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The seven films in this course cover a wide range of 
settings, content, and time frames, as they deal with issues 
of Jewish identity.  Yet while Tevye of Fiddler on the Roof 
is, first and foremost, a “real Jew,” and Michael Kaye, an 
adult at the conclusion of Avalon, is a “real American,” 
they have much in common.

The following questions look across the films to inspire 
thinking about our past and our future, how we live our 
lives and how we would like to live, how to be Americans 
and how to be Jews.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

◆	 As we become “more American,” is it inevitable that we 
become “less Jewish”?

◆	 Characters like Judah Rosenthal in Crimes and 

Misdemeanors and Lenny Kravitz in The Apprenticeship 

of Duddy Kravitz don’t stop being Jewish by virtue of 
their ideas or the fact that they no longer embrace their 
Jewish identity.  In contemporary times, what defines 
membership in the Jewish community?  Who decides?

◆	 What can replace immigrant memory as a unifying 
force among American Jews?

◆	 Many significant changes, whether situational, 
psychological, or attitudinal, occur over the course 
of most of the films (i.e., the Avalon neighborhood 
changes, Tevye’s daughters grow more self-confident, 
many of the characters become more “Americanized”).  

S e s s i o n   E I G H T

rap-UpW
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Is it possible to see change as it’s happening, or is it 
only visible with the perspective of distance?  How is 
the American Jewish community changing now?

◆	 Once Jewish sons and daughters leave the “old 
neighborhood,” leave behind the Jewish lifestyle if not 
the values of their parents, can they ever return?  Is it 
ever possible to “go home again”?  Can those childhood 
experiences be recycled into a new sense of Jewish 
identity?

◆	 Do you think that Jewish social values, like the pursuit 
of equality, justice, and world peace, can sustain 
American Jewry?  What about other core values like 
support of Israel and opposition to antisemitism?  
How about religious practices?  What do you think is 
essential to sustain the community?

◆	 Several of the films deal with Jewish moral and ethical 
issues.  Do you think of the intention to live an ethical 
life as a particularly Jewish concern?  Or is it universal?  
Why are ethics and morals so important to many 
American Jews?  Do you think Jews have a greater 
responsibility than others to live an ethical life?

◆	 For Tevye and Rabbi Ben, God plays a role in their 
day-to-day lives.  Other characters, like Judah Rosenthal 
or Jake Robin, might perform those few Jewish rituals 
they observe out of a sense of family feeling.  Do they 
have a sense that God plays a role in their lives?  Do 
you?

◆	 How do issues of gender relate to Jewish identity?  Do 
you think men and women face different challenges 
in forging an American Jewish identity they are 
comfortable with?  
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◆	 If you could arrange a meeting between two characters 
from different films in this course, who would you 
select?  Sam Krichevsky and Tevye?  Mirele Efros and 
Kate Jerome?  How would they relate to each other?

◆	 Do contemporary American Jewish families face some 
of the same issues as families in these films, with sons 
and daughters wanting greater access to the mainstream 
culture than their parents ever considered?  How are 
such conflicts resolved?  

◆	 Another recent trend in the American Jewish 
community is the “return” to Judaism movement, with 
many young people finding meaning in the religious 
practices their parents abandoned.  Why do you think 
the search for meaning and roots is so important to 
many young people?  As people choose to become 
“more Jewish,” is it necessary to give up anything?

◆	 Orthodox American Jews can be seen as facing fewer 
choices about their Jewish identity than other Jews, for 
many decisions about how they will lead their lives are 
dictated by their religious beliefs.  Does this make for a 
less conflict-filled American identity?

◆	 How do you think issues of Jewish identity will play 
out in the future of the American Jewish community?

◆	 Themes of Zionism and Israel are not mentioned 
in these films.  How does the State of Israel affect 
American Jews’ sense of identity?  Can one be a 
strong supporter of Israel and still a “real American”?  
Conversely, can one be a “real Jew” and uninterested in 
Israel?

◆	 Do you think the latest wave of Jewish immigrants to 
America – those from the former Soviet Union – have 
to deal with the same issues of cultural loss and family 
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conflicts that the earlier waves of Jewish immigrants 
faced in their efforts to become “real Americans”?
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