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Seeking the Human Face through Film –  
Crossroads Cultural Center’s Suggestions for Viewing and Discussion  
by Simonetta d’Italia Wiener and Barbara Gagliotti 
 
 According to F. Scott Fitzgerald, part of the beauty of literature is that you “discover that 
your longings are universal longings, that you're not lonely and isolated from anyone. You 
belong.”  We believe the same can be said of good cinema, perhaps in a way better suited to our 
purposes since movie viewing is more often a communal event.  New York Encounter 2015, In 
Search of the Human Face, invites us to take up the theme of identity – a universal theme, 
potentially the subject of every work of art and of every human expression.  In order to facilitate a 
conversation around this theme Crossroads Cultural Center proposes a number of films for 
viewing and discussion by individuals or groups.  It’s a simple format and a way to bring people 
together.  What could be easier than viewing a film and talking about it with friends?  We provide 
a synopsis of each film and some questions for discussion.  These are not meant to exhaust the 
field of inquiry, but rather to open a conversation.  Feel free to use them or to add your own.  We 
would also love to know your thoughts on these films or others that might have made your short 
list.  We are sure that many more could have been included.  We had a hard time ourselves paring 
down the list.  With this in mind, we would like to offer a few points about what to look for in 
viewing these films. 
 
 1. The starting point is ourselves – the criterion for judging our own human face must 
emerge from within us.  Luigi Giussani calls it “original” or “elementary experience” and he 
describes it as a set of “needs and evidences” that accompany us as we come face to face with all 
that exists. In each of the films we have chosen, there is a struggle either to accept or to break free 
from the suggestion of the most original evidence of our identity, namely, that of being made, of 
being sons or daughters and the drama that such an inextricable bond provokes in life.  
 
 2. Man cannot live without love, even one that merely approximates the ideal – Dante tells 
us that “Each man confusedly perceives a good in which his soul can be at rest and he desires it 
and strives to attain it.”  Given the original, inescapable need for love, each of these films points 
the way to a greater understanding and realization of self, if only approximating an ideal love.  It 
is also Dante who suggests “When love finds me close to you it makes me so bold and confident 
that I change into someone else.”  Is that “someone else” a better me?  If so, does it suggest an 
ideal “me”?  One might ask how this occurs in these films as in one’s own life. 
 
 3. Tradition can become a facet of our personality, material for our own identity and 
unique face in the world. This comes with one caveat: tradition must be critically examined, even 
to the point of modifying it if necessary.  In the absence of this critical awareness, a person will 
wind up either adopting his own tradition unreasonably – and hence being fossilized in it – or 
abandoning it unreasonably, allowing the violence of his surroundings to decide for him.  What 
role does tradition play in these films? 
 
Happy viewing! 
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Spanglish (2004)  
by James L. Brooks 
 
(Available on Netflix and Google Play, Rating: PG 13) 
 
Provoking a clash of cultures, a young Mexican woman decides to take her family across the 
border in search of a better life.  Determined by the love for her twelve year old daughter, she 
finds work as a housekeeper in a suburban Los Angeles family. The Mexican woman, who does not 
speak a word of English, finds herself ever more entangled in the daily life of the affluent but 
troubled American family.  Spanglish, as the title already suggests, focuses on the encounter 
between different cultures and different paths to identity as seen through the choices and 
sacrifices each character must make.  
 
It is a story that knows how to be dramatic, funny, and strongly centered on universal themes such 
as the relationship between parents and children.  It is also a story of many possible loves; that of 
the mother and daughter, especially, leads the mother to bring up the question of identity: “It’s 
what you want for yourself? Become someone so different from me?” 
 
From where does a child get his or her identity? 
What allows parents to sacrifice for the sake of their children? 
What does the film suggest regarding relationships between parents and children? 
 

The Chosen (1981)  
by Jeremy Paul Kegan 
 
(Available on Hulu and iTunes, Rating: PG) 
 
The story takes place in the Williamsburg section of Brooklyn where two teenage boys live – 
Reuven Malter, the son of a modern Orthodox Jew, and Danny Saunders, son of a strict Hasidic 
rabbi. Hovering in the background of the main story are the historical events of World War II, the 
Holocaust and the creation of the State of Israel.  What develops after the enmity of the first 
encounter between the two boys is an unexpected friendship that shapes their future decisions. 
The film is a gripping version of the novel written by Chaim Potok.  After reading the screen play, 
Potok commented that it was the finest adaptation he had seen of his book. 
 
The relationship between father and son is different in each family. How do these relationships 
help or hinder the children as they start on their own journey in life?  
Likewise, the fathers have different ways of handing down their traditions. How does this help 
the boys to discover their own identity?   
What road does each father and son travel in order to fully appreciate the possibilities of the 
present and the richness of the past? 
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Nebraska (2013)  
by Alexander Payne 
 
(Available on Amazon Instant Video, Rating: R) 
 
Woody Grant receives the classic sweepstakes letter informing him he has won a million dollars. It 
is clearly a scam, as his wife and children repeatedly tell him, but the elderly man refuses to listen 
to reason. He’s going to Nebraska, whatever it takes, and he sets out walking cross country to 
collect his prize. Exasperated by the stubbornness of his father, David, the younger son, decides to 
accompany him. 
 
What drives the family to try to make their elderly father happy?  
What is the son afraid of?  
Does the son see anything of himself in his father? 
 
Finding Nemo (2003)  
by Lee Unkrich, Andrew Stanton 
 
(Available on Amazon Instant Video, Rating: G) 
 
The clownfish Marlin is a widower and his son, Nemo, born with a disability, is left without a 
mother at a young age. The relationship between the two is both moving and confrontational. 
After a falling out, Nemo screams his hatred at his father and swims away.  The peril that follows 
is unimaginable and will force the father to overcome all his fears, including his dread of the 
immense and formidable ocean, to search for his “prodigal son.” 
 
Why is the task of a father not limited to protecting his child?  
What does it mean to educate a fish (and a child)?  
What do the many colorful characters Nemo and Marlin encounter have to teach them?  
 
The Secret Life of Walter Mitty (2013)  
by Ben Stiller 
 
(Available on Amazon Instant Video and Google Play, Rating: PG) 
 
Walter Mitty is the manager of the photo archive of the legendary magazine, Life, which is 
undergoing a corporate restructure from print to digital media. The final cover is to feature a 
photo of the great photographer, Sean O'Connelly.  O’Connelly sent the negative of the photo to 
Walter, but he cannot find it. This sends Walter on the search of a lifetime. 
 
Where does the dignity of our work lie? How do we judge the work of others? 
What role does imagination play in the search for identity? 
What cues can Walter take from his real circumstances in the search for identity? 
What does the title of the magazine have to do with a man who spends his life in a basement 
archive?   


