
Waldo Frank Analyzes
The Jew of Today

An Interview By LIBBY BENEDICT
The Southern Jewish Weekly is proud to present this

striking, provocative- interview with one of the greatest

writers America boasts! In a period when promotion of

Pan-American friendship is one of the American Govern-

ment’s most vital tasks, Waldo Frank is generally regarded

as the foremost Hispanic student in the United States.

Distinguished novelist, essayist, critic and social economist,

he is one pf the Jews who has helped make America great.

This fall will see the publication of his new novel, “Summer

Never Ends.” In this, one of his rare interviews, he an-

alyzes himself and his people. . . • The Editor

“Every so often,” says Waldo Frank, “I write some-
thing that makes Jews say: ‘Waldo Frank has come back
to the fold/ The truth is I’ve never been away from it.
If I am silent on the matter for long periods of time, it is
because the situation is too complex to talk or write about
glibly. I admit I have not found my congregation, so to
speak. I have not been able to find a group of Jews with
whom I could have complete unity of thought. But here
again we reach complexity.”

It is hard, even for one who
has known Waldo Frank for a
long time, to transmit an impres-
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sion of what to Frank himself is
a difficult, undertaking. During
the course of the hot summer ev-
ening as Waldo Frank talked to
me, I confessed to him that some
of what he wrote was too meta-
physical for my understanding.
He had complimented me by ask-
ing whether his work meant any-
thing to me. It does; decidedly.
Again and again the metaphysical
maze that confuses me suddenly
opens on a bright pinnacle, around
which the varigated worries of the
individual relation to many of the
phases of his life lie luminously
delineated.

Whether one’s reading his work
or talking to him, however, the
courage with which Waldo Frank
pursues his thought comes
through. When he thinks about
the Jews he holds on to his con-
cepts of the world at large, so
that he rejects any attempt to
talk of the Jews as being separate
from the rest of the world. He
even sees their faults as merely
Jewish reproductions of world
errors. To strengthen themselves,
he believes, Jews must support the
aesthetics of life—but the whole
world, Frank believes, neglects
aesthetics.

“Jews have come too far away
from the understanding of the
artist in their midst,” he says.
“The Jewish basis of life is jus-
tice, and art is an inseparable part
of justice. If the Jewish com-
munities would awaken to the ex-
istence of their artists, if they
would support artists, they would
take a recognizable step forward
toward regaining the position they
held a few centuries ago, when
they were allied with the healthy,
revolution-fomenting groups o f
civilzation.”

Nor is art an isolated concept
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with Frank. For art, to him, is
closely connected with economic
and social existence. The earlier
centuries when the Jews were
such a progressive force, he be-
lieves, found the Jews allied with
the middle class, which was then
the health-giving, revolutionary
element in the social order. Since
then the middle class has become
decadent, but the Jews have re-
mained allied with it. They can-
not regain their intellectual pres-
tige unless they become entirely
allied—as Jews —with the new
health-giving elements in society,
the elements that call for a social
order built on profound co-opera-
tion among peoples and nations.
This would be another expression
of the justice that Jewish tradi-
tion represents.

Waldo Frank came away
from Communism after a short
period as a sympathizer with it.
Its hard-boiled patina was not to
his liking. He could not become a
Zionist because, though his visit
to Palestine in 1926 impressed
him, he saw danger ahead. But
he holds it entirely possible that
now Palestine may provide the
chief source of that directness
which would make Jews grapple
with the period of transition in
their lives and lead them to a
proper sense of placement in the
world scene.

Sees National Traditions as Basis
of Americanism

Above all, the development of
national traditions is to him the
basis of real Americanism.

“Those who soft-pedal their
Jewishness, who want to deny
that they have something special
to offer, cannot get my respect,’’
he says. “With this is tied up
the whole minority problem. It is
wrong to ask that minorities be
given certain rights. On the con-
trary, one should extol the privi-
leges they have of presenting to
civilization at large a culture
which is indigenously their own.

“These three things—more re-
gard for the aesthetic, a more
deliberate alliance with the pro-
gressive elements in civilization
and a deep-rooted change of ap-
proach to the minorities problem
—underline the developments this
period of transition should bring
to the Jews.

“If you ask me how these ends
might be achieved by every given
person, I couldn’t tell you. But if
you ask me how certain given
people might find themselves, I
could try to answer. Several
weeks ago I sent a Jewish young
man down to Mexico, where he is
helping in the reconstruction of
ar. area damaged by earthquake.
He wanted active, not verbal par-
ticipation in social advance, and
that is evidently what he needed
to function best as a Jew. To
others I might say: read the
Bible, read your own history. Ev-

eryone should read the Bible, of
course. No other document pro-
vides more insight into the philo-
sophical and emotional problems
besetting mankind.”

The night I saw him Frank was
just about to leave the city for a
summer of retirement in the
Middle West, where he will work
on his next book. Before going
into retirement, however, he was
to participate in a conference of
pan-American educators in Ann
Arbor. He had cancelled a pro-
jected lecture tour of South
America because he wanted to
remain in this country at this
time. Why, he did not know.
But Frank is not the person" To
deny the power of mystical in-
fluence. He is no more afraid of
being called a mystic than he is
of being called religious, or some
other name which the skeptical
twentieth century has dubbed de-
rogatory.

His New York home is a small
apartment in a section that is as
close to being a slum as one can
find in New York these days.
Frank revels in the life around
him, remembering that his func-
tion as an American and as a Jew
is to strive for the elimination of
the unhealthy aspects of that life
and for the retention and enhance-
ment of its colorfulness.

By this time a whole shelf can
hardly hold Frank’s books and
their translations into various
languages. At fifty-two his in-
tellectual dynamism is in full
tempo, and it is not single-track-
ed. He is as variegated in his
ability to remember details as he
is in his philosophical interests.
He can flatter one by repeating
verbatim a statement made almost
casually six years before. Alert-
ness may be the source of that
justice which Frank says is the
source of Jewishness. It is cer-
tainly the source of his, for it is
the impression of his unfailing
awareness that makes him the
writer, the citizen and the Jew.
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