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1. Introduction 

 Although few critics have pointed it out, I argue that in Arrogant Beggar, 

Anzia Yezierska reworks the themes she deals with in her previous novel, 

Bread Givers: women’s independence and the Old World tradition of giving, 

tzedakah.1  In Bread Givers, women’s philanthropy is limited to the realm of 

domesticity—the Jewish heroine, Sara Smolinsky, and her female family 

members materially and financially support her father, a man of learning, by 

way of performing tzedakah—, and the novel underscores how the tradition of 

tzedakah confines the Sara, together with her mother and sisters, to the 

domestic sphere, and thereby undermines her aspiration for freedom and 

independence.2  In Arrogant Beggar, Yezierska also addresses the issues of 

women’s autonomy and tzedakah, but she treats gift giving and Jewish 

tradition in a more positive vein.  This novel explores how a Jewish woman 

retains the Old World tradition of tzedakah without compromising her 

independence.  

 The narrative revolves around Adele Lindner’s search for “home.”  Adele, 

an eighteen-year-old orphan girl of East European Jewish descent, looks for 

“real home,” which she deems “[a] place where a girl [has] a right to breathe 

and move around like a free human being” (8; emphasis original).  Thus, 

unlike in Bread Givers, where “home” is characterized as the site of patriarchal 

oppression, Yezierska conceives “home” as a place where a girl like Adele can 

enjoy autonomy in Arrogant Beggar.   

 On her way to “real home,” Adele encounters three Jewish women who 

serve as mother figures who Adele would make a model of: Mrs. Hershbein, 

Mrs. Hellman, and Muhmenkeh.  All these three women perform the mitzvah 

of gift giving in their own lives.  Having different social and cultural 
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backgrounds, these female givers demonstrate to Adele diverse forms of gift 

giving.  In describing the way they perform tzedakah, Yezierska explores how 

“home” can become more than a place where women are just assigned the role 

of breadgivers of their fathers or husbands. 

 At the start of the narrative, Yezierska presents to the readers a 

self-sacrificing mother figure, Mrs. Hershbein, who shortly turns out to be 

unfit as a role model for Adele.  While working as the janitress of Adele’s 

apartment, Mrs. Heshbein serves as the breadgiver of her husband and her 

only son, both of them being men of learning.  She represents the traditional 

Jewish wife who supports the man of learning and thereby carries out the 

mitzvah of tzedakah in the domestic sphere.  Although she appreciates the 

virtues of Mrs. Hershbein’s lasting commitment to her role as a breadgiver, 

Adele plainly rejects gender roles in a traditional marriage: “I loved her [Mrs. 

Hershbein] because she gave up so much of herself.  But I knew I could never, 

never be like that” (16). 

 By contrast, the gift giving of the other two women is not restricted to the 

realm of domesticity.  Their giving is directed toward working class and 

Jewish immigrant community, yet each woman practices their philanthropy at 

“home.”   

 Mrs. Hellman, the second giver Adele encounters, is the wife of an affluent 

German Jew.  She runs a charitable organization, the Hellman’s Home for 

Working Girls.  This fictional boarding home is based on the Clara de Hirsch 

Home for Working Girls (CHH), which was founded and run mainly by 

German Jewish philanthropists of New York.  Funded by the Baroness Clara 

de Hirsch, a European Jewish philanthropist, the CHH was established in 1897 

and provided a shelter as well as vocational training for self-supporting 

women until 1960.3  Modeled after the CHH, at which Yezierska herself 

boarded as a young woman around 1900, the Hellman Home functions as a 

place where Mrs. Hellman performs philanthropy by way of serving the 

working class and immigrant community, not her own family.  At first, Adele 

believes that Mrs. Hellman would provide a real home for her, and applies to 

the Hellman Home and secures a room there.  Adele enjoys boarding at the 

Hellman Home and feels extremely grateful for the philanthropic enterprise of 

Mrs. Hellman in spite of the other boarders’ bitter complaints against “the fat 



Home of the Giver 19 
 
mammas giving the glad hand to the poor little sister” (24).  Yet Adele comes 

to the realization that the Hellman Home is not the real home she desires soon 

enough, and consequently, leaves the boardinghouse and returns to the ghetto. 

 Muhmenkeh, the third female giver Adele comes across in the ghetto, is an 

odd mixture of independent woman and self-sacrificing mother.  She is an 

elderly east European Jew living on her own in the ghetto and having nothing 

to turn to except for herself.  Muhmenkeh’s apartment is a badge of 

independence for her, as she proudly talks of her own home, “With what bitter 

sweat I struggle for each cent I earn, but it’s all my own—this place—when I 

pay my rent” (96).  But at the same time, Muhmenkeh’s home welcomes 

whoever needs help, whether it is a neighbor who needs a babysitter (98) or a 

total stranger like Adele. 

 Thus, in Arrogant Beggar, Jewish women’s philanthropy breaks the shackles 

of conventional gender roles and domesticity, and Yezierska focuses on the 

Jewish women trying to reach out to the working class and immigrant 

community rather than limiting their charitable activities to the realm of 

domesticity.  Depicting these women carrying out gift giving outside the 

traditional female domestic sphere, Yezierska redefines the meaning of “home” 

in this Bildungsroman of an aspiring Jewish girl.  In the following discussion, 

I will explore how the heroine of this novel transforms herself from a 

dependent orphan girl into a giver as well as a self-reliant woman as she 

witnesses the way Mrs. Hellman and Muhmenkeh carry out philanthropy in 

their own ways.  Tracing the heroine’s evolution into a female philanthropist, 

I would like to demonstrate how Adele recreates the traditional female sphere 

into a communitarian space where the Jewish tradition of tzedakah contributes 

to alleviating immigrant poverty.4 

 

2. Giving Flows like a River 

 The Clara de Hirsch Home for Working Girls was not meant to be just a 

shelter for homeless working women.  The boardinghouse assumed the role 

of providing those “women adrift” with a haven from market economy.5  The 

charitable institution founded by Germen Jews was part of the larger efforts of 

middle- and upper-class American female reformers to assist wage-earning 

women living apart from the homes of family in the late nineteenth and early 
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twentieth century.  In an attempt to protect those destitute and homeless 

self-supporting women from “the seemingly immoral urban world of corrupt 

politics, ruthless competition, and rampant commercialized sex,” the female 

reformers provided them with homes as well as trade skills (Meyerowitz 50).   

 In tune with such a reform movement of the time, the CHH served both as a 

boardinghouse and a vocational school for homeless wage-earning women in 

order to “improve the mental, moral, and physical condition of the girls by 

providing a comfortable home, and also to train them for such occupations as 

may be practical, and for which they are best qualified” (“The Clara de Hirsch 

Home”).  The CHH offered its inmates clean and comfortable housing as well 

as training for domestic service, which included such courses as cooking and 

sewing, and many of those who resided at the CHH were orphans or from 

broken homes (Sinkoff 576-80).6  Thus the CHH did not just offer working 

girls a temporary place to live in, but the philanthropic project was meant to be 

instrumental in guarding homeless and unskilled working girls from a harsh 

urban environment by giving them proper housing and marketable skills. 

 At the early stage of the narrative, Adele regards the Hellman Home as what 

is reflective of the above-mentioned purpose behind the establishment of the 

CHH: a haven from market economy.  One good example is the scene in 

which Adele is laid off and accordingly tries to find a new job in vein.  In the 

episode, she draws clear lines of demarcation between the inside and the 

outside world of the Hellman Home.  Upset by being laid off, Adele tries to 

calm herself by saying, “I was no longer at the mercy of a landlady, but in a real 

home” (34; emphasis original).  What she means by “real home” is a place 

governed by benevolence, a world free of market exchange:  
 

Before, when I was out of work, I was lost.  On one side, the landlady, 

hounding me for rent.  On the other side, the terror of the street.  Now I 

had even more than the protection of the Home.  I had a friend—Miss 

Simons [the superintendent of the Home].  An understanding friend, with 

the power to help me.  And back of it all, Mrs. Hellman. (34-35; emphasis 

original).   
 

Prior to moving into the Hellman Home, Adele had to obtain everything in 

exchange for money: even the place to live in.  She would be therefore thrown 
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out of her home if she loses a means to pay the rent.  Now she does not have 

to worry about overdue rent since the Home provides her with shelter and 

support free of charge.  In that sense, the lodging she previously boarded is 

not a “real home.”  For Adele, the Hellman Home, and home at large, 

signifies a place that gives its residents material and spiritual sustenance and 

protects them from the ruthless world of exchange economy.  In other words, 

Adele recognizes the Hellman Home as the world of gift economy and its 

outside as the world of market economy. 

 Not only does Adele spatially distinguish gift giving and market exchange, 

but she also recognizes gift giving of gifts itself as intrinsically antithetical to 

market exchange.  In the letter she writes to Mrs. Hellman, Adele articulates 

an idea that, unlike market exchange, gift giving should be carried out 

irrespective of balance between the donor and the beneficiary.  The letter 

begins with the description of a man who is crossing the desert, almost dying 

for want of food and water, and miraculously comes across an oasis.  

Relieving his hunger with fruits and thirst with water, the wanderer thanks for 

the gift: “O cooling water, O God-sent fruit!  I would have perished without 

you.  What can I give you of myself in return except my heart-deep wishes 

that you go on saving other lives as you saved mine?” (42-43).  Adele then 

compares herself to the desert traveler and expresses her profound gratitude to 

the trustee of the Hellman Home: 
 

I thought the world was a desert of landladies.  I was so tired and 

hungry and thirsty for a little bit of human kindness.  And suddenly, in 

the depths of this heartless city, I came upon this oasis, this Beautiful 

Home for Working Girls that saved my life.  I have no words deep 

enough to thank you with, I can only say dumbly over and over again, 

Benefactors of Humanity!  Saviours of my Soul!  May you go on saving 

other girls as you have saved me.  May the Home be a lighthouse of love 

to all the homeless ones of the world. (43) 
 

What is relevant is that the recipients, Adele and the desert traveler, do not 

attempt to give anything in return to their giver.  As for the traveler, since the 

giver is God, it is obviously impossible for him to repay the donor with what 

would balance the giving.  The man therefore asks his benefactor to extend 
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His giving to those in need as he is, rather than attempts to clear the debt to 

God.  Likewise, Adele, a wanderer in the desert of market economy, 

recognizes that she cannot return what would match up to the gift bestowed 

upon her and so instead implores her benefactress to extend her helping hands 

to other destitute ones.   

 It might sound inappropriate to deal with the giving of Mrs. Hellman on the 

same basis as that of God, but according to the Jewish notion of charity, human 

giving and heavenly giving are not unrelated, for it is believed that “all men’s 

possessions belong to God and . . . poverty and riches are in His hand” (Posner 

569).  Such a view then leads to the idea that human beings perform 

charitable giving on behalf of God; there always stands the heavenly 

benefactor behind every human donor because whatever given to the 

beneficiary is ultimately God’s possessions.  Accordingly, even if the giver is 

flesh and blood, the beneficiary cannot return what would counterbalance the 

gift. 

 It is arguable that Adele’s perspective on how philanthropy should be 

carried out is largely influenced by Jewish tradition in the shtetl.  Indeed, 

non-reciprocity was one of the most noticeable aspects of charitable giving 

among the east European Jews, as Natalie F. Joffe writes: “The good things of 

the world are infinite and acquirable.  They are those things which confer 

higher status and are acquired not for themselves alone but for transmission, 

and the flow is always from the strong to the weaker” (429).  In her letter to 

Mrs. Hellman, Adele certainly expresses the viewpoint that gift giving should 

be performed non-reciprocally: giving flows like a river, from God to the desert 

traveler, or from Mrs. Hellman to Adele, and no reverse movement will take 

place between the giver and the receiver.  The notion that giving should flow 

like a river—that the haves is obliged to transmit their fortunes to the 

have-nots—derives from the recognition that “all men’s possessions belong to 

God.”  Though she was born and raised in the United States, Adele is deeply 

inculcated with the Jewish tradition of charity.7 

 For Adele, therefore, the Hellman Home means more than a haven for 

homeless working girls like her; she expects the boarding home to perform 

charity in accordance with Jewish tradition.  When she writes, “[m]ay you go 

on saving other girls as you have saved me” in her letter to Mrs. Hellman, 
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Adele not only appreciate Mrs. Hellman’s charitableness but also encourages 

the wealthy benefactress to share with others the riches bestowed upon her by 

God.  Hence, the tension between Adele and Mrs. Hellman arises mainly 

concerning whether or not Mrs. Hellman meets Adele’s expectation that giving 

should be performed without reciprocity between the giver and the recipient. 

 

3. Giving Turned into Unfair Exchange 

 As the narrative unfolds, it gradually turns out that, to Adele’s 

dissatisfaction, Mrs. Hellman’s charity always requires equilibrium in the 

exchange.  For example, reading the afore-mentioned Adele’s letter, Mrs. 

Hellman determines to send Adele to a training school on scholarship as a 

reward for her letter of appreciation to the Hellman Home.  The letter in 

which Mrs. Hellman informs Adele of the decision is sprinkled with the 

rhetoric of equilibrium:   
 

We were so touched by it [Adele’s letter] that we decided you deserve an 

opportunity to fit yourself to serve in a large way.  My dear!  We are 

going to send you to a Training School! . . . I feel sure you will prove 

worthy of our faith in you.  It is only through people of your type that we 

can hope to spread our message. (44; emphasis mine). 
 

As we have seen, for Adele, gifts are supposed to be bestowed upon whoever 

needs them the most—as God gives water and fruits to the dried-up desert 

traveler—, and that should be the ultimate motivation for the act of giving.  

Yet, Mrs. Hellman gives Adele a scholarship because she is worthy of it.  To 

put it another way, Mrs. Hellman seems to consider that Adele and the 

benefactress’s faith are balanced in value.   

 Besides Mrs. Hellman, her co-managers of the Hellman Home also treat 

philanthropy as if it is a form of market exchange.  They expect their giving to 

be rewarded by tangible or intangible signs of gratitude from the recipient.  

For instance, Mrs. Gordon frowns on the fact that the beneficiaries are 

generally not as appreciative of her charity as she believes they should be: “It’s 

a pleasure to help, if they are grateful . . . .  But haven’t you noticed, my dear, 

in so many cases, the more you do for people the less they appreciate it?” (68). 

It is obvious that such an attitude toward gift giving is incongruous with how 
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Adele believes gifts should be treated.  For Adele, gifts should flow from the 

giver to the receiver, not vice versa.  As we have seen, behind such a concept 

of gift giving lies the idea that all the gifts are ultimately gifts from God and 

thereby no recipient can return anything matchable to heavenly gifts.  In 

contrast, the ladies bountiful expect the beneficiary to balance the scale, which 

attests to their ignorance of God’s involvement in gift giving. 

 Furthermore, it is even suggested that the philanthropic efforts of the 

trustees of the Hellman Home assume the quality of market economy.  Mrs. 

Stone, another co-manager of the Hellman Home, for instance, treats charity 

like a commercial activity, as she says to her friends, “I’ve always said the best 

pleasure you can buy for your money is to help the poor” (67).  This is 

tantamount to saying that the donation she makes for the mendicant is not a 

gift but the cost she pays for the pleasure she can gain from philanthropy.  

Mrs. Stone’s charity comes into line with Mrs. Gordon’s in the sense that both 

of them give gifts in expectation of getting what they desire.  Yet, what makes 

Mrs. Stone’s charity more comparable to market exchange than charitable 

giving is her use of the commercial term, to buy, which implies that she has the 

mindset that charity is a sort of market exchange, rather than an act of letting 

heavenly wealth flow into the hands of the needy. 

 Mrs. Hellman’s philanthropic endeavors also turn into a commercial 

enterprise when she has Adele work as a domestic servant at her own home, so 

that Adele can “get some good first-hand experience” as she is completing the 

course in domestic science (61).  At first, Mrs. Hellman sounds imbued with 

charitable intention when she encourages Adele to work for her as a domestic 

help.  As “[her] face [beams] with the pleasure of doing good,” Mrs. Hellman 

says to Adele, “You know how strongly I believe the best way for us to help 

our girls is to provide opportunity for them to help themselves” (61).  As long 

as we limit charity to almsgiving or provision of necessary means of living for 

the poor, what Mrs. Hellman suggests to Adele might stand outside the realm 

of charity.  Yet, it in fact corresponds to the most laudable mode of tzedakah.  

According to the Judaic codes regarding tzedakah, compiled by Moses 

Maimonides, a Sephardic rabbi of the Middle Ages, the highest level of 

tzedakah is to assist the poor in helping himself by finding him employment as 

well as giving a gift or loan (Neusner 9-13).  Mrs. Hellman seemingly 
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performs tzedakah in total accordance with this legal code on giving, but at the 

same time, she makes financial gains by paying Adele less than skilled 

domestic servants (69).  To be sure, it is possible to assume that Mrs. Hellman 

does not pay Adele as much as the trained domestics because Adele’s skill is 

not on a par with theirs.  But this behavior of Mrs. Hellman infuriates Adele, 

for it well exemplifies the maxim Mrs. Hellman and her friends reiterate: “a 

penny saved is a penny earned” (51; 62).  Hence, Adele harshly condemns 

Mrs. Hellman for the mercantile intention behind her charitable conduct: 

“With one hand trying to help me—with the other taking advantage of my 

helplessness―profiting by my need.  Even boasting to her friends of her 

triumphant economy” (71).  It might be inappropriate to categorize Mrs. 

Hellman’s behavior as downright capitalistic.  But the fact that she gains 

“profit” while she attempts to help Adele become self-sufficient suggests that 

within Mrs. Hellman, there coexist the benevolent philanthropist and the 

shrewd merchant. 

 Thus, Mrs. Hellman, together with her fellow trustees of the boarding home, 

performs charity in anticipation of getting some rewards for her charitable 

conduct.  Accordingly, Adele accuses those “charitable” ladies of failing to 

live up to her expectation that they transmit part of their wealth to the less 

fortunate ones without thought for return gifts.  Yet, she does not simply 

blame Mrs. Hellman and her fellow philanthropists for transforming gift 

giving into exchange.  At the annual Board Directors’ meeting, where the 

highlight of her accusation leveled against the Hellman Home is shown, Adele 

tries to drive it home to the trustees of the boardinghouse that their 

philanthropy deserves bitter reproaches not only because they have turned gift 

giving into exchange but also such a kind of philanthropy is tantamount to 

“unfair” exchange: 
 

Shylocks!  A pound of flesh you want for every ounce of help—worse 

than Shylocks!  Shylock only wanted the man’s flesh.  You want his soul.  

You robbed me of my soul, my spirit.  You robbed me of myself.  When I 

hated you, I had to smile up to you, and flatter you— (86) 
 
By comparing the trustees of the boardinghouse to “Shylock,” the literary 

epitome of exchange economy, Adele blames them for transforming gift giving 
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into exchange.  More importantly, Adele further suggests that gift giving 

turned into exchange is worse than regular market exchange for it pressurizes 

recipients into psychologically submitting to their benefactors—into 

reciprocating the gift giving they owe with what the giver desires, even if it 

goes against their will.  As Adele blames the trustees of the boarding home 

for stealing her soul, gift giving turned into exchange proves to be “unfair” 

from the viewpoint of the recipient.8 

 Adele’s denunciation of the unfairness entailed in Mrs. Hellman’s gift giving 

resonates with the Jewish tradition of charity.  According to the tradition, the 

giver and recipient stand on an equal footing.  Performing tzedakah does not 

make the giver superior to the recipient because it is the giver’s obligation to 

share heavenly possessions with the have-nots (Neusner 13).  In some way, it 

is considered that the giver even owes the recipient for the opportunity to 

perform a mitzvah of gift giving (Posner 569; Zborowski and Herzog 195).  

The word tzedakah, meaning “justice,” defines what Jewish charity is like: it is 

not an act of favor but an act of fairness.  By criticizing the “unfairness” of 

Mrs. Hellman’s charity—plundering Adele of her autonomy in exchange for 

letting her stay at the Hellman Home, Adele lays it bare that Mrs. Hellman’s 

philanthropy deviates from the Jewish tradition of charity. 

 As we have noted earlier, Adele deems that home is a place where gift 

giving is carried out in accordance with Jewish tradition, and she at first 

believed that the Hellman Home is such a one.  Yet, as irony would have it, 

instead of gift giving flowing like a river, what Adele experiences at the 

boarding home is the world of exchange economy.  Thus, Adele finds the 

Hellman Home not to be a “real home.”  Yet she eventually realizes her 

ambition of living in a real home when she meets another mother figure, 

Muhmenkeh, in the Lower East Side.  She does so by transforming herself 

into a giver and carrying out immigrant aid in accordance with the Jewish 

tradition of giving. 

 

4. Pass It On to Others 

 Home and gift giving are interlinked in the description of Muhmenkeh, the 

third giver and mother figure Adele encounters.  At first, Muhmenkeh—a 

seventy-six-year-old woman living on her own in the ghetto—seems to be the 
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last person to remind Adele of home or domestic life.  At first sight, Adele 

feels a physical repugnance at the aged woman, with crinkles all over the face 

and toothless mouth.  She even calls Muhmenkeh “[t]his impossible creature” 

(93).  However, the image of Adele’s own mother is evoked in her while 

watching the elderly woman washing the clothes: “Her [Muhmenkeh’s] 

leaning forward and pulling back at the tub was as soothing as rocking a child 

to sleep in the dusk.  A long-forgotten picture of my own mother flashed up 

in me.  My own mother in our old kitchen” (94).  Furthermore, home and 

giver are interlaced in the depiction of Muhmenkeh.  As she gets to know the 

old woman, Adele comes to regard Muhmenkeh as a natural-born giver: “It 

had seemed to me nothing on earth could be as terrible as to grow so old and 

so bent.  And yet she could smile like that.  Smile and receive me with that 

warm, rich friendliness of a person who feels she has much to give” (95).  

Warmly welcomed by such a smiling giver, Adele finally feels at home, saying 

to Muhmenkeh, “You’re making me feel so at home” (95).   

 What clearly differentiates Muhmenkeh’s gift giving from Mrs. Hellman’s is 

that Adele cannot reciprocate Muhmenkeh’s gift giving because of the sudden 

death of the elderly woman, and thereby Muhmenkeh’s gift giving avoids 

turning into exchange.  Mumenkeh has saved up to invite her granddaughter 

from Russia for years, yet she spends the savings on taking care of ailing Adele.  

Learning that in order to help Adele, the old woman has used the money saved 

for her only blood relative, Adele strongly desires to reciprocate the loving 

kindness Muhmenkeh has shown to her: “Something deep in me [Adele] 

ached to serve her [Muhmenkeh].  What could I do to be of some little use to 

her?” (121).  These words of Adele resonate with a line from a letter Adele 

wrote to Mrs. Hellman, which I quoted earlier in this paper.  In the letter, 

Adele describes a desert traveler thanking for God’s giving, saying to the 

heavenly benefactor: “What can I give you of myself in return except my 

heart-deep wishes that you go on saving other lives as you saved mine?” (42). 

The desert wanderer does not lack a desire to reciprocate the heavenly blessing 

as a token of his heartfelt thankfulness for the life-saving gift.  Yet, it is 

impossible for him to reciprocate the gift from God, no matter how strongly he 

wants it.  Unlike the traveler, it is possible for Adele to repay Muhmenkeh, a 

human giver.  However, the death of Muhmenkeh makes it impossible for 
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Adele to reciprocate, and therefore, Muhmenkeh’s gift giving inevitably flows 

like a river as God’s does. 

 The death of Muhmenkeh also marks an important turning point that 

prompts Adele to stop being the one who only expects charity from others, and 

consequently to become the one who gives charity to those who need help.  

Unable to directly repay Muhmenkeh, Adele tries to indirectly reciprocate the 

old woman’s gift giving by giving charity to another person.  Such a kind of 

reciprocation would allow Adele to let the flow of gift giving continue until it 

reaches another recipient, and, thereby share the heavenly blessing with the 

less fortunate ones.  If she directly reciprocates the gift she receives, the 

current would be stopped once it is returned to the original giver.  This type 

of indirect reciprocity is called “serial reciprocity” (Boulding 32), and occurs, 

for example, at the Kula, a ceremonial gift exchange system conducted in the 

Trobriand Islands of New Guinea.  The Kula was made known to the Western 

world by Polish ethnographer Bronislaw Malinowski’s epic study of the 

Trobriand Islands, Argonauts of the Western Pacific published in 1922.  It is not 

known whether Yezierska was familiar with Malinowski’s studies or the Kula, 

but serial reciprocity makes it possible for Adele to perform tzedakah in 

accordance with Jewish tradition. 

 After the death of Muhmenkeh, Adele repays Muhmenkeh as well as Mrs. 

Hellman through serial reciprocity.  First of all, Adele tries to reciprocate 

Muhmenkeh’s gift giving by taking care of the deceased old woman’s 

granddaughter, Shenah Gittel, on behalf of Muhmenkeh: she sends passage 

money for Shenah Gittel to come to the United States and takes her in as her 

surrogate mother.  The narrative ends just after Adele catches a glimpse of 

Shenah Gittel coming down the gangplank at the port.  In the scene, 

Muhmenkeh’s face overlaps the granddaughter’s: “Suddenly, out of the many 

faces, we [Adele and her husband] saw Muhmenkeh’s face—Muhmenkeh’s 

grandchild coming toward us” (153).  In the mind of Adele, Muhmenkeh and 

her granddaughter become indistinguishable, and accordingly, to give charity 

to Shenah Gittel amounts to giving a return gift to Muhmenkeh.  While 

repaying the old woman for her gift giving, Adele succeeds in preventing the 

circuit of gift transaction from being closed, and thus, the flow of gift giving 

that has started from Muhmenkeh finally reaches Shenah Gittel through the 
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surrogate gift giving of Adele. 

 Of particular interest with regard to Adele’s charitable giving directed at 

Shenah Gittel is that by taking the granddaughter in as a surrogate family, 

Adele inadvertently achieves the major objectives of the CHH: to offer 

homeless working girls a haven from market economy.  The CHH was 

designed to be strictly non-sectarian, and therefore, the charitable institution 

welcomed any self-supporting women in need of housing and vocational 

training without any consideration of their religious affiliation.  But the 

Baroness de Hirsch desired the boardinghouse to be of assistance especially to 

the Jewish immigrant girls who came to America without any proper homes 

and means of earning their livelihood (“Clara de Hirsch Home”).  That is 

exactly what Adele tries to achieve: she offers home to Shenah Gittel, a newly 

arrived immigrant girl without family or relatives to turn to in America. By 

offering helping hands to Shenah Gittel, Adele not only tries to turn her ideal 

home—where gift giving is performed according to Jewish tradition— into 

reality, but also carries out the initial purpose of the establishment of the 

CHH—to build a surrogate home for solitary and homeless immigrant girls.  

Adele thus brings to fruition the philanthropic scheme of uptown Jews in the 

heart of the immigrant ghetto. 

 Adele also indirectly reciprocates the gift giving she has received from the 

Hellman Home by remodeling Muhmenkeh’s apartment into a café called 

Muhmenkeh’s Coffee Shop and serving the neighbors with food there.  Since 

Adele earns her income from running this café, it might seem to be 

inappropriate to say that Adele operates the coffee shop by way of performing 

gift giving.  Strictly speaking, it does not certainly prove to be gift giving, but 

in light of the relationship between Adele and her customers, Muhmenkeh’s 

Coffee Shop serves as a place where Adele passes the gift she received from 

Mrs. Hellman and the Hellman Home on to the customers of the café. 

 What makes the transaction between Adele and the customers akin to gift 

giving is the payment system adopted at the café.  This system follows the 

principle that is indispensable to making the Trobriands’ Kula transaction 

unilateral gift giving.  According to Malinowski, one of the principles that 

condition the ceremonial giving of the Kula is that it is entirely up to the 

recipient to determine how much or when he repays the giver.  Although in 
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the Kula, giving is supposed to be carried out unilaterally like a relay race, this 

does not mean that the recipient does not have to reciprocate the gift he 

receives.  Quite the contrary, it is expected for the recipient to give back a 

counter-gift of fair value after an interval of time.  Yet, in order to differentiate 

the ceremonial giving from barter, there is a tacit convention that “the 

equivalence of the counter-gift is left to the giver [the one who gives a return 

gift], and it cannot be enforced by any kind of coercion” (96).  Such a way of 

reciprocation can be found in the payment system of the Muhmenkeh’s Coffee 

Shop.  At the café, price setting is entirely entrusted to the customers. 

According to their financial condition, the customers drop what they deem 

“the correct coins” into the brass bowl which serves as the cash register in 

exchange for the food and service they have received.  It can be said that this 

system follows the principle that makes the Kula transaction unilateral gift 

giving, not barter: the giver, namely Adele, does not interfere in determining 

how much to repay for what she gives her customers.  In that sense, Adele 

performs a kind of gift giving, not market exchange, by serving food to the 

ghetto immigrants at the café. 

 What Adele puts at the service of the customers is the knowledge of 

domestic science she acquires in the training course offered at the Hellman 

Home.  As Katherine Stubbs points out in the introduction to the reprint of 

Arrogant Beggar (xxxii), it is undeniable that the domestic skills Adele masters 

at the Hellman Home prove to be an asset indispensable for her running the 

café no matter how much she disdains the domestic science classes.  

Refurbishing Muhmenkeh’s apartment, Adele comes to the realization that she 

could not make over the dilapidated basement to the coffee shop she envisions 

were it not for “[t]he knowledge of how to dye and paint and furnish a room” 

(126) that the training course taught her.  It further occurs to her that “it was 

the course of cooking and cleaning in the Training School that was the making 

of me” (126).  In light of the fact that she boiled milk over the stove or 

scorched a spot on the ironing board before she takes the domestic science 

course at the Hellman Home, it can be easily deduced that her domestic skills 

used to be under par.  The Hellman Home enables her to grow as a cook to 

the extent that her café enjoys a large patronage.  As she gives the customers 

food and warm hospitality, Adele offers them the fruit borne out of the gift of 
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knowledge that the Hellman Home handed over to her.  

 The death or disappearance of the initial givers, Muhmenkeh and Mrs. 

Hellman, prompts Adele to transform herself into a giver and build what she 

deems a real home.  Like she makes her own home a haven from market 

economy by taking Shenah Gittel in as her guardian and thereby reciprocates 

Muhmenkeh’s giving, Adele’s café also functions as a place where its 

customers can take refuge from market economy owing to the payment system.  

This system allows shop girls to have an extra desert even if they are low in 

funds (130).  This might cause a loss to the café, but Adele does not mind it at 

all, as she says, “What did it matter if one here and there didn’t pay it all?  

The good customers made it possible for me to smile away an occasional loss” 

(130).   

 Carol Batker remarks that the immigrant aid that Adele carries out at the 

café is distinct from the philanthropy of the Hellman Home in that Adele 

forms a reciprocal relationship with the ghetto immigrants: while she provides 

food for the customers, their patronage enables her to manage the restaurant 

(87-88).  On top of that, I argue, a bond of mutuality is created among the 

customers as well, and thereby the circle of gift giving is expanded at the 

Muhmenkeh’s Coffee Shop.  At Adele’s café, even those who cannot afford to 

fill their stomachs would be able to alleviate their hunger thanks to the extra 

dollars or cents another customer drops into the brass bowl.  Moreover, this 

kind of gift giving practiced among the customers is not confined to the closed 

circuit of two-party transaction.  The gift of extra dollars would anonymously 

be passed down from one customer to another, and therefore, this payment 

system allows the customers to perform gift giving in accordance with the 

Jewish tradition of charity.  Muhmenkeh’s home is thus converted into a “real 

home,” a haven from market economy, as well as a communitarian space 

where gift giving is carried out not only between the proprietor and her 

patrons but also among the customers themselves.   

 

5. Conclusion 

 It would be possible to state that Arrogant Beggar is a reworking of the story 

of breadgivers that Yezierska takes up in Bread Givers.  Adele and Sara follow 

similar trajectories in the course of the narrative; both of them escape from the 



32 Atsuko HONDA 
 
ghetto in the hopes of uplifting themselves, and eventually return to the 

ghetto; the death of their beloved mothers, Mrs. Smolinsky and Muhmenkeh, 

prompts them to perform tzedakah by way of reciprocating their mother’s 

charitable acts.  Yet the implications of their journeys can be more contrasting.  

In Bread Givers, to become a breadgiver entails confining Sara to the realm of 

domesticity, and thereby undermining her individualistic dream of fulfilling 

her potential in the New World.  In a sense, the Jewish tradition of gift giving 

is placed in clear opposition to Sara’s unceasing aspiration for self-realization.  

By contrast, Adele cherishes the Jewish tradition of gift giving and 

acknowledges that philanthropy is indispensable for living through the harsh 

economic competition in the New World.  Unlike Sara, Adele recognizes the 

fact that her survival depends ultimately on others’ giving.  She therefore 

finds it quite natural to build her career as a restaurant proprietor while 

faithfully observing the mitzvah of gift giving.  For her, the fulfillment of 

tzedakah is perfectly compatible with her career development. 

 Another issue that deserves our attention is that Yezierska redefines the 

meaning of “home” and Jewish women’s philanthropy in Arrogant Beggar.  In 

Bread Givers, Jewish women’s charity is restricted to the realm of domesticity 

and thereby lacks connection to the broader world outside the domestic sphere.  

In the novel, Jewish women’s gift giving is bound by gender roles within the 

familial life.  In Arrogant Beggar, too, Jewish women carry out charity within 

what could be termed “home,” but their giving is open to the world outside 

their domestic life.  Accordingly, in this novel, the meaning of “home” is not 

restricted to domesticity anymore, but is redefined as the haven from market 

economy as well as a communitarian space where giving is carried out in a 

sequential way from one party to another.  Hence, Yezierska redefines the 

concept of “home” as a space where women perform tzedakah more faithfully 

to the principles underlying the Jewish gift-giving tradition: they contribute to 

spreading the heavenly blessing beyond the limits of the domestic sphere.  

Adele’s café exemplifies such a form of Jewish women’s philanthropy better 

than anything in the novel.  In a sense, Adele carries out unconditional giving 

at the café, and thereby lets God’s giving reach as many people as possible: she 

welcomes anyone who needs to fill his or her stomach regardless of whether 

they can pay or not.  In addition, the customers also have opportunities to 
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conduct indiscriminate giving by dropping money into the brass bowl for the 

sake of unknown fellow customers with empty pockets.  Thus, the circle of 

gift giving gradually widens and the tradition of tzedakah lives on at Adele’s 

café, which used to be the home of Muhmenkeh, the “grandmother of lost 

ones” (105). 

 When critics and reviewers read Arrogant Beggar, they tend to underscore the 

novel’s scathing attack on organized charity run by German Jews.  A New York 

Times review, for instance, dismisses the novel as an “inanimate analysis of the 

quality of charity” (“A Social Survey”).  However, if we carefully read the 

novel together with Bread Givers, it becomes obvious that Arrogant Beggar is not 

meant just to be a devastating critique against charity-run boarding homes.  

While harshly criticizing the philanthropic enterprises of German Jews, 

Yezierska attempts to marry the Jewish tradition of tzedakah and Jewish 

women’s aspiration for self-realization in Arrogant Beggars. 

 

 

Notes 
 1 Tzedakah is the Hebrew word that means “righteousness” as well as “charity.”  In 

Judaism, to give others tangible or intangible sustenance is a religiously good 
conduct, mitzvah, and therefore, giving is deemed an integral part of Jewish 
identity.  For more about tzedakah in Judaism, see Neusner and Feuer.  For a 
discussion of tzedakah’s functions and meanings in the shtetl life, see Zborowski 
and Herzog. 

 2 In the shtetl culture, men of learning were highly honored in the community, and 
were financially and materially supported by his family and the community 
members so that his study would not be hindered by mundane tasks of earning a 
livelihood.  In light of such a cultural environment, a woman’s virtues were 
largely gauged by how devotedly she supported her husband in carrying on with 
his learning (Kessler-Harris xxi-xxiii).  The title of Yezierska’s second novel, 
Bread Givers, is a direct translation of the Yiddish phrase, “broitgeber,” which 
means “breadwinners.”  The title phrase refers to the women of the Smolinskys, 
who are forced to serve Reb Smolinsky at the expense of their independence and 
freedom in the NewWorld.  For a detailed discussion on the clash between the 
Jewish tradition of tzedakah and the American ideal of self-reliance on Sara’s 
pathway to achieving social mobility in the United States, see Honda. 

 3 In accordance with the wishes of the Baroness de Hirsch, the Clara de Hirsch 
Home for Working Girls was predominantly under the control of German Jews.  
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Though the boardinghouse was established as a non-sectarian institution, the 
number of non-Jewish inmates was limited to less than ten percent of its residents.  
The CHH offered mainly to immigrant girls full board and lodging as well as 
industrial training since its establishment in 1897, but as the number of 
immigrants dwindled in the 1920s, the CHH shut down the training program in 
1926 and had continued as a boardinghouse until 1960, in which the Board of 
Directors decided to sell the property and building because of financial deficiency.  
Shortly thereafter, the CHH merged with the 92nd Street Young Men’s and Young 
Women’s Hebrew Association.  For more about the CHH, see Klapper, Siegel, 
and Sinkoff. 

 4 Scholarly works on Arrogant Beggar are still low in number.  Most critics of this 
novel focus on the class tension between German Jews and east European Jews in 
the narrative.  See, for example, Batker, Jirousek, and Ungar.  Catherine 
Rottenberg discusses racial positioning and identification of the Jewish heroine of 
the novel.   

 5 The term “women adrift” was popularized in the early twentieth century, 
referring to wage-earning women who lived away from their family and relatives 
(Meyerowitz 145). 

 6 The CHH charged its residents for room and board, but the “trainees” —those 
who took the training course—were exempt from boarding fees while they were 
enrolled in the training program (Sinkoff 576-77). 

 7 Yezierska’s daughter, Louise Levitas Henriksen, testifies that Yezierska was 
inclined to expect unconditional giving from her family and fellow Jews, and she 
attributes such an attitude of her mother to the influence of Jewish tradition upon 
her.  Louise writes thus in her mother’s biography: “From her [Yezierska’s] 
viewpoint, the Jewish tradition in which she had been raised—that those who are 
well off are duty-bound to share with those who aren’t—imposed this obligation 
not only on members of the same family, but even on those of the same East 
European village, the same ethnic background, in fact on all Jews” (Henriksen 
227). 

 8 In the studies of gift, it is frequently pointed out that gift giving can make the 
recipient feel morally in debt to the giver, and eventually lead to moral 
domination over the recipient.  For more about the moral domination implied in 
gift giving, see Boulding, 30-31; Kolm, 406-07. 
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