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Eread Givers: The Richhness of éGmbivalence

Bradley Shavit Avison

In 1925, Anzia Yezierska publ ished =) largely
autobiographical ovel s ivi which she developed the theme of a
yoiung woman®s siruggles to be a part of the lavger American world
while wot severing her ties to her parents and to their European

values. Her novel iz rich with pain. insight. and pride. Like
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derives its considevable power from its ambivalence toward
Judaism  avdd  Amervica. Father than simply writing a peean to
American values (as did Mary &ntin in The Fromised Land) or a
tyrade against O0ld-World Ways. Yezierska lets us understand the
conflicting priovities-—and therefore the tensions——with which a
Jewish immigrant had to Live.

This tension is presented. in concrete  immediacy. as  "a
struggle  hetween a father of the 0ld World and a daughter of the
New" . The =tory begins in the home of the Smolinsky family--a
pious  and unbending father who spends his days studying Jewish
holy books. a wife who works to support her hushband and childrers
ard  four girls. In the couwrse of the novel. the girls each
experience & vomance which their father destrovs. He sees this
form of love as violating a cardinal principle within Judaism.
that of honoving one”s father. For Moishe Smol insky. that hovnaor
implies that he select hfﬁ dauvghters’ mates.  and that they pay

biim  for the priviledge of marvying one of his daughters. after

watching  the lives of  the three older girls ruined by  her




father s intransigence. Sara. the yvoungest. decides to run away

and becoms a school teacher. Hhe support

ifi

hersel{ by wovking &t
a factory as she takes the college preparatory program at a night
school . tThen attends a suburban college. At the end of hev
college experience. she wing  an  essay  contest  for #1000,

Returning  to New York. Sarva

ets hevself up in an apartment and
visits her mother. whom she has not seen for six years. Her
mother is on hev deathbed.

After her mother’s death. Sara’s father remarrvies. The
vemainder  of  the plot deals with Sarva’ s ability to reconoi
hevself to  her father and his values. Zhe also  heocomes
romantically  involved with Hugo Seslig. the principal of her
school .

The key to this novel’s power is the gradual heightening and
ultimate resoluftion of Sara’s ambivalence to her father and 1o

= Too much of an individual to sibin i 1o the

ey wleit i

~dictates of either: she is simultaneously aware of how. in a
transformed way. she is their truest emodiment v the New World.
Because of Sarva’s similarity to her father. she is the ohild
most in conflict with him. Arid. paradoxically. because she is
the ohild most like Moisheh. she is able. at the novel’'s
corilusion. to make her peace with her father and with the
tradition he embodies.
Her father deeply resented vnot having a sons
Always  Father was throwing up to Mother that she had borne

fim no son to ke an hovnowr to his davs and to say pravers for
fim whern he died 9)

Throughout  the book. her father’s male-oriented theology is




presented as the basic theme of traditional religion:

The pravers of his daughters dide’t count because Good  didn’t
Tisten to  women, Heaven and the next world were only  for
men.  Women could get into Heaven because they wevre wives and
daughters of men. Women had no brains for the study of God's
Torah. but they could be the servants of men who studied the
Torah. Cnly if they cooked for the men. and washed for the
men. and didn’t nag or curse the men out of their homes: only
if they let the men study the Torah in peace. then. mavyhbe,
they could push themselves into Heaven with the mens to wait
ov them theve (10},

This theology was only the context in which Sara’s conflict with
ey father was couched. The genervative source of their struggle
was theiv faith in conflicting salvations (Torah v. America) and
theiv similar personalities. Both individuals knew clearly what
they wanted. avod both refused to deviate in the least from their
chosen goal . Dos  Moisheh brought all of his sacred books with
him to America. and refused his wife’s request to bring so much
as  a pot. claiming there was vo room. HDezpite the fact that

America did not value fraditional Jewish learning. Moisheh
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insisted on  studying all day. as he bhad in the ©0ld Country.
“Beyond that: he continued to perceive his study as being of value
not  merely to himself. but to the family and neighborhood as
well. Moisheh is working to "spread the light of the Holy Torah
(443" he is "the light of the block. the one man who holds  up

the flames of  the Holy Torakh before America (43) .0 He

consistently  construes  the world to fit his world view. When

Berel PBernstein says he wants to marry Bessie. Moisheh
rhetorically whether she will sarn a higher place it heaven
supporting Berel ov himsel . It doss net occur to Moisheh to
view a situation from any other perspective save his own.

A yet. for all his obstinacy. theve is tremendous appeal
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and  charisma in Foisheh  Smol insky. Despite his difficult
obhstinacy. he has the respect and devotion of his daughters  arnd
i fe.

At Fathev®s touch Mothevr s sad face tuvrned into smiles. His

Eivd look was like the sun shining on hev (113 .

That devotion springs from his daughters as well: "all faces
turmed to Father. Eves widensd, necks stretoched. ears sirained
not to miss & word (110" Yet. even in this introduoctory scevne.
the readevr sees the ambivalence of the entire family to its
central figure. As soon as his story ends. the fight re-smerges.
with Moisheh insisting that he. a5 the sole head of the familys
should not be bothered with matervial problems.

His daughters shave their mother’s devotion. In speaking to
Berel Bernstein. Hessie tells hims "T couldn™t leave my father.
He needs me. o . o I couldn™t marvry a man that don’™t respect my
father (S1)."  However. after Moisheh intervernes with both Bessie
and  with Mashah to end their romances  (which  both daughters
Caccept).  Sara is finally able to articulate the other dimension
of her ambivalence:

Movre and move I began to see that Falthers it his  ivnocent

craziness  to  hold up the Light of the Law to his ochildren:

was as & tyrant more tervible than the Tsar from FRussia (45,
Lmlike all the other girls. Sara speaks out.  She soreams back at
ey father. she ftakes a guarter and sets up a business to  fTeed
the family. she sven speaks up in defense of her sisters.

At fivest.  her ambivalevnce was itself & source of guilt and
pain. But she guickly makes peace with its treating her  inner

Life as a fact of nature. something to accept and adiust to:

I too was frightened the first time I felt T hated my father.
I felt like a oriminal. But could T help it what was inside




of me? T had to feel what 1T felt even if it Lilled me (&5).
Zara’s  willingness to live honestly with her own needs and  her
|

insistenoe on the val idity of hev own peveespntion is The diveot
S £ i ¥

heir of her father’s own sel f-perception. During the fight with
ey father when she announces she s leaving him to live on  her
own.  Zara repeatedly equates the two of them implicitly in  her
languages "You made the lives of the other children! I"m going
to make my own life (138" As with her father. her first joy in
the world is hev bhooks. Ard - Like her father. she gives her
books precedence over relationships. When her mother comes to
visit  her and asks Zarva to do the same. Sara responds that her
studies don’t leave any time for visits. In fact, it will be six
years before she sees her mother again.  and that will be at her
mother®s death bed. Her sisters astutely comment that “She's
worse  that Father with his Holy Torah (172)." Like her father.
marva finds life's meaning in learning: upon rejecting a wesal thy
suitor because he Jdid not appreciate knowledge. she reflects:
I looked at the books on my table that had starved at me 1ike
evemies a Little while before. They wevre again the life of
my life. Ao ! Nothing was so beautiful as to learn: to
kviows to master by the sheser force of my will even the dead
sguares and  triangles of geometry. I seized my books and
hugged  them to my breast as though they weve living things

(201) .

ITmmediately following that pevception. Sarva realizes just
how  similar to her father she really is. "He  had given up
worldly success to dreink the wisdom of the Tovah. Hae would tell
me that. after all. I was the only daughter of his faith (Zo2)y ¢

Qe again. "1 had it from Father. this ingrained something in me

that would not let me take the mes

of pottage (202"

Tragically. the ambivalent nature of their relationship does



ot permit this  celebration of leavning. Hevr father is locked

irto  the ecifios of his world view no less than s she., He

does  not. on a conscious level, distinguish between form  and
content--Torah learning is unlike all other types 0% learning.
Moishesh makes a point of visiting Sara in ovder to disown her—-
precisely because she refussed a proposal of marriage in order to
continue leavrning.

This incident teaches Sara vet another point she shares with
ey  father. this time a negative trait: "“All my selfishness is

from you  (207) 0 Agaiv treating her emotions  as  immovabl
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forces. deszcribes without evaluating. Her selfishness i

what impels her to van her own lifes it drives hev auwtonomy. just
as  Moisheh’s selfishrness gives him the sirength to study Torah.
it imately as with her fathev, the cost of that selfishvess was
solitude:

Frowl edge  was what I wanted more than anvihing else in the
world. . « o« @0 this is what it cost. daring to follow the
urge iv ome. Mo father. No lover. No family. No friend. I

must go on oand on. And T omust go on——alons (208 .
Echoing Luke 14524, Zara realizes that the price of her passion
for learning is the guality of her human relationships. ne  is
struck by the comparison betwesen her parents” visits. Hevr mother
comes  to bring her & comforter and some food. Her father comes
to place her under herem. Hevy mother quietly tries to support

ey daughters.  and here father imposes his values on his  entire

family. Yet it i to her father that Zara compares hervsel s o

i

Frim that she treies to justify her behavior: and ultimately. it is

Moisheh who s the center of the family.

mava's  Time in college is a tTime of fransfeormation. She
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mother beocomes fatally 111, Dava returns to hev mothers death
bed. and at that tervible place. her father makes the ambivalence
of his feelings toward Sarva appavent for the first time. In
bragging  to the doctor. Moisheh states of Sara that "she has  a
head on her. Takes after her father. even though she’s only a
gird (249 " Evidently. Moisheh does vecognize the replication
of his own drive. intellect. and harvdrness in his dawghter. Her
struggle to live hevr own 1ife Cand. parvadoxicallys to embody
similar auwtonomy as her father) make Sara vnot only unigue  bot
praissworthy to Moisheh. He can vever admit that fto herv. or eaven
to himself. But a part of him has noticed. Again. he tells Sara
"You understand a little more than yvour sisters. because vyou have
a little bit of my head on you (25%) .,

This vecognition of similarity heightens, rather  fThan
difiusss. theivr wconflict. It s in the nature of  ambivalence
Cthat seeing so much similarcity in the antagonist is a source of

greater struggle and anger. rather than a voad to reconciliation.
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even while praising his daughter for being like him: Moisheh
arnd  Zara have a fight about performing krivah in the presence of
heyr mother™s remains.

But something does change. Having accompl ished what she

wanteds AT A i
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now inoa position to be more empathics less
threaterned by her father. A&t her mother’s death. she articulates

this growth of character by saying "I felt literally Mother®s

sl svter my  soul like & mivacle 3 =" Her mother s st

told hev to take o care of her father. avnc Sarva now Tinds the
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MNote

B from Yezgisrskas A ias Hread
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(Fersea Books: New York. 19735).




