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Introduction

Scholars group works of American literature not only by
genre or time period, but also by regional or ethnic
boundaries. Although general American literature classes
are still necessarily classified by dates, more specialized
courses often focus on literature written by individuals who
belong in specific categories by virtue of their heritage.
Longwood College, for example, offers or has offered such
courses as African-American Women Writers, Writers of the
Harlem Renaissance, and Literature of the American South.
Classes like these enable instructors to narrow the focus of
the material and enable the student to define, based on the
material presented, characteristics of the literature
created by authors who incorporate their regional or ethnic
backgrounds into their work.

One group not usually singled out is immigrant writers,
who deserve recognition for the treatment of a popular theme
of American literature: the discovery and realization of the
American Dream. From all around the world, people have
emigrated to the United States in search of the American
Dream, an intangible and elusive concept which, although
most valuable when the definition is personal, contains
elements common to all Americans and is defined most
appropriately by Thomas Jefferson as being entitled to life,
liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. 1In fact, when
literary critics refer to the American Dream, they often use

Thomas Jefferson’s apt definition. In an article on F.



Scott Fitzgerald’s treatment of the American Dream, for
example, John F. Callahan states:

In its American guise, the dream Fitzgerald sought to

realize flowed from that most elusive and original of

the rights proclaimed by the Declaration of

Independence. Framed as an "inalienable" right by

Thomas Jefferson and espoused by other founders of this

revolutionary nation, the "pursuit of happiness"

magnified the American dream into an abiding, almost

sacred promise. (379)

Inherent in the concept of the American Dream, however, is
the idea that each person is valuable as an individual and
his or her decisions about how to live are more important
than abiding by the norm. But assimilation is just as
elemental to the American Dream as individuality.

The difficulty faced by Jewish immigrants in
reconciling their shared past with their individual futures
in America is apparent in the literature created by this
group, who, at the turn of the century, consistently address
the theme of the American Dream. In his introduction to
Jewish American Storiesg, Irving Howe defines Jewish American
Literature as follows:

[Jewish American writers’] work is regional in
that it derives from and deals overwhelmingly with
one locale, usually the streets and tenements of

the immigrant Jewish neighborhoods . . . regional
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in that it offers exotic or curious local customs
for the inspection of native readers; and regional
in that it comes to us as an outburst of literary
consciousness resulting from an encounter between
an immigrant group and the host culture of
America. (3)

Certainly this definition is valid for both Yekl (1896), by
Abraham Cahan, and Bread Givers (1925), by Anzia Yezierska.
Both have as their main setting the Jewish section of New
York’s Lower East Side and expose readers to the customs and
habits of their main characters and the characters’ friends
and families. Readers learn in Yekl, for instance, about
the responsibility Jake feels for his family in Russia,
about his job in a sweatshop, and about the social
adjustments faced by his wife Gitl as a new immigrant to

America. In Bread Givers, readers share Sara and her

family’s struggle for survival--for example, Sara’s first
job selling herring on the street and her mother’s ability
to bargain with vendors for the best price. Readers also
see that Sara’s father’s reluctance to work is largely
cultural in nature, harking back to a time when learned men
of the shtetls (villages) of the 0ld Country were supported
by their communities and were encouraged, according to
Irving Howe and Eliezer Greenberg in their introduction to

Voices from the Yiddish, to "devote themselves entirely to

religious study" (8). Finally, both works certainly address



issues raised when their main characters work toward
attainment of the American Dream, even when doing so causes
strife between the characters and their families.

According to Hayim Greenberg in "Notes on the Melting
Pot," there are two words that can be used to describe the
means by which Jews assimilate into the American culture.
One is Galut, "which means exile" and carries with it the
negative connotation of the treatment of Jews during the
same period in European countries (235). Those who find
this term too harsh to define the Jewish experience in
America turn to Tefutza, a Hebrew word that, according to
Greenberg, "denot[es] dispersion, [and] is pronounced in
such accents as to carry overtones of meaning like
expansion, growth, and prosperity" (235). Tefutza allows
the Jew to take pride in the choice to reach for the
American Dream and embrace the changes he or she makes in
order to define himself or herself as a Jewish American. 1In
Yekl and Bread Givers, we learn the importance of both
assimilation and individuality as their main characters
struggle to gain independence from their ties to the past
and work toward reinventing themselves as Americans. Cahan
and Yezierska use their novels to explore personal freedom--
Tefutza--as the means by which to achieve the American
Dream.

However, these characters differ in the means by which

they travel toward the American Dream. Jake Podkovnik, the



main character of Yekl, never defines a clear sense of how
he will achieve the American Dream. He hopes to gain
financial freedom and a good grasp of the English language,
both of which he feels will enable him to be powerful and
respected. Jake’s changes are superficial and he never
achieves the American Dream, not only because his goals are
shallow and he too often loses sight of them, but also
because he relies not on himself but on others to reach

them. In Bread Givers, Sara Smolinsky feels that it is

through education and love that she will reach her goals of
personal fulfillment and independence from her past.
Ironically, she finds through the course of her search for
the American Dream that it is only through embracing her
past and adapting the 0ld World to the new that she will
finally be able to "make for [her]self a person."

While Cahan’s Jake and Yezierska's Sara work toward the
American Dream, both must lose something of their shared
cultural past in order to grasp the future. But in losing
their shared past, both Jake and Sara risk losing much more
than what Howe and Greenberg call the "deeply ingrained

idea of the past, the claim of memory"; they also risk
losing their families (4). Howe and Greenberg explain the
importance of family in Jewish life, and therefore in Jewish
American fiction, by defining the Jewish family as a wealth
of Jewish literary subject matter:

An agency of discipline and coherence, the family



has given the children of the immigrant enormous
emotional resources, but also a mess of psychic
troubles. To have grown up in an immigrant Jewish
milieu is to be persuaded that the family is an
institution . . . inviolable, the one bulwark
against the chaos of the world but also the one
barrier to tasting its delights . . . . [T]he
family becomes an overwhelming, indeed, obsessive
presence: it is container of narrative, theater of
character, agent of significance. (8)
Both Jake and Sara reject their families; Jake by divorcing
his wife and Sara by moving out of her father’s house in
order to pursue her education. In doing so, both lose
significant parts of themselves in hopes of gaining the
American Dream.

Jake does not learn the importance of his rejection of
the Old World and the end of Yekl finds him moving away
from, instead of toward, his American Dream. Sara, however,
recognizes the importance of her history and her family
after she learns that they are the forces that have shaped
who she is. Sara not only moves back and painfully reunites

with her family, but by the end of Bread Givers she also

achieves the American Dream.



Chapter One:
Yekl
In his essay entitled "The Jew in the American Novel, "
Leslie Fiedler calls Abraham Cahan’s novel, The Rise of

David Levinsky, "the most distinguished novel written by an

American Jew before the 1930’s" (76-77). Previously in the
same essay, however, Fiedler tells readers that "[t]lhe
fiction of . . . Abraham Cahan . . . appears in retrospect
not merely to fall short of final excellence, but to remain
somehow irrelevant to the main lines of development of
fiction in the United States" (66). Although Fiedler’s

praise for Cahan‘s work is limited to The Rise of David

Levinsky, other critics place importance on Yekl, Cahan’s
first published novel. Thomas J. Ferraro, for example, in

his book Ethnic Passages: Literary Immigrants in Twentieth-

Century America, calls Yekl the "widely . . . accepted

founding text of English-language immigrant realism" (95).
Cahan’s novel Yekl deals with the important theme of the
American Dream and one man’s struggle to assimilate into
American society and cannot, therefore, be called
"irrelevant.™"

As one begins Abraham Cahan’s Yekl (1896), it is
obvious that the title character is not definitive about his
identity. Chapter one of the novel 1s entitled "Jake and
Yekl," and the reader learns there that Yekl has adapted his
Yiddish name to the English equivalent Jake: ". . . the

thought of ever having been a Yekl would bring to Jake’s



lips a smile of patronizing commiseration for his former
self" (12). Indeed, Jake not only Americanizes his own
name, but also the names of his wife and son upon their
arrival to the United States. Jake’s conversion of his and
his family’s names from the Yiddish to the English is
indicative of his larger struggles, including a desire to
eliminate his past from his present, to assimilate into
American culture, and thereby to achieve the American Dream.

Jake has done all he can to keep the life he started in
Russia out of the life he now leads in America. The
narrator tells the reader more than Jake has told his
friends and coworkers about his past. The reader learns,
for instance, that Jake is from "Povodye--a town of
northwestern Russia" and that "as the only son of aged
parents he had been exempt from the duty of bearing arms"
(10) . At the beginning of the narrative, the reader is also
told that it had been "three years since that beautiful
summer morning when he had mounted the spacious kibitka
which was to carry him to the frontier-bound train" and
toward a new life alone in America (11).

Jake seeks employment first in Boston, where there is
"a lingering minority of bosses . . . who abide by the
Sabbath of their fathers" (11). Even though Jake begins his
career in a shop that observes the Jewish Sabbath, the
reader learns that "soon after his arrival in Boston his

religious scruples had followed in the wake of his former
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first name" and if, after his move from Boston sweatshops to
New York sweatshops, "he was still free from work on
Saturdays he found many another way of ‘desecrating the
Sabbath’" (11-12). The longer Jake is in America, the
further away his pursuit of happiness leads him from the old
ideals and morals he carried over from Russia. Although
Jake remains a diligent worker, he wastes his money going to
dance halls and eating at restaurants instead of saving it
and sending for his wife and son quickly.

Jake has only two reminders of his former self. Jake’s
family name, Podkovnik, has not been changed because, as the
narrator states at the end of chapter one, "Jake’s friends
had such rare use for it that by mere negligence it had been
left intact" (12). Jake’s second reminder of his former
self is explained in chapter three. The correspondence
between Jake and his wife and parents reminds Jake of his
past. Because "neither Jake nor his wife nor his parents
could write even Yiddish," the letters were "carried on by
proxy, and, as a consequence, at longer intervals than would
be the case otherwise" (26). The reader also learns that
although during his two years in Boston, Jake "used to
mention his Gitl and his Yosselé so frequently and so
enthusiastically, that some . . . would sing ‘Yekl and wife
and the baby’ to the tune of ‘Molly and I and the Baby,'"
after he moved to New York Jake "carefully avoided all

reference to his antecedents" (24).
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Because Jake only keeps his last name as an
afterthought, the fact that he has consciously hidden the
existence of a wife and child from his New York
acquaintances becomes a more significant piece of evidence
that Jake is working to eliminate his past from his present.
Although a sense of cbligation keeps the past in his mind,
Jake is having too much fun in America as a bachelor to send
promptly for his family. Chapter two, "The New York
Ghetto," gives the reader a glimpse at Jake’s life as a
single man. The reader alsc begins to see how weak Jake'’'s
resolutions are and how quickly he loses sight of his goals.
The beginning of chapter two finds Jake in a bad mood.
He grows "conscious of his low spirits" and resolves, after
"tracing [his low spirits] with some effort to their source
‘No more fun for me! . . . I shall get them [his wife
and son] over here and begin a new life’" (12-13). Jake
clearly is unable to reconcile his past, including his
religion, family, and home in Russia, with what he considers
important in his present and future in America. He feels
that his dreams of independence and wealth are unattainable
in conjunction with the strictness of his religion, the
dependence of his wife and son, and his inability to adapt
these elements of his past with his new life in America.
Throughout most of chapter two, Jake is able to push
thoughts of his wife and son to the back of his mind. It is

only with the death of his father in chapter three that Jake
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is held, as the title states, "In the Grip of His Past."
Because he has kept his past so well hidden from others,
Jake’s New York friends never suspect he is actually
married:

Judging from his unstaid habits and happy-go-lucky
abandon to the pleasures of his life, his present
associates took it for granted that he was single,
and instead of twitting him with the feigned
assumption that he had deserted a family--a piece
of burlesque as old as the Ghetto--they would quiz
him as to which of his girls he was "dead struck"
on, and as to the day fixed for the wedding. (25)
The fact that his acquaintances know nothing of his marriage
is another example of Jake’s lack of willpower. Jake
considers telling his friends and coworkers, but each time
the thought occurs to him, he "failed to [make a clean
breast of it] for mere lack of nerve, each time letting
himself off on the plea that a week or two before his wife’s
arrival would be a more auspicious occasion for the
disclosure" (26).

Because Jake has been absent from his family for three
years and because his correspondence with his family is both
infrequent and impersonal, Jake in turn idealizes and
disdains his family and his past. Jake no longer remembers
specifics about his wife and son, and he cannot afford to

gset aside much money for his wife’s passage to America.



1.2
When he does receive a letter from his family entreating him
to send the ticket, Jake is rather relieved that he is too
poor to send for his wife, "and to tell the truth, at the
bottom of his heart he was at such moments rather glad of
his poverty" because he is happy living the life of a
bachelor (27).

Because Jake’'s letters to the family he left behind are
written by proxy, he is twice removed from them. Thus it is
more difficult for Jake to see his family realistically and
for him to maintain a clear sense of his wife’s and son’s
own individuality. Jake’s monthly letter, written by his
translator, "might have been printed and forwarded one copy
at a time for all the additions and alterations Jake ever
caused to be made in it"™ (27). Just as it is difficult for
Jake to remember his family clearly, it is also difficult
for Jake’s family to remember him.

Although Jake feels a terrific sense of loss when he
finds, by proxy, that his father has died, his first
thoughts are of himself. Because he is now the patriarch of
a family he hardly remembers, Jake knows that he can no
longer put off his reunion with his wife and child: "‘So now
they will be here for sure, and there can be no more delay!’
was Jake’s first distinct thought" (29). Jake again vows
that he will begin a new life and is struck with fond
memories of his old life, thinking that he "‘would not

exchange [Gitl’s] little finger for all the American ladas’™
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(32). When he thinks of the dancing school girls, "It
fill[s] him with disgust to think of the morals of some of
them," although, the narrator adds, "it was from his own
sinful experience that he knew them to be of a rather loose
character" (32).
Chapter four, entitled "The Meeting," describes in
detail Jake’s Ellis Island reunion with his wife. Although
he is excited about seeing his family again, for Jake there
is also an element of self-centeredness about the meeting:
"the prospect of meeting his dear wife and child, and,
incidentally, of showing off his swell attire to her, had
thrown him into a fexvor of impatience" (33-34). The focus
on his own appearance leaves Jake unprepared for the sight
of his wife; his first sight of Gitl is described in
realistic detail by the narrator:
She was slovenly dressed in a brown jacket and
skirt of grotesque cut, and her hair was concealed
under a voluminous wig of a pitch-black hue.
She had gained considerably in the measurement of
her waist . . . . The nine or ten days spent at
sea had covered her face with a deep bronze, which
combined with her prominent cheek bones, inky
little eyes, and, above all, the smooth black wig,
to lend her resemblance to a sguaw. (34)

The sight of Gitl, travel-worn and distinctly un-American,

disgusts Jake:
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Jake had no sooner caught sight of her than he had
averted his face, as if loth to rest his eyes on
her, in the presence of the surging crowd around
him, before it was inevitable. He dared not even
survey that crowd to see whether it contained any
acquaintance of his, and he vaguely wished that
her release was delayed indefinitely. (34)
Although Jake is repulsed by his wife at her landing, she is
impressed by his appearance, and, after a kisg that
"taste[d] of mutual estrangement," Gitl tells her husband he
looks like a poritz, or nobleman (35).
At times Jake feels something akin to affection for his
estranged wife, but his feelings of being stifled by his
past and the old world always prevail:
For a moment the sight of her . . . precipitated a
wave of thrilling memories on Jake and made him
feel in his own environment. Presently, however,
the illusion took wing and here he was, Jake the
Yankee, with this bonnetless, wigged, dowdyish
little greenhorn by his side! That she was his
wife, nay, that he was a married man at all,
seemed incredible to him. (36)

He begins vocalizing his disapproval of Gitl’s un-American

ways immediately, telling her "‘here everything is so

different’" (37). Jake’s path toward the American Dream has

taken him away from his past, which is represented by the



15
differences between him and his wife Gitl.

Jake encourages Gitl both to uncover her head and to
ride in a horse car on the Sabbath. Although Gitl takes off
her wig, she puts on a kerchief, and, after a short argument
with her husband, consents unhappily to the cab ride: "if
she had been a culprit on the way to the gallows she could
not have been more terrified than she was now at this her
first ride on the day of rest" (38). This is Gitl’s first
break with Jewish law, and it is important to note that her
only motive in doing so is to appease Jake.

In chapter five, "A Paterfamilias," Gitl’s struggles to
assimilate in order to please her husband are outlined. She
has "compromise [d] between her conscience and her husband"
by covering only a portion of her hair with a bandanna (39),
and, as the chapter opens, Gitl’s curiosity gets the best of
her. She tries on the new hat and corset purchased, with
the help of their neighbor Mrs. Kavarsky, by Jake. Gitl
tries the regalia on only after assuring herself no one will
gsee and immediately takes it off when she hears a knock at
the door.

But Gitl is slowly assimilating; slowly "she was
getting used to her husband, in whom her own Yekl and Jake
the stranger were by degree merging them selves into one
undivided being" (41). Gitl is torn between the customs of
the old country and a desire to please Jake and earn his

love: ". . . at one moment she took firm resolve to pluck up
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courage and cast away the kerchief and the wig; but at the
next she reflected that God would be sure to punish her for
the terrible sin, so that instead of winning Jake’s love the
change would increase his hatred for her" (42). @Gitl’s son
Yosselé eases her transition by assuring her of love and
acceptance. When she becomes torn in her battle between
risking either God’s rejection or Jake’s, she goes to
Yosselé for comfort: ". . . she seized him in her arms and
covered his warm cheeks with fervent kisses which did her
aching heart good" (43). Although Gitl works hard for
Jake’s acceptance, he is blind to her transformations and
still considers her presence a hindrance in his quest for
the American Dream.

Jake remains frustrated by Gitl’s slow progress in
Americanizing herself and admonishes her for her lack of
skill with the English language: "‘'Can’t you say veenda?

What a peasant head! Other greenhornsh learn to speak

American ghtyle very fast; and she--one might tell her the
same word eighty thousand times, and it is nu used’" (41).
The reader sees the irony in Jake’s disappointment over
Gitl’s slow aquisition of the English language--Jake himself
is not much better than his wife. Although Jake feels it is
important to speak well in order to be taken seriously as an
American, the fact that he learns English only through his
Jewish immigrant coworkers and not by means of a formal

education can be seen clearly in his dialect. According to
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Irving Howe in his introduction to Jewish American Stories,

Cahan’s use of dialect in Yekl can be compared to works
written in Southern dialect: ". . . in baneful dialect so
naturalistically faithful, or intent upon being faithful, to
the immigrant moment that it now seems about as exotic and
inaccessible as the Southern folk argot of Sut Lovingood"
(14) . While the dialect Cahan uses may be a barrier for
some readers, it is important in determining the degree to
which Jake is failing to meet the standards of
Americanization he has set up for himself and his family.
Jake’s dialect is not the only indicator of his slow
progress toward the American Dream. It is important to Jake
that he be independent and wealthy, and increasingly, he
feels trapped and disgusted by Gitl, whose presence Jake
feels as a loss of independence. He "misse[s] the company
of Mamie and of all the other dancing-school girls, whose
society and attentions now more than ever seemed to him
necegsities of his life" (44). Chapter five concludes with
a visit from one of Jake’s dance hall companions, Mamie, who
has loaned Jake twenty-five dollars. She resents being led
on by Jake and wants her money back. She tells Jake that
"'o’ly a strange goil a feller might bluff dot he ain’
married, and skin her out of tventy-five dollars’" (50).
Mamie’s visgit reminds Jake that he has not advanced toward
material success. Even though Jake has a steady job, he has

been careless with his money. Instead of saving toward
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long-term goals, like financial independence, he has been
spending money indiscriminately at places like dance-halls
and restaurants.

Because of Jake’s past with this woman, he is
embarrassed by her visit and tells his wife Mamie "‘came to
ask [him] about a job.’" Gitl is not fooled by this excuse
because the two spoke English: "Gitl reflected that with
Bernstein Jake was in the habit of talking shop in Yiddish,
although the boarder could even read English books, which
her husband could not do" (52). Obviously, Gitl is much
more perceptive than Jake realizes.

Chapter six, "Circumstances Alter Cases," opens with
the narrator’s description of Jake’s feelings of inadequacy
following Mamie’s visit:

Jake was left by Mamie in a state of unspeakable
misery. He felt discomfited, crushed, the
universal butt of ridicule. . . . She seemed to
him elevated above the social plane upon which he
had recently . . . stood by her side, nay, upon
which he had had her at his beck and call; while
he was degraded, as it were, wallowing in a mire,
from which he yearningly looked up to his former
equals, vainly begging for recognition. (53)
While Jake is frustrated by his drop in social status and
the necessary curbing of his social life that his wife’s

arrival has precipitated and Mamie’s visit has caused to
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resurface, Gitl’s trust in her husband has been damaged by
Mamie’s visit. Bernstein, one of the two boarders in Gitl
and Jake’s home, tells Gitl that her husband "‘knows many
nice ladas’" (55). Although he tries to cover this
revealing comment about Jake’s by '"characterizing Jake as an
honest and good-natured fellow" (54), the statement
continues to bother Gitl.

Gitl consults her neighbor, an eccentric woman named
Mrs. Kavarsky, who advises Gitl to stand up for herself and
fight to keep her husband: "‘Let her [Mamie] go where she
came from! America is not Russia, thanked be the Lord of
the world. Here one must only know how to handle a
husband’" (56). But it is already too late. The day after
a weak, short-lived decision "to move his wife and child to

Chicago," Jake visits Mamie’s home. Although they argue,

"from that evening the specter of Mamie . . . almost
unremittingly preyed on Jake’s mind" (60). And with Gitl
"he grew more irritable . . . every day" (61).

Gitl’s doubts about Jake’s fidelity are confirmed at
the end of chapter six. Fanny Scutelsky visits Gitl and
tells her to beware of Mamie: "she has set her mind on your
husband, and is bound to take him away from you. She
hitched on to him long ago. But since you came I thought
she would have God in her heart, and be ashamed of people.
Not she! She be ashamed" (63). Gitl is crushed by the

news, and she goes to Mrs. Kavarsky to find out what she
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must do to keep her husband faithful.

Chapter seven is, as the title indicates, "Mrs.
Kavarsky’s Coup D’Etat." After "listen[ing) to her
neighbor’s story with a bored and impatient air" (64), Mrs.
Kavarsky tells Gitl: "‘You shall wash off your silly tears
and I’'ll arrange your hair, and from this day on there shall
be no more kerchief’" (67). While Mrs. Kavarsky cut and
curled her hair, Gitl "endured it all without protest,
blindly trusting that these instruments of torture would
help reinstall her in Jake’s good graces" (67). Jake wants
a woman who is Americanized; although her motivation is not
assimilation, Gitl wishes to please Jake.

Jake, however, is beyond the point at which anything
can be done to encourage his affection toward his wife:
"Gitl’s unwonted appearance impressed Jake as something
unseemly and meretricious. The sight of her revolted him"
(68) . Mrs. Kavarsky first lists the merits of his wife,
and, when Jake is still unconvinced, she paints instead a
negative portrait of women like Mamie: "'‘Do you think a
stylish girl will make you a better wife? If you do, you
are grievously mistaken. What are they good for, the
hussies? To darken the life of a husband? That, I admit,
they are really great hands at’" (69). At this point, Jake
can no longer stand feeling un-American, and he tells both
his wife and his neighbor that he will no longer live in a

manner unbefitting the assimilated man he believes himself
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to be:

"I am an American feller, a Yankee-- that’s what I

am. What punishment is due to me, then, if I can
not stand a shnooza like her? It is nu ushed; I
can not live with her, even if she stand one foot
on heaven and one on earth. Let her take
everything"--with a wave at the household effects
--"and I shall pay her as much cash as she asks--I
am willing to break stones to pay her--provided
she agrees to a divorce." (70)
It is ironic that not only does Jake still use broken
English like a greenhorn, but he is also offering Gitl money
that he does not have. After this outburst, Jake walks out,
knowing he will not go home for the night. Although he
tries to think through his anger, he is unable to see
himself as anything but "a wretched outcast, the target of
ridicule--a martyr paying the penalty of sins, which he
failed to recognize as sins, or of which, at any rate, he
could not heold himself culpable"™ (73).

The chapter ends with Jake no longer even trying to
think realistically about what he will now do with his
future. He instead creates scenarios in which he sees
"himself stealing into his house in the dead of night, and
kidnapping [Yosselé]," moving to London with Mamie and his
son, and "supposing that his wife suddenly died, so that he

could legally marry Mamie and remain in New York" (74).
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Chapter eight finds Jake and Mamie engaged in "A
Housetop Idyll," wherein Jake describes his troubles to her.
Jake begins their conversation by guiltlessly manipulating a
response of pity from Mamie. Jake decides that crying will
help invoke Mamie’s sympathy: ". . . feeling that it would
be easy for him to break into tears he instinctively chose
this as the only way out of his predicament" (75). He tells
her that "‘since [Gitl] came I began to understand how dear
you are to me'" because he sees Mamie as a way out of his
current dilemma (76).
Once Mamie assures herself that Jake is hers, she shows
him her bank book and devises a plan to free Jake from Gitl:
Jake was to take refuge with her married sister in
Philadelphia until Gitl was brought toc terms. In
the meantime, some chum of his, nominated by Mamie
and acting under her orders, would carry on
negotiations. The state divorce, as she had
already taken pains to ascertain, would cost fifty
dollars; and the rabbinical divorce would take
five or eight dollars more. Two hundred dollars
would be deposited with some Canal Street banker,
to be paid to Gitl when the whole procedure was
brought to a successful termination . . . . When
they are married they will open a dancing school.
(81)

It is ironic that Jake has, in the space of a single
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conversation, assured himself that after his divorce from
Gitl he will be being controlled by another woman. Although
he had convinced himself that one of the reasons for his
divorce in the first place was that he could no longer stand
being imprisoned by marriage, Mamie has planned out the rest
of their lives. His whole life is now "completely in the
shop girl’s power," but he is "glad to be relieved from all
initiative--whether forward or backward--to shut his eyes,
as it were, and, leaning upon Mamie’s strong arm, let
himself be led by her in whatever direction she chose" (81-
82). Jake’'s path toward the American Dream is dependent on
Mamie, even though it has been a goal of his from the
novel’s beginning to be independent.

From the conversation between Mamie and Jake on the
rooftop, the narrator jumps ahead in time, and chapter nine,
"The Parting" begins "on a bright frosty morning in the
following January" with the divorce proceedings (82). Jake
and Gitl are "face to face" for "their last meeting as
husband and wife." The narrator’s description of Gitl is a
testament to the power of time as a catalyst for
assimilation:

The rustic, "greenhornlike" expression was
completely gone from her face and manner, and,
although she now looked bewildered and as if
terror-stricken, there was noticeable about her a

suggestion of that peculiar air of self-confidence
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with which a few monthsg’ life in America is sure
to stamp the looks and bearing of any immigrant.
(83)

Jake is upset by this transformation in Gitl; he feels that
"her general Americanized make-up . . . seemed to defy him,
and as if devised for that express purpose" (84). It is
important to note that although Gitl’s changes are pointed
out as the same changes "any immigrant" would undergo over
time in America, Jake is surprised that any transformation
in Gitl has occurred at all.

The narrator contrasts Gitl’s advancements in
assimilation during Jake’s absence with Jake’s total
stagnation during the same time period. The contrast
between Gitl’s assimilation and Jake’s stagnation is pointed

out by Sanford E. Markovitz in his book Abraham Cahan.

Markovitz notes that the novel " . . . is driven by a
combination of character development and personality
conflict as individuals struggle for their freedom in
America between the imposing environmental forces of the
East Side and the suppressed voices of their European past"
(70) . Jake not only appears both "fidgety" and "haughty,"
both characteristic of Jake in the past, but he is also
accompanied to his divorce proceedings by "an envoy from
Mamie" who has been "charged to look after the fortitude of
Jake’s nerve" (83).

Although Gitl has suffered an overwhelming loss with
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her divorce, it is Jake who is indicated in the title of
chapter ten ag "A Defeated Victor." 1In fact, Gitl is moving
on with her life through her impending marriage to the
boarder, Bernstein. As Mrs. Kavarsky notes, she will have
"a young man of silk who is fit to be a rabbi, and is as
smart and ejecate as a lawyer." In coming to America, Gitl,
"a blacksmith’s wife," is free to marry a "learned man, who
is a blessing both for God and people." Gitl is not as
upset as she seems by the divorce:

The truth must be told, however, that she was now
continuing her lamentations by the mere force of
inertia, and as if enjoying the very process of
the thing. For, indeed, at the bottom of her
heart she felt herself far from desolate, being
conscious of the existence of a man who was to
take care of her and her child, and even relishing
the prospect of the new life in store for her.
(88)
Jake, on the other hand, is not looking forward to his
marriage to Mamie. Immediately following the divorce
proceedings, Jake, Mamie, and Mamie’s emissary "were
passengers on a Third Avenue cable car, all bound for the
mayor’s office" to get married (89). Although pleased to be
divorced, "in his inmost heart he was the reverse of eager
to reach the City Hall. He was painfully reluctant to part

with his long-coveted freedom so soon after it had at least
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been attained, and before he had time to relish it" (89).

Although Jake works at eliminating his past from his
present throughout the entire novel, he does not succeed.
Even as he rushes toward the mayor’s office to marry Mamie,
he thinks of what he is leaving behind: ". . . he beheld
[Gitl] , Bernstein, Yosellé, and Mrs. Kavarsky celebrating
their victory . . . . Their future seemed bright with joy,
while his own loomed dark and impenetrable" (89). Even
through his divorce, Jake cannot disengage his thoughts from
his past. In severing his physical ties with his past, Jake
has lost the means by which he would be able to come to
terms with that past.

On the other hand, there is no evidence that Jake has
made any real effort to assimilate into American culture.
He uses the rabbinical divorce; he is still uneducated; he
has not created his own goals; nor has he the means by which
to achieve the goals his future wife Mamie has set for him.
At the conclusion of Yekl, Jake has, therefore, not only
lost one identity, but done so without gaining another.

Although Jake’s American Dream includes independence
and wealth, he has been unable to attain either of these
because instead of setting goals for himself he has allowed
circumstances or other people determine his actions. Only
because of his father’s death does he reunite with his wife
and son and only because of Mamie’s money and her plans for

their future is he able to part with them. Even though Jake
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is physically separated from his past, Jake’s family,
especially Gitl and her transformation into an assimilated
American, weigh heavily on him. So not only is Jake
dependent still on his past, but he has also not gained any
independence in his current life with Mamie. Instead; Mamie
controls Jake, her money, and their future. From the
beginning of Yekl, Jake gains no ground on the American
Dream; in fact, Yekl'’s conclusion finds Jake further from

his attainment of the American Dream.



Chapter Two:
Bread Givers: Book I
In his essay "'‘Working Ourselves Up’: Middle-Class

Realism and the Reproduction of Patriarchy in Bread Givers,"

Thomas J. Ferraro tells readers that Anzia Yezierska’s 1925
novel is characterized by some as "cartoonish in plot and
characterization; assimilationist in drive, anti-Semitic in
effect if not in intent" (53). Indeed, contemporary critics
thought the novel would socon be outdated. 1Instead ;Egdggzgl
represents an important aspect of the Jewish immigrant
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struggle to achieve the American Dream: the main character’s

strﬁggie £o assimilate without abandoning her heritage.
About Yezierska and her semi-autobiographical main character
Sara, Alice Kessler Harris writes: "If Anzia Yezierska was
not typical of immigrant women, neither was she unique. Her
struggles, in lesser proportions, went on everywhere
her work is suffused with the unending trauma of adjustment
part of every individual’s entry into America" (xii).
The theme of Yezierska’s work, achievement of the American
Dream, is both important and timeless.

Anzia Yezierska’s novel Bread Givers is divided into

three books which correspond to three stages in the main
character’s search for the American Dream. In the first
book, "Hegster Street," the narrator and main character, Sara
Smolinsky, introduces readers to her family and herself
through a series of vignettes. Sara’s family consists of

herself, her three sisters, Bessie, Fania, and Mashah, and
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their mother and father. By the end of this section of the
novel, all of the family members will have undergone
significant changes; and Sara will have taken a major step
toward independence.

In the beginning, it is obvious that the Smolinskys
have not achieved the American Dream. Sara explains that
although she is young, ten years old, the poverty in which
she and her family live is a burden to her: " . . . from
always it was heavy on my heart the worries for the house as
if I was mother" (1). Regardless of the household’s
worries, Sara is a proud person. She has refused to
continue "to go out early, every morning, while it was yet
dark, and hunt through ash cans for unburned pieces of cocal,
and search through empty lots for pieces of wood" because
the work makes her feel "like a beggar and a thief" (7).

But when her mother reprimands her for wasting thick potato
peelings, Sara assuages her guilt by going out to get more
coal: "I didn’t care if the whole world looked on me. I
was going to bring that coal to mother even if it killed me"
(8) . Because Sara believes that through her hard work she
will be able to ease the burden of poverty for her and her
family, Sara early on exhibits the characteristics necessary
to achieve the American Dream. Sara is able to survive and
help her family survive, because even in the midst of her
poverty, she is tenacious.

Another example of the young Sara’s tenacity and



30

independence is seen later in the first chapter when she

realizes "‘Nobody is working and we got to eat,’" and she
tells her family, "‘If I could only peddle with something I
could bring in money’" (20). Taking a quarter, Sara buys

twenty-five herring from Muhmenkeh, a sympathetic neighbor.
Sara explains how she is able to sell the herring: "So loud
was my yelling, for my little size that people stopped to
look at me. And more came to see what the others were
looking at" (21). Sara turns a twenty-five cent profit and
the sense of accomplishment she feels at having contributed
to the family’s finances inspires this comment:
I was always saying to myself, if I ever had a
quarter or a half dollar in my hand, I'd run away
from home and never loock on our dirty house again.
But now I was so happy with my money, I didn’t
think of running away, I only wanted to show them
what I could do and give it away to them. (22)
Even though Sara is willing to work hard, she feels a strong
sense of obligation to her family, so she cannot become the
independent person that she wants to be, even at the age of
ten.

In Chapter Two, Sara introduces her father, Reb
Smolinsky, with a story about his trip to the American
courts for hitting the landlady after she stepped on the
Holy Torah. When Sara’s mother tells her husband that "the

butcher and baker and Zalmon the fish-peddler left their
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work to bail him out," he responds, "Nu? Why shouldn’t they
take my part? . . . Am I not their light? The whole world
would be thick in darkness i1f not for men like me who give
their lives to spread the light of the Holy Torah" (24).
When Reb Smolinsky gets in trouble, in this case legal
trouble, he expects others to bail him out. At the end of
the chapter, Mother tells her children that the reason they
are in America is that their father needed to recover from a
business failure: "He was a smart salesman, only to sell
things for less than they cost . . . . And when everything
was gone from us, then our only hope was to come to America,
where Father thought things cost nothing at all" (34).
‘Father never takes the responsibility he needs to improve
his and his family’s station in life; in the first example,
he allows mother, the butcher, the baker, and the fish-
peddler to bear the responsibility, and in the second
example, he expects America to be accountable for fulfilling
his dreams.

Through the course of the next three chapters, each of
Sara’'s sisters falls in love, and the reader gains
significant insight into the character of the father through
his response to his daughters’ choices. Although Bessie is
the last sgister to fall in love, because she is the oldest,
Sara begins with her. She explains that, to everyone around
her, Bessie’s marriage prospects looked grim: "And so the

neighbors saw Mashah always with a bunch of men, buzzing
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around her like flies around a pot of honey. They saw Fania
go to the night school and the library with the writing
young man. But Bessie had noboedy" (37). The one-sentence
paragraph that follows Sara’s explanation of Bessie’s

possibilities conveys the excitement that the family feels

when Bessie finally finds someone: "And then it happened"
(37) . When Bessie solicits the help of her sisters to clean
up the house, the family finds it odd: "Father called her

the burden-bearer, because she was always with her nose in
the earth slaving for the family, and now she suddenly
wanted to 1lift up her head in the world and live" (39). The
next night, Father meets Berel Rernstein, who has come to
visit Bessie, and ultimately finds him an unsatisfactory
match because Bernstein is unwilling to support not only
Bessie, but also her entire family.

When Bernstein begins to explain his reasons for
wanting to marry Bessie, "Father gave a quick, sharp look on
the man, and then his eyes went on Bessie, like she had
brought a thief in the house" (44). Berel Bernstein wishes
to take Bessie as a wife so he can have a maid--the same
reason her father does not want to lose her. A verbal
battle ensues over Bessie, with Reb Smolinsky arguing that
he would lose too much to have Bessie married: "‘Don’t
forget when she gets married, who’ll carry me the burden
from this house? She earns me the biggest wages. With

Bessie I can be independent. I don’t have to grab the first
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man that wants her. I can wait yet a few years’" (45).
When Father further argues that "‘It’s not enough to take my
Bessie without a dowry. You must pay me yet" (47),
Bernstein will not accept that condition:
"‘I'm marrying your daughter--not the whole
family. Ain’t it enough that your daughter
kept you in laziness all these years? You want
yet her husband to support you for the rest of
your days? In America they got no use for Torah
learning. In America everybody got to earn his
living first. You got two hands and two feet.
Why don’t you go to work? . . . I'm no greenhorn.
I'm no cow you can milk. If you don’t want it
yet, then good-by and good luck." (48-49)
Although Father’s argument seems unreasonable, he is relying
on sound 0Old World values. In their Introduction to Views
From the Yiddish, Howe and Greenberg explain: "Traditional
Jewish life had given a place of honor to a caste of the
learned, and the ghtetl economy, no matter how threadbare,
usually managed to support a number of men who devoted
themselves entirely to religious study" (8). Reb Smolingky,
a member of this learned elite in Russia, has not learned to
shoulder the responsibility of family support that is
expected of him in America.
After his tirade, Bernstein tries to convince Besgie to

marry him even without her father’s permission, but she
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refuses to do so, saying: "‘'I haven’t the courage to live
for myself. My own life is knocked out of me. No wonder
Father called me the burden bearer’" (50). Because Bessie
feels a responsibility toward her family more acutely than a
desire to gain independence from them, she continues to bear
the burdens of her father, mother, and sisters, and not
those of Berel Bernstein. Sara is upset over what she sees
as Bessie’s continued indentured servitude and her loss of a
new life. Sara describes her reaction as follows: "I walked
in after Bessie and hid myself behind the door of the
bedroom and I cried and cried" (51). Sara is compassionate
toward her sister’s plight. She wishes for freedom not only
for herself, but also for Bessie.

In the next chapter Yezierska describes how Mashah, who
has had many suitors, falls in love. Sara notes that
instead of thinking only of herself, "it was a man that was
the beginning and end of her existence" (53). The man with
whom Mashah falls in love i1s a piano player named Jacob
Novak, whom she met after hearing in the street the
beautiful music coming from his home.

Because beauty is so important to Mashah, it is fitting that
she find and fall in love with a man who can afford to give
beauty to her. Jacob Novak’s father "owned a big department
store . . . and Jacob looked like from rich people. It
didn’t shout from his clothes, the mconey they cost

But it breathed from his quiet things, the solid richness
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from the rich who didn’t show it off anymore" (56). Reb
Smolinsky dislikes only the fact that Jacob plays the piano
on the Sabbath; because Jacob’s family is so wealthy, he has
no qualms about approving a marriage between the two.

Instead, Jacob Novak’s father treats Mashah’s family as
her father treats others, with certain disdain. About
Jacob’s father’s visit to the Smolinsky home, Sara says:

One look he gave on all of us. Then for a minute
his eyes burned over Mashah. Even though his lips
answered politely the introduction, we saw Mashah
shrink and fade under his eyes as the flowers
faded un&er the glitter of diamonds. From Mashah,
he gave the house another look over. And all
Mashah’s beauty couldn’t stop the cash-register
lock in his eyes, that we and our whole house
weren’t worth one of his cuff buttons. (58)
Mr. Novak tells his son to stay away from Mashah, and he
does until after his big concert. Jacob returns, however,
telling Mashah he will not be ordered around by his father:
"‘I’ve been a coward--bullied by my father. I listened to
him because of the concert--but no more. You’'re everything
to me’" (62). When Reb Smolinsky finds them, however, he
breaks up Mashah’s relationship with Jacob just as he broke
up Bessie’s relationship with Berel.
It is at this point in the novel that Sara expresses

her opinions about her father’s actions. Through his harsh



36
treatment of Mashah, Sara begins to see her father as "a
tyrant, more terrible than the Tsar from Russia" (65). Sara
is like her sisters in that she resents her father’s
constant preaching and the threats he uses to force his
children to conform to his ideals. But unlike her sisters,
Sara cannot reconcile his ideals to her own, so in addition
to resenting her father, she begins to hate him:
I began to feel I was different from my sisters.
They couldn’t stand father'’s preaching any more
than I, but they could suffer to listen to him,
like dutiful children who honour and obey and
respect their father, whether they liked him or
not. If they ever had times when they hated
Father, they were too frightened of themselves to
confess their hate. (65)
The earliest hint the reader is given of Sara’s separation
from her family through her feelings toward her father
occurs when she says that she would "wake up in the middle
of the night when all were asleep, and cry into the deaf,
dumb darkness, ‘I hate my father. 2And I hate God most of
all for bringing me into such a terrible house’" (66).
Because her father is a holy man, Sara equates him with the
Jewish religion. And so, because she finds her father
intolerable, she finds her religion intolerable as well.
In Chapter Five, the reader is introduced to Fania'’s

love interest, a poet named Morris Lipkin. Reb Smolinsky
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begins immediately to argue that a writer, even a writer for
the newspaper, would not be able to provide well for Fania.
He asks Fania whether she wants "starvation and beggary for
the rest of [her] days" (68), and then adds that "[e]lven Job
said, of all his sufferings, nothing was so terrible as
poverty" (69). Sara, however, notes the contradiction of
her father’s words by asking him, "'. . . didn’t you
yourself say yesterday that poverty is an ornament on a good
Jew, like a red ribbon on a white horse? . . . [D]idn’t you

say that the poorest beggars are happier and freer than the

rich?’" (70). Father’'s response, "‘'You’re always saying
things I don’'t even ask you,’'" is an inadequate counter
1767 :

Mother, strengthened by Sara’s outburst, challenges her
husband by saying, "'If these men are not good enough, why
ain’t you smart enough to bring somebody better?’" (70).
Father responds, "'I‘1ll show you how gquickly I can marry off
the girls when I put my mind on it’"™ (71). But Mother
doubts her husband will be effective: "‘Yah,’ sneered
Mother. ‘You showed me enough how quickly you can spoil
your daughters’ chances the minute you mix yourself in. If
you had only let Mashah alone, she would have married the
piano player’" (71). Mother’s interjections, though few,
convey a sense of her strength and intelligence, traits that
Sara seems to have inherited.

Reb Smolinsky cannot resist the challenge to find what
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he thinks are respectable husbands for his daughters. When
Fania dares to question her father’s matchmaking abilities,
asserting instead her desire to marry the poet, Morris
Lipkin, Father says, "‘Either you listen to what I say or
out you go of this house! . . . Such shameless unwomanliness
as a girl telling her father this man I want to marry’'" (75-
76) . With this statement, Father both rejects the American
way, where women and men choose whom they will marry and,
because they know he will force them out if they cross him,
scares his three oldest daughters into conforming to his
wishes and marrying the men he chooses.

Father’s first match is between Mashah, his most
beautiful daughter, and Moe Mirsky, a man who Father thinks
is a successful diamond merchant. Sara, the narrator,
explains why Mashah marries Moe: "She didn’‘t care so much
about Moe Mirsky and his diamonds . . . . [Slhe was sick
and tired from the house and crazy to get away" (77). Abe
Schmukler, in the "cloaks and suits" business (78), is
brought home by Father for Fania. 2Again Sara explains that
although there is no love in Fania for 2Abe, she sees
marriage as the only means of escaping Father’s house:

Fania wasn’t stuck on his cloaks and suits any
more than Mashah was stuck on Moe Mirsky and hisg
diamonds. But how could the girls stop to think
whether they liked the men, or didn’t like the

men, so long as they got a chance to run away from
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our house, where there would be no more of
Father’s preaching. (79)
They believe that marriage is their only hope for any
semblance of the American Dream.

Father’s success as a matchmaker is questioned,
however, when Mashah comes home and tells her father and the
rest of the family that not only was her husband not a
diamond dealer--he was instead only "‘a salesman in a
jewelry store’" (83)--but he also lost his job the day after
his marriage to Mashah. 1Instead of helping his daughter,
Father berates Mashah, telling her finally, "’As you made
your bed, so you got to sleep on it’" (83). Ironically, the
reader notes here that it was not Mashah who made her bed,
but Reb Smolinsky himself. With her lack of happiness,
wealth, or love, and especially with her crushed spirit,
Mashah is no closer to the American Dream that she was in
her father’'s house.

When the Smolinsky family receives a letter from Fania,
six months after her move to California with Abe Schmukler,
that outlines her husband’s gambling and her own loneliness,
and pleads with her father to allow her to leave her husband
and return to New York, Father is again oblivious to his
role in his daughter’s dissatisfaction, telling her in a
letter: "Don’t dare come and disgrace me before the
neighbors . . . . You had a right to find out what kind of

man your husband was before you married him. The neighbors
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here won’t believe that you left him . . . . As you made
your bed, so you must sleep on it" (85). Sara, noting the
irony--Father has, in fact, made Fania’s bed algo--can’t
keep her opinion to herself and demands of her Father:
"‘Didn’t you yourself make Fania marry Abe Schmukler when
she cried she didn’t want him? You know yourself how she
ate out her heart for Morris Lipkin . . . . I’ll never let
no father marry me away to any old yok’" (85). Through the
experiences of Mashah and Fania, Sara sees that in order to
create any semblance of the American Dream, she must not
allow Father to control her future.

Next Bessie, the oldest daughter in the Smolinsky
family, has a husband chosen for her by father. Chapter
six, "The Burden Bearer Changes Her Burden," opens with Sara
bringing her readers up to date on her life. She says that
she is working in "a paper box factory" and that Father not
only takes all her wages, giving a tenth to charity, but he
also "never let me have the money to buy myself anything I
needed" (89). Reb Smolinsky places the needs of nameless,
faceless others before the needs of the wage-earning members
of his own family.

Sara explains also that "Father got himself into the
matchmaking business" (91). And when the recently widowed
fish peddler, Zalmon, comes to Father looking for a new
wife, Father decides to match Zalmon with his eldest

daughter Bessie, who finds the match unsuitable. When



41
Father tells her his plan, she says, "'I hate Zalmon. I
hate the smell of fish. If he were the last man on earth I
wouldn’t marry him’" (98). Bessie’s dilemma, as she
explains it to her younger sister Sara, is that she "‘Can’t
stand it any more at home, and [she] can’t stand Zalmon the
fish-peddler’" (105). However, Bessie is schooled in the
0ld World beliefs that a father cannot be crossed and
ultimately, Reb Smolinsky will succeed in matching Besgsie
with Zalmon, just as he previously matched Mashah and Fania
with men he choose.

In Chapter Seven the Smolinsgky family’s life seems to
improve with Bessie’s marriage to Zalmon. Zalmon has given
five hundred dollars to Father for Bessie’s hand and Father
decides to buy a business with it. Father explains what he
is loocking for: "‘'I only want to go into business so as to
keep sacred my religion. I want to get into some quick
money-making thing that will not take up too many hours a
day, so I could get most of my time for learning’" (111).

So Father wants the wealth promised by the American Dream
without exerting any effort in order to get it.

Mother begs Father to look for a business without
taking the money with him: "‘In God’s name, let me only hold
the money. In my stocking it is safer than in your pocket’"
(112) . But Father takes the money and buys a grocery store.
When the former owner of the grocery store leaves at the end

of the business day and Father takes over ownership and
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operation, the Smolinsky family begins to see that Father
has not purchased a bargain. Sara reports on the state of
what looked like a fully stocked store:

The shelves had goods only in the front row. The
white space behind was empty. Mother stabbed a
knife into the tub of butter and hit into the hard
wood beneath the thin spread which had been
plastered against the fake wood bottom. I picked
up the top layer of a newly opened case of eggs
and found only empty paper fillers beneath. (119-
20)
Just like the arranged marriages of his three eldest
daughters, Father has again invested little time and thought
into the dream of bettering the lives of both himself and
his family. Although Father wants to be successful and see
his family well off, he is unwilling to invest the effort
needed to make his American Dream a reality.

Father doesn’t fully understand the ramifications of
his actions. When Mother spells them out to him, "‘Gazlin!
Now that the girls are married and no wages coming in, what
shall we live on’" (124), he replies, "'This man who robbed
me only pushed me closer into the arms of God. Now I know
that everything that happens to us is from God, for our own
good’" (125). Sara, Mother, and the readers now know that
the family will have no success with Father as head of the

household because Father will never work to achieve success
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and the American Dream.

Chapter eight brings the novel’s climax when Sara
deviates from the 0ld World pattern perpetuated by her
family and begins a life of her own. Sara begins the
chapter reinforcing the fact that she and her mother are
working hard to make Father’s investment profitable: "While
I was busy fixing the place, Mother was out bargaining with
the wholesalers to trust her with enough goods to restock
the store" (128). When Mother asks Father to help her by
weighing the salt she is placing in bags, he breaks a bag of
salt, exclaiming, "‘The grocery business is only for
thickheads and truckdrivers. Such long hours of brainless
drudgery is only for grubby grinds who have no high thoughts
to think out’" (132). Father not only complains about
having to work; he also drives customers away. When a
customer comes in asking for bran, Father begins a tirade,
telling the man that back home they only give bran to
livestock: "‘Americans are such fools, they make eating out
of it. This is a sensible store, we don’t keep such
nonsense’" (133). Both Mother and Sara see that even with
all their hard work, the family will not advance if Father
will not help them, or at least leave them alone to run the
business as they see fit.

However, the next customer to enter the store, a
neighborhood girl who brought only ten cents to pay for a

twelve cent pound of rice, becomes the catalyst for Father’s
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next eruption of anger toward Sara. When Sara tells Father
that the young girl will return with the two cents to finish
paying for the rice, Father says, "‘Without asking me? I'm
the one to decide who is to be trusted’" (134). Sara, who
is angered by her Father’s inability to see that she and
Mother are working hard to keep the store open, asks him:
"*Why do you make such a holler on me over two cents, when
you, yourself, gave away four hundred dollars to a crook for
empty shelves’" (135). That Sara is standing up for
herself, as well as that Father knows what Sara says is
true, even though he does not want to admit it, angers him
even more: "‘Blood-and-iron! How dare you question your
father his business? What’s the world coming to in this
wild America? ©No respect for fathers. No fear of God.’

His eyes flamed as he shook his fist at [Saral" (135).
Father, who, when he bought the grocery store, could not
praise America enough, finds that he does not approve of his
Americanized daughter, Sara, because he ig finding it
difficult to dictate her actions.

Sara’s struggle with her father over the foundering
grocery store shows what Gael Wilentz calls "the double bind
of Jewish women," that ig, "the duty of the wives and
daughters to support the family and their acceptance of the
secondary status consigned to them" (34-35). Wilentz agrees
that Yezierska’s Jewish immigrant characters are realistic

portrayals of those struggling for a place in America at the
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turn of the century:
Yezierska illustrates the dilemma of the Jewish
immigrant woman whose conflict between living her

life as an Americanerin and retaining the strength

and sustenance she receives as part of the Jewish
community is further exacerbated by her desires
for independence as a woman. (33-34)
Unlike her mother and older sisters, Sara finds it
impossible to be both a bread giver and a second-class
citizen.

Likewise Sara, the Americanized daughter, is finding it
difficult to live with her 0ld World mother, who allows
Father’s tirades to go virtually unchecked, and especially
difficult to allow herself to be managed by Father, a man
who has proven himself unable to manage any of her sisters’
marriages or the operation of his grocery store. Sara
thinks:

Oh God! Two cents! My gall burst me! For

seventeen years I had stood his preaching and his
bullying. But now all the hammering hell that I
had to listen to since I was born cracked my
brain. His heartlessness to Mother, his pitiless
driving away Bessie’s only chance to love,
bargaining away Fania to a gambler and Mashah to a
diamond-faker--when they each had the luck to win

lovers of their own--all these tyrannies crashed
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over me. Should I let him crush me as he crushed
them? No. This is America, where children are
people. (135)

With these thoughts, Sara decides that she can no longer
live in the oppressive environment of her father’s home. At
seventeen Sara decides that to survive, she must leave her
family to find the fortune promised to her by the American
Dream.

When Father sees Sara leaving and learns that she
doesn’t plan to return, he tells her: "'‘No girl can live
without a father or a husband to look out for her. It says
so in the Torah, only through a man has a woman an
existence. Only through a man can a woman enter Heaven’"
(137). Sara, who believes that America will reward her

perseverance and ambition regardless of her gender,

responds: "'I'm smart enough to look out for myself. It’s a
new life now. In America, women don’t need men to boss
them’" (137). When Father sees that this time his words

have had no effect on her, he pleads with her to stay:
"“Where do you find a poor father who has done for his
children as much as I? I didn’t cripple you. I didn’t give

you consumption. I didn’t send you to work at the age of

gsix like some poor fathers do. . . ’" (137). But Sara does
not back down: "'I've got to live my own life. It’s enough
that Mother and others lived for you’" (137). With these

words, Sara truly shows her blood-and-iron. And with her
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last words to Father before she goes to seek her own fortune
in New York City, the reader sees that Sara is more like her
father than any of her sisters: "'‘My will is as strong as
yours, I’m going to live my own life. Nobody can stop me.’"
Yet she is different in a meaningful way: ‘"I’'m not from the
old country. I'm American‘" (138). Sara is capable of
leaving because she knowg that to make the American Dream a
reality, she will have to rely not on her father’s guidance,
but on herself.

Chapter Nine, the final chapter of the first book of

Bread Givers, shares the book’s title. Two of Sara’s

sisters, Bessie and Mashah, are still living in New York;
and it 1s to Bessie’s house that Sara goes when she reaches
New York City. Sara arrives late in the evening at Zalmon
and Bessie’s house. When their evening fish selling ends,
and Zalmon asks Sara why she has come, Sara tells him and
Bessie that she has left home. Zalmon, also unable to see
any benefit to Sara leaving her father’s home, tells her
that she had "‘better go straight back, then. A girl’s
place is under her father’s hand’" (141). The reader
expects this response from Zalmon, though. Reb Smolinsky
gave him his eldest daughter’s hand in marriage and even
earlier, when Reb Smolinsky was sued by his landlady, Zalmon
was one of the neighborhood men who had enough respect for
Reb Smolinsky to hire a lawyer for his defense.
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