Reading Group Guide for Who She Was
1. Samuel G. Freedman wrote this book because as a middle-aged man he came to realize that he actually knew very little about who his mother was before she became his mother. How much do you think most of us, as adult children, know about our parents’ lives? If we haven’t been very curious, why not?
2. The relationship between Eleanor Hatkin and her mother Rose is a bitter and divisive one. How and why do you think the mother-daughter bond got so strained? Does one person seem any more at fault than the other? Why couldn’t Eleanor and Rose understand the other’s experiences?

3. Another key relationship in the book is the one between Samuel as son and Eleanor as mother. Was Samuel’s treatment of his mother during the last years of her life cruel or was it normal for a teenaged boy? What do you think Eleanor would have thought about this book? Should an author even have the right to write about the private lives of his or her family members?
4. This book sets out to recreate the past, specifically a Jewish immigrant neighborhood in the Bronx in the 1930s and 1940s. If you lived through that period of time, does the recreation seem persuasive and accurate? If you were born more recently, what surprised or intrigued you about the characterization of the time and place?

5. In what ways was Eleanor making life decisions as an individual? And in what ways were larger forces – poverty, war, gender roles – making decisions for her? Was she, as she later told her daughter, someone who was “born twenty years too soon”?

6. Do some of the themes of American Jewish experience run through Eleanor’s life? And, more generally, what about the immigrant experience? Do you think today’s children of immigrant parents feel a similar desire to assimilate and a similar shame about their parents’ Old World ways?

7. The author makes a point of saying how thoroughly he has researched this book. As we know, other recent memoirs have involved fictional or fabricated passages. Do you believe this book more than others? Does it matter to you whether or not a memoir is really non-fiction?
