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The first time I saw Spike Lee’s BlackkKlansman on the short service odyssey for 

Humes, it understandably felt like a slap in the face. For several minutes after leaving the theater, 

I couldn’t speak. There was nothing to say that the film hadn’t already said. I was lost in pensive 

introspection about everything that it meant. It opened my eyes and made me vulnerable, like 

any good film should, especially one focused on problematic social and cultural elements like 

racism and the KKK. However, despite all of the social understanding and realistic perspectives 

it contributes to its audience, the film is not perfect. The director, Spike Lee, chose to cast a non-

Jewish actor as the Jewish character, Flip, which is problematic for Jewish representation. 

 The film tells the story of Ron Stallworth, a black police officer from Colorado who 

infiltrates the Ku Klux Klan for an investigation and even gains his own membership in the late 

1970s. He partners with Flip Zimmerman, a Jewish officer who goes to the in-person meetings 

with the KKK so that they don’t suspect Ron is a black man. As a pair, the two men are able to 

successfully but riskily deceive the KKK, even including the Grand Wizard David Duke. 

Throughout the movie you see violent threats and horrific displays of racism and anti-Semitism. 

At the end of the movie, it cuts to footage of President Trump and of the neo-Nazi Charlottesville 

riot of 2017, drawing a comparison between the racism of the 1970s and what is happening 

today. The horrific yet unfortunately not too shocking parallels illuminate the pervasiveness of 

violent racism in the United States even today. 

 However, for a film that is sophisticated and commendably socially aware in many 

aspects, BlackkKlansman’s casting is also problematic. Flip, the Jewish officer in the film, is 

played by Adam Driver. Driver delivers a skillful and captivating performance in the film, but no 

matter how spot-on his performance is, there is one problem: he is not Jewish. But he is currently 

nominated for a Golden Globe for portraying a Jewish man, when there are plenty of talented 
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and capable Jewish actors who could have played the role equally as well as Driver did. But how 

essential really is this problem? After all, Judaism is a religion and not a race. Yet it should be 

impossible to overlook the fact that Jewish people face not only a high amount of discrimination, 

but also hateful violence, as the Pittsburgh Synagogue shooting last year. And Flip’s Jewishness 

was essential to his character in BlackkKlansman; one of the main functions of the movie was to 

show the intersection yet difference between Jewishness and blackness in America, as Flip could 

“pass” as a WASP but Ron could not. Therefore, a version of the movie in which Flip was not 

Jewish would be an entirely different movie with entirely different elements than Spike Lee’s 

BlackkKlansman. 

 Jewish people are often left out of conversations about minority representation in the 

media, probably because statistically they already have a lot more representation. Famous and 

commonly recognizable Jewish actors include Adam Sandler, Scarlett Johansson, Daniel 

Radcliffe, Jake Gyllenhaal, and many more.1 Unlike black and trans actors, Jewish actors usually 

don’t seem to have much trouble getting cast in roles because of their Jewishness. When you see 

Jack Black in a movie, most people don’t automatically assume that the character he’s playing is 

Jewish. Jewish actors are often able to “pass” as non-Jewish characters in the movies they play, 

and it is therefore much easier for them to be cast in non-Jewish roles than it is for, say, black 

people to be cast in “white” roles or trans people to be cast in “cis” roles. 

However, the “passability” of Jewish actors doesn’t somehow negate the inherent 

struggles and discrimination that they face because of anti-Semitism. Just as a white person will 

never be able to understand the systematic struggles a black person faces, a non-Jewish person 

can never truly grasp what it’s like to be a Jewish person in America. Just because Dianna Agron 

                                                      
1 “Famous Jewish Actors and Actresses,” (IMDb, 04 May 2014). 
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can play Quinn Fabray in Glee for 6 seasons without me knowing she’s Jewish doesn’t make her 

any less Jewish. In a movie like BlackkKlansman where Jewishness is central to a character’s 

identity and to the impact of the movie, it is important to allow a Jewish actor who has truly 

experienced those struggles to play the character. Therefore, though Adam Driver’s performance 

was believable and well-done, the role should have been played by a Jewish person, not a 

Christian who was just good enough at acting to pull it off. 

We should definitely appreciate BlackkKlansman for the insight it brings to issues of 

racism in America, and for bringing these issues to the attention of the general public through a 

comedy-drama film that made millions in its opening weekend. BlackkKlansman was able to 

fuse entertainment with social issues in a way that is educational for its audience, and I strongly 

appreciate it. Despite the problem with casting, I personally still see it as a really impactful and 

important movie. However, it’s important to recognize both the value and the problems in the 

making of BlackkKlansman. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Husak 4 

Works Cited 

 

"Famous Jewish Actors and Actresses." IMDb. May 04, 2014. Accessed December 09, 2018. 

 https://www.imdb.com/list/ls000549440/. 


