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HYMAN LUMER

Marxism and Assimilation

Comrade Novick's criticism of the July editorial centers mainly
around the contention that the quotation from Lenin was improperly
used. He argues, first, that it was taken out of context, and second,
that Lenin subsequently changed his position in the light of new
historical developments and stressed not assimilation but the dura-
bility of national differences. In line with this, Comrade Novick main-
tains that the trend among American Jews today does not bear out
the thesis of assimiliation. He argues, finally, that to accept such a
thesis is to espouse national nihilism and is, moreover, tactically
wrong.

I believe that Comrade Novick misinterprets both the editorial
and Lenin on this question. Before we proceed to examine this, how-
ever, 2 word is in order on the general use of quotations from the
Marxist classics. A quotation from Marx or Engels or Lenin does
not as such constitute proof of the validity of a theoretical proposi-
tion. It may at times be offered as containing supporting argument,
but otherwise it is used (or should be used) simply as a means of
illuminating a particular point—as an apt expression or summarization
of it. '

It is in this sense that the quotation from Lenin’s Critical Remarks
on the National Question was employed in the editorial. The point
which the editorial makes is simply this: A historical tendency toward
the amalgamation of nations and toward assimiliation exists, and this
tendency has manifested itself in the case of the Soviet Jews. Con-
sequently the use of Yiddish has declined, and will continue to de-
cline, entirely apart from any question of forcible repression. More,
the greater the freedom from persecution and discrimination, the
more rapidly does this process take place.

What is primarily at issue is the validity of these propositions,
not what Lenin may have emphasized at various times under various
circumstances. It is with this substantive question that I propose

to deal.

Two Tendencies

Nations, Marxism holds, are a product of capitalism. The geograph-
87
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ASSIMILATION %

Developing capitalism knows two historical tendencies in the
national question. First: the awakening of national life and
national movements, struggle against all national oppression, crea-
tion of national states. Second: development and intensification
of all kinds of intercourse between nations, break-down of national
barriers, creation of the international unity of capital, of economic
life in general, of politics, science, etc.

Both tendencies are a world-wide law of capitalism. The first
predominates at the beginning of its development, the second
characterizes mature capitalism that is moving towards its trans-
formation into socialist society. The national program of the
Marxists takes both tendencies into account, and demands, firstly,
equality of nations and languages, prohibition of all privileges
whatsoever in this respect (and also the right of nations to self-
determination . . .); and secondly, the principle of internationalism
and uncompromising struggle against the contamination of the
proletariat with bourgeois nationalism, even of the most refined
kind. (Foreign Languages Publishing House, Moscow, 1954, pp.
21-22)

Clearly, the ultimate tendency is toward national amalgamation,
toward the eventual disappearance of discrete nations through their
fusion into a larger, international form of social community. This is
the fundamental historical direction of the process, growing out of
the development of modern productive forces.

In capitalist society, however, the two tendencies come into sharp
conflict, for capitalism knows no other manner of establishing inter-
national ties than through exploitation and oppression of other
nations. In the imperialist stage of capitalism, with the dominance of
foreign investment and the emergence of modern colonialism, national
oppression reaches its extreme development, as does its ideological
baggage of national and racial supremacism. In reaction to this, the
struggle for national freedom and national identity grows to new
proportions and assumes a new level of importance on the world
scene. Under these circumstances it is the first of the two tendencies
which occupies the forefront and is most sharply expressed.

Nevertheless, the tendency toward amalgamation and assimilation
continues to operate. And just as every intensification of national
persecution accentuates the first tendency, so does every victory
against it accentuate the second. To illustrate the point, when the
oppressed African countries had yet to achieve their liberation from
colonial status, their emphasis was quite naturally placed on the
goals of national independence and freedom from all foreign en-
croachment. But now that the great majority have won their inde-
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pendenr.:e, the emphasis shifts more and more to questions of closer
economic, cultural and political ties among themselves—questions

posed with growing insistence by their very efforts to bui
industrial economies, Y y o build modern

Assimilation in the U.S,

Ev-:sry struggle for national freedom and equality, therefore, only
contnl'mtles toward creating the conditions for national union——téward
establishing the status of equality which alone makes possible the
volunta}ry coming together of nations. The full achievement of this
status is reached under socialism, which abolishes the economic basis
of natlona} oppression. Marxists fight against national oppression with
the conscious recognition that such amalgamation is the ultimate
gpal. As Lenin expressed it in his 1916 theses (The Socialist Revolu-
tion and the Right of Nations to Self-Determination, Foreign Lan-
guages Publishing House, Moscow, 1954, p. 169): “The aim of
socialism is not only to abolish the division of mankind into small
states and the segregation of nations, not only to draw the nations
tt?gether, but to merge them.” And further (p. 170): “Just as man-
kind can achieve the abolition of classes only by passing through
the transitional period of the dictatorship of the oppressed class
sO rr-lankind can achieve the inevitable merging of nations only b);
passing through the transition period of complete liberation of all
t]u? oppressed nations, ie., of their freedom to secede.” And as the
editorial indicated, in the Soviet Union the process of merging is
already under way. :

Such is the Marxist conception of the relationship between the
amalgamation of nations and the fight against national oppression
It is clear that there is no conflict between the two; on the contrar .
they go hand in hand. ' y

But if the historical outlook for nations is one of ultimate fusion
this is all the more true in the case of national minorities including,
the Jewish minorities in the various nations in which they’live. Here
the process takes the form of growing assimilation into the surround-
ing economic, political and cultural life,

Here, too, the process is a two-sided one: on the one hand the
pull exerted by national ties and national consciousness; on the
other the pressure to become integrated into the surround’ing cpm-
munity, to absorb its culture, to intermarry—to become assimilated
And here, too, every increase in national persecution and discrimina:
tion strengthens the first tendency, while every advance toward full
democracy and equality strengthens the second.

ASSIMILATION 4

In the case of American Jews, both tendencies are clearly evident.
It is quite plain that among them, as among Jews everywhere, the rise
of fascism and the Hitlerite slaughter of six million Jews have pro-
duced a great upsurge of Jewish consciousness and attachment—and,
it must be added, of Jewish nationalism. This has been further en-
couraged by the emergence of Israel. It finds expression today, as
Comrade Novick notes, in a higher degree of organization around
]ewish activities than ever before. Simultaneously, however, assimila-
tion is proceeding, not only in the continued drastic decline of
Yiddish (despite increased attendance at Yiddish schools), but in
other ways as well, most notably in the rapid growth of intermarriage.

A study in Washington, D.C., presented in the 1963 American Jewish
Year Book, shows an intermarriage rate of 1.4% among first generation
Jews, of 10.2% in the second generation and 17.9% in the third (among
those with a college education the rate was 37%). An Iowa study
shows a rate of 42% in the years between 1953 and 1959. Analyzing
these studies in the Yearbook, Dr. Erich Rosenthal concludes that
the Jewish community “is subject to a process of assimilation” and
that the “ethnic and religious bonds that weld the immigrant organi-
zation into a highly organized community are becoming progressively
weaker.”

There is perhaps no more striking indication of the reality of as-
similation than the widespread alarm with which this development
has been greeted, particularly in religious and Zionist circles. Thus,
to cite a typical reaction, Rabbi Leon I. Feuer, president of the
Central Conference of American Rabbis, recently requested special
funds to combat the “growing crisis” and “serious threat” created by
the rise in mixed marriages (New York Times, June 17, 1964).

Indeed, there are widely expressed fears that the very easing of
anti-Semitism in recent years itself constitutes a threat to Jewish
survival. For example, in a speech made some years ago, Dr. Nahum
Goldmann, president of the World Zionist Organization, declared that
the growing “process of emancipation” had produced a “danger
greater than all that has threatened Jewish survival in previous cen-
turies.” He added: “We have learned in past centuries to survive bad
times. Now we must learn what is more difficult—to survive good times
and remain Jews.” (New York Times, May 27, 1959.)

Such reactions are a recognition, even though in a negative fashion,
that assimilation exists and is progressing. Comrade Novick should
take this tendency into consideration also.

The fact that American Jews are today affected by both tendencies
is clearly indicated in an interview some months ago by Sanford
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Assimilation in the USSR
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thirties when Yiddish cultural activities were at their zenith., This
is 2 widely acknowledged fact, and the editorial cited some examples
of such recognition. Here I should like to add one more. In his
pictorial History of the Jewish People (Crown Publishers, New York,
1958), Nathan Ausubel speaks of the extensive government-supported
cultural activities of those years and goes on to say:

Yet for all this unprecedented, large-scale Yiddish cultural ac-
tivity, its decline was already in evidence at the very time of its
flowering. Although hundreds of thousands of Jewish youth had
been raised in Yiddish-language schools, the political and cultural
pressures from without proved well-nigh irresistible. . . .

In time, there was a sharp decline in the attendance of the
Yiddish-language schools. . . . the youth turned more and more to
reading Russian newspapers, periodicals and books. In a late
census, before the nazi attack on Russia, more Jews claimed
Russian than Yiddish as their mother tongue. Furthermore, with the
process of cultural fusion, with the weakening of religious ties, and
with the enjoyment of full equality, intermarriage for Jews was not
only inevitable but was considered by some even desirable. This was
based on the Communist principle which rejects the socio-biologic
separation of races and peoples. It is precisely this process of
cultural assimilation and biological amalgamation which largely
accounts for the steady disintegration of Jewish group life, culture

and identity in the U.S.S.R. (P. 253.)

This process, be it noted, cannot at all be attributed to forcible
measures, whatever effect repressive actions may have had at a later
time. Moreover, thanks to the nature of socialist society it was far
more extensive than in capitalist countries. This fact is noted, with
much anguish, by the European Yiddishist I. Efroykin in his book
In Dream and in Redlity (New York, 1944). He writes (pp. 259-260):

.. . one cannot and dare not close his eyes to the terrible ruination
which assimilation—linguistic, religious and social-has wreaked
in this land of complete equality for Jews. Never in Jewish history
has the objective danger of assimilation been as great as it is in
Soviet Russia . . . Assimilation has always been a matter of [eco-
nomic] improvement and up till now has always and everywhere
meant a transition to or a moving closer towards the higher classes
of the surrounding peoples, to the richer and the more educated.
That, however, used to be possible only for those Jewish circles who
from a social viewpoint, at least, were the equals of these ruling
classes. Soviet Russia is the first case where it is precisely the mass,
the workers and peasants, who are simultaneously the politically and
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HeColr:mde Novick not only takes a dim, view of assimilation as such
also apparently feels that to recognize assimilation as a historically
progressive trend is tactically wrong—that this would isolate 1\4[5\1‘)‘::'333r
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from the main currents and movements in the Jewish community.
But the correctnéss or incorrectness of a theoretical proposition is
not determined by tactical considerations. To approach the question
in this way can lead only to opportunism—to accommodation to the
influence of bourgeois ideology. On the contrary, only if we start
from a correct theoretical position can we arrive at a proper tactical
line.
Finally, since Comrade Novick takes the editorial to task for not
uoting all that Lenin had to say on assimilation in his Critical
Remarks, 1 should like to say that I believe he is himself guilty of
an important omission. He quotes the following sentence: “Whoever
does not recognize and does not champion equality of nations and
Janguages, does not fight against all national oppression or inequality,
is not a Marxist, is not even a democrat.” But then Lenin says (and
this is not quoted ): “This is beyond doubt. But it is equally doubtless
that the alleged Marxist who fulminates against a Marxist of another
nation as an ‘assimilator’ is simply a nationalist philistine.” (P. 23.
Empbhasis in original.)

What Lenin was driving at was that a Marxist cannot take a one-
sided view of the question. To do so is to land either in the Scylla
of national nihilism or in the Charybdis of bourgeois nationalism.
The road to correct methods of struggle and correct policy lies only
in understanding propertly the two tendencies in the national question
and their interrelationship. Toward this we should all strive.

We Communists are Americans. We love our country and its
varied people. We know them well. We are of their flesh and
blood. Nothing and nobody can take our country away from us.
We know its vastness—3,000 miles from sea to sea of rich and
beautiful mountains, rivers, plains, cities. Its defacements are by
the hands of greed. We know our country’s history. Our fore-
bears were pilgrims, pioneers, revolutionists, abolitionists, anti-
imperialists, agitators—all who fought for freedom. We know
the courage of our people and, in their overwhelming majority,
their goodness and kindness. We know our people’s technical
skills, their potentials for the abundant life. We have great faith
in our country and its people. Socialism will be established by
the free and democratic choice of the American people. The
Communist Party believes that it can come peacefully, through
the united political action of workers, farmers, Negro people,

and all who labor by hand and brain.
Evzasera GurLeEy Frynn, Horizons of the Future.




