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Introduction

The Jewish presence on the American continent did not start at the turn of
the twenticth century. The first Jewish settlers who arrived in colonial America
were the Sephardic Jews, who “came to Amcrica not from onc country or
culturc but from many™ (Sowell 69). When in 1492 a royal decree expelled Jews
from Spain, some of them became converts to Christianity in order to remain
there, whercas others sought new scttlements in Portugal, Holland and other
places. Since “British policy in the American colonics permitted Jews greater
freedom than in most of the rest of the world” (Sowell 76), America became
their common destination: “morc Jews were later scttled in the United States
than in any other country in the world, more cven than in [sracl” (Sowell 76). At
the time of the American Revolution there were about 2000 Jews in the
colonics.' Between 1840 and 1880 Amecrica witnessed the first wave of Jewish
immigration, mainly from Germany, which incrcased the Jewish population in
the United States to “over half a million” (Sowell 77). The sccond wave, which
came between the 1880°s and 1924, consisted of East European Jews, who
cnlarged the Jewish presence in America by about 2.4 million people.

At the beginning of the twenticth century American Jews had more literary
spokespeople, both male and female, than any other cthnic group. Whether it
resulted from their great numbers, or from the inherent Jewish reverence for
knowledge, the fact is that the Jewish-American literary representation had no
match among any other immigrant group. Although most of the authors I have
gathered here were forgotten shortly after their initial success, and while
contemporary critics denounced their works as typical representations of ethnic
rcalism, current criticism re-rcads the texts, highlighting both their incisive
rendition of class and gender issucs, and their original value as the forcrunners
of the Jewish-American literary tradition.

The choice of writings to be discussed, though limited by the scope of this
publication, aims at prescnting a varicty of voices which appeared in the
immigrant debate, as well as the diverse literary strategics which were
cmployed to convey the authors’ ideas. The sclection, which is presented
according to the chronological order in which the works were published,
illustratcs the development in rhetorical argumentation, and stresscs the pivotal

' For a brief history of Jews in America sce Thomas Sowell, Ethnic America. A History
(Basic Books: the United States, 1981) 69-99.



moments in the discussion concerning the Jewish immigrants’ assimilation. In
no way should my discussion be considered conclusive; I sec it rather as a brief
introduction to the topic, which suggests problems for further analysis, rather
than one which providcs definite answers. When examining a number of crucial
points cssential to the works in question, I became awarc that they forward
argumcnts which, in a contemporary context, remain as valid as they were when
the books were first published. Thus, the value of such a discussion may be scen
in its applicability to thc current national and ethnic discourse, in the course of
which one can sec that neither has the scope of the problems changed
significantly, nor have the answers become easier. The modern world wrestles
with the problems of legal and illegal immigration on an unprecedented scale;
whether on  cconomic, political, or religious grounds, the geographical
dislocation of ethnic groups and their cnsuing challenge to negotiatc a new
identity in an alicn environment, sets off a wholc range of problems rclated to
religious intolerance (Muslims in Europe), labor exploitation (Filipino and
Indonesian workers in thc Middle East), and assimilation (the Turkish Diaspora
in Germany). Thercfore, carly Jewish-American immigrant narratives, which
arc decply embedded in American social history, may not only offer plcasant
and instructive reading, providing an insight into the naturc of immigration, but
may also be found an informative instrument in current national and literary
debates.

My main analytical tool in the discussion is a litcrary approach, which
involves a critical rcading of the texts. However, as the political and social
background to thc mass Jewish immigration to America at the turn of the
century 18 cssential to the understanding of the texts, my sccondary tool i1s
historical criticism. A combincd approach, 1 belicve, will broaden the critical
perspective and complement the textual analysis by offering insights which will
facilitate the rcading of the novels.

The Statue of Liberty, a French gift to the American people commemorating
the hundredth anniversary of thc Amecrican Revolution, which has become a
symbol of the spirit of America, bears an inscription from a sonnet cntitled “The
New Colossus” by a Jewish-American immigrant, Emma Lazarus. Lazarus
(1849-1887),whose mentor was Ralph Waldo Emerson, was one of the first
successful Jewish-American authors and achicved prominence in the 1880°s as
a litcrary champion of the Jewish pcople. Shaken by the pogroms in Russia and
Eastern Europe, which resulted in thousands of Jewish rcfugees sccking haven
in America, Lazarus became an ardent activist for uniting the cxiles under the
banner of Judaism. Since the 1dca of America as an immigrant haven had not
yet become part of thc Amcrican consciousncss, and as mass immigration
ignited anti-immigrant scntiments, Lazarus wrotc litcrary responses to the
growth of anti-Semitism in America. Although she drew inspiration from her



Jewish heritage, she saw hersclt mostly as an American, not an cthnic, writer.
Even though Lazarus believed America to be a new home for expatriated Jewish
immigrants, she also supported the creation of a Jewish homeland in Palestine.
In 1883, she donated her sonnet to an auction at New York’s Academy of
Design “In Aid of the Bartholdi Pedestal Fund,” but it was not until 1903,
sixteen years after her death, that the pocm’s words were timmortalized on a
plaque placed on the Statue’s pedestal:

Give me your tired, your poor,

Your huddled masses ycarning to breathe free,

The wretched refusc of your teeming shore.

Send these, the homeless, tempest-tost to me,

[ lift my lamp beside the golden door!™ (Chametzky 106)

The poecm invokes Lazarus® admiration for the ideals of ancient Greece
alluding to “the brazen giant of Greek fame™ —~ the Colossus of Rhodes, onc of
the Scven Wonders of the Ancient World, whereas both the beacon of light,
which represents a “world-wide welcome™ to the weary, hungry, and
downtrodden, and the figure of the “Mother of Exiles,” which the Statuc
personifics, symbolize the national policy of America as a refuge for
immigrants. Lazarus’ golden door mctaphor, just like Isracl Zangwill's later
mctaphor of the melting pot, became a national icon of American cthnicity. It
was the privilege of a young, American woman of Jewish origin to become the
spokesperson for the whole immigrant body, past, present and future, whose
presence underlines a fundamental characteristic of Amcrica as a scttier-colony.
The poecm mythologizes and idealizes Amcrica by presenting it as the biblical
Promiscd Land, where all problems disappear and pcople live happily cver
after. Combinced with the mother-like figure of the Statuc of Liberty, the two
clements — the text and the Statuc — blend into a vision of Amcrica as a
transcendental, maternal figure embracing all the poor who seek refuge in her
arms: the ultimate symbol of human safcty and familial warmth, the most
cherished memories of any happy childhood. In its public image, Amcrica came
to represent a safe haven for the oppressed, a land of opportunities for hard
working entreprencurs, and a home of justice for the underprivileged — in short,
the American Drecam. Lazarus® verses illustrate the scale of genuine optimism of
those who cmbarked on the immigrant journcy, inspiring them with the mental
cncouragement they would need so much in their everyday struggles.,

Howegver, there is a downside to this image as this optimistic and inviting
view of America turncd out to be a lie for those who did not pass literacy tests,
or doctor’s cxaminations at Ellis Island or Angel Island, or for those who,



having been successfully admitted into the country, failed to live the American
Drcam: the details arc missing from Lazarus® vision so as not to distort the
imagined rcality of her pocm. What thc poecm shows is how native-born
Americans wanted their country to be seen in the eyes of the world. It 1s an
intcresting observation, in vicw of the author’s cthnic background, that Lazarus
adopted a white, male, protestant Anglo-Saxon idcology, which signifies her
appropriation of the “consent” idcology, thus disengaging her from her
underprivileged, immigrant status, and allowing her “to pass” as an American.
Thercfore, the reading of the pocm differs depending on who its implied rcader
is: an American audience, for whom the poem carries a poetic message, which
testifics to the myth-making capabilitics of their country; thc prospective
immigrants, for whom it is ideological propaganda aimed at supplying the
workforce required by the developing industry; and, finally, a textual critic who
reveals the author’s own reward in advancing her social status through the
authority of an authorship which reflects the dominant order. In view of
American immigrant policy, though, the optimism and ¢nthusiasm of Lazarus’
poem have morce often been mocked and satirized than endorsed.
Notwithstanding, it still offers an enduring point of reference for any immigrant
debate.

All authors of early Jewish immigrant narratives struggle with their
identitics as Jews and as immigrant Americans; thus, the main purposc of the
literature of the period is the mediation between obligations to the Jewish
ancestry and the assimilative requirements of modern, multi-cthnic, American
socicty. The authors copc with the problem in a varicty of ways ranging from
praisc of complete assimilation (Mary Antin), the proposal of cthnic exchange
by way of dissolution in thc American Crucible (Isracl Zangwill), thc
undermining of the benefits of successful assimilation, in material terms, by
pointing to its drawbacks (Abraham Cahan), the highlighting of the valuc of
cducation, in the assimilative process, especially for female immigrants (Anzia
Yczierska), or the forcgrounding of the worker’s revolution as an alternative
route to escape the destitution of the ethnic ghetto (Michacl Gold).

Although the works provide a realistic representation of carly twenticth-
century urban America, onc would look in vain for racial and religious
diversity: the narratives are confined to two milieus: the cthnic ghetto, which is
home to East Europcan immigrants, many of whom are of Jewish origin, and,
mercly to highlight the contrast, white mainstream middle-class America. The
rcason why Jewish immigrant narratives avoid the issues of African-Amcricans
— their ghetto ncighbors — may be explained by their own uncertain status as
probatory-whites or near-whitcs, but “identification as a Jew did not constitute
an obstaclc to identification as an American in the same way as identification
with blackness did” (Rottenberg, Begging 95). During the first half of the



twentieth century Jewish-American-authors were carcful to maintain a distance
between Blacks and Jews, an association which could hinder the Jews’
“passing” as white. Similarly, thc narratives in question avoid mentions of
Native Americans or Chincse Americans, so as not to be included in the same
reference group, and, consequently, to advance their inclusion in the category of
whitc Amcricans. Moreover, Blacks served as the common Other for both the
white Jews and Gentiles.

Another common feature of the narratives discussed m this volume is their
use of autobiographical modes of expression. Semi-autobiographies, fictional
autobiographies, and life narratives focus on what is local and marginal, as
opposcd to the global, restoring to personal narratives a form of authority which
challengces the constraints of the dominant authority. K.J. Weintraub enumerates
the following functions of autobiography, which is *“centered upon a [...] sclf
awarc of its rclation to 1its experience,” thesc arc: “self-explication, sclf-
discovery, sclf-clarification, self-formation, sclf-presentation, sclf-justification”
(824). As autobiography blends lifc and fiction, 1t narrows thc gap betwcen the
academic and non-academic study of literaturc by virtuc of being accessible to
both. The use of the autobiographical genre by Jewish immigrant authors points
to their successful acquisttion of the American idecology of “consent” — I am
borrowing Werner Sollor’s terms — which is characterized by the adoption of an
independent self, embodicd by the personal pronoun “I,” which becomes the
focus of the narrative; a strategy which also signals the author’s disengagement
from the¢ communal Jewish “descent” ideology. Thercby, the act of writing an
autobiography, for thosc authors, is not only an cxercise in self-discovery, or a
tribute to the multitudes of nameless Jewish immigrants populating the Lower
East Side in New York, but an attempt to “pass” as Americans.

Since early Jewish immigrant narratives are strongly rooted in American
history, | belicve their litcrary analysis should be augmented by a brief
assessment of the socio-historical background of the period. Literary accounts,
though lacking in thc accuracy and objectivity of historical documents,
nonctheless, arc a valuable source of information about the carly twenticth-
century Jewish-Amecrican community, which is revealed in the choice of topics
and the characterization of protagonists reflecting the then current social and
political debates. The mass immigration of Catholics and Jews from southern
and Eastern Europe, from countrics such as Italy, Lithuania, Poland, Hungary,
Romania and Russia, which started in the 1880’s, changed the cthnic character
of the immigrant body, and initiated a national discussion about both the
immigrant and “the Jewish Question.” By the 1920°s the Jewish American
population had swelied to more than three million, and the Lower East Side had
become the biggest cthnic ghetto in New York. The American public’s anxicty
was triggered by the sheer numbers of newcomers, cspecially as they had had



little previous representation in the United States. When immigrant groups of
diverse ethnicity became more noticcable, the White Anglo-Saxon Protestants,
who were the country’s dominant group, began to question their right to
Amcrican citizenship. The popular fear was that the newcomers would
unbalance the country’s social structurc by introducing too many lower-class
workers, males, and older pcople, for whom 1t was too late to assimilate. The
cugenics movement gave the conservative faction pscudo-scientific tools to
argue for thc curtailment of immigration. Thus, thc immigrants were
“pigconholed, [improved] if possible, and |dismissed] if not™ (Dwyer 108). The
proponents of cugenics advocated “social engineering™ (Dwyer 108). which was
understood as betiering socicty by, more or less, scientific means; hence, the
introduction of intelligence testing to the immigrant checking routine since the
supporters of the movement feared that social pathologics arc hereditary.
“During the period between 1890 and the 1930°s, both US law and nativist
rhetoric easily used findings of the cugenics movement to construct immigrants
as deformed. diseascd, and deviant™ (Dwyer 108). This propaganda fostered the
exclusion of the immigrant groups alrcady residing in the U.S., and gave risc to
the introduction of acts such as the Johnson-Reed Act of 1924, which closed the
American gates to further East European immigration. The introduction of a
quota system favored the old immigrants from Great Britain, Germany, Ireland
and Scandinavia over the East FEuropean ones, whose culture and habits were
deemed forcign and inferior to the prevailing Anglo - Saxon modcl.

The Jews, who had often cscaped pogroms arising from religious and racial
intolerance, constituted the immigrant majority. In contrast to the first wave of
Jewish immigration, which took place between the 1840°s and 1880°s, which
involved mainly well educated and relatively affluent Western European Jews,
thc sccond wave, that of East European Jews, which occurred between the
1880°s and 1924, included poor, uncducated, and Orthodox immigrants, for
whom a journcy across the Atlantic was a Icap into the next ceniury.

[TThe marginalized social, cconomic, and political position
of the new immigrants was reflected in the way in which
thcy were contrasted with the “old immigrants’ of Ircland,
Germany, and  Scandinavia by restrictionist groups, a
phcnomenon which itself reflected the incrcasing cconomic
and political power of the groups comprising the old
immigrants” (Carlson 75 qtd. in Abu-Laban 26).

Henee, with their lives overturned and their old ways challenged by
Amcrican modernity, the “greenhorns™ had to ncgotiate their own place in the



dialoguc between other immigrant groups and native-born Americans, a task
performed cither by the appropriation of the dominant rhetoric or by a
premeditated distancing from other cthnic groups, through preserving a distinct
language and culture and the continued obscrvance of religious cercmonies.
That is why the new arrivals mostly kept together in close-knit communal
groups, which, by their famiharity, provided a sense of sccurity, at the same
time, though, diminishing their chances of smooth and prompt assimilation. For
this reason, in the cyes of mainstrcam Amcricans, Jewish immigrants were scen
as a ghettoized mass, which inhabited New York’s “cloak-and-suit belt,”
cxhibiting little prospcct of assimilation. The image of the ghetto as a dangerous
and cxotic placc where native-born Americans did not venture, became a
mctaphor for the Jewish social and moral condition. Jewish clannishness, which
“manifested itself partly in socialist agitation whose purpose was to disrupt the
Amcrican economic and political system which the Eastern Jews were incapable
of fully comprchending” (Ebest 109), fostered their cstrangement from the
Amcrica of “thc other half.”” By their progressive adversaries Jews were
generally secn as Bolsheviks who bolstcred socialist organizations and
criticized the cruclty of capitalistic enterprise. The carly immigrant narratives,
for example Michael Gold’s Jews Without Money, critique these assumptions:
“these storics argue that the spiritual poverty of the ghetto was neither a product
of nor emblematic of Jewish personality. Instead it was an American product to
which Jews were subjected” (Ebest 112).

The literature of the period supplics differing accounts of the Jewish ghetto,
ranging from the shocking descriptions of the deplorable conditions in Jacob
Riis’s How the Other Half Lives: Studies Among the Tenements of New York
(1890), through the curious optimism of Hutchinson Hapgood’s The Spirit of
the Ghetto (1902), and, finally, to the sentimental melancholy of Henry James’
The American Scene (1907), which borders on contempt when the author
painfully obsecrves his country as having been “polluted” by the influx of
immigrants. A diffcrent portrayal of the samc locus results, however, from the
writers’ varying social status and their distinct cthnic affiliation, as well as their
endorscment of a particular 1dcology: progressive or conservative. It also
reflects the conflicting points of view in the ongoing political and public debate,
which interrogated the ways to incorporate the sundry immigrant groups into
the cohesive American body politic. The diverse, thercby, complementary
literary accounts, present the complexity of immigrant represcntation, which is
under constant pressure of adjustment, a proccss which challenges the
boundaries of cthnic identity. As a consequence, “[t|he 1920s werc pivotal for
the process of deracializing Jewishness and the morphing of Jewishness from a
racial catcgory into somcthing that would later be articulated as cthnicity”
(Rottenberg 135).



Isracl Zangwill’s play The Melting Pot (1908) offers onc in a scrics of
artistic solutions to the problem of the influx of immigrants who were coming to
Amecrican shores at the turn of the twenticth century. Contrary to the
exclusionist views concerning immigration, which argued for a closing of
Amecrican borders to new arrivals, Zangwill sees necither a threat in their
numbers, nor a problem in their forcign cthnicity. Instead, he sces the American
futurc 1n all its cthnic diversity, rcgarding its potential as cnriched and
reinforced by immigrant blood. However, in order for his concept to work, both
natives and alicns would have to come together and allow for the exchange to
happen: Zangwill’s choice of a place for such an cncounter is the American
Crucible. The author’s idea won instant favor with the disempowered immigrant
groups, as “|mjost members of the disadvantaged minorities see the melting pot
(or thc Amecrican Dream) as a promisc of their right to get ahcad, both
cconomically and socially™ (Hirschman 415). To avoid a dircct confrontation
with the sons and daughters of the Founding Fathers, little docs Zangwill
comment on the native-born American reaction to his foreign ruminations, the
fact being he was an English Jew.

Yet another thought which occupied Zangwill concernced the way in which
to incorporate, yet not lose in the process, the concept ot Jewishness in his
scheme. As hc was convinced of Jewish uniquencess, he believed that the
American character would bencfit from exposure to Jewish influences. A
critical analysis of thc play illuminates the author’s awarcness of the range of
problems his theory interrogates: idcalism versus realism, cthnic diversity
versus the nation’s unity, assimilation versus cultural pluralism, racial and
rcligious prejudice versus tolerance, past versus present, and private versus
public. Although Zangwill’s play failed to deliver definite answers, it offered a
spring board for the ongoing national dcbatc.

While the scope of my analysis of The Melting Pot is limited to looking at
the play as a text, not as a theatrical performance, 1 am nevertheless aware of
the important role the theatre played in Americanizing immigrant audicnces of
diverse cthnicity, The theatre-going experience cducated immigrants in various
thcatrical productions: minstrel shows, vaudevilles, dramas, comcdics,
melodramas, Amcrican Shakespearian productions and farces: “[al]s audiences
camc to appreciatc ncw thcatrical entertainments, thcy came to conceive of
themselves in new social terms™ (Kraus 14). In consequence, “|w]hat began as
tastc in the theatre cxtended outward; recognizing one’s place in an audience
was onc step toward recognizing one’s place in the culturc at large”™ (Kraus 14).
Theatre became a vital site of American socialization; in Joe Kraus' words:
“Whatever may have succeeded or failed on the stage of The Melting Pot, the
rcal show was happening in the audience™ (15).



The continuing viability of the melting pot metaphor also results from its
capacity to hold a broad spectrum of theories cncompassing both conservative
and progressive views on immigrants’ assimilation. lts versatility makes it an
espectally useful vehicle for discussions about the nature of national identity in
a modern, multi-cultural context. “The melting pot symbol transforms a
fractious past into a seamless future, enabling a vast array of readings of what
the future might hold” (Abu-Laban 39). The melting pot metaphor refers to a
work in progress, whose final product is located in a vaguely defined future, and
hence the concept eludes precise definitions; the potential of diverse readings 1s
what renders this enduring metaphor viable for literary discourse.

Mary Antin’s The Promised Land (1912), which is an apothcosis of
assimilation, tllustrates the process which involves shedding the immigrant past
and never looking back — only then, Antin argucs, can a “greenhorn” become an
American. The youthful and optimistic account of a bright and hardworking
Jewish girl invokes tropes common to immigrant narratives: departure, passage,
arrival, and assimilation. The Biblical allusion of the titlc suggest that, in the
author’s cyes, the cxperience of immigration is somcthing positive and
desirablc; through “rebirth” an immigrant can creatc a new 1dentity, which is
dissimilar to the onc hc used to don. The employment of thc past tense
throughout the work signals the author’s discngagement from the experiences of
the Old World, and thcreby the intellectual distance which is created adds
authenticity and credibility to what is a radical transformation. The two parts of
Antin’s lifc narrative, which are set off by mcans of positive and ncgative
imagces, represent the contrast between the daunting East European past, and the
promising American future. The author chooses education as a viable means for
the protagonists’ assimilation, thereby showing the way in which the pursuit of
secular cducation facilitates the protagonist’s smooth assimilation. The positive
effects of the process arc further rewarded with psychological and material
gains. Sincc the protagonist’s aim 1s to “pass” as Amcrican, she follows the
Amcrican 1dcology of “consent,” to borrow Werner Sollors’ terminology from
Beyond Ethnicity: Consent and Dissent in American Culture (1986). Thus, mn
order to accomplish her task, she rcadily internalizes the conventions of the
dominant culturc: she willingly surrenders her Jewish ancestry to the power of
American stercotyping. Moreover, Antin represses her femininity more closely
to identify with the white, independent, male voices which, for an immigrant,
arc synonymous with the dominant order. The desire to bccome an American
does not cloud her awarcness of the difficulties deriving from her cthnic and
rcligious limitations. Antin’s narrative focuscs on the gains which come with
successful assimilation lcaving the losses mostly unspoken. An assimilated
immigrant may bencfit freely from the ample opportunities the new country
offers, but, through hard work and diligence, she can also prove her worth in the



cyes of native-born Americans. By portraying immigrants who arc a valuable
addition to the social fabric of American socicty, the author intends to disavow
the fears voiced by thosc Americans, who started to feel a growing concern
about the Jewish “pollution” of America. The Promised Land also offers
guidance to thc newcomers by providing a literary manual which helps the
‘greenhorns’ mancuver through the meanders of assimilation. All in all, the
fundamental message, which Antin’s life narrative promotes, is that

[c]ducation 1s a key indicator of achicvement in the
socioeconomic hicrarchy and is also a resource (investment)
that influences subsequent social and economic mobility,
For minoritics and immigrants, schooling is sccn as the
primary step toward full participation in American socicty
(Hirschman 403).

While Mary Antin’s protagonist chooses the pursuit of cducation as a way
to facilitatc her Amcricanization, Abraham Cahan’s The Rise of David Levinsky
(1917) signals that a man can achicve success, and thus assimilation, through a
successful involvement in  business  venturcs. As Cahan’s protagonist
participates in the garment industry, an activity which gives him social
prominence through owncrship and authority, his rising material and social
status foster his assimilation. In fact, the choice of garment production is not
coincidental since it goes back to the Jewish shret! life in the Pale of Scttlement.
Sincc Jews were forbidden to seck employment outside the Settlement and were
denicd ownership rights to farming land, Susan Glenn, in Daughters of the
Shtetl: Life and Labor in the Immigrant Generation (1990), claims they had to
resort to alternative means of cmployment like commerce and handicrafts. In
addition, strict rcligious laws prevented them from wearing clothes that were
not “‘kosher,” (i.c. mixturcs of wool and lincn), thus compelling pious Jews to
order made-to-measure garments. In time, Jewish tailors were catering not only
to “kosher™ tastes but became sought after by Gentile clients (19-20). As the
timc of the Eastern European Jewish immigrant influx to America coincided
with the development of the recady-made garment industry between the 1890°s
and the 1910°s, skilled Jewish immigrant workers “brought this cxperience with
them to America, and along with southern Italian immigrants, replaced the Irish,
English, German, and Swedish women and men who had dominated U.S.
clothing production before the 1880°s” (Kvidera 1143). They found immediate
cmployment in the workshops mostly owned by their German-Jewish brethren,
who had come in the 1840°s, and by that timc had successfully cstablished
themsclves in American industry. The familiarity of sharcd Jewish cthnicity
attracted the new arrivals who kept to their own kind, a fact which, however,



did not prevent the cxploitation of their labor: American Capitalism had no
respect for a common ancestral heritage. Connected by the network of factories,
sweatshops, contractors, and subcontractors, often run by members of cxtended
familics, Jewish immigrant workers from Eastern Europe constituted an
important part of the labor force (Glenn 90-93), and those “who discmbarked in
New York werc geographically at the heart of the American rcady-made
garment industry” (Stubbs 160). Jacob Riis notes a closc relationship between
the demand of Amecrican industry for cheap immigrant labor, and thc
immigrant’s stratcgy for survival, which depended on how soon he could start
working: “Every  ship-load from German ports brings them to  [the
cntreprencur’s| door in droves, clamoring for work. The sun scts upon the day
of thc arrival of many a Polish Jew, finding him at work i an East Sidc
tenement, reading the machine and ‘lecarning the trade’ ” (98).

For male immigrants, like David Levinsky, success is measured in terms of
their ability to enter the public sphere of business, in contrast to female
immigrants, who were confined to the domcstic sphcere — a mark of their
limitation duc to the gender roles they were expected to perform. Levinsky’s
female counterparts in The Promised Land and Anzia Yezicrska’s Bread Givers
(1925) acquirc their access to America, not through production — which is a
male attributc of social dominance — but through the consumption of consumer
goods; they must buy and wcar rcady-made garments to remake themselves in
the Amecrican fashion, a performative change, which facilitates their
assimilation. Similarly to Antin’s protagonist, Levinsky must shed his
Jewishness 1n order to learn American ways, which 1s not an entirely painless
task. But his success at assimilation becomes a source of anguish rather than
comfort; at this point Antin’s and Cahan’s visions scparatc. Nectther the
strategics of the Amcrican Melting Pot nor complete assimilation succeeds in
alleviating Levinsky’s melancholy, which casts a gloomy cloud over his old
agc. Although, for David Levinsky, thec American Drcam has come truc, and his
from-rags-to-richcs lifc story resonatcs with the universal, immigrant desire for
financial success, still he fecls unfulfilled because, somewhere on the way to
Amcrican success, he has lost his sense of identity. Uprooted from his native
Jewish culturc by the cxperience of immigration and later assimilation, a sclf-
centered character like Levinsky’s, cannot find a home in America, so he
internalizes his cthnicity; his restlessness signals that a Wandering Jew has
resumed his quest. However, his disturbing attempts at rcepressing his past
identity and internalizing the dominant onc leave him more alienated. Hencee, in
sclf-defecnse, he puts on a “socially constructed mask™ (Weber 740), a the
stralegy which happens to be only a temporary aid because a mask cannot be a
substitute for a fragmented identity in nced of rcconstruction. Abraham Cahan’s
novel reveals a key aspect of the immigrant cxperience, namcely that, “the costs
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