West Side Story

THEMES

In what way is WSS about a family approved suitor vs. personal choice?

In what way is WSS about a sympathetic, yet ineffective adult figure?

In what way is WSS about a friend killed and the need to retaliate?

WSS as a tragedy:

What are the causes of the tragedy in WSS?

Does the fact that Tony and Maria act hastily and impulsively contribute to their tragedy?

Does the fact that Tony and Maria disobey the wishes of their families and social groups contribute to their tragedy?

Does most of the responsibility for the tragedy rest with the central characters or with forces beyond their control?

Can Tony control the forces of hatred that motivate the feud between the Sharks and Jets?

How does Tony end up contributing tot at hatred as well as becoming its victim?

As in most tragedies, there is shred of hope at the end of WSS.  What is it?

Intermarriage:

Maria and Tony come from two distinct cultural backgrounds.  Why was their relationship a threat to both groups?

How are interracial and inter-religious marriages viewed in our own society?  What forces in our society preserve negative attitudes towards such marriages?

Gangs, Peer Pressure, and Values:

The belief systems of the Sharks and the Jets set the tragic events of WSS into motion.  What are some of the expressed values and principles of the two groups?

Why does Riff want Tony to be present at the rumble?  Why does Tony attend?

Could Tony’s thoughts and actions surrounding his confrontation with Bernardo have been handled differently?

Anita is proud of her affiliation with the Sharks and of her cultural heritage.  She is also a good, caring friend to Maria.  How do these two qualities create a conflict for her?  How do they impact her actions in WSS?

How does Chino’s loyalty to Bernardo affect the action?

Cultural Identity:

What is cultural identity?

What problems do the Puerto Ricans in WSS or any minority group have in retaining their cultural identity while living in another dominant culture?

What comment does the song “America” have to make about cultural identity?

The Generation Gap:

The adults in WSS seem powerless to prevent the self-destructive actions of the young people in their community?  Why do you think they are powerless?  What could any of them have done differently to change the outcome?

What are the Jets expressing in the song “Officer Krupke?”

Do parents play any role in WSS?  Could they have made a difference? 

