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"Anzia Yezierska's Immigrant Autobiographies as Failed Conversion Narratives"

I am proposing a paper on immigrant autobiography that explores the perceived change from foreigner to American and the position of the immigrant on the cusp between one and the other, in the autobiographical fiction and fictionalized autobiography produced by the Jewish-American writer Anzia Yezierska. I read immigrant autobiography against a tradition of American autobiography that emphasizes values of self-reliance, independence, resourcefulness, and individuality, as most memorably demonstrated in Benjamin Franklin’s autobiography. These values stand in contrast to familial and community obligations brought with the immigrant from the shtetl culture of late 19th century Eastern Europe. The immigrant autobiography seeks to negotiate this opposition in a (fictionalized) plot of a life story that culminates in "arrival" in the American culture, in having become American, by focusing on events that prove the immigrant writer to be "American-material." The listing of such moments is complicated by the power relationship between majority readership and minority writer and the writer’s desire to be accepted as same, or American, a structure that can be traced back to the Early American conversion narratives and 19th century slave autobiographies. 

Anzia Yezierska arrived in America as a young child with her parents at the turn of the century, when assimilation was the accepted path into American-ness. As a young adult, she left the immigrant culture of New York’s Lower East Side to write short stories and novels about the immigrant struggle and was celebrated as the "sweatshop Cinderella" by the American press at the height of her career in the early 1920s. Her heroines, based on herself and her sisters, assimilate successfully into American-ness via education and marriage to WASP males, demonstrating the taming of the foreign the American public desired. In her autobiography published in 1950, however, the moment of conversion remains elusive, in spite of its fictionalization. Yezierska, casting herself as the stereotypical Jewish immigrant, carries the burden of representativeness with the double consciousness of foreigner and American, trying to respond to both her own experience of disillusionment and alienation and her audience’s desire (which she has accepted as her own) for the fiction of conversion and arrival. 

The immigrant autobiography, in conforming to set standards of American writing and emplotting of life stories, serves as a gesture of proclaiming American-ness. Yezierska’s writing is particularly fascinating as it emerges during the heydays of assimilation policies and first glorifies the loss of difference, but later reflects on this loss without completely giving up the desire of arrival. Geographically and emotionally, Yezierska’s autobiographical self remains outside the American culture she fervently seeks to join, revealing a frustrated image of the striving immigrant. Yezierska’s texts suggest that the arrival at American-ness depends not on performing aspects of American culture but on relinquishing the struggle itself.

