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Raising Questions with The Tribe; Gratz College Provides Answers 

She is a sexy, blond, blue-eyed icon.  She is a plastic princess whose unbridled 
popularity has endured for decades.  She is the Barbie Doll – and she is Jewish.  Well, 
technically Jewish, considering that she was created by a Jewish woman, Ruth 
Handler, and named for Ruth’s own daughter.  More recently, Barbie has emerged as a 
star in the award-winning short film The Tribe, which grapples creatively with 
important questions about the meaning of Jewish identity in 21st-Century America. 

This fall, over 100 people had the opportunity to view this acclaimed film at Gratz.  
Before the screening, Dr. Rela Mintz Geffen, a leading sociologist of American Jewry, 
provided a thematic context for the viewers, and later, followed up by engaging them 
in lively discussion. Geffen, an adjunct professor at Gratz and professor emerita at 
Baltimore Hebrew University (BHU), is past president of BHU and former Dean for 
Academic Affairs at Gratz.  The engaging evening of film and thought led by Geffen 
served as a kick-off for Gratz’s dynamic lineup of continuing education classes and 
events.  In her follow-up to the film, Geffen was joined by Gratz instructors Rabbi Alan 
LaPayover, who provided a Reconstructionist response to the film, and Rabbi Albert 
Gabbai, who offered a more traditional interpretation. 

In just under twenty minutes, laced with offbeat humor, sharp graphics and actual 
footage, The Tribe traces the history of the Jews from Abraham to modern-day 
America. With Barbie making frequent appearances, the film explores the tribe 
concept, the position of Jews as outsiders, assimilation, and Jewish identity in a 
multicultural world.  Despite the cultural mix, this world, according to Geffen, is 
ironically quite conformist, and Jews who want to “stay true to their Jewish roots” 
must make a deliberate choice to be different.  Unlike in biblical times, when leaving 
a tribe had severe repercussions, “everything today is voluntary.  The essence of 
modernity is choice,” explained Geffen.   

Gratz College’s offers a variety of options for connecting with Jewish roots and 
satisfying an appetite for Jewish learning.  It is a delectably thought-provoking way to 
reaffirm what it means to be a member of “the Tribe” today.   
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