REIFICATION IN THE WORKS OF EAST EUROPEAN JEWISH
AMERICAN AUTHORS: ABRAHAM CAHAN, ANZIA YEZIERSKA AND
EVA HOFFMAN

Merve Ozman

Hacettepe University Graduate School of Social Sciences

Department of American Culture and Literature

Master’s Thesis

Ankara, 2009



KABUL VE ONAY

Merve Ozman tarafindan hazirlanan “Reification in the Works of East European Jewish
American Authors: Abraham Cahan, Anzia Yezierska, and Eva Hoffman” baslikli bu
calisma, 29 Mayis 2009 tarihinde yapilan savunma sinavi sonucunda basarili bulunarak

jurimiz tarafindan yiiksek lisans tezi olarak kabul edilmistir.

&//M;b o]

Dog¢. Dr. Meldan Tanrisal (Baskan)

__%Zl)n Mfz——

Al d

Dog. Dr. hurlye Reis

Dog. Dr. Ufuk Ozdag {

Bt /%Z/f

Yrd. Dog. Dr. Bilge Mutluay (Danisman)

14

Yrd. Dog. Dr. Baris Giimiigsbag

Yukaridaki imzalarin adi gegen 6gretim tiyelerine ait oldugunu onaylarim.

Prof. Dr. Irfan Cakin

Enstitii Midiri



BILDiRIM
Hazirladigim tezin/raporun tamamen kendi ¢aligmam oldugunu ve her alintiya kaynak
gosterdigimi taahhiit eder, tezimin raporumun kagit ve elektronik kopyalarinin
Hacettepe Universitesi Sosyal Bilimler Enstitiisii arsivlerinde asagida belirttigim

kosullarda saklanmasina izin verdigimi onaylarim;

M Tezimin/Raporumun tamami her yerden erisime agilabilir.
O Tezim/Raporum sadece Hacettepe Universitesi yerleskelerinden erisime agilabilir.

O Tezim/Raporum ... yil siireyle erisime agilmasini istemiyorum. Bu siirenin sonunda

uzatma icgin bagvuruda bulunmadigim takdirde, tezimin/raporumun tamam her

yerden erisime agilabilir.

29.06.2009

Lo
/

Merve Ozman




ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

First, I would like to thank my family for their unconditional love and encouragement in
everything I do. Knowing that they are always there for me has allowed me to overcome

all difficulties.

I also want to express my sincere thanks to and immeasurable respect for each member
of the Department of American Culture and Literature for their support and friendship
during the last three years.

Lastly, and most importantly, I want to thank my supervisor, Assist. Prof. Dr. Bilge
Mutluay Cetintas, for her invaluable guidance since the beginning of this study in 2007.

This thesis would not have been possible without them.



OZET

OZMAN, Merve. “Dogu Avrupali Amerikali Yazarlarin Eserlerinde Seylesme:
Abraham Cahan, Anzia Yezierska ve Eva Hoffman,” Yiiksek Lisans Tezi, Ankara,
2009.

Gogmenlerin ¢ogu, Amerikan riilyasinin pesine takilarak geldikleri iilkede aradiklarini
bulamaz ve hayal kinkliina ugrar. Bu durum gog¢menlerin hayatinin hemen her
evresinde maruz kaldif1 “seylesme” ile agiklanabilir. Genel bir tamima gére, seylesme,
“somut kavramlarin soyutlastirilmas1” veya “soyut kavramlarin somutlastirilmasi”
anlamina gelir. Bu doniislim somut obje veya kisilerin ve soyut kavramlarin
potansiyellerini, karakteristik 6zelliklerini ve anlamlarini sabitler, sinirlar. Seylesme
goemenlerin fiziksel potansiyelini kapitalist sisteme hizmet eden is¢i giiciine,
kimliklerini toplumca kabul edilmis kimlik kaliplarina, konustuklar1 dildeki anlamlar1
da sabit ve sinirli anlamlara indirger. Bu anlamda, seylesme, gogmenlerin yeni iilkede
karsilagtiklar1 sorunlara ve deneyimlerine 151k tutar. Gogmenler ig¢in Amerika’da maddi
basariy1 elde etmenin yolu seylesmeyi igsellestirmekten gecer ve bu durum gé¢menlerin
Amerikan riiyas1 ile iligkilendirdikleri diger manevi beklentilerinin gergeklesmesini

sorunlu hale getirir.

Rilyalarim1 gergeklestirmede diger etnik gruplara gore basarili sayillan Dogu Avrupali
Yahudiler bile seylesmenin olumsuz etkilerinden kaginmayr basaramamis, maddi
olanaklar konusunda bir ilerleme elde etseler bile, manevi olarak mutlulugu
yakalayamamigslardir. Siiphesiz bunda Amerikan riiyasina yiikledikleri anlamlari
seylestirmis olmalarinin etkisi blyiiktiir. Bu ¢alismada seylesmenin gO¢menler
tizerindeki olumsuz etkileri, Yahudi Amerikali yazarlardan Abraham Cahan’in The Rise
of David Levinsky (David Levinsky’nin Yikselisi), Anzia Yezierska’nin Salome of the
Tenements (Varoslarin Salome’si) ve Eva Hoffman’in Lost in Translation: A Life in a
New Language (Tercimede Kaybolus: Yeni Bir Dilde Yeni Bir Yasam) baslikli
eserlerinde, “fiziksel,” “kimliksel” ve “anlamsal” seylesme olmak iizere ii¢ temel baglik
altinda incelenir. Incelenen eserlerin otobiyografik ve yar-otobiyografik nitelikleri ve
ele alimglarindaki kronolojik siralama, seylesmenin zaman i¢inde gegirdigi evrimi

gozler Oniine serer.

Anahtar Sozciikler: seylesme, fiziksel seylesme, kimliksel seylesme, anlamsal

seylesme, Amerikan riiyasi, go¢menler, Dogu Avrupal: Yahudiler.



ABSTRACT

OZMAN, Merve. “Reification in the Works of East European Jewish American
Authors: Abraham Cahan, Anzia Yezierska, and Eva Hoffman,” M.A. Thesis, Ankara,
2009.

Upon their arrival in America, many immigrants realize that the promises attributed to
the American dream are false and the dream is no more than an illusion. This situation
can be explained with the effects of reification on the lives of the immigrants.
According to a general definition, reification “converts the concrete into abstract” and
“concretizes the abstract.” Such a transformation fixes and limits the potentials,
characteristics, and meanings of both concrete beings and abstract concepts. Reification
reduces the physical potentials of immigrants to serving in the capitalist system as
laborers; it reduces their identities to the socially accepted patterns of identity and fixes
meanings in the language they speak. Reification, in this sense, sheds light upon the
immigrant experience in America. Material success in America is only possible through
internalizing reification; however, reification also problematizes and challenges the

actualization of the spiritual expectancies from the dream.

Even the East European Jews, who have gained a recognizably rapid success in
comparison with other immigrants, could not avoid the negative effects of reification.
Although successful in ensuring material possessions, East European Jews were not
always able to attain spiritual fulfillment. The wrong interpretation of the American
dream, due to the reified meanings attributed to it, plays a major role in this situation.
This thesis will show the adverse effects of reification on immigrants under the subtitles
of “physical reification,” “reification of identity” and “semantic reification” through the
works of Jewish American writers: Abraham Cahan's The Rise of David Levinsky, Anzia
Yezierska’s Salome of the Tenements and Eva Hoffman’s Lost in Translation: A Life in
a New Language. The partly-autobiographical nature and the chronological order of the
literary works under analysis will help to present the evolution of the concept of

reification in time.

Keywords: reification, physical reification, reification of identity, semantic reification,

American dream, immigrants, East European Jews.
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INTRODUCTION

As birds were its only inhabitants then, Ellis Island, which was called “gull-island” by
Indians in 1630s, is known today, ironically, as a historical place through which more
than twenty five million immigrants from all over the world entered the Uﬁited States.
In 1891, the first immigration station was officially opened on the island and it went on
processing immigrants until 1954 (Ellis Island Foundation). There have been four
major waves of immigration in American history. The immigrants who came with the
first wave (1700-1776) were mostly British pilgrims seeking a place to practice their
religion. The second wave (1820-1870) brought about seven-and-a-half million
immigrants especially from Great Britain and Ireland and Western Germany. The
number of immigrants which made up the third major wave of immigration (1881-1920)
was nearly twenty-three-and-a-half million. Among these immigrants there were
Austro-Hungarians, Italians, East Europeans; mainly Russians. Immigration between
the years 1920-1960, on the other hand, brought sixteen million people to the country
and was composed of Central and South Americans, Mexicans and Carribeans who
headed to the United States; and non-Europeans, namely Chinese and Japanese, who
entered the United States not only from Ellis Island but from the southern and western

borders as well.

In an America, where, in 2042, the white population of European descent is expected to
be no longer the majority (BBC News), there are immigrants from various national,
cultural, ethnic, religious and linguistic backgrounds, all of whom contributed to the
making of today’s America. As it is clear from the number of the immigrants who came
to America, immigrants play a major role in American history, and thus have
contributed to and received enormous attention in American literature. What brought all
these immigrants to America was the hope for a better future for themselves and their
families. They were under the spell of a common drive—"“the American Dream”—one

of the most discussed and indispensible subjects of American culture and literature.

The term “American Dream” has always been devoid of a common definition and its

promises are claimed to be many. For some immigrants, it meant freedom, equality and



opportunities to lead a decent life, whereas others tended to ascribe all their needs,
dreams and wishes to the dream, turning it rather into an illusion. Encountering the
desired conditions was not always as easy as immigrants thought or wished. The reified
quality of the American dream kept the immigrants from achieving their hopes to the
fullest extent. Reification of the dream (coming from the word “res,” which means
“thing”), turned laborer immigrants into “machines” in a society where the rules of
labor comply with capitalism. Yet, reification is not only applicable to the American
dream. The immigrant workers are also transformed into purely rational “objects” and
they feel obliged to fit in the socially determined patterns, in other words, to be
assimilated for the sake of a better future. Consequently, they lose their individual
values, such as their traditions, beliefs and native tongue. Some immigrants were more
successful than others in terms of material gains due to their cultural, religious, social or
political backgrounds. East European Jews, who came with the third wave immigrant

group, seem to be one of those well-accomplished ethnic groups.

Like other immigrant groups, not all East European Jews managed to achieve their
American dream, partly due to the existence of reification in each phase of their lives.
This thesis will discuss the concept of reification under the titles of “physical
reification,” “reification of identity” and “semantic reification” in Abraham Cahan’s
The Rise of David Levinsky (1917), Anzia Yezierska’s Salome of the Tenements (1923)
and Eva Hoffman’s Lost in Translation: A Life in a New Language (1989) respectively.
Such a study will show that reification has had its negative effects on all immigrants in
America, including East European Jews, who have achieved their material ideals in an
evidently more successful and rapid way in comparison with other immigrants from
diverse ethnic groups. This study will consist of description, analysis and discussions of
the East European Jewish community, the American dream, the concept of reification in

related fields of study and the mentioned literary works.

The definition of the term “American Dream” has always been a matter of intellectual
debate. According to Robert H. Fossum and John K. Roth, only few terms are defined
so “loosely” (5). The term was used for the first time by James Truslow Adams in his
1931 book The Epic of America. For him, the American dream is a dream of

opportunities for everyone without any discrimination, according to their talent and



success, to have a better, richer and fuller life. (214-215). According to the Barnhart
Dictionary of New English 1963 to 1972, “American dream” refers to “a widely used
catchphrase for the ideals of democracy, equality and freedom upon which the United
States was founded.” Webster’s Ninth New Collegiate Dictionary of 1983, on the other
hand defines the term as “an American social ideal that stresses egalitarianism and
especially material success.” Eventually, in the 1993 definition of Webster’s New World
Dictionary of American English, the dream’s constituents are reduced to merely
material ones: “The U.S. ideal according to which equality of opportunity permits any
American to aspire high attainment and material success.” Immigrants, who came to
America with great expectations, ascribed all their wishes and hopes to an idea which
did not originally exist in their culture and transformed it into a fantasy that was at its
best unreal. Interestingly, the core of what the American dream referred to was defined
best by a popular song composer and singer, Bruce Springsteen. He describes the dream
as nothing more than the idea that “everybody is going to have an opportunity and the
chance to live a life with some decency and some dignity and chance for self-respect”
(qtd. in Hochschild 16). The common point among these various definitions is their
association with another characteristically American concept, individualism. The dream

is a dream of the individual, rather than of the community.

Jiirg P. Keller, in his book The American Dream Gone Astray (1995), traces back the
origins of such a dream to the philosophers, historians or utopists who were looking for
or dreaming of an “ideal world” centuries ago. America, the new world, turned out to be
the place to which all these ideals could be projected (49). Joseph L. Daleiden, a
statistician, economist, public policy analyst and demographer, lists the ideals that are
attributed to the dream in his The American Dream: Can It Survive the 21st Century?
(1999), among which he mentions “freedom to religious persecution; the opportunity to
work one’s own land; a chance for a fresh start; ‘a chicken in every pot and a car in
every garage;’ the right to vote; equal opportunities and the chance to achieve fame,
power and fortune” (2). All these attributes rest on certain grounds and assumptions.
Peter Freese, a Professor of American Studies at Paderborn University, in his 1990
book, America: Dream or Nightmare, explains the facts that laid the ground for the

American dream from social, religious and political points of view:



1- the mythic projection of America as a land of milk and honey and an El
Dorado in which the Fountain of youth bubbled forth in a pastoral
landscape.

2- the religious concept for America as the site of the New Jerusalem and a
land in which Christ’s second coming would establish a new paradise on
earth.

3- the political promise of America as a country in which the tyrannical
restraints of the Old World would be replaced by human equality, liberty
and brotherhood. (91-92)

In addition to the mythic projection, religious background and political promises of the
dream, Herbert Spencer’s formula, according to which economic competition is
dominated by the law of the survival of the fittest, encouraged the hope in people to be
able to move from rags-to-riches (Hofstadter 45) and was taken as proof of the
attainability of the dream. Freese considers the very idea born from Spencer’s
assumption as one of the most important constitutive elements of the American dream.
He presents these elements under the titles of: the belief in the general attainability of
success, the belief in progress, the belief in manifest destiny, the idea of continual
challenge of new frontiers, the belief in the American form of government of the
people, by the people and for the people as the sole guarantor of liberty and equality, the
conviction expressed in the notion of the melting pot and its historical mutations from
cultural pluralism to multi-ethnicity, the cult of newness, the glorification of youth, the

belief in unhampered mobility and the chances for ever new beginnings (94-95).

As stated above, it has not been easy nor quite possible for everyone to achieve and
attain the promises of the dream. Eventually, the dream disappointed many new comers.

The major reason was probably that they:

. expected all social problems to be solved. [They] expected business
cycles, economic insecurity, poverty and racism to end. [They] expected
almost limitless personal freedom and self fulfillment. For those who
couldn’t live life to its fullest (as a result of old age, disability or bad luck)
[they] expected a generous social net to guarantee decent lives. [They]
blurred the distinction between progress and perfection . . . [They]
transformed American Dream into American Fantasy. (Samuelson xiii)

As a result, most immigrants left empty-handed at the end of their quest for the dream,

whereas some others achieved material success without spiritual fulfillment. Alexis de



Tocqueville, in this sense, explains the wide existence of the rich-but-unhappies with
the fact that “[they] never stop thinking of the good things they have not got. . . . They
clutch everything but hold nothing fast and so lose grip as they hurry after some

delight” (627).

The poor laborer immigrants do not have the means to support themselves or attain
spiritual fulfillment. Moreover, the dream is used ideologically, to keep the workers
producing as much as possible for the sake of the material gain of the wealthier class
and for the advancement of American industry. The dream transforms the individual
into a capitalist commodity whose only motivation is to work more in order to
accommodate personal needs, which will turn him/her to be the factory hand of the
employer who pays the most. Thus the worker is reduced to a commodity that could be
bought and replaced anytime by a “homogenous” other. This is one of the results of
“reification,” but not the only outcome. Loss of personal, cultural, religious values and
adopting new ‘“given” ones, which are often related to the dominant or prejudiced

points of view, are also among the negative results of reification.

Besides negative outcomes of reification for the individual, there are some positive
incomes for the community, especially in the making of America. The promise of
success, which is promised to be attainable only for those who work hard, caused
immigrants to work constantly. Believing that their efforts would bring them the
opportunity to realize their dreams, immigrants worked for the good of their country.
They formed an incredible labor-power for America. As Freese suggests, the two
qualities of the dream “the belief in individual success” and “the concomitant belief in
societal progress” smoothed the way to the making of the newly founded nation (101).
Having been the “victims” of an illusion, immigrants kept working but often failed to
fulfill their American dreams, yet, the success of the following generations is partially
their legacy. If it had not been for this “reified” dream, they might not have worked as
hard as they did for the so-called promises of the dream. In order to clarify the

difficulties immigrants faced, a more detailed examination of reification is necessary.

The Latin origin of the term reification is res, which can be translated into English in
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various ways such as “thing,” “object,” “matter,” “concern,” “affair,” “business,”



“property” etc. To reify is thus “to turn something into a res” (Pitkin 264). Another
widely accepted definition for the term is that, it “converts the concrete into abstract”
and “concretizes the abstract” (Berger and Pullberg 208). Although the term is neutral
in itself, it is often considered in terms of its negative effects. Hungarian Marxist critic
Georg Lukdcs is the one who introduced this idea for the first time, using the terms
“objective” and “‘subjective” to make the distinction between the two types of

reification. He maintains that, in the process of reification,

[o]bjectively a world of objects and relations between things spring into
being. . . . Subjectively . . . a man’s activity becomes estranged from itself, it
turns into a commodity which must go its own way independently of man
just like any other consumer article. (History 86)

A good example for Lukacs’s understanding of “objective reification” could be the
American dream which is often identified with owning a large house with its lawn
perfectly mown and a luxurious car in its garage. An example for the “subjective
reification,” on the other hand, is the situation of the immigrant laborers, who are
considered as nothing but factory-hands, whose personal qualities, skills, emotions, are
ignored as they are considered to be replaceable commodities which the system may
discard or renew whenever necessary. Yet, both cases bring with them the same
problem: “neither objectively nor in his relationship to his work does man appear as the
authentic master of the process; on the contrary he is a mechanical part incorporated in

a mechanical system” (Lukécs 89).

In Marxist approach, reification is often used together with the term alienation. Yet,
each term applies to different situations although they are closely related with each
other. Reification is “a social process more limited than alienation,” and one that can be
“subsumed under alienation” (Israel 269). Reification can be defined as the social result
of alienation—an originally economic process—on individuals and the society. Some
sociologists and psychologists consider alienation “to have a more social-psychological
interpretation, with interpretations such as of powerlessness, meaninglessness,
normlessness, self-estrangement and social isolation” (Krahn and Lowe, 358). In this

sense, too, reification of the individuals can be considered to be a result of alienation.



References to the definitions of the two terms might be useful, at this stage, to

demonstrate the points where the two terms differ from each other.

According to Marx, alienation is a consequence of private ownership, the societal
division of labor and the market relationships. All these elements of the capitalist world
dominates social relations and thus labor is routinized, the product of labor turns out to
be something “alien to” and “independent of” the laborer. Marx defines this process as

alienation (“Estranged Labor”).

As for sociologists, Berger and Pullberg, reification is “objectification in an alienated
mode” (201)." While objectification is an anthropologically necessary process, as
Berger and Pullberg suggest, it turns out to be harmful for the individual when it is done
in an alienated mode (201). Originally, the term reification harbors the idea of
“rationalism,” in addition to the “commodity fetishism” which alienation and reification

have in common (Arato 195).

George Ritzer numbers the results of Marx’s understanding of alienation of objects,
processes and self: 1) the assignation of detail work to workers, 2) separation of mental
and manual labour 3) monotony of repeated tasks, 4) labour which is not creative but
merely concerned with possession (60). When the results of the sociological
understanding of alienation—results such as powerlessness, meaninglessness,
normlessness, self-estrangement and social isolation—are considered; failure,
aimlessness in life, loss of individual values, decline of interpersonal relationships and
thus suffering from loneliness among the crowds could be added to these results.
Reification of objects, processes and self, however, create additional results which is the
point of this thesis. Alienation alone does not explain all the mentioned outcomes. As
consequences of reification, [ideological] meanings are assigned to objects according to
their exchange values. Passing judgements is controlled by fixing of several points of

view into one single point, while all other possibilities are put aside, not necessarily but

! See page 10 for Marx’s understanding of “objectification.” Berger and Pullberg take “objectification”
as a different process than that of Marx. According to them, objectification is made by people “by means
of language,” giving objects, concepts or groups “a ‘name’ that is ‘known’ to [them] from then on and
that [they] can communicate to others” (200), which is an example of the case of semantic reification in
this thesis.



generally due to the reign of the dominant ideology. Roles and identities of individuals
are made into things by fixing them through language. And, thus, potentials of
individuals are reduced to those of mere laborers or assimilated immigrants which aids

the dominant ideology in the society.

In the field of sociology, Lukics’s objective reification is mostly ignored. Sociologists
are, rather, in favor of a certain concept called “reification of identity” or “of the total
self.” They tend to define this concept with a state of mind that yields to “excessive
identification of a person with a typical role or a stereotypical category” (Pitkin 272)
which includes stereotypification - as in anti-Semitism - and inauthenticity—referring
to the denial of one’s options and of responsibility in one’s actions. As a consequence
of the stereotypification and the rejection of one’s options, people begin to conceive
actions as “roles” and themselves as the “embodiment of these roles;” and finally role-
playing “precedes” or even “replaces” existence: The individuals adopt a “false
consciousness,” which makes them ready to believe that “they have no choice” because

they are “the bearers of this or that role” (Berger and Pullberg 206).

Lukacs’ definition for reification® and reification of identity are closely related to one
another. Reification of meanings in language’, on the other hand, is closely related to
both of these concepts more so to the reification of identity. Semantic reification
simply indicates the condition when words refer to “fixed” and ‘“determinate”
meanings as the Spanish professor of philosophy, José Medina suggests. According to
Medina, semantic reification is caused by two circumstances; thinking of meaning in
an objective realm and thinking of it in a subjective realm (3). In the first case, people
tend to internalize socially accepted meanings of the words in language, forgetting the
wide and multiple meanings words originally have. In the second case, on the other
hand, meanings of the words in language are defined from privileged points of view,
out of subjectivities. For Medina, both approaches are wrong because “nothing is self-
interpreting, neither the mind, nor the world” (10). Inheritance of wrong usages of

language from the past and ideological usages of language also contribute to semantic

? Lukacs’ understanding of reification will be referred to as “physical reification” throughout the thesis,
which indicates individuals who are considered as physical objects and abstract concepts taken as
concrete realities.

? Reification of meanings in language will be referred to as “semantic reification” throughout the thesis.



reification. According to Soviet-Russian linguist, Vallentin Nikolaevich Voloshinov,
who has produced works in the field of Marxist theory, “everything ideological
possesses semiotic value,” and “it is [this] semiotic character that places all ideological
phenomena under the same general definition” (Marxism and the Philosophy of
Language), which comes to indicate that language is the sine qua non for all types of
reification that serve for a certain ideology. “[W]henever sign [“word,” if language is
considered] is present, ideology is present too (Marxism and the Philosophy of

Language).

On the other hand, according to Louis Althusser, it is impossible to access the “real
conditions of existence” due to the [people’s] reliance on language; however, through a
rigorous “scientific” approach to society, economics and history one can perceive at
least “the ways that are inscribed in ideology” (“Ideology and Ideological State
Apparatuses”). Althusser believes that ideology does not “reflect” the real world but
represents the “imaginary relationships of individuals to their real conditions of
existence” (“Ideology”). Language also does the same. It does not “reflect” what one
thinks, but “represents” it. The main purpose of ideology, for Althusser, is constituting
concrete individuals “as subjects” (“Ideology”). Therefore, it would be possible to
maintain that fixed meanings in language have a reifying effect on the individual.
When such meanings are employed with ideological purposes by the dominant groups,
the repressed groups are usually considered as the “other.” This reasoning works in the
same way in the case of immigrants. The immigrants yearn to be accepted and work
toward changing their class predicament, but cannot escape their “outsider” position.
An immigrant is an outsider, first of all because of his/her origins. S/he is considered as
an “un-American” which is often used with negative connotations. The logic behind

such labeling is explained by Adams and Markus:

That is by naming or describing an observed pattern as ‘“American” or
“Dutch,” one takes something that was dynamic and flowing and renders
it—at least for a moment—static and fixed. One proposes a baseline or
implicit standard against which deviations or innovations appear ‘“un-
American” or “not Dutch.” Those individuals who already do not fit the
modal pattern or who would produce innovation get marginalized, labeled
as “bad” members and have less influence over the meaning and direction of
ethnic categories. (285)



10

Such categorization even exceeds personal definitions as in Adams’ and Markus’s
example and shows itself in categorizations of actions and behaviors. Berger and
Pullberg gives an appropriate example for this case, through the identification of an
“uncouth” gesture (204). A person performs a gesture which is defined as “uncouth” by
the other participant. Without being evaluated whether it is really uncouth or what the
term uncouth refers to and by ignoring the individual story of the person that has made
him perform the very gesture, the uncouthness of the gesture is taken for granted (204-

205). This situation refers to the existence of reification:

In this designation the gesture is alienated from the active process of
producing it as well as from the particular intention of its producer. It
becomes an “uncouth gesture” in and of itself. The gesture is thus fixed in
an inert objectivity available to all, with a significance conceived of as
belonging to it intrinsically rather than as expressive of something else. The
gesture becomes reified, that is, it becomes a thing-like facticity separated
from its human source. Thus, ab initio, reification entails a dehumanizing of
its object. . . . [I]f one reflects about a gesture as a defined inertness, one
thereby calls into being a reifying apparatus by which any gesture is no
longer a specific expression of the others or one’s own life, but rather
becomes a quality that serves to characterize the other or oneself in a typical
and anonymous manner. That is, the world is divided into couth and
uncouth people, who are couth and uncouth in the same way as tables are
brown or grey. . . . no longer is the gesture an expression of the person, but
the person is defined as the embodiment of an abstract quality of which the
gesture is the symbol. Following this reification. . . . there may develop a
general psychology that defines persons as embodiments of abstract
qualities or states. . . . . For instance, one reifies action by saying that it is
performed because (or, one may say—because of course) the actor is an X-
type person. (204-205)

While the disciplines of psychology and sociology approaches the term objectively,
taking into consideration both its positive and negative effects on human life, Marxist
scholars often focus on the negative effects of reification. Lukacs explains the concept
of reification by combining Karl Marx’s “commodity fetishism” and Max Weber’s
“rationalization” (Arato 195). Although Marx scarcely used the term in his works, he
often employs terms that are related to the process of reification such as
“estrangement,”  “alienation,”  “ideology,” “mystification,” “fetishism” and
“objectification.” Lukécs argues that reification is central to Marx’s thought (Pitkin

264). In order to prove his point, Lukdcs quotes from Marx’s Capital I, where he has
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given a similar definition of reification to his own, without mentioning the term

reification:

A commodity is therefore a mysterious thing simply because in it the social
character of men’s labour appears to them as an objective character stamped
upon the product of that labour; because the relation of the producers to the
sum total of their own labour is presented to them as a social relation,
existing not between themselves, but between the products of labour. This is
the reason why the products of labour become commodities, social things
whose qualities are at the same time perceptible and imperceptible by the
senses. . . . It is only a definite social relation between men that assumes, in
their eyes, the fantastic form of a relationship between things. (“The
Fetishism of Commodities and the Secret Thereof™)

Marx also defines a similar concept, objectification. According to objectification ideas
can be turned into concrete objects making use of raw materials and tools. Since both
“objectification” and “reification” end up with a “thingified” product, they can be
considered to be similar. Marx’s approach is open both to positive and negative
possibilities as a result of the process, whereas Lukdcs presumes only negative
conclusions. Befitting this very distinction between the two approaches, Pitkin portrays
an important difference between these two points of view (269). Marx’s objectification
could end triumphant in the sense that it might come up with a beneficial product,
whereas Lukécs’s reification would, at its best, end up in capitalism. This distinction
makes Lukdcs’s approach unique. According to Lukacs, as Arato underlines, the basis
of commodity fetishism, is the “hidden dynamic” of capitalism (95). Lukacs associates
commodity fetishism with the transformation of the relations between people into “the
character of a thing” and thus these relations acquire a “phantom objectivity, an
autonomy that seems so strictly rational” (83). Moreover, it “stamps its imprint upon
the whole unconsciousness of man; his qualities and abilities are no longer an organic
part of his personality, they are things which he can ‘own’ or ‘dispose of’ like the

various objects of the external world” (Lukécs 100).

The other constituent of Lukdacs’s theory, “rationalization,” also contributes to the
adoption of a reified consciousness with its motto “without regard for persons” and
tendency to eliminate everything “irrational, qualitative, sensuous and mysterious”

(Arato 191). The immigrant experience in the Lower East Side, the conditions under
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which these people worked were very suitable to internalize this rationalist mentality.
The proletarian immigrants specialized on one step of the working process, for
example, sewing buttons. In this case, all one person did, became sewing buttons from
day to night and, as a result, that person became a part of the mechanical system, which
led his/her passage to a “second nature,” in Lukdcs’ terms (Lukacs 194). The
specialized, abstract and rational operations made the worker lose contact with the
finished product (88) and resulted in “the destruction of every image of the whole”
including himself (103). The worker transformed into “a mere object of the process of
production” (167), seeing himself only as the “owner of his labor-power” (92), which

he gives up in exchange for his wages.

Psychologist James Woodard believes that reification shares similar characteristics with
those of “projection,” ‘“hallucination,” “delusion,” “wishful thinking” and “naiveté”
since all these concepts are based on loss of reality (qtd. in Pitkin 278). Therefore, it
would be wrong to see it as a “cognitive fall from grace” (273). For Axel Honneth, a
German professor of philosophy, this loss of reality is due to “forgetting.” People forget
valuing initial perceptions and instead fake for given the generally accepted meanings
or missions of the object or subject “in order to react in an appropriate way” (128); in
short, “recognition comes before cognition” (113). Honneth also criticizes Lukécs,
claiming that he failed to see the fact that reification is a strategic tool of the modern
world (102). In this light, one can say that the American dream, as a dream strategically
reified, has also worked as a strategic tool. It was not just a coincidence that presidential
candidates and those in politics evoked and imposed the dream, especially when
addressing immigrants during the public speeches for various purposes. An example for
the strategic usage of the reified dream could be seen in Richard Nixon’s Inaugural

Address on January 20, 1969, where he used the concept in order to motivate people to

work as hard as they can for the sake of their country:

The American dream does not come to those who fall asleep. . . . As we
measure what can be done, we shall promise only what we know we can
produce, but as we chart our goals, we shall be lifted by our dreams. (Freese
69)
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Similarly, Governor Michael S. Dukakis’s nomination acceptance speech on July, 21

1988 uses the reified dream for political sovereignty;

. .. . We’re going to win because we are the party that believes in the
American dream. A dream so powerful that no distance of ground, no
expanse of ocean, no barrier of language, no distinction of race and creed or
color can weaken its hold on the human heart. . . . And my friends, if anyone
tells you that the American dream belongs to the privileged few and not to
all of us, you tell them that the Reagan era is over, you tell them that the
Reagan era is over and that a new era is about to begin. (Freese 73)

But, of course, mere manipulation is never enough to make people believe in an idea.
Immigrants were already seeking such an ideal. They were already looking for a
“protective bubble” (Baudrillard 43), which would distract them from the “unpleasant
realities” of their lives, such as the people they left behind, their identities they denied
in order to become Americans, racist and prejudiced approaches and the tough working
conditions. Such unpleasant realities would have given rise to a tendency of existential
inwardness, if the ideal of the American dream had not existed. Tyson explains the

nature of the escape from such an existential inwardness:

Financial worries, the inevitability of aging and death, the possibility of
accident or illness and the fear of emotional pain, all number among the
kinds of unforeseeable events—historical contingencies—that increase and
complicate the anxieties inherent in being human, in having a consciousness
that is aware of itself in a context of unanswerable questions: “Why was I
born? What is the purpose of life? What should I believe and how should I
behave? What will happen to me after I die? . . . [E]scape existential
inwardness is to escape the awareness of historical contingency and the
responsibility to respond it conscientiously. This escape is accomplished
through what Jean Paul Sartre calls bad faith (mauvaise foi), the various lies
we tell ourselves, in order to shift the responsibility for our own actions onto
persons or forces outside ourselves. (8-9)

Illusions to achieve better life standards did not work flawlessly. Because of the reified
quality of the dream, many immigrants could not manage to be happy even after
achieving their financial dreams. According to Tyson, “one’s ‘stature’ in America is
usually judged as a function of one’s socioeconomic status” and thus the American
dream can well be called a “dream of commodity” (5). Such an idea implies the fact

that a person’s “spiritual worth” and “well-being” can only be valued by his/her
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commodities (Tyson 5). As a result, attention to the spiritual needs is often disregarded.

The main focus turns out to be the success and progress the dream professedly offered.

Success has always been associated with the dream. People have come to believe that
America would provide them a “can do” and “can ‘get on with’ anything,” potential
(Fossum and Roth 21). Most of the time, what one “can do” and “can get on with” is
understood as gaining financial success and dealing with all the difficulties in achieving
it. Yet, the basis of the dream, taken as individual material success and progress,
brought much opposition with it. Some believe that “the heedless pursuit of material
success would exact the price of the spiritual failure, that unchecked scientific progress
would turn against mankind and that instead of realizing their dreams, the adherents of
success and progress would finally find themselves caught in a nightmare” (Freese 101).
This point of view supports Tyson’s definition of the commodity as “self-emptying”
(87). According to this approach, emptiness due to the lack of the fulfillment of the
spiritual needs cause discontentment in some people despite their material success. The
case of East European Jewish immigrants in America could present the lack of spiritual
contentment of well-accomplished immigrants, due to the negative effects of reification
in fulfilling their dreams. Although Jewish immigrants were one of the most successful
ethnic groups in America, they also suffered from the negative effects of reification.
German Jews and East European Jews differed as immigrant groups. German Jews
came to America for “the search for better economic conditions” in the nineteenth
century (Lowenstein 25). German Jews did not express much admiration for America
for opening its doors to them; even if they sometimes “paid lip service to such
admiration” (Lowenstein 25). Since they often had nostalgia for Europe, they are
sometimes called “bei unsers” who always said “bei uns” which means “back home”
(Lowenstein 42). East European Jews, however, were tying to get away from political
and religious oppressions and poverty (Kabakoff 41). The American dream, in this
sense, was more intensely persued by the Eastern European Jews in comparison to the
German Jews. East European Jews attributed their dream of a Goldeneh Medina (a
Golden Country) to America (Marcus 70). Achiving the American dream meant a lot to
them. In this sense, the experience of the East European Jews presents a better
exemplary case to show the effects of reification on immigrants. A glance at the history

of the immigration of the East European Jews will be useful to clarify the immigrants’
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status, their material success and their discontentment because of the lack of spiritual

fulfillment.

According to 1880 data, six million of the seven million seven hundred thousand Jewish
population of the world lived in Eastern Europe and of these six million Jews, four
million were living in the Russian Pale of Settlement (Olitzky 11). After 1881, 'Jews
began to flee to America due to wars, political unrest and increasing oppression in the
region. As Jewish historian Jacob Rader Marcus maintains, as a result of the
emancipation of the serfs in the 1860s and the beginning of industrialism, Russia was a
land “wrecked by famine, typhus, cholera, economic depressions and agrarian crises”
(13). Jews were suffering from restrictions in commerce, industry, the civil and military
services and the practice of professions, namely law. Moreover, they were confined to
the Pale of Settlement. The May Laws of 1882, according to which Jews were
prohibited to settle in rural areas and own property, forced many Jews to leave their
land. There were also limitations in schooling, college education and teaching for the
Jews; they could not engage in jury duty and they had to pay large amounts of taxes.
Due to the Sunday laws, they had to work two more days in the week: Saturday and

Sunday, the first of which was a religious day for the Jews.

In 1911, in addition to all these difficulties, Mendel Beilis case obstructed the Jewish
life in Russia even more.* Beilis, a Jewish artisan, was charged of ritual murder which
started an anti-Jewish movement. After the revolution of 1917, Jewish religion was
interdicted, hundreds of “pogroms”—a term originally used for violence against Jews
including killings and destruction of homes and public places—took place and many

Jews decided to leave Russia (Marcus 13-15).

It has been estimated that, between 1881 and 1920, four million East European Jews left
their homes due to these conditions. Two million came to the United States. Among

these immigrants twenty percent were from Austria-Hungary and less than four percent

* Known also as “Beilis Blood Libel Case.” In March 1911, the tortured body of a Christian boy was
founded in a cave. Although a criminal gang “had almost certainly committed the murder,” Mendel
Beilis, an uneducated and non-observant Russian Jew who worked in the brickworks halfway between
the boy’s home and the cave was accused of the murder. In the funeral, leaflets “making blood
accusation of Jews” were distributed. The murder was attributed to “the entire nation” instead of an
individual who was accused of the crime (Pasachoff and Littman 244-245).
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were from Rumania, while seventy percent were from Russia. By 1920, thirty percent of
all New York population was composed of Jews (Marcus 16). Statistics show that there
were five million two hundred seventy five thousand Jews in the U.S in 2006 which is
the largest Jewish population in the world after Israel (The American-Israeli

Cooperative Enterprise).

The profile of the Jewish immigrants was almost homogenous. They were mainly lower
and middle class rather than the upper classes or the intellectuals. According to Marcus,
they were different from other immigrants in the sense that “they came with their
families; they intended to remain; they were poor . . . many could read no language . . .
[they were] Yiddish-speaking, Orthodox . . . some were political radicals” (727).
Although many avoided factories and wanted to be self-employed, they often had no
other choice. Relatively luckier ones were in trade, shop-keeping and peddling (Marcus
70). It was easy to observe that most of the immigrants, who arrived between the years
1902-1904, were artisans. Statistics Marcus refers to show that nineteen thousand of
these immigrants were tailors and seamstresses, over twenty four thousand were
craftsmen, three thousand four hundred were merchants and clerks, nine thousand were
female servants, eight hundred fifty were professionals and eight thousand were
unskilled laborers (260). Due to the demand in clothing industry, most of them worked
in the related fields. An unskilled laborer could work in this industry, since s/he had to
master only one step of the production process (Marcus 198). Most of the immigrants
worked in sweatshops for very low wages for thirteen to eighteen hours a day, often
seven days a week (Maffi 82). Dim lighting, heat, dissatisfactory sanitary conditions in
basements and attics opened the way to diseases (Marcus 199). With the coming of the
Progressive Age however, working conditions improved, owing to the newly

established worker unions (Marcus 204).

Between the years 1880 and 1930 New York’s Lower East Side was the main
destination for Jewish immigrants. The place was like a ghetto. People were not forced
to move there, but cheaper rents, small communities for each nationality and availability
of jobs despite low wages and harsh working conditions offered a certain comfort. The
Lower East Side, starting from the late seventeenth century, became an immigrant and

working class neighborhood which included today’s East Village (the area including
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2nd Avenue, 1st Avenue, Avenue A, The Bowery, St. Mark's Place), Alphabet City (the
area bordered by Houston Street, 14th Street, East Village, Stuyvesant Town and Peter
Cooper Village), Little Italy (bordered by Bayard Street, Bleecker Street, Lafayette
Street and the Bowery), Nolita (North of Little Italy), the Bowery (bordered by East
Village, Canal Street, Chinatown, Allen Street and Little Italy) and the Chinatown
(bordered by Canal Street, The Bowery, Worth Street and Baxter Street). As Mario
Maffi, in his book about the Lower East Side, states, by the turn of the nineteenth
century, “some five hundred thousand persons lived in the area with a density, in some
streets and blocks of three hundred and thirty thousand per square mile” (Gateway to
the Promised Land 65). Although there were numerous ethnic groups which would
indicate heterogeneity under other circumstances, the inhabitants of the Lower East Side
were homogeneous, as an all-proletarian community (Maffi 143). “Northeast from the
tip of Manhattan, a mile and a half from the point where the immigrants landed, the
Jewish East Side of New York began. By the turn of the century, it extended Northward
from Henry Street to Tenth Street and eastward from the Bowery almost to the East
Side River” (Higham 81). After the 1930s, new legislations reduced the rush of

immigrants to the area and the inhabitants began to move to better places.

As Marcus explains, East European Jews were Orthodox in religion (236). They
believed in an omniscient god, in a Messiah to come, in the Jewish Sabbath, in the Holy
Pays, in keeping kosher, in numerous religious ceremonies and the Ten
Commandments. The Ten Commandments, which is of great importance for Jews, are
composed of religious necessities and prohibitions of belief in God; prohibition of
improper worship; prohibition of oaths; observance of sacred times; respect for parents
and teachers; prohibition of physically harming a person; prohibition of sexual
immorality; prohibition of theft; prohibition of harming a person through speech; and
prohibition of coveting (Rich). Jews find their ethnics superior to all others. The religion
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itself is a “folk religion,” “a sense of kinship,” as well as a part of Jewish culture (236).
However, orthodoxy has not been an obstacle in the process of Americanization. Many
East European Jews embraced Americanization for the sake of a smoother path to
success. By the end of the twentieth century, as Marcus suggests, Orthodox Jews were

the smallest religious group among the United States Jewry (Marcus 775). With the
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movement of “Reconstructionism” in the leadership of Morde cai Menahem Kaplan,
from 1921 on, the determination to reconstruct Judaism became popular (Marcus 774).
Anti-Semitism also pushed many of them to embrace right wing political views (Marcus

778).

Jewish community began to collect the rewards of their sacrifice early in the twentieth
century. By 1900, it was possible to see the growth in the number of the East European
middle class. Statistics show that Jewish white-collar workers were in the meantime two
times the Italian white - collar workers (Marcus 269). It is believed that by 1905, fifty
percent of all New York Jews were white-collar workers; by 1910, a great number of
them moved away from the ghetto; in 1916 only twenty three percent of all Jews were
living in the lower parts of New York (Marcus 268). In 1918 Jews constituted twenty
five percent of the New York population, yet thirty-eight-and-a-half percent of the
college students were Jews. In an order from the most popular to the less, they were
studying commerce, finance, medicine, engineering, law and dentistry (Marcus 297).
Today, Jews are among the most highly educated ethnic groups in the United States. As
Paul Ritterband suggests, they are doing “extraordinarily” well and that approximately
twenty five percent of the four hundred richest Americans list of Forbes are Jews,

though they constitute only two-and-a-half percent of the American population (379).

Although they came to America later, the Eastern European Jews rapidly caught up with
the success of the German Jews. According to Warner and Srole, due to the open class
system in America, Russian Jews climbed the ladder to success faster than any other
ethnic group, so fast that they could compete even with groups who had been there
already one or two generations (Hurvitz 117). Hurvitz claims that there are four socio-
historical forces which have contributed to the rapid upward social mobility of

7 &

American Jews: “the Jewish religious tradition,” “the business ethic of the Jewish
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people,” “the urban psychology of the modern Jew,” and “the minority group status of

the Jew in modern history” (119).

The Jewish religious tradition was advantageous for the immigrants to adapt to the new
surrounding which embraced a rationalized capitalist economy. It was not very difficult

for the Jews to adopt the logic of the new world, since Judaism is a religion “free of
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magic and all forms of irrational quests for salvation” (Shroeder 72). Besides, both
systems attached great importance to literacy, education, cleanliness, sobriety, family
purity and the concept of chosenness (Hurvitz 120). Jews were used to mobility, which
eased their passage to the white collar class. Three other cultural values made Jewish
adaptation to the life in America easier. For Yerushalmi, these were “halakhah”
(jurisprudence), “Jewish philosophy” and “Kabbalah” (110). Halakhah is the set of
practices and rules in Jewish way of life “that affect every aspect of life,” such as what
one can eat, wear, how one should treat God, observe religious holidays, conduct
business or who can one marry (Rich). Jewish philosophy refers to the “philosophical
inquiry informed by the texts, traditions and experiences of the Jewish people”
(Goodman). Kabbalah, on the other hand, is “Torah’s expression of the way the world
works.” “Like science, the Torah gives . . . the grander abstract picture of the facts”
(Leiberman). According to Judaism, the knowledge of kabbalah, halakhah and Jewish
Philosophy alone have the potential to lead one to truth and happiness even without any
prior knowledge of American history, which annihilates the disadvantage of the Jews in
America as newcomers. Another East European Jewish tradition that is helping others,
also contributed to their success. People most of the time attended more than one
mutual-benefit societies. They helped new-comers, with the strong sense of Jewish

kinship (Marcus 177).

The second reason that contributed to the success of the Jews was the business ethic. In

the American capitalist economy, the Jewish money-lender was welcomed. Jewish
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characteristics such as “opportunism,” “anticipation of alternatives,” and “cultivation of

clients and customers” were advantageous for the commercial environment. The
protestant ethic of this new surrounding, as Hurvitz quotes from Kingsley Davis’
“Mental Hygiene and Class Structure,” was parallel to the Jewish values and had the

following characteristics:

1- Democratic in favoring equal opportunities to rise socially by merit
rather than by birth.

2- Worldly in emphasizing earthly values such as the pursuit of calling,
accumulation of wealth and achievement of status.

3- But at the same time ascetic in stressing physical abstinence and
stern sobriety, thrift, industry and prudence.
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4- Individualistic in placing responsibility upon the individual himself
for his economic, political and religious destiny and in stressing personal
ambition, self reliance, private enterprise and entrepreneurial ability.

5- Rationalistic and empirical in assuming a world order discoverable
through sensory observation of nature.
6- Utilitarian in pursuing practical ends with the best available means

and conceiving human welfare in secularized terms as attainable by human
knowledge and action. (118)

In addition to such a parallelism between the protestant ethic adopted by America and
the requirements of Jewish values, East European Jews have had an urban psychology
different from many other immigrants. They had been town dwellers since the Middle
Ages whereas most of the other groups were experiencing city life for the first time
(Hurvitz 121). In this sense, East European Jews seemed to have no problems with
adjustment to the physical environment, which Herbert Spencer thinks is a requirement
for survival. Besides, having lived under worse conditions in Russia, difficult conditions
in America did not really seem to bother Eastern European Jews as much as it did the

immigrants from other parts of the world.

The minority group awareness of the Eastern European Jews, as the fourth socio-
historical force in their rapid upward mobility, helped them in developing an urge of
group survival. As Hurvitz suggests, the individual was always under the
superintendence of the Jewish community, since one person’s mistake would be
projected to the entire Jewish community by the non-Jewish administration and thus, the

anti-Semitic prejudices might increase (122).

In spite of the advantages East European Jews had, attaining success and thus
achieving the American dream was not easy. Jean Baudrillard thinks the experience of
the American, in general, resembles a marathon, which is like an “end of world show”
(19). For him, this marathon is nothing but “suffering” or “servitude” “freely entered
into” (19). He identifies the marathon man as a “bare-chested,” “looking skywards,”
man seeking “death by exhaustion” and he adds that such a death was the fate of the
first marathon man (19-20). This depiction fits the American immigrant perfectly, in
the sense that they have been running and running yet the problem is that they have

“lost the formula of stopping” (39). At the end of the race different results are achieved
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by different ethnic groups, similar to the fates of Baudrillard’s three types of marathon
runners: “athletic types who arrive first to the wrecks,” those “who are literally carried
to the finishing line by their friends,” and “the handicapped who do the race in their
wheelchairs” (19-20). In the Lower East Side experience, there have been examples for
each type. Some immigrants achieved the financial success but could not be successful.
Yet, most of them lost some personal qualities and values due to the adopted reified
consciousnesses and the imposed or willingly adopted reified dream. East European
Jews, in this sense, belong mostly to the second group but with exceptions, to the first

group, due to the negative effects of reification.

The negative effects of reification are avoidable, yet, it is still not easy to discard them
from daily life. As a universally existing concept, reification can also be observed
today. Hannah Fenichel Pitkin suggests that many people “feel helpless to influence the
conditions that constrain their lives” in the reified world. The two sociologists blame
reification for the problems of modern life today and complain that people do not try to

alter their situation (286):

Millions of Americans turn their backs on politics, judging that engagement
in it would make no significant difference. Millions of members if the
underclass feel worthless—though also filled with diffused rage—because
society seems to have no use for them. Almost all of us function in large
organizational systems, whether as part of the machinery or materials being
processed and have learned to take that condition for granted. We function
on an economy that depends on a system of international banking and
finance that everyone knows to be in constant danger of collapse. Almost all
of us submit without question to the “technological imperative” that daily
exhausts our resources, destroys our health and poisons the earth. And we
march like sleepwalkers down the road marked “deterrence” and “non-
proliferation,” toward nuclear doom. (286).

Theorists and sociologists offer possible ways to discard such effects, according to the
type of reification the individual suffers from. For physical reification, for example,
Lukacs suggests “constantly renewed efforts to disrupt the reified structure” (197). He
believes that the proletariat “can be transformed and liberated only by his own actions

and that “the educator must himself be educated.” “Any transformation,” Lukacs says,
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“can only come about as the product of the action of the proletariat himself” (208-209).
He adds:

. . . [I]t must be emphasized that 1) structure can be disrupted only if the
immanent contradictions of the process are made conscious. Only when the
consciousness of the proletariat is objectively impelled, but which it cannot
travel unaided, will the consciousness of the proletariat awaken to the
consciousness of the process and only then the proletariat become the
identical subject-object of history whose praxis will change reality. . . 2)
Inseparable from this is the fact that the relation to totality does not need to
become explicit, the plentitude of the totality does not need to be
consciously integrated into the motives and objects of action. What is
crucial is that there should be an inspiration towards totality of the process. .
.. 3) Hence when judging whether an action is right or wrong, it is essential
to relate to its function in the total process. (197)

Lukacs believes, in order to dare to change the reality of reification, “man must be able
to comprehend the present as a becoming . . . by seeing in it the tendencies out of whose
dialectical opposition he can make the future.” Then, he believes, the present will be “a

process of becoming that belongs to him” (204).

For the reification of identity, on the other hand, Berger and Pullberg present three
“socio-historical constellations . . . that are conducive to de-reification:” catastrophic
disenchantments as they bring skepticism towards the collective assumptions; culture
shock as it leads to “a crisis in knowledge;” and effects of socially marginal groups in
action (209). According to Tyson, on the other hand, individuals naturally create “false

realities,” but, it is always possible to get rid of these false assumptions;

According to an existential model, social factors may largely establish our
initial identity . . . they do not freeze us at that stage without our daily
consent. While our options are certainly limited by the society in which we
live and the circumstances of our birth, we are nevertheless responsible for
our existence. All of the “guarantees” upon which we hang our well being—
god, human nature, rationalist belief systems, the progressive nature of
time—are products of our own creation; they represent our attempts to deny
the reality that we are alone in a universe that has no meaning beyond what
we assign to it. There is no higher plan or essence to which human life
conforms; rather existence precedes essence, which is to say that there is no
“essence” at all. There is only existence and what we make of it. We are
thus “condemned” to freedom: it is up to us what we make of our lives, of
our communities, of our planet. (Tyson 3)
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Axel Honneth believes that in order to get rid of reification, recognitions should be
replaced by cognitions (129). Nancy Fraser, with whom Honneth co-authored an article,
suggests a similar solution to that of Honneth. “What is needed” to get rid of reification
of identity, for her, is “an alternative politics of recognition” which is for her “the status
model” (120). She thinks that politics of recognition “aims to repair internal self-
dislocation by contesting the dominant culture’s demeaning picture of the group” by
proposing its members of the misrecognized groups to reject old recognition forms and
make their own self-representations to create “a self-affirming culture of their own”
(109). If this could be achieved, recognition would mean “an undistorted relation to
oneself” (109) Such an approach would bring a solution for sexism, racism,
colonization and cultural imperialism. However this solution has a weak point. Since
politics of recognition, in this case, is seen equal to identity politics, reification is
encouraged (109-110). In order to avoid reification, what she calls the “status model”
should be adopted instead. This model is, for her, the version of recognition which is
not reduced to a question of identity (113). It aims at “overcoming subordination by
establishing the misrecognized party as a full member of society, capable of
participating on a par with the rest” (Fraser 113). It views recognition as a matter of
status, “examining institutionalized patterns of cultural value for their effects on the
relative standing of social actors.” Only when these social actors are seen as “peers” and

start to participate in the society, then can one talk about a status equality” (Fraser 113).

Finally, in order to avoid semantic reification, “the theoretical presuppositions of the
reifying perspective that invites the indeterminacy problem” should be identified and
“an alternative perspective that does not rely on those presuppositions” should be
suggested, according to José Medina. “Only in this way,” Medina believes, “can the
reifying perspective and its skeptical implications be shown to be, at best, optional and
avoidable” (8). Individuals, on the other hand, could avoid reification in language by
“revis[ing] [their] concepts tailored to . . . situations” (Demmerling). Sometimes the
already existent concepts are not enough to explain or define situations. In such cases, a
wrong “description of situation” might lead to a wrong “judgment” which would be
taken for granted. Therefore, one must “be open to” new definitions and perspectives

(Demmerling).



24

Dealing with the effects of reification in the East European Jewish attempt to fulfill the
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American dream under three subtitles of reification—physical reification,” “reification
of identity” and “semantic reification”—this thesis will analyze Abraham Cahan’s The
Rise of David Levinsky (1917), Anzia Yezierska’s Salome of the Tenements (1923) and
Eva Hoffman’s Lost in Translation: A Life in a New Language (1989). All three works
highlight the East European Jewish experience in America and portray their characters
under the effect of the American dream. The main characters of each work achieve their
ideals within the framework of the American dream. Yet, each of them has to give up
the authority over their selves or their original identities in exchange for success. Such
sacrifices, which bring them closer to their dreams, actually prevent them from reaching
full contentment, because of the invisible hegemony of reification on their lives. Each
literary work will be examined to exemplify one subdivision of reification namely

9 €6

“physical reification,” “reification of identity” and “semantic reification.” Each chapter
will show how literary characters deal with different types of reification and how they

try to avoid it, although neither of the works takes the problem as “reification”.

The first chapter of this thesis focuses on physical reification in Abraham Cahan’s The
Rise of David Levinsky. Abraham Cahan (1860-1951)—a Lithuanian Jewish American
socialist newspaper editor, writer and journalist—touches upon three themes in this
partly autobiographical novel: “the Americanization of an immigrant Jew;” “the

99 ¢

development of American industry and organized labor;” “the apologia of a driven but
an irresolvably divided man” (Sanford 139). The novel portrays the lives of the East
European Jewish immigrants in America through the life story of a Talmudic student in
Russia, David Levinsky, who later turns out to be a successful “American”
businessman. However, his financial success costs him spiritual failure which will

mainly be explained through Marx’s and Lukacs’s understandings of reification.

The second chapter analyzes “reification of identity” in Russian-Poland born Anzia
Yezierska’s Salome of the Tenements. This semi-fictional work focuses on the love
affair between a millionaire and a once-sweatshop-laborer Sonya, which details the
attempts of the millionaire to transform her into an American woman. Having a
different and more optimistic ending than that of Cahan’s, this novel’s main character

manages to see what is being dictated to her and starts a new life, by beginning to work
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for the good of her community. In this novel, reification can be observed in the case of
the assimilated, Americanized or simply stereotyped immigrants, who adopt American
role models or get stuck in the patterns they are forced to fit in. A sociological approach
toward the concept of reification will be employed and works of Peter Berger, Stanley
Pullberg, Thomas Luckmann, Hannah Fenitchel Pitkin, Nancy Fraser and Axel Honneth

will be used toward a detailed understanding of the concepts at work.

The third chapter focuses on “semantic reification” in an autobiographical work by the
Poland born Jewish American writer and academic Eva Hoffman, titled Lost in
Translation: A Life in a New Language. The book follows the struggle of young Eva
who is trying to express herself through English language. She finds communication
impossible, since in this new language “the signifier has become severed from the
signified” (106). With the introduction of a new language to her life “the picture and
word show is gone” (107), because words harbor different meanings, which are simply
derived from prejudices, ideological assumptions, widely accepted but unquestioned
“facts.” Throughout the book Eva’s two separate selves, each of which adapts Polish or
English, contradict each other. The second language, English, forms a “second
consciousness” in Lukdcs’ terms, which is always in conflict with Eva’s intrinsic
consciousness. In this section, social and semantic reification theories of Peter Berger
and Thomas Luckmann and Bryan D. Palmer’s, together with the linguistic approaches
of Ludwig Wittgenstein and Jacques Derrida will be employed to show the role of

semantic reification in the lives of the immigrants.

By analyzing The Rise of David Levinsky, Salome of the Tenements and Lost in
Translation in the light of the mentioned theoretical background, this thesis will try to
demonstrate the negative effects of reification in the example of the East European
Jewish immigrants in America, claiming that it has had both positive and negative
effects on them: Reification has helped East European Jewish immigrants to achieve
their American dreams materially, yet, the same reification has challenged and
problematized their spiritual fulfillment. Choosing autobiographic and semi-fictional
literary examples from both male and female writers, a more realistic examination of
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