilling professional careers. Rosa Sonneschein’s and Sadie American’s call to Jewish women to liberate themselves from the yoke of patriarchal dependency and servitude by organizing separate Jewish institutions for women would be answered by a flurry of gender-based organizational activity. Ray Frank’s insistence on the integrity of Jewish women’s spiritual lives would be echoed in numerous proposals for expanding women’s religious entitlements and their domestic responsibilities in the wider world.

Emma Lazarus’s midlife conversion from full assimilation to active Judaism also proved exemplary. This volitional act, along with her attempt to awaken American Jews to their responsibilities, was the first of many attempts by Jewish women to counteract assimilation. Lazarus’s work in Jewish educational and social welfare and her poetry of witness were precursors to later Jewish women’s political and intellectual activism. Pointing inward to a more fully realized Jewish consciousness and a liberated female selfhood, as well as outward to a future in which Zionism and Diaspora loyalties, or a philosophy of universalism and a deeply felt ethnic pride, could coexist without conflict, Lazarus demonstrated a harmonious intregration of ideals that for many others seemed mutually exclusive.

By century’s end, however, traditional notions of Jewish womanhood existed uneasily with newer possibilities. Jewish women experienced deep anxieties as they seized upon the opportunities set in motion by the events of the Chicago World’s Fair and the arrival of the new immigrants. They would move in vastly different directions as they experimented, innovated, and ultimately shaped new patterns of being Americans, women, and Jews.



FROM THE GHETTO AND BEYOND 1890-1930




Chapter 1
THE PARADOX OF IMMIGRATION

Autobiographies of Alienation and Assimilation: Mary Antin and Anzia Yezierska

“I was born, I have lived, and I have been made over.”1 So did Mary Antin begin the chronicle of her experiences as an immigrant in the New World. So extraordinary were the changes that Antin underwent after she emigrated as a young girl from Russian Poland to America that she felt she had experienced the creation of a “second self” completely divorced from her earlier life.

Antin’s autobiography, The Promised Land, published in 1912, became an immediate best-seller, catapulting its author to national fame and establishing her as the creator of one of the first great works of American Jewish literature. By the time of Antin’s death in 1949, The Promised Land had gone through thirty-four editions, becoming one of the most popular immigrant autobiographies of all time. A classic tale of assimilation, hope, and transformation, it spoke to the imagination of diverse immigrant groups, as well as to native-born Americans who saw it as proof of the inclusiveness of the American dream.2

Antin’s book was one of more than a dozen accounts of immigrant life in the new land written in English by Jewish women.3 The large number of these works published by American presses is striking, considering that almost all of their authors were unknown, and that for most of them, English was a second language. What made them appealing was the universality of their theme—the encounter with America. Each author wrote about her personal struggle to respond to the hardships and opportunities of American life by creating a new, distinctly American self. Autobiography became a means for them to assess their experience as immigrants confronting a new culture and, by writing about their struggles, to impose order on events that were disruptive and confusing.4

It is significant that the first and most influential account of Eastern European immigrant experience was written by Antin, a woman. For Jewish women even more than for Jewish men, America offered a revolutionary opportunity to transcend the limits of the Old World. This hope is reflected in Antin’s pioneering book and in the works of another autobiographer and fiction writer, Anzia Yezierska: in both women’s stories, the cultural myth of American freedom merges with the triumph of a woman’s autonomy.

For Jewish women, however, the act of writing was at once liberating and dangerous. Traditional Jewish culture assigned the tasks of textual study and literary creation solely to men; women who assumed such roles challenged traditional gender divisions and religious identities. Thus, in winning the right to independent “American” womanhood, immigrant writers like Antin and Yezierska had to engage in a fierce battle with their heritage, one quite different from that experienced by immigrant men. For some female immigrants, becoming a writer would require figuratively killing their Jewish fathers or husbands and the Jewish religion itself, forces that they saw as linked in their patriarchal domination of women’s lives.

Both Antin and Yezierska describe contradictory feelings of triumph and loss engendered by their complex identities as Jews, new Americans, and women.5 Their stories help us understand immigration as an inward journey that took new immigrants as far from the biblical ideal of the woman of valor as from the shtetls and towns of the Russian plains. Through their imaginations, immigrant Jewish daughters recreated themselves as American Jewish women, breaking with tradition and offering the public its first glimpse of the immigrant Jewish woman as modern feminist.

New World Princess Mary Antin was born in Polotzk, Russia, in June 1881, three months after the assassination of Czar Alexander II triggered a series of violent pogroms that spread to hundreds of communities throughout the Pale of Settlement. The following year, the passage of the May Laws prohibiting Jewish settlement in villages drove a half-million Jews from rural areas and signalled the end of the shtetl in the Pale. The May Laws also drastically reduced Jewish quotas at gymnasia and universities, and restricted many Jews from holding jobs.6 As conditions worsened, more and more Jews fled to America. While the Jewish population of the United States numbered only about 250,000 in 1880, by 1924, when Congress passed legislation restricting immigration from Eastern Europe, approximately one-third of the Jewish population of Eastern Europe had emigrated to America. The Jewish population of the United States, merely 3 percent of world Jewry in 1880, by then numbered four million—almost one-quarter of the world’s Jews.7

The journey to America required extraordinary courage and resilience. At every step of the way, the migrants were beset by harrowing, bewildering, and dangerous challenges. Antin described her family’s passage to America in 1894 in a series of letters to an uncle who had remained in Eastern Europe; the letters, published in book form five years later, recount frightening encounters with border patrols, travels in crowded trains through the vast expanse of Europe, and rough conditions in steerage crossing the Atlantic.

Little more than a decade later, when Antin was barely thirty, she wrote her autobiography, not because she had “accomplished anything” but because she believed her life was representative of other New World immigrants.8 Writing also brought Antin “personal salvation,” taking her on a “double voyage of discovery” that explored her inner transformations as well as “the new outer universe” of America. “All the processes of uprooting, transportation, replanting, acclimatization, and development took place in my own soul” she acknowledged, as well as in the physical world; her book would describe the literal and spiritual journey by which she had explored these dual realms.9

Antin opened her memoirs with a stark portrait of Russia as the “Egypt” from which Jews had made their exodus to the promised land of America. Their journey to the United States—and Antin’s own transformation into a liberated, assimilated, secular woman—ironically became an act of spiritual deliverance tied to Jewish history. Suffering from the sharp divisions that separated the Pale from the rest of Russia, Jews from Gentiles, men from women, Antin spent her childhood manacled by the dual shackles of sexism and antiSemitism. Though she rejected Judaism’s “medieval” superstitions, she took pride in its “living seed”—the inward belief that “God was, had been, and ever would be.”10


I was fed on dreams, instructed by means of prophecies, trained to hear and see mystical things that callous senses could not perceive. I was taught to call myself a princess, in memory of my forefathers who had ruled a nation…. Sat upon by brutal enemies, unjustly hated, annihilated a hundred times, I yet arose and held my head high, sure that I should find my kingdom in the end…. God needed me and I needed Him, for we two together had a work to do, according to an ancient covenant between him and my forefathers.11



Long after she had renounced the practice of Judaism, she retained the spiritual attachments of her childhood.

Antin associated this childhood religion with memories of her mother’s magical lullabies and stories of Biblical heroines: “I heard the names of Rebecca, Rachel and Leah as early as the names of father, mother, and nurse.”12 Yet matriarchal heroines proved insufficient guides to a religious faith that privileged patriarchy; Antin’s observant mother, “bred to submission” even though she was her husband’s equal business partner, took her religion on her husband’s authority. Antin angrily acknowledged that the problem lay in a religious culture that celebrated maleness: the birth of sons was celebrated with ritual ceremonies and feasts; boys were sent to learn Torah in cheder (elementary religious school); even at table, boys were served first because “nothing was too good for them.” In Antin’s short story “Malinke’s Atonement,” the shtetl mother asks, “What are daughters worth? They’re only good to sit in the house, a burden on their parents’ neck, until they’re married off. A son, at least, prays for the souls of his parents when they’re dead; it’s a deed of piety to raise sons.”13

In this story, nine-year-old Malinke is a renegade who outrages her mother by challenging traditional customs and the notion that “girls don’t need to know things out of books.”14 The reward for the purity of her own faith, the promise of an education, came to Antin herself only after her own exodus from the Old World. In Russia, despite the liberal attitudes of her own family, it had been impossible for her to receive the gift of sustained learning equivalent to that received by Jewish boys. For women,


education really had no place. A girl was “finished” when she could read her prayers in Hebrew, following the meaning by the aid of the Yiddish translation especially prepared for women. If she could sign her name in Russian, do a little figuring, and write a letter in Yiddish to the parents of her betrothed, she was called wohl gelehrent—well educated.15



Antin knew, however, that without education, women were destined to a life without aspiration, as “empty and endless and dull” as a “treadmill horse.”16

In America, Antin was at last able to obtain the education she had dreamed about. The Promised Land describes in glowing terms the opportunities available to ambitious immigrants when given access to free schools, free libraries, and citizenship unrestricted by race, religion, and ethnicity. Even in the midst of poverty, such advantages offered a route out of the ghetto and into American prosperity.

In fact, like many younger children, Antin was permitted to attend school only because her older sister, Fetchke (called Frieda in America), had gone to work in a sweatshop to help support the family. All that the future held for Frieda was an arranged marriage and domestic drudgery, yet she and her mother gave unstintingly of their labor to allow Antin the chance to attend school.

Within six months, she had completed the first five grades; one of her teachers was so impressed with her talent that only a few months after Antin enrolled, she sent an essay the girl had written (entitled “Snow”) to an educational journal, which published it. Antin’s literary prowess came to the attention of several board members at the Hebrew Industrial School, a training institute for immigrant boys and girls, who introduced her to Lina Hecht, a German Jewish philanthropist. With Hecht’s help, a translator and publisher were found for the letters Antin had written in Yiddish describing the family’s emigration. The result, From Plotzk to Boston, was published in 1899 when Antin was only eighteen, with an introduction by Israel Zangwill, the distinguished British Zionist (Plotzk being a printer’s misspelling of Antin’s birthplace).

Because of this astonishing success and the intervention of her German Jewish mentors, Antin’s family allowed her to enroll at Boston Latin School for Girls, a public preparatory school for Radcliffe College. Antin also became active at Hale House, the South End settlement sponsored by the literary notable Edward Everett Hale, who joined Mary’s coterie of admirers.

Even more important to her was Emma Lazarus’s sister Josephine, who became acquainted with Antin after reviewing From Plotzk to Boston. Lazarus became Antin’s friend and mentor. The two women shared a spiritual sensibility: together they probed the origins of the universe, the meaning of life, questions of immortality and the soul. Taken with the younger woman’s insights, Lazarus urged her to continue writing. Encouraged by such friends Antin prospered, even as her family, its fortunes continuing to decline, was forced to move from one desperate tenement to another. Unable to master English or maintain a steady income, Antin’s father became bitterly disillusioned. Contemplating her mother’s and sister’s constant labors, Antin was reminded again of the “treadmill horse” of shtetl days; only she had escaped the hardships that afflicted the family even in the promised land.

While Antin’s narrative acknowledges her family’s poverty, she emphasizes her own success as the product of talent and America’s “open workshop”; she writes that only a “certain class of aliens” could make use of her new country’s freedoms. “I had only to be worthy and it came to me … my friendships, my advantages and disadvantages, my gifts, my habits, my ambitions—these were the materials out of which I built my after life….”17 Ignoring the economic forces that exploited immigrant workers, Antin never joined the protests that other immigrant women helped initiate. Instead she emphasized her own rise as an individual in the Gentile world: “Steadily as I worked to win America, America advanced to lie at my feet…. I was a princess waiting to be led to the throne.”18

Focusing on her own intellectual and moral worthiness, Antin glosses over her sister’s contributions to her success, stating only in passing that the true “glory” belonged to Frieda. She also minimizes the unusual connections to the philanthropists who helped her. At least one Jewish reviewer resented Antin’s portrayal. “To me,” wrote Harry Saltpeter in The Menorah Journal in 1919, “[Antin] reveals herself as a smug, parvenu snob of the East Side, the sycophantic protegee of the nice and respectable persons who patronized her, a person to whom the East Side existed as inspiration for her writing moods.”19

Yet most reviewers focused on the apparent universality of her story rather than on the exemplary and privileged achievements of Antin as heroine. “The argument for immigration … is implicit in every chapter of ‘The promised land,’” wrote the New York Times critic.20 Few noted its ambiguities regarding questions of class relations or ethnic and religious attachments.

Like many immigrants who quickly Americanized, Antin had given up her religious customs almost immediately. For the God of her fathers, she substituted a worship of American heroes like George Washington. Later she believed that she might not have been so ready “to put away my religion” if its truths had not been cloaked in “motley rags of formalism.” At the time, though, she felt “absolutely, eternally, delightfully emancipated from the yoke of indefensible superstition”; this was for her the essence of Americanism.21

In hindsight, however, An tin recognized the high cost of the family’s liberation from tradition (even her mother—an Orthodox woman for whom religion was “interwoven with her soul”—gave up Judaic practices within half a dozen years). Without a system of American ethics to replace the family’s religious orthodoxy, “chaos took the place of system; uncertainty, inconsistency undermined discipline,” and the Antin family, “formerly united and happy,” disintegrated.22

In her book, Antin wondered whether her father regretted his early, violent rejection of Judaism, and in later years, missed his heritage and community; she asks “to what, in short, his emancipation amounted.”23 Did her family’s abandonment of its faith mean that, in the interest of Americanism, they had forever alienated their descendants from Judaism? Such a trajectory was double-edged: while assimilation was the most “hopeful” course for the Jews, and the most inevitable, Antin felt at the same time that “nothing more pitiful” could be written in the annals of the Jews.24

Readers may have passed over this cautious note because the “official” story in The Promised Land is one of celebration and optimism; Antin’s concerns about religious decline and the debilitating effects of poverty on immigrant families appear as ambiguous subtexts.25 The central narrative of the book describes the emergence of “I, a new being,” a self “absolutely other” than the heroine whose development she recounts in the memoir—the young Russian girl (“she”) who is gradually transformed into an American. But Antin’s authorial voice stands outside this story of Americanization, revealing that despite her chronicle of triumphant change, Antin continued to see herself as other, an immigrant aware of the struggles of her impoverished neighborhood, a Jew worried about her family’s loss of faith, a woman unsure of future possibilities for her gender.

At the beginning and end of the book, Antin acknowledges that she is split off from her authentic, historic self, and indeed, that she wants to distance herself from history overall. “The Wandering Jew in me seeks forgetfulness,” she writes, although she admits that “I can never forget, for I bear the scars. But I want to forget … I want to be now of to-day.”26 Only by recording and reinventing her story could Antin expunge her ethnic heritage, her foreignness, her family’s poverty: the enormous pain of transition. Unable to obliterate memory, it is through storytelling that Antin can abandon the past.

Antin ends her book by portraying herself as a “human creature, emerging from the dim places where the torch of history has never been.” Such a person, embodying Antin’s vision of herself as a contemporary intellectual woman, born in the “Middle Ages” and living in the twentieth century, was not “tied to the monumental past, any more than my feet were bound to my grandfather’s house below the hill … the past was only my cradle, and now it cannot hold me, because I am grown too big.”27

She concludes this reverie on a note of high romantic rhetoric, calling forth the “shining future” she saw in America. Yet this vision comes out of Antin’s frank admission of how painful it is to be “consciously part of two worlds”—Russia and the United States, Christian and Jewish, her old and new selves. Rather than assimilating her past to her new identity, she constructs an American persona that can move forward only by disconnecting from the past. Invoking the image of the Ancient Mariner who told his tale in order to be rid of it, Antin tells her tale—“for once, and never hark back any more. I will write a bold Finis at the end, and shut the book with a bang!”28

Antin’s words reveal her almost desperate wish to jettison the albatross of memory that weighed so heavily upon her and from which she was not yet free. But in her real life, as opposed to her representation of it in The Promised Land, it was not so easy to say “finis” to the past. For the next several decades, Antin wrestled with the problem of living her life according to her vision of herself as “an American among Americans … a daughter of Israel and a child of the universe,” a woman of the present not tied to history.29

In 1901, when she was twenty, Antin had married Amadeus William Grabau, a geologist whom she had met on a field trip he was conducting for the Boston Society of Natural History. Eleven years Antin’s senior, Grabau, the son of a German-born Lutheran minister, dazzled her with his research into evolution. Science now replaced the theological bent that had, since childhood, made Antin question the mysteries of the universe. But her marriage to a non-Jew displeased Antin’s supporters; in a letter, she admitted that although she hadn’t “changed [her] faith,” all of her devoted friends fell away.30

The couple moved to New York, where Antin took courses at Barnard and later at Teachers College; in 1907, she gave birth to her only child, Josephine Esther, named after Antin’s beloved friend Josephine Lazarus and her mother, Esther Weltman Antin. Lazarus’s death in 1910 spurred Antin to begin writing her autobiography, as Lazarus had urged. She published its first installments in The Atlantic Monthly in 1911. The publication of The Promised Land the following year brought Antin immediate success. Reissues as well as fees from lectures Antin gave on such topics as “The Responsibility of American Citizenship,” “The Civic Education of the Immigrant,” and “the Public School as a Test of American Faith” assured her a substantial income for several years after the book’s debut.

In 1914, Antin published her third and last book, They Who Knock At Our Gates: A Complete Gospel of Immigration.31 At a time when the sentiment for restrictions on immigration was growing, the book was a passionate plea for the continuation of unrestricted admission to newcomers, arguing that the ethics of American democracy as well as the Ten Commandments demanded an open door policy. In calling her work a “gospel,” Antin indicated that the subject of immigration was of vital concern to Christians as well as Jews; she also unwittingly revealed her drift away from Judaism.

Antin never tempered her support of assimilation, arguing that in the United States, where cultural tolerance, social equality, and freedom of choice held sway, more narrowly based ethnic and national group identities were throwbacks to an archaic age. Yet Antin’s fervent Americanism did not conflict with Zionism. However much Jewish life became absorbed within American life, she insisted that the “community of sentiment,” “culture,” and “memories” of the Jewish people could survive as emblems of Jewish nationality. Influenced by her mentor Josephine Lazarus and her good friend Jessie Sampter, a Zionist writer, Antin urged all Jews to work for the creation of a national homeland, an idea then unpopular with most middle-class Jews.32

Antin had more difficulty maintaining unity in her personal life than she did among her varied public concerns. The agonies of World War I split the Grabau household, with Antin lecturing around the country on behalf of the Allies and Grabau supporting Germany. As Antins daughter Josephine recalled, “We fought the World War right in our house in Scarsdale. Mother was for the Allies and Father was for the Germans. Mother hung the Allied flag out her study window and Father put the German flag out his study window. They fought the war upstairs and downstairs, into the attic and into the cellar. It was too much for me and I fell apart. They saw what they were doing to me and finally agreed to separate for my sake.”33

After the Grabaus separated in 1918, William Grabau left for China, where he taught paleontology until his death. Josephine was sent to boarding school, while Antin’s sister Frieda, who had managed the Grabau household after her own arranged marriage broke up, moved in with another relative. Despondent about the rising xenophobic trend in American life and the breakup of her marriage, Antin suffered from recurring physical ailments and an apparent nervous breakdown from which she never recovered. After more than a decade of depression and wandering, she wrote to a friend in 1930, “I have so little mastered the art of tranquil living that wherever go I trail storm clouds of drama around me.”34 Unable to find a home, she journeyed from one rehabilitative facility for nervous invalids to another, often following the spiritual ministrations of such gurus as Shri Meher Baba, an Eastern mystic. After a few years at the Austin Riggs Psychiatric Center, she wound up at the Gould Farm in Monterey, Massachusetts, a Christian restorative community for the mentally ill. Antin lived there periodically from 1922 until her death in 1949, becoming a fervent follower of “Brother Will” Gould and his wife Agnes, and their philosophy of Christian love.

Though Antin wrote only a few essays in the remaining quarter century of her life, she collected a vast amount of material for a proposed book on Will Gould, intending to relate his life and work to the story of Jesus and the Christian community through the ages. That she never completed the book was a source of pain and embarrassment to her, an indication of her “long ordeal of nonperformance.” Near the end of her life Antin explained to Agnes Gould that her decades-long “silence and inactivity” were products of the “deep soul sickness” and “loneliness” that were much worse than all the “external illnesses” from which she suffered.35

Even at the Christian home, where Antin was both patient and sometime secretary, she turned “Jew on occasion,” describing herself as a “Jewish member of the staff” and showing sensitivity to references to Jews.36 For Antin, there was no inconsistency between affiliating herself with Will Gould’s philosophy of Christian brotherhood and identifying herself, when necessary, as a Jew. “One current of continuity runs underneath all the abortive phases of my life,” she explained while in her fifties. “From childhood on I have been obliged to drop anything I was doing to run after any man who seemed to know a little more than I did about God … I most want to write about: how a modern woman has sought the face of God—not the name nor the fame but the face of God—and what adventures came to meet her on this most ancient human path.”37 That Antin would boldly declare her ambition to encounter God’s visage, which according to Hebrew Scripture was seen only by Moses, indicates the distance she had already traveled from Orthodox Judaism, creating her own defiant spirituality.

While Antin saw no incongruity in rejecting the formal practice of Judaism only to dabble throughout her life with other religious philosophies (including anthroposophy, Eastern mysticism, and Christianity) it is starting that this apostle of Americanization, without publicly admitting the failure of her secular philosophy, came to spend her last decades in a frantic search for spiritual meaning. She revealed privately that, after her marital breakup and the onset of her nervous illness, she began to unload “the pyramid of honors, civic and literary, which had been heaped on me by the usual headlong process of rewarding a popular success. One day, I sat down and wrote a wholesale lot of letters of resignation. When I finished, I didn’t belong to a single author’s club or patriotic society. I was myself again, whatever that was.38

Antin recognized only belatedly the problems of being herself and discovering who that “self” was. The narcissism so apparent in The Promised Land, which had allowed her to transverse the difficult course of assimilation seemingly without incident, had less positive consequences in later life. But Antin never acknowledged that her failure to realize full selfhood and her nervous illnesses might have been caused, at least in part, by the same alienation from the roots of her heritage that she suspected in her father. Instead, she continued to celebrate America for the freedom it gave her to follow her “inborn drive” toward religious exploration without reference to Judaism. “For decades I lived cut off from Jewish life and thought, heart-free and mind-free to weave other bonds,” she wrote without regret in 1941.39 Because “American life followed a democratic pattern,” Antin believed she could sharpen her kinship with “all earnest seekers after God,” not only Jews, and to help to close the gap between Jew and Gentile.

By the early 1940s, however, Nazism caused Antin to reclaim her Jewish identity openly: “It is one thing to go your separate way, leaving friends and comrades behind in peace and prosperity; it is another thing to fail to remember them when the world is casting them out.”40 But Antin refused to be drawn back into Jewish particularism—what she called a “Ghetto without walls”—because of anti-Semitism. She admitted that “I can no more return to the Jewish fold that I can return to my mother’s womb”: such a return, for all assimilated Jews, would in fact be a “historic tragedy.”


I shall not let myself be stampeded. I have found my wider world of the spirit, and nothing can dislodge me…. In all those places where race lines are drawn, I shall claim the Jewish badge; but in my Father’s house of many mansions I shall continue a free spirit.41



Antin declared, finally, that “the point where I come to life as a member of modern society, where my fullest sense of responsibility is kindled, is deep below the ache and horror of the Jewish dilemma.” This point—at the seat of her most vivid sense of self—occurred when she witnessed the persecution of “any group”—“whether of race, creed or color,” an offense that constituted a wholesale “attack on democracy.” Only here, “where the spiritual foundations of America are threatened,” did Antin finally “feel alive.” It was the danger to Americanism, not just to Jews, that touched her deepest self.42

Antin spent much time during her last years at Gould Farm, often with her daughter and visited by her younger sisters.43 Yet despite her family’s loyalty and the affection of Agnes Gould and other farm residents, Antin did not know “where I belong[ed]; whether among family or the Farm’s friendly ‘strangers,’” she continued to complain of the “desert of loneliness.”44

Antin’s nervous illnesses never abated. Nor did the productivity of earlier times return. However much she espoused a fervent, universalist Americanism and denied the validity of ethnic or religious particularism, her cosmopolitan beliefs did not fulfill her spiritual or emotional needs. Though she considered herself a representative American, a Jew (when the identification was important), and a feminist, the blend of the three identities remained uneasy and would not support ongoing creative endeavor.

Sweatshop Cinderella For Anzia Yezierska, a contemporary of Mary Antin’s, the struggle to become an American, to realize her potential as a writer and defy the age-old destiny of Jewish women, became the central theme of an extraordinary, if abbreviated, literary career.45 Yezierska burst onto the American literary scene in 1915 with the publication of her short story “Free Vacation House” in a literary journal; the story movingly describes the humiliating encounters of a Jewish mother from the Lower East Side tenements with benevolent but condescending charity workers.46 In 1919, another Yezierska story, “The Fat of the Land,” won the Edward J. O’Brien prize for the best short story of the year; O’Brien was so impressed that he dedicated his anthology to Yezierska. This story, and the appearance of the collection Hungry Hearts in 1920, followed by five more books in the next dozen years, established Yezierska as one of the nations preeminent chroniclers of immigrant life.47

Yezierska became the “Cinderella of the sweatshops,” as the press dubbed her, when Samuel Goldwyn purchased the rights to Hungry Hearts and with much fanfare brought her to Hollywood to assist in translating immigrant life to the screen. But she left after only a short while, disillusioned with the false values of the film colony and unable to work apart from the ghetto community that had given her inspiration. Having abandoned her roots, however, Yezierska found she could no longer return home. Her writing career fizzled, and she spent the next decades impoverished, lonely, and forgotten.

Born in the Russian-Polish village of Plotsk, Yezierska had come to America with her parents, three brothers, and three sisters in about 1890, when she was eight or ten years old (like many offspring of large immigrant families, she did not know the exact date of her birth); three younger siblings were born in the United States. When they arrived at Castle Garden, the Yezierskas were instantly Americanized, receiving as their surname the first name of an older brother, Meyer, who had arrived two years earlier. Anzia became Hattie Mayer, a name she would discard only upon her emergence as a published author almost three decades later.

Yezierskas older sisters went to work in sweatshops but Anzia, being too young for such labor, began public school and learned English. After school, she sold paper bags (pasted up the night before in the family kitchen) to help support the family. But Yezierska’s father, a rabbi and Talmudic scholar in the old country, thought women’s education a waste of time; soon she was forced to leave school to work full-time. Many of her stories would recount the mistreatment she received in sweatshop and factory jobs, even from Jewish employers, including prosperous relatives whom she served as a live-in domestic. Yezierska learned the bitter lesson that had eluded Antin: that the American dream was available only to those with unusually good fortune, especially those who could afford to receive America’s vaunted free education.

According to Yezierskas daughter and biographer, Louise Levitas Henriksen, Anzia’s sisters, unlike their fictional counterparts, seemed reasonably content in their marriages and did not appear to resent the differential treatment they received from their father because they were women. Henriksen notes that in their world, “women had always waited on men; it was the universal, immutable law of life.”48 In fact, the sisters never noticed the injustices that so grated on Yezierska and that she would fight, fiercely and often, in her life and fiction. The germ of Yezierska’s passionate feminism, very much ahead of its times, grew out of her own fiery temperament and sensitivities rather than merely from the circumstances of her childhood or family heritage.

Against her father’s wishes, Yezierska began attending night school at the Educational Alliance, hoping eventually to enter college. By withholding money from her paycheck and working in a laundry in the mornings and afternoons, she was able to finance a year at the New York City Normal School. Yezierskas father disapproved of all this; in his eyes, the only reason for an unmarried daughter to stop supporting her family was marriage. In the face of his relentless opposition, Yezierska left home and took a room at the Clara de Hirsch Home for working girls, a Jewish-sponsored philanthropy. There she came to the attention of a wealthy German Jewish patron who agreed to pay her tuition at Columbia University’s Teachers College, in the department of home economics. Cooking was not what Yezierska had in mind but, starved for education, she accepted the offer. For several years she taught home economics in New York City schools, though without enthusiasm and with little success, garnering only the lowest-paid substitute teaching assignments.

With her outgoing personality, Yezierska decided that a career as an actress might be more suitable. She soon won a scholarship to the American Academy of Dramatic Arts, but after her studies ended, the theater, too, proved a dead end. Yezierska then turned to writing, hoping that she could perhaps find a way to communicate the drama of immigrant life to America’s reading public. With the help of her older sister, Annie, who assisted in developing characters and plots, Yezierska wrote her first stories and sent them out for publication; all were rejected.

In 1910, Yezierska married Jacob Gordon, an attorney. Within months she realized she had made a mistake and had the marriage annulled. The following year, just as quickly, she married Gordon’s friend, high school teacher Arnold Levitas, in a religious ceremony: Yezierska refused to participate in a legally binding civil one. When the couple’s only child, Louise, was born in 1912, Yezierska found herself confined to a domestic routine, her writing career on hold. She was miserably unhappy.

Taking her daughter, Yezierska left for the West Coast to visit another sister, Fannie. She stayed for a year, resuming her writing. When her first story was published in 1915, her separation from her husband became permanent. Determined to make a success as a writer, she left Louise with the child’s father, a situation that would also become permanent.49 Both actions signalled a radical break with Jewish family mores: the ideal of the eyshet hayil would have little place in Yezierskas life.

A turning point came in 1917, when, with characteristic brashness, Yezierska called upon the eminent philosopher John Dewey, at Columbia University, to complain that Anglo-Saxon America, and Columbia, discriminated against the foreign-born. Yezierska had returned to teaching to support herself, but found that despite her degree, she could not be accredited. Suspecting discrimination, she rushed to Dewey’s office, having read in the paper the day before about a speech he had made on democracy in education.

The astonished Dewey found himself immediately drawn to his unexpected visitor: auburn-haired and blue-eyed, with creamy skin and a robust figure, she seemed highly original and exotic as she harangued him about American fairness and the need to express her special vision. Yezierska had brought some writing samples and Dewey, favorably impressed, invited her to audit his graduate seminar in social and political philosophy, hoping that she might be able to contribute firsthand knowledge of immigrant life. Yezierska accepted, participating in a study of immigrant women in Philadelphia.

The personal association between these two deeply opposite types proved more important to Yezierska than any academic lessons she may have learned. For two years, they conducted a romantic liaison, apparently never consummated but nonetheless inspiring the distinguished, white-haired academic to write a sheaf of poems to Yezierska; Yezierska, for her part, fell hopelessly in love. Dewey admitted that this colorful, unpolished immigrant brought passion and intensity into his life. “You are translucent,” says the Dewey-inspired character in Yezierska’s novel All I Could Never Be, “and the world’s own understanding and love shine through you…. You suffer from striving, but it is unnecessary. You are already.”50 In many of her later stories, Yezierska would romanticize her own vivacity, contrasting immigrant emotionalism to the stiff repressiveness that Dewey purportedly acknowledged in his letters to her and that came to characterize her fictional lovers.

But she was deeply disappointed that her affection for the flesh-and-blood Yankee would go unrequited; Dewey drew back when he realized his protégée’s volatility and the risk he was taking in continuing his friendship with her. Yet his private poems, which he never showed her, demonstrated how much he had been affected by their relationship. As for Yezierska, Dewey would stand forever as the love of her life. Symbolically, the liaison suggests the allure to Yezierska of an idealized Gentile lover through whom her union with America could be consummated. But because she was always the “other” in Dewey’s eyes, Yezierska’s hope would remain unfulfilled.

Though the failed affair left Yezierska alone and depressed, Dewey’s encouragement of her writing, at a time when most of the outside world and especially her own father were denying her writing’s legitimacy, served as a spur to Yezierska’s ambitions. It became an “absorbing, growing thing,” she wrote in her 1950 autobiographical novel, Red Ribbon on a White Horse. “It fed and devoured me. It blotted out nights and days….”51 The story she was working on, “The Fat of the Land,” which won the 1919 short story award, was the first product of her renewed devotion. Henceforth she labored painstakingly over her craft, enlisting all of her family, even her young daughter, to help her perfect her language and style. As far as Yezierska was concerned, all of them owed whatever time and assistance they could render to her greater talent.

Yezierska’s crowning literary successes came in the 1920s. Although she was then in her forties, her autobiographical heroine was usually much younger, a struggling immigrant girl in her twenties. There were other female types in her stories—the ghetto mother and the charity worker, for example—yet this young heroine predominated. Yezierska, whose stories were generally received as autobiographical and realistic rather than creative (one critic commented that she wrote by “dipping [her] pen in her heart”), had simply blotted out twenty years of her life, the years of college, teaching, marriage, and motherhood.52 In her stories, she was the young girl fresh from the ghetto whose perseverance and talents led to her eventual conquest of America.

One critic suggested that Yezierska erased two decades of her own experience because she came to believe in her own myth; it was only as a ghetto writer that she could be accepted by the American reading public, and so she modified her life story, though unintentionally, to meet its demands.53

But even when she had long faded from public view, Yezierska kept writing stories with the same theme over and over again, stories about the conflict between immigrant dreams and American realities, about the pain of becoming a real American and of fighting the men—usually fathers or idealized Anglo-Saxon lovers—who denied women their independence or withheld love. In her eighties she continued to tell this tale of immigrant struggle in almost the identical words she had used a half-century earlier. She could not stop imagining this story, because she had never resolved the conflicts it expressed: in writing, she relived the traumas that were the defining marks of her identity.54

Yezierska’s continuing conflicts about assimilation, religion, and the role of women are most artfully expressed in her full-length novel, The Bread Givers (1925). Subtitled “a struggle between a father of the Old World and a daughter of the New,” the book recounts the efforts of the seventeen-year-old heroine, Sara Smolinsky, to break away from the domination of her father, Reb Smolinsky, a rabbinical scholar and patriarch of the family. Devoted to his Torah studies, the father sends his four daughters out to work—they are the bread givers of the title—and marries off the three eldest to men whom they do not love, in the mistaken expectation that the husbands will support him. Sara, the rebellious youngest daughter, called “blood-and-iron” by her father because her will is as strong as his own, refused to submit to his tyranny. But rejecting her father, she must also reject his religion. Sara laments the fact, for example, that


God didn’t listen to women…. Women could get into Heaven because they were wives and daughters of men. Women had no brains for study of God’s Torah, but they could be the servants of men who studied the Torah. Only if they cooked for the men, and washed for the men, and didn’t nag or curse the men out of their homes; only if they let the men study the Torah in peace, then, maybe, they could push themselves into Heaven with the men, to wait on them there.55



Sara challenges traditional roles: “I’m smart enough to look out for myself,” she tells her father as she leaves home to make her own way in the world. “In America, women don’t need men to boss them.”56 Taking poorly paid, exploitative jobs in a laundry and sweatshop, she manages to attend night school and college (like the author), and eventually becomes a teacher. But to her father, Sara is not a success but a “lawless, conscienceless thing … a dried-up old maid…. Woe to America where women are let free like men,” he rebukes her.57

The last scene of the book provides a reconciliation of sorts between father and daughter. Sara brings her fiancé, a school principal, to her father to learn Hebrew; the couple offers to take in the embittered old man even though it means they will have to keep the Orthodox customs Sara has rejected. The father is skeptical since Sara is “not a Jewess and not a gentile” and has shown “contempt for God’s law.” But Sara feels a shadow upon her that she cannot shake off: “It wasn’t just my father,” reads the final line of the book, “but the generations who made my father whose weight was still upon me.58

In Yezierska’s life, such a reconciliation with her own father and Jewish tradition would prove impossible. After The Bread Givers was published, she returned to her old neighborhood to see her father. In her fictional autobiography, Yezierska narrates his excoriating lament:


“Woe to America!” he wailed. “Only in America could it happen—an ignorant thing like you—a writer! What do you know of … history, philosophy? What do you know of the Bible, the foundation of all knowledge?”

He stood up, an ancient patriarch condemning unrighteousness…. “It says in the Torah: He who separates himself from people buries himself in death. A woman alone, not a wife and not a mother, has no existence. No joy on earth, no hope of heaven…. You’re not human!”59



Yezierska’s father went on to castigate her success, calling it an “evil worship of Mammon” that had taken her away from Judaism. “Poverty becomes a Jew like a red ribbon on a white horse,” he told her. “But you’re no longer a Jew. You’re a meshumeides, an apostate, an enemy of your own people. And even the Christians will hate you.”60

Accusing his daughter of not being a writer, a woman, or a Jew—all the things she was—Yezierska’s father’s words would haunt her well after his death. Indeed, she titled her own autobiography after his frequent citation of the proverb about the red ribbon on a white horse: she knew it meant that a righteous Jew should neither seek worldly success nor mind poverty. Yezierska could never escape her father or the “ghetto” she carried with her wherever she went—“the nothingness, the fear of my nothingness.”61 Despite her success, she felt that without her father’s approval, she had “no life”: “When you deny your parents, you deny the ground under your feet, the sky over your head. You become an outlaw, a pariah….” Such was her confession to Samuel Goldwyn over lunch in Hollywood: Yezierska told him that the story he had purchased was a “double-murder story” (in which the parents and their rebel daughter each denies the other’s existence). But Yezierska could never achieve the expiation she hoped for by writing the book; apart from her family and community, she saw herself as “lost in chaos, wandering between two worlds.” Because she had wanted what now seemed impossible—to bridge those worlds—she stood “empty, homeless—outside of life. Not a woman—not a writer.”62 Her father’s curse had found its mark.

The portrait of the immigrant daughter who becomes Americanized, leaving behind both her ghetto heritage and Judaism, appears in many of Yezierskas short stories as well. In her aptly titled “Children of Loneliness,” Cornell-educated Rachel Ravinsky, now a school teacher, rejects her parents, whom she sees as “two lumps of ignorance and superstition” leading “dumb, wasted lives.” Rachel’s father, like Sara Smolinsky’s and the patriarch of Yezierska’s family, felt his daughter was “a Jew-hater, an anti-Semite … a betrayer of our race who hates her own father and mother like the Russian Czar once hated a Jew.” Rachel understands that Americanization has destroyed this family: “It is the battle to the knife between parents and children. It’s black tragedy that boils there….”63 Yet because she is rootless and, metaphorically speaking, homeless, apart from her family and community, she questions her success: “Nothing is real but love … nothing so false as ambition.” Like so many other immigrant offspring, she is a child of loneliness, a failed success.

In an unpublished story entitled “We Can Change Our Moses but Not Our Noses,” Yezierska wrote about having obtained a bank stenographer’s position by hiding the fact that she was a Jew. “But I couldn’t get away with it…. The day I gave up my Jewish name I ceased to be myself. I ceased to exist. A person who cuts himself off from his people cuts himself off at the roots of his being; he becomes a shell, a cipher, a spiritual suicide.”64 Although Yezierska borrowed this supposedly autobiographical account from the experiences of her daughter and a nephew, Henriksen believes it underscores the deep remorse her mother felt at having rejected her heritage. In her autobiography, Yezierska admits that when she had tried to hide her Jewishness to find work in Gentile offices she felt that she was cutting off part of her self: “That was why there was no wholeness, no honesty, in anything I did. That was why I always felt so guilty and so unjustly condemned—an outsider wherever I went.”65

Despite her acknowledgment of otherness, Yezierska proclaimed the viability of the American dream. This triumphant mode is most apparent in “America and I,” a 1923 story that fictionalized her own history of disappointment with exploitative jobs and patronizing reformers. At first, the narrator of the story loses hope, feeling that the “America that I sought was nothing but a shadow—an echo—a chimera of lunatics and crazy immigrants.” But reading American history, she discovers the Pilgrims and learns that like contemporary immigrants, they had to surmount difficult situations. A light came to her—“A great revelation!”


I saw America—a big idea—a deathless hope—a world still in the making. I saw that it was the glory of America that it was not yet finished. And I, the last comer, had her share to give, small or great, to the making of America, like those Pilgrims who came in the Mayflower.

Fired up by this revealing light, I began to build a bridge of understanding between the American-born and myself. Since their life was shut out from such as me, I began to open up my life and the lives of my people to them. And life draws life. In only writing about the Ghetto I found America.66



This story, which Yezierska continued to rewrite in her final years, never failed to inspire her. But in real life, she had found that the role of bridge-builder did not endure. The American public tired of her immigrant stories, not coincidentally, perhaps, because they presented unusually strong-willed, rebellious women at a time when such heroines were not in demand. After 1930, the sales of her fiction diminished, and she was to produce little new work (other than her autobiography) until her very last years. Unhappily, Yezierska could not find a community to nurture her: neither the Lower East Side nor Hollywood was comfortable, and a brief stay in Arlington, Vermont, where she hoped to make a home near writer Dorothy Canfield Fisher, proved disastrous. In rural Vermont she felt more alien than ever, more alone and Jewish than ever, and yet, because she had denied her heritage, she believed that she was not a real Jew. With sudden clarity she realized that “the battle I thought I was waging against the world had been against myself, against the Jew in me.”67 She berated herself for thinking that cultural differences would spur her to creativity; they merely left her feeling isolated and alone.

Condemned by her father’s conscience as well as her own experience to be a “perpetual outsider,” Yezierska would discover, again and again, that she had no home. In her daughter Louise’s words, “There was no way back to the ghetto.”68

The Face of God Though late in life Yezierska had begun to acknowledge her Jewishness as the core of her real identity, Mary Antin continued to celebrate Americanism, exalting a universalist, “free” spirit as the central component of her personality.

Having left Judaism behind, both women found themselves groping for spiritual meaning. Antin became a proponent of transcendental experience and mysticism. Yezierska, too, dabbled in Christian Science, Theosophy, Baha’i—whatever spiritual, inspirational philosophy she could lay her hands on. Yet it was the Hebrew Bible to which she returned most often for spiritual comfort. Henriksen reports that for Yezierska, the Bible was literature, revelation, and consolation; she read it regularly, keeping a concordance handy, and quoted it often.69

Though Yezierska rejected the masculine religion of her father, she, too, like Antin, sought the “face of God.” “She remained a believer, according to Henriksen, and on certain occasions might tell her that “God was in the room.” According to her daughter, these spiritual yearnings came from Yezierska’s excruciating loneliness. Apart from community, without lasting friends, she was “the loneliest person I knew, like someone who had malaria and who could not get warm, no matter how many blankets she had.”70

Yezierska may have read Antin’s account of her journey to and through America: there are many similarities between their stories. Both celebrated education as their means of escape from Old World backwardness and poverty. As younger daughters, both had been privileged to receive not only an education but the lifelong support of sisters. Both had powerful mentors in the more established American Jewish community and in the Gentile world, as well as contacts with settlement houses that helped to transform their lives. Each had experienced an unhappy marriage and had borne a daughter; neither mentioned these relationships, in any fashion, in their autobiographies. For both, creating themselves as intellectual women with the authority to write about their experiences meant negating those aspects of their identity that seemed to recall more traditional female roles.

Their greatest similarity lay in their determination to surmount the limitations of women’s lives. Both had to assert their independence against traditional community values that defined women according to family responsibilities. Challenging this status necessarily meant rejecting their religion, which both women equated with patriarchy. The battle is more fiercely joined in Yezierska’s work, but Antin, too, in her autobiography, came to equate her mother’s piety with submissiveness and to reject it, while in several of her best short stories, she railed against the secondary place of women in Judaism.71
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