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The Trauma of Sharply 
Fallen Circumstances

World of Our Fathers

I N  O N E  O F those odd coincidences of “Jewish geography,” David
Horenstein and Nettie Goldman, Irving Howe’s parents, had lived as
teenagers in the shtetlekh of Bukovina (between Russia and Romania),
and had arrived in the United States in 1912 on the same boat. But they
did not get to know each other until they met in the Bronx, where they
spent the next thirty-five years together.1

When Irving was born on June 11, 1920, and throughout the 1930s
and ’40s, the Bronx neighborhoods in which the Horensteins lived were
predominantly Jewish, and Yiddish was the language of the home,
streets, and shops. At the newsstands, popular Yiddish dailies, includ-
ing the Forverts and Der Tog, sold as well as or better than English-lan-
guage papers. The Yiddish language, a significant carryover from the
Old World, provided parents who spoke the foreign tongue an element
of familiarity in an alien land. Their young children, therefore, often
started school knowing Yiddish better than English. This was true for
Alfred Kazin and Daniel Bell and many other children of Jewish immi-
grants who later would be counted among the New York intellectuals.2

And it was certainly true for Irving Howe, who could both read Yiddish
and speak it.

The public school proved to be an arena in which immigrant chil-
dren began to differentiate themselves from their parents. Howe re-
called an instance of this process of distancing from his very first day:
“I attended my first day of Kindergarten as if it were a visit to a new
country. The teacher asked the children to identify various common ob-
jects. When my turn came she held up a fork and without hesitation . . .
already trying to distinguish myself . . . I called it by its Yiddish name:
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‘a goopel.’ The whole class burst out laughing at me with that special cru-
elty of children.” That experience, Howe said, “is one of the most vivid
memories of my life. I felt terribly humiliated.” And “that afternoon I
told my parents that I had made up my mind never to speak Yiddish to
them again, though I would not give any reasons. It was a shock for them,
the first in a series of conflicts between immigrant and America.”3

Despite his theatrical announcement at the tender age of five for-
saking the so called mamaloshn, Howe, while growing up, read the Yid-
dish papers—mostly “on the sly.” They were “very amusing,” Howe
said, “and . . . after I began to get a little more intellectual I found to my
astonishment that I could get more out of Der Tog”—which had the best
Yiddish writers—“than out of American papers.”4

What looked like complete rejection, then, was really an exercise in
ambivalence for Howe, whose denials later turned into extraordinary
affirmations. Howe’s translating and editing work with Yiddish poets
and writers, beginning in the 1950s, was for him part of a “reconquest
of Jewishness,” a repossession and reformulation of ethnic identity. So,
too, was Howe’s work on World of Our Fathers (1976), a monumental,
and implicitly autobiographical book that reflected his search for au-
thentic, coherent, and enduring Jewish meaning in the collective expe-
rience of ordinary Jewish men and women.

This is not to suggest that the family conflict in the immigrant ghet-
tos was unreal or always “resolved” over time. The generational strug-
gles, resentments, and disappointments were intense, and pervasive.
Daniel Bell, who witnessed these tensions in the lives of so many of his
contemporaries, thought that the “bulk of Jewish immigrants” experi-
enced anxiety over adjusting to the New World—an anxiety they
“translated into the struggle between fathers and sons.” And Lionel
Trilling, a leading member of the predominantly Jewish New York in-
tellectuals, wrote that in his time “we all were trying to find a release
from our fathers.”5 In this, Irving Howe was no exception.

At eight or nine, Irving used to play ball in an abandoned lot not far
from his parents’ grocery store in the West Bronx. If Irving was late com-
ing home for dinner, his father would come out, still wearing his white
apron, shouting from a distance—“Oivee!” This Yiddish twist, or “mu-
tilation” as Howe described it later, always produced amusement
among the onlookers, and in him a sense of shame; and though he
would come in to eat—“supper was supper!”—he would often skip on
ahead of his father as if to indicate there was little, if any, connection be-
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tween them. Nearly forty years later Howe admitted still feeling shame,
not so much from having been publicly embarrassed, as from having
been mortified—for no good reason—by his father’s behavior.6

Time and distance offered a chance for perspective on this typical,
perhaps inevitable, kind of interaction between immigrant fathers and
native-born sons. But for the children it was already a sign of difference,
an early hint of the alienation that would grow between foreign-born
parents and their Americanizing children. And it did begin early, as we
saw with Howe’s kindergarten experience. Differentiation and alien-
ation were especially pronounced for those children who became intel-
lectually inclined like Trilling and Kazin, or Ruth Gay, Vivian Gornick
and Kate Simon, or Daniel Bell and Irving Howe. Their whole experi-
ence and their search for truth led them to an increasing relativism, to
the necessity of choosing values and not merely internalizing those
with which they were raised.7

But as Howe put it later, “it seems unlikely that anyone can . . . sim-
ply decide to discard the [tradition] in which he has grown up. Life is
not that programmatic; it is rare that the human will can be that impe-
rious; and a tradition signifies precisely those enveloping forces that
shape us before we can even think of choices.”8 In 1961, at the age of
forty, Howe also said, “Only now do I see the extent to which our life . . .
was shaped first by the fact that many of us came from immigrant Jew-
ish families.” Even a family like Irving’s, which was no longer strictly
observant in faith or behavior but whose entire life was informed and
shaped by Jewishness, provided a moral context and an “essential
goodness of soul,” that Howe said was unmatched by anything he ever
found outside the Jewish immigrant community. “We did not realize
then how sheltering it was to grow up in this world.” And there is the
proverbial rub. Only much later, after having left home, too late for the
parents, did Irving and some of the other very bright boys and girls
from the working class see the extent to which their lives had been
formed, and formed positively, by their immigrant families and by their
nearly all-Jewish environment. In the New York of their youth, they
came to realize that “the Jews still formed a genuine community reach-
ing half-unseen into a dozen neighborhoods and a multitude of institu-
tions.” Within the family and within the shadow of these institutions—
landmanshaftn, mutual-aid societies, philanthropic associations, labor
unions, and even the store-front shuln—Irving Howe and his cohort,
without seeking it, had found “protection of a kind.”9

SHARPLY FALLEN CIRCUMSTANCES 3



In one of those shuln, “ramshackle and bleak with its scattering of
aged Jews” and “run by a poor rabbi trying to eke out a living,” Irving,
in 1933, became a bar mitzvah. His mother baked a lekach, a honey cake,
and if the bar mitzvah wasn’t any benefit to him, as Howe later claimed,
“it was a benefit to ten old men [who] . . . had something to eat that
day.”10 In preparation for the traditional ritual, Irving had attended
heder—reluctantly, by his own admission, and sporadically, because the
family had not always been able to put aside enough for tuition. At
those times, Irving’s father, though not well educated in Jewish sources,
would himself “make a pass at teaching [him] a little Hebrew.”11

Heder was not the only thing for which there were inadequate
funds. The Horensteins, although rarely if ever hungry, were always
poor and had become even poorer after the crash of 1929. In 1930, less
than a year into the Great Depression, Irving’s parents lost their grocery
business, and the family was plunged into severe poverty. Forced to
move from a relatively middle-class area in the West Bronx (a relatively
narrow strip lying between Jerome Avenue and the Harlem River) to
Jennings Street, one of the “worst streets” in a working-class neighbor-
hood of the East Bronx, ten-year old Irving experienced a transition that
he said “was very difficult . . . perplexing and painful.”12 Later he com-
pared this drop in social status to that suffered by Nathaniel Hawthorne
and Herman Melville: “I, too,” Howe said, “had experienced ‘the
trauma of sharply fallen circumstances.’”13

It was the ambition of most families in the East Bronx to reach a
point in life where they could afford to become residents of the West
Bronx. But the Horensteins had been forced to make the reverse journey.
It was not as bad as returning to the Lower East Side, many remem-
bered, but it was bad enough.14 Even if one had not been located on the
tree-lined Grand Concourse with its proliferation of food stores, ice-
cream parlors, and specialty shops, to live in the West Bronx meant to
enjoy the best the city had to offer, including relatively modern build-
ings, many with elevators. The East Bronx, in contrast, was grim. Di-
lapidated frame houses and muddy brown or gray walk-up tenements
predominated, and trees outside of Crotona Park were extremely rare.15

The move to the East Bronx for David, Nettie, and Irving, as for
many other families, was not only a drop in social status, but also a de-
cline in living standards. The Horensteins had to move in with Irving’s
grandmother, who lived in a badly aged five-story tenement building.
The halls on the ground floor were poorly lighted, and the stairwells
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were dark and “spooky” and retained the smells of too many people
living together. From the courtyard, especially in summer, one could
hear the noises emanating from two dozen other kitchens and the
screeches of as many clotheslines.

Worst of all, the cramped apartment the Horensteins were forced to
share already sheltered Depression-idled uncles and aunts saving on
rent. Unemployment in the East Bronx, as elsewhere, “was bad, very
bad,” Howe remembered. In fact, disproportionate numbers in the East
Bronx were on relief or were employed short term with the Works
Progress Administration, and nearly everyone needed to squirrel re-
sources.16 For almost three years Irving slept on a folding cot in a room
he occupied along with his grandmother and aunt. “No doubt,” Howe
said, half seriously, this suffocating “arrangement accounts for some of
my subsequent psychic malformations.”17

When things got even worse in 1931 and 1932, Howe’s father would
say with characteristic grim humor, “At least we’re not on Fox Street.”
But the Horensteins were only three short blocks north of Fox Street and
clearly fearful of further descent, social and physical. “We were very
close to destitution,” Howe recalled. And “the pain of this,” he said,
was “overwhelming.”

Irving suffered some pain on the streets as well. He had difficulty
adjusting to the “toughies,” as he called them, and he longed for the
more carefree days of the West Bronx, where he had had no hesitation
in leaving his apartment to play stoop-ball or, better yet, baseball—a
game he continued to love throughout his life.18 Living in the East
Bronx educated Howe in the “hardness of existence.” Here, during the
Great Depression, he grew to adolescence and political consciousness.
The streets, with their narrow tenements and sharply rising stoops,
their alleyways and vacant lots and hiding places, toughened and
roughened the children of immigrants by schooling them in the actual-
ities of American urban life. Here, beyond the immediate reach of teach-
ers and parents, Irving came to be pretty fast on his feet and developed
a rather sharp tongue, and learned other strategies of survival as well.
These streets could induce a “bruising gutter-worldliness,” a “hard and
abrasive skepticism” that echoed well into adulthood.19 But the streets
were also a place where Irving and the friends he eventually made
could roam—away from the adult-dominated territories of home,
school, and shop—tasting the delights of freedom, the mysteries of sex,
and the excitement of the unpredictable.20
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Still, Howe, even in the last year of his life, remembered his social
descent “from the lower middle class to the proletarian—the most
painful of all social descents,” as “the great event of [his] childhood.”
He said that the sudden and confusing change in circumstances, in a
childhood he characterized as not especially happy up to that point,
was “like having everything fall out from under you.”21 At the same
time, however, the “great event” which forced his parents into the
physically oppressive and enervating wage labor of the garment in-
dustry also helped shape and develop Howe’s lifelong commitment to
the labor movement and his most powerful and enduring political
values.

Howe remembered his mother coming home exhausted every
evening, after ten hours of work and a 45-minute subway ride. She
ended her week with a $12 paycheck. “My father, who stood all day
over a steaming press-iron [came] home during the summer months
with blisters all over his body. When the great strike of the garment
workers was called by the ILGWU in 1933 my folks, who had had no ex-
perience with unions before, responded immediately.”22 Even Howe’s
mother, Nettie, who had never been on a picket line before, went out. To
Jewish workers like Irving’s parents, the idea of scabbing was incon-
ceivable; as inconceivable, Howe said, “as conversion to Buddhism.”
So, like tens of thousands of others, David and Nettie Horenstein pick-
eted, borrowed money for food, and stood fast. When the strike was
over, Nettie brought home her first new paycheck of $27 for the week.
“It seemed like heaven,” Howe remembered; “we felt freer, better,
stronger,” and prouder, too, that they had helped accomplish this for
themselves.23

The Horensteins moved to new, less crowded quarters. They were
still living in a poor neighborhood near Crotona Park in the East Bronx,
but they had meat on the table at least once a week “and many other
small things” that, according to Irving, “made life much more agree-
able.” Irving’s mother could even buy him some “grown-up shirts” for
his birthday, and since that time, Howe said, “I’ve always had a thing
about shirts.”24 And now the family could also afford an occasional out-
ing to the movies or to Yankee Stadium. But the “best times were at
home in the comfort of our innerness,” Howe remembered fondly, as
when “my father and I sat in the kitchen dipping bits of apple into
glasses of hot tea,” or as “on those Sunday evenings when there was
enough money to indulge in delicatessen.”25
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Although Howe’s parents did not stay particularly active in the
union that helped bring them these moments and these things, “they
paid their dues faithfully, and if a strike was called, they were the first
to go out.”26 In the East Bronx, as in many other parts of urban Amer-
ica, the Jewish labor movement—especially its socialist element with its
tradition of fervent protest—exerted an enormous moral power in the
Jewish community. It not only helped produce and organize a collective
consciousness, it reinforced the “inner discipline” Jews already felt to
look after one another. This was the ethic with which Irving Howe grew
up, the ethic of solidarity. Almost half a century later, he said, “I still be-
lieve in it.”27

The experience of downward mobility, the “great event” that had
helped shape Howe’s political convictions, also turned Irving to the
world of books and ideas, and pulled him “out of the unreflective rou-
tine of ordinary childhood.” At eleven and a half or twelve he began “to
read voraciously” in school and out. There existed in the public school
classrooms of the East Bronx, Howe said, a moral and intellectual en-
ergy, with “kids [who] were very much engaged” and a faculty with
“no notion of working for the lowest common denominator.” Some of
his teachers, Howe insisted, even in junior high school as well as at the
all-boys DeWitt Clinton High School, “were at least as good as the peo-
ple you now have in colleges and perhaps a shade better.”28

Teachers reinforced the drive for perfection that Jewish immigrant
school boys—the overwhelming majority of the students—had learned
at home. Jewish parents may have feared the educational system be-
cause of the inexorable way it put distance between themselves and
their children, but they were in awe of that system as well. Irving’s par-
ents may not have known, as he put it, “what the hell it was all about,”
but they had “a blind, sweet trustfulness of the public schools.”29 And
they, along with other Jewish parents, typically praised academic
achievement, especially in their boys, not only as a route to material
comfort, but as an early assurance that Jewish children would not “go
bad.”30 “Anything less than absolute perfection in school,” Alfred Kazin
wrote of his youth in Brownsville, “always suggested to my mind that
I might fall out of the daily race, be kept back in the working class for-
ever, or—dared I think of it?—fall into the criminal class itself.”31

This drive for “absolute perfection,” Irving Howe believed, was in-
ternalized by many Jewish boys and led to “precocity, . . . moral quest
and self judgment, a neurotic need for perfection” not only in school,
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but for success, and even eminence, afterward.32 Although high school
teaching was about as far as Howe’s parents’ aspiration for him ex-
tended, this was in fact relatively far in depression-conscious America,
and Irving, particularly as an only child, felt the burdens and advan-
tages of parental high hopes. He admitted that “Jewish immigrant
boys” like himself “felt enormously driven as everyone says—and
some were lucky like me, in having good mothers, not all Jewish moth-
ers being like [Philip] Roth’s Mrs. Portnoy.”33

Nettie Horenstein certainly instilled the idea of success in Irving.
She held the family together, however, “not by a mere idea,” but, as
Howe put it, “through energies out of her depths.” As if she were ful-
filling the most positive aspects of the stereotype of the Jewish mother,
Nettie apparently bloomed through sustaining others. Even while trou-
bled herself and exhausted from working in the garment industry, she
helped Irving adjust a little to the roughness of his new neighborhood,
she helped her husband transcend the shame of having lost his busi-
ness, she helped relatives in even more desperate straits than herself,
and she helped Irving’s grandmother keep house. She also tried to
maintain whatever Jewishness the Horensteins had not yet abandoned.
On Friday night especially, that Jewishness flickered to life “with a
touch of Sabbath ceremony a few moments before dinner,” and “it came
radiantly to life during Passover,” when through the rituals of the Seder
“traditional dignities shone.”34

Even in the worst of times, between 1930 and 1934, Howe’s parents,
like many other immigrant Jews, nurtured a “margin of hope,” a hope
fixed passionately upon the United States and upon their child. “What-
ever their faith or opinions,” Howe wrote, “they felt here in America the
Jews had at least a chance, and as it turned out they were right.” Irving’s
parents, despite their sense of his growing separation from them, did
not impede his acculturation. His mother took him out of the neighbor-
hood to see the movie All Quiet on the Western Front, and Irving
“watched the tears stream down her face as the butterfly moved across
the final frames”; another time he went with his father to Yankee Sta-
dium and sat only a few dozen yards from Babe Ruth, the most popu-
lar man in the Bronx.

By the 1930s, as Eastern European Jews drew sustenance from the
new world as well as the old, trips to the movies and to Yankee Stadium
had become part of the immigrant milieu. They did not necessarily sig-
nify, as Howe would have it later, that his parents were ready for him to
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start his journey out of their “little world” into “the great one outside.”
The Horensteins, like many other Jewish immigrant parents, were am-
bivalent. And they undoubtedly still harbored fears about “losing”
their son even as they encouraged a degree of Americanization and
tried to help him find a way out of the physical labor to which they were
chained.35

Academic achievement was seen as a way out, and school books
were thought of as tools for mobility. This added a new dimension to
the fact that books were already considered intrinsically good by most
Jewish parents, a point illuminated by a story Howe liked to tell. When
at age thirteen Irving was confined to bed with scarlet fever and unable,
for nearly six weeks, to go to the library himself, he sent his father to
fetch a bunch of books—the collected poems of Keats, Milton, and
Wordsworth. The librarian, Howe guesses, probably looked at David
Horenstein “with considerable disbelief.” But only for a moment. For
she must have had “some idea of these crazy Jewish kids.” And of their
parents, too. Like many Jewish immigrants, Howe’s mother and father
had “something like a semi-religious faith that books were good,” even
when they owned no books themselves.36

Books also helped to refine Irving’s politics. Reading moved him to
reinterpret the “great event” of his own downward social descent; he
now saw that what had happened to him and his family, and to many
of his Bronx neighbors, was not merely that “things had changed un-
pleasantly” in a complex and confusing way after 1929, but that “things
had gone profoundly wrong.”37 Only after he had read a number of the
books recommended by his high school teachers—“some of them
slightly to the left”—and digested Sherwood Anderson’s reports in the
mid-1930s about North Carolina textile workers, did Irving more fully
understand the implications of his change in circumstance: that poverty
and inequality were not merely economic conditions, but political ones,
the result of unjust social arrangements. Thinking about it in 1961,
Howe wrote:

I am struck by how little I saw as a boy in the thirties of hunger and
suffering, though surely there was no lack of either in New York and I
was quite prepared to notice both. I knew, of course, the shacks of
Hooverville on Riverside Drive, the lines of people waiting before
store-fronts rented by the welfare agencies, the piles of furniture on
top of which sat the children of evicted tenants, the panhandlers
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slouching on Fourteenth Street, the idle men standing day after day
near the rowboats of Crotona Park. But while the East Bronx was a
place of poverty, it kept an inner discipline: Jews felt obligated to look
after each other.38

But after he learned about the troubles of people he did not know, Irv-
ing Howe’s sense of his own deprivation grew keener, and his under-
standing of its sources grew clearer.39 This combination of personal and
family trouble, on the one hand, and intellectual stirring, on the other,
made for the beginnings of political consciousness in him and in many
other boys and girls in his generation. It certainly served to prepare Irv-
ing for “the movement.”

And the movement—a collection of left-wing, anti-Stalinist groups
—flourished in the East Bronx. Politics, especially left-liberal politics,
was, to use Howe’s expression, “meat and drink” in the immigrant Jew-
ish section. Republicans were rumored to be in the vicinity, but none
were ever sighted. On the other hand, the Communists, in the mid- to
late 1930s, were beginning to transcend a narrow sectarian period and
to grow.

Although fragile, the Socialist Party also had a visible following in
the neighborhood. More important, socialism, for many immigrant Jews
in the Bronx and elsewhere, was “not merely politics or an idea, it was,”
as Irving Howe said, “an encompassing culture, a style of perceiving
and judging through which to structure our lives.”40 Alfred Kazin, too,
remembered that “’socialism’ was a way of life” among the immigrant
Jews and their children. His mother and father voted for the Socialist
Party, as did the parents of Nathan Glazer and Daniel Bell, and all, in-
cluding the parents of Irving Kristol and Irving Howe, belonged to the
left-leaning ILGWU or the Amalgamated Clothing Workers Union.
Everyone he knew in New York, Kazin said “was a socialist, more or
less.”41

A pervasive Jewish culture with an emphasis on political radical-
ism gave the East Bronx a distinct character in the Depression era and
prompted some of the most vigorous neighborhood protests. In his own
neighborhood, Irving Howe often heard the socialist leader Jacob
Panken’s indignant soapbox denunciations of capitalism, along with
his practical calls for incremental reform of the system. This combina-
tion attracted large Yiddish-speaking audiences. The socialist Work-
men’s Circle shules in the East Bronx were also well attended, and Abe
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Cahan’s socialist Forverts had a very wide circulation. There were, too,
some eight or nine “circles” of the Young People’s Socialist League
(YPSL) scattered about the Bronx. And the Yiddish school on Wilkins
Avenue, where one of the circles held its weekly meeting on Sunday
night, was only blocks from Irving’s home.

Given this “encompassing culture” of socialism, and Irving’s sense
that the world was falling apart in the 1930s, “it was a very normal
thing,” as Howe said, “for a kid [like him] with some sort of introspec-
tion and intellectuality to turn to politics.”42 Perhaps what needed to be
explained, according to Howe, was “not why some of us became radi-
cals in the thirties, but why others did not.” Certainly Howe’s “heritage
of Jewish sensibility,” the historical consciousness he absorbed “literally
at the kitchen table,” and his having breathed in Yiddishkayt and so-
cialism from a milieu saturated in both, made it likely that the politics
he turned to would be leftist politics. And so at YPSL, Irving, at age
fourteen, found a “home of sorts.”43 Here he engaged in lengthy dis-
cussions and debates, and occasional street meetings. Most of these
took place in Jewish neighborhoods. But sometimes, recalling their mis-
sion to reach out to the American working class, the YPSL group ven-
tured into gentile sections. In Irish areas, especially near Fordham Road
in the northwest Bronx, their meetings were often broken up by young
street toughs, and Irving and his friends learned to stay away. In
Harlem, however, this “handful of white kids,” speaking against racial
discrimination, could set up a platform on 125th Street and Lenox Av-
enue and experience no sense of risk from the black audience, which
was at least mildly interested—or bemused by the spectacle.44

The movement produced a milieu within which a young person
could feel a sense of enlargement and discovery, the excitement of en-
tertaining and refining ideas about a better social order, or even about
revolution. But by his own admission, Howe had “wandered into the
ranks of Socialist youth, as much from loneliness as conviction.”45 Hav-
ing moved some distance from, but not all the way out of, the world of
his parents, Irving, like many other young Jewish men and women,
sought roots in a new one. The socialist movement provided rich soil,
and a very special community. “There was a sense of chaos, of disinte-
gration” in the world, Howe explained, and “the socialist view seemed
to suggest a conceptual frame by which one could structure and give
meaning to these very difficult experiences.” The movement provided
a context within which, for Irving and others, “everything seemed to
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fall into place: ordered meaning, a world grasped through theory, a life
shaped by purpose.” In the movement, one gained a coherent perspec-
tive upon all events, local and global, a sense of “knowing,” and a feel-
ing that one was sophisticated. Even a youngster in high school could
enjoy “a privileged relationship to History,” and a sense that one’s ideas
could help change the world.

Without at all dismissing the substance of the radical ideas in-
volved, or the sincerity with which they were held, it is possible to rec-
ognize, along with Howe himself, that what many described as social-
ism’s attraction has some parallels with religious conversion. Within
the socialist movement, young Jewish radicals thirsted for a future of
international brotherhood in which they fully believed; but they could
settle, in the meantime, for being bound to a group life that demanded
time and loyalty, and which at least embodied the long-term redemp-
tive goal.46

The movement had another advantage for the young people in
transition from the immigrant community to the larger world, young
people in the process of secularization but still informed by the values
of tikn olam (the injunction to repair or improve the world) and tsedakah
(action to promote social justice). Radicalism did not force them to make
a total break with their parents; indeed it provided a bridge, a degree of
continuity with their own recent Jewish past and traditions. A signifi-
cant minority of the Jewish immigrant parents were socialists and mili-
tant labor activists. As importantly, the general Jewish electorate, par-
ticularly in New York (but also Philadelphia and Boston), from the turn
of the twentieth century had repeatedly demonstrated its left-liberal
proclivities and a remarkably broad interpretation of its group interest.
Jews in the northeastern cities persistently crossed ethnic and party
lines to vote for candidates they felt represented the social justice values
they cherished.47

Many believed these values were embedded in Jewish religious cul-
ture. Indeed, Jewish radicals in the first decades of the twentieth cen-
tury argued that socialism was a secular version of the Judaic prophetic
tradition. The more pious Jews in the community were unlikely to be in-
fluenced by such arguments and were not inclined to support socialism
or other liberal tenets. But the more numerous secularizing Jews were
enveloped in an urban ethnic culture in which either socialism or liber-
alism or simply “humanistic” values were appealing and linked in
some way with their continuous identity as Jews.48 Howe told us in
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World of Our Fathers that some of “the ideological styles of Jewish im-
migrant socialism became, paradoxically, a way of breaking out of the
confinements of immigrant Jewish life.” But this also implied that one
could conquer a new world without abandoning the old one entirely.
When the children of immigrants, then, joined left-liberal movements
like socialism and Communism in disproportionate numbers in the
1920s and 1930s, it was not so much out of generational rebellion as a
product of socialization.49

The autobiographies of radicals and former radicals indicate that
private conflicts between parents and children over student activism
were unusual and generally not very heated.50 This was certainly true
for the Horensteins. Irving’s entry into “the little world of socialism”
probably struck his less radical parents as part of the inevitable process
of acculturation and maturation as their child reached out for the
greater society. They disapproved of Irving’s politics, but without much
conviction. Once, when bakers went on strike in the East Bronx, about
fifteen blocks from the Horenstein apartment, Irving and his YPSL cir-
cle, anxious to aid the proletariat, rushed to the scene. Some days later
Irving’s father asked him what he had had against that baker. “‘A poor
man who tries to make a living, and you tell people not to buy his
bread.’” Though he fancied himself at least a passable street orator, Irv-
ing, perhaps recognizing the justice of his father’s question, now
“found not a word to say.” Nor was there much more objection from his
father. The Horensteins worried some about the behavior of their only
son, but they objected more, Irving remembered, to his “lateness, a re-
sult of wandering the streets with cronies” after socialist activities, than
to the activities themselves.51

Moreover, socialism was familiar and less frightening to the Horen-
steins and many other Jewish families than Communism. The parents
of Julius Rosenberg and of Ethel Greenglass (Rosenberg), for example,
though themselves steeped in the milieu of Jewish socialism, were des-
perately worried about their children, whose whole lives were caught
up in the Young Communist League and who were later convicted and
executed for espionage. Socialism resembled more closely the moods
and dynamics of the lives actually lived by the immigrant Jews. Unlike
Communism, which seemed so sure of itself and whose adherents, to
borrow novelist Sherwood Anderson’s language, “really meant it,” so-
cialism, like the transitional culture constructed by East European Jews
in America was marked by a deeply rooted skepticism, a sense of irony

SHARPLY FALLEN CIRCUMSTANCES 13



and compassion, and even humor.52 In any case, as early as the mid-
1920s Jewish interest in Communism, though pronounced, was dissi-
pating. Jewish cultural and religious institutions had been destroyed in
the Soviet Union and thousands of Jewish leaders had been imprisoned
or killed.

And the attempt by the American Communist Party to co-opt the
Jewish unions tarnished the movement at home. Moreover, a commit-
ment to the Communists involved a higher ratio of risk, potential os-
tracism at school, submission to the discipline of a more stringent or-
ganization, and certainly, by 1934, a blindness to Stalinist betrayals and
perversions of socialist ideals. Irving, to the relief of his parents, was
never tempted. He stayed in the YPSL throughout high school, associ-
ating mainly with the activist sons of old-time officials in the leftist gar-
ment unions, and he remained a fervent anti-Stalinist socialist at the
City College of New York, which he entered in 1936.
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