Overcoming Racism and Educating the Whole Person

Joseph L. Mankiewicz’s
No Way Out (1950)

John Sturges’ Bad Day at
Black Rock (1955)

Sidney Lumet’s 12
Angry Men (1957)

Lorraine Hansberry’s A
Raisin in the Sun (1961)

A Classic Film Study Guide Designed by the Educational Guidance Institute

Overcoming Racism and Educating the Whole Person

A Study Guide to 4 Classic Films Developed by
Educational Guidance Institute

Adapted from Liberty and Justice for All: Classic Movies and the
Things that Matter Most in a Free Society ©2015 and Radical Choices
in the Crossroads of Life ©2020 (Available on Amazon authored by
Dr. Onalee McGraw)

The poster for A Raisin in the Sun is illustrated by Tim Langenderfer and is
copyrighted by the Educational Guidance Institute.

Visit us at www.educationalguidanceinstitute.com

Overcoming Racism and Educating the Whole Person
©2020 Educational Guidance Institute

1

For Discussion Leaders: Inspiring the Moral Imagination through the
Universal Appeal of Classic Films
These four classic movies presuppose a moral universe where the human
powers to know, love, and serve the good are at the center of each film’s
narrative. Different aspects of each film’s artistry will appeal to each
individual viewer in a unique way. Yet for all there is inspiration for the Moral
Imagination. To meet the varied needs of each classroom or group session
participant, we have included discussion handouts that feature (1) film history
and background facts, (2) the film’s artistry in direction, dialogue and
performance, and (3) discussion points on the deep existential questions of
love and life dramatized in the film. Exploring all these aspects of the art of
classic cinema can result in an unforgettable group or classroom discussion.
Why does a good story light up our brains and warm our hearts the way it
does? Why do we remember so fondly and so clearly a great film we have
seen? The answer is found in the human imagination. It is through the
cognitive faculty of our imagination that we take in what we see and hear
from our senses.
Images and ideas pass through our imagination to our reasoning capabilities.
It is through the medium of our imagination and moral intuition that we have
the capacity to grasp what is real, beautiful, good and true.
The movies in Overcoming Racism and Educating the Whole Person model
the civic virtues of friendship, prudence, magnanimity, moral courage,
and generosity of spirit. These films uphold the universal value of human
dignity.
Are enough of us willing to join in civic friendship and solidarity with others
- even across political divides - in the cause of authentic justice? Can we
transcend our comfort zones, tribal loyalties, and self-interests enough to
defend the common good? Here we explore these timeless questions in No
Way Out, Bad Day at Black Rock, 12 Angry Men and A Raisin in the Sun.
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NO WAY OUT
(1950)
Directed by Joseph L. Mankiewicz

Justice and the Examined Life
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No Way Out
Made in 1950, a decade before the civil rights movement began, this film unearths fear and hatred
as the emotional roots of racism. Darryl Zanuck, production head of 20th Century Fox, and Joseph
Mankiewicz, one of the most respected directors and screenwriters at the studio, collaborated on
the project. No Way Out was the first screenplay out of Hollywood that squarely took on racism as
a social issue.

Storyline
No Way Out is the story of conflict between a near- psychotic white
man, Ray Biddle (Richard Widmark), and a young black doctor,
Luther Brooks (Sidney Poitier). Ray and his brother Johnny, shot
while caught in a robbery, are brought to the prison ward where Dr.
Brooks is an intern. After examining Johnny, Brooks suspects a
brain tumor and performs a spinal tap to confirm his diagnosis.

When Johnny dies Ray claims Brooks has deliberately murdered
his brother. The hospital supervisor, Dr. Wharton (Stephen
McNally), knows Brooks to be innocent, but Biddle will not allow
an autopsy to prove it. The two doctors seek the help of Edie
Johnson Biddle, Johnny’s widow (Linda Darnell) to get the
autopsy. Biddle’s manipulation of Edie results in a race riot over
Johnny’s death.

Edie seeks refuge in Dr.
Wharton’s home, becoming friends with the doctor’s
housekeeper, Gladys (Amanda Randolph). Through her
friendship with Gladys, Edie overcomes her prejudice against
blacks. Brooks sees the only way he can get the autopsy is to
turn himself in to the police. After Brooks is cleared, Biddle
is determined to kill him.

Biddle forces Edie to lure Brooks to Wharton’s home where he tries to kill him. In the final scene,
as Ray Biddle’s wound starts to bleed, he finds himself dependent on the man he hates to save his
life. Edie says that Ray doesn’t deserve to live, but Luther Brooks says to her, I can’t kill a man just
because he hates me.
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Film Facts: No Way Out
Year: 1950
Starring: Sidney Poitier, Richard
Widmark, Linda Darnell
Director: Joseph L. Mankiewicz
Screenwriter: Joseph L.
Mankiewicz
Viewing Time: 106 Minutes
Production Company: Twentieth
Century Fox Film Corporation

This historic landmark in filmmaking brought together
two men who became lifelong friends, Richard Widmark
and Sidney Poitier. Widmark was the seasoned
professional who had started his film career in 1947
playing an evil villain who pushes a helpless old lady
down the stairs in Kiss of Dark.
His co-star, Sidney Poitier, was just twenty-three and
appearing in his first film. Widmark had been asked by
Zanuck and Mankiewicz to play a character starkly
opposed to his own deep convictions about human dignity and racial justice. Widmark did
not want to play a bad guy again but he did it for the greater good that could come of this
film featuring black people in more than stereotypical roles.
Sidney Poitier went on to become the leading man that paved the way and set the standard
for the many black actors who followed him. He is most remembered for his role as Mr.
Tibbs in In the Heat of the Night and his Broadway and film performance as Walter Lee
younger in A Raisin in the Sun. Poitier went on to become the first African- American to
win the Academy Award for Best Actor in Lilies of The Field in 1964.

Film Critic’s Corner
No Way Out in Film History
Joseph Mankiewicz started his career in the silent
era of the 1920s as a screenwriter. The three films
for which he is best known were made in two
successive years at 20th Century Fox: A Letters to
Three Wives (1949), No Way Out (1950), and All
About Eve in (1950). Mankiewicz and studio
head Darryl Zanuck were both known for their
boldness in tackling controversial themes. They
knew they needed an exceptional actor to play
the psychopathic racist, Ray Biddle. They knew
that actor was Richard Widmark. Widmark had
gained stardom by playing psychotic villains at 20th Century Fox, but he did not want to
be typecast as a villain. As a strong supporter of civil rights, Widmark did not relish playing
the part of Ray Biddle. Zanuck and Mankiewicz were able to convince him that the story
line would advance the cause he cherished.
The Brilliance of Motion Picture Art: Dialogue, Direction and Performance
Among the celebrated directors of Hollywood’s Golden Age, Joseph Mankiewicz had
begun his career as a screenwriter and continued in that craft for many years. The story of
his talent as both screenwriter and director is told in the Academy nominations and awards
he won at the peak of his career. In 1950, Mankiewicz won both Best Director and Best
Original Screenplay Awards for A Letter to Three Wives. In 1951 he won Best Director and
Best Original Screenplay for All About Eve. In that same year his script for No Way Out
was also nominated.
Film critics and fans often speak of the high literary quality and wit in the writing of Joseph
Mankiewicz. In a May 1991 interview, Mankiewicz reflected on the marked decline in
creativity he found in more recent films saying,
“I’m just a little bit sad about the kinds of movies they’re making now…Today’s
films don’t seem to exist without the destruction of property, the destruction of
human beings, the actual stripping of any kind of mystery or individuality, really,
from sex, by putting as much as possible on the screen…”
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No Exceptions - The Universality of Human Dignity Portrayed in No Way Out
The corrosive effect of racial animosity on individuals, communities and society is the
central theme in No Way Out. The story teaches the lesson that the only effective
counterforce to racial hatred is personal virtue and friendship. The script presents growth
in virtue and friendship in its lead characters, without the kind of preachy oversimplification of complex social problems that sometimes diminishes other films with
racial themes. The pioneering nature of this film makes it all the more remarkable because
in the time it was made race was not a subject of civil discourse in the nation.
For Luther and Edie Brooks, family and
friendship play a crucial role in their lives. For
Luther Brooks, the friendship he enjoys with
Dr. Wharton and the support he receives from
his family strengthen his will to persevere in the
face of daunting challenges. Luther must
summon all his inner strength to figure out the
solution to the murder charge against him.
Luther decides to turn himself into the police so
the autopsy can be done.

Edie has grown up in oppressed circumstances.
Her life has been filled with bitterness, hardship,
and racism. Gladys teaches her how to see
blacks as human beings and the two women
become friends.

Edie still has a lot to learn about how righteous
anger can never justify revenge. She learns this
lesson from Luther in the final scene. She tells
Luther that Ray Biddle is not worth saving and that
he should just let him die. Luther gives to Edie, and
to the audience, the timeless lesson on the
universality of human dignity saying, I can’t kill a
man just because he hates me.
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Post-Viewing Discussion: No Way Out
In the beginning Edie allows her upbringing in Beaver
Canal to define who she is. Seeing herself as a victim
unable to control her own life, she is easily
manipulated by Ray Biddle.

Discuss how Edie’s interactions with Gladys, Dr.
Wharton, and Luther Brooks and his wife allow her to
push beyond her upbringing to become her own person.

Understanding through friendship
Through her conversation with Gladys, Edie gains a
deeper understanding of the common ground that she and
Gladys share. They talk about what they do and do not
understand about men and why men do the things they
do. Edie feels genuine gratitude towards Gladys for
taking care of her and wants to know more about her.

Empathy
Dr. Wharton takes Edie with him to the coroner’s
office. She is there when Luther is exonerated and, in
front of Ray, she says to Luther and his wife: I’m glad
it turned out alright… I’m glad for both of you.

Human dignity
Having been hurt so many times by Ray, Edie is at
first reluctant to help Luther save Ray’s life. She
says Let it bleed. But Luther shows her that even
though Ray is crazy and horrible, he is still human.
Luther says: I can’t kill a man just because he hates
me.
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Conversations of Consequence in No Way Out
“It is nonsense to imagine that a free political community can survive without
citizens who pursue lives of virtue.”
- James Madison

Affirming Universal Human Dignity:
The Ideas are in the Images

Joseph Mankiewicz, Oscar winning screenwriter and director of No Way Out, grew
up in a home in which serious and literate conversations took place on a daily basis.
Mankiewicz’s father was a professor at a university. His brother, Herman
Mankiewicz, is famous in Hollywood history for writing the screenplay for Orson
Wells’ Citizen Kane.
One of the great strengths in the talent of Joseph Mankiewicz as a screenwriter is his
ability to show his characters actively engaging in conversations that do not sound
pretentious or phony.
As we see in No Way Out, the deeply philosophical concept of universal human
dignity is made concrete in the natural give and take of ordinary human
conversation.
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No Way Out –
Affirming Human
Dignity and
Overcoming Racial
Divides

In 1992, beloved classic Hollywood villain Richard Widmark was among the many
celebrities paying tribute to legendary actor Sidney Poitier. The occasion was the
20th American Film Institute Life Achievement Award. In his tribute Widmark
recalled the challenges of having to play a psychopathic racist opposite Poitier,
appearing in his very first screen role.
Richard Widmark spoke of
the rarity of deep and true
friendship in Hollywood.
Theirs was a friendship that
grew organically and was
based naturally on mutual
respect. The friendship of
Richard Widmark and
Sidney Poitier gives us a
standard today in a world
marked by political and
racial division.
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BAD DAY AT BLACK ROCK
(1955)
Directed by John Sturges

The Struggle for Good over Evil
in a Desert Town
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Bad Day at Black Rock
A
western
with
a
contemporary twist: a onearmed World War II veteran
confronts a town with a
guilty past. Spencer Tracy is
the ‘good guy’ who uses all
his wits to probe the psyche
of his chief adversary
(brilliantly played by Robert
Ryan) to uncover a town’s dark secret. John Sturges’ modern-day western shows the good
and bad in human nature and the truth that human beings have free will to make moral
choices.

Storyline
A mysterious stranger gets off
the train at the obscure desert
town of Black Rock. He
immediately senses that he is
not welcomed. Something dark
and unknown hangs over the
entire town. Spencer Tracy as
World War II veteran James
Macreedy has come to Black
Rock in search of a Japanese farmer name Komoko. Macreedy seeks out each person that he
encounters trying to get to the truth about Komoko and what has happened to him.

Macreedy encounters people who have been
pulled into the sinister events that he seeks
to uncover. Eventually, things come to a
head and people who have witnessed the
dark happenings in Black Rock and even
those who have participated in them must
make life and death moral choices.
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Film Facts: Bad Day at Black Rock
Year: 1955
Starring: Spencer Tracy, Robert Ryan, Ernest Borgnine, Walter Brennan, Lee
Marvin, Anne Francis, John Ericson, Dean Jagger
Director: John Sturges
Screenwriter: Millard Kaufman (screenplay), Don McGuire (adaptation) Howard
Breslin (story)
Viewing Time: 81 Minutes
Setting: (filmed at Alabama Hills, Lone Pine, California)
Production Company: Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer (MGM)
Academy Award Nominations
• Best Actor in a Leading Role, Spencer Tracy
• Best Director, John Sturges
• Best Writing, Screenplay; Millard Kaufman
John Sturges on the set
with Spencer Tracy and
Robert Ryan.
Other notable films directed
by John Sturges include:
Gunfight at the O.K.
Corral (1957)
The Magnificent Seven
(1960)
The Great Escape (1963)
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Film Critic’s Corner
Bad Day at Black Rock is unique in the
westerns of the post-war period as the
story is set in 1945. The hero arrives by
train at a whistle-stop town. The film is
a combination of the western and
thriller genres. The western elements
are the strongest with the hero, John J.
Macreedy (Spencer Tracy), playing the
lone individual coming into the community as an outsider. Macreedy tells the train
conductor, I'll only be here twenty- four hours. The train conductor responds, In a place like
this, it could be a lifetime. As the film progresses it does begin to feel like a lifetime. Within
a few minutes, there is a certainty that Macreedy’s life is in danger.
I want to go to a place called
Adobe Flat. With these words,
John Macreedy unknowingly
embarks on a dangerous path. As
he sizes up the men who are hostile
to him and engages them in
probing dialogue, he gradually
uncovers the truth of what has
happened in Black Rock. One by one, Macreedy forces each man to face his guilty past.
Each one has either been involved in the murder of the Japanese farmer, Komoko, or
ignored the injustice.
Bad Day at Black Rock dramatizes the struggle to bring justice and truth together. The men
of the town know that a great injustice has been done, and they know that they are guilty
one way or the other. They know the injustice and they also know the truth. Macreedy
reveals the truth about himself to Doc and Pete. Macreedy discloses that his life was
“washed up” until he was threatened by Smith and had to defend it. He awakens Pete’s
conscience, telling him it is not enough to have an unpleasant memory or just feel guilty.
He forces Pete into self-examination, saying, I suppose four years from now you’ll be
sitting around here telling people you haven’t forgotten me either. Macreedy’s demands
for the truth are so compelling that Doc begins to tell the story. When Pete hears Doc’s
words, he realizes that he will be morally responsible for the death of Macreedy if he fails
to act.
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Civic Friendship, Solidarity, and the Common Good in Bad Day at Black Rock
Public virtue cannot exist in a nation without private virtue, and public virtue is
the only foundation of republics – John Adams
I was all washed-up when I got off that train. I had one last duty to perform before I
resigned from the human race. Macreedy tells Doc and Pete about the deep gratitude that
he has for Komoko’s son who saved his life. Gratitude brought him to Black Rock and his
desire for justice keeps him there. Spencer Tracey’s character depicts essential civic virtues
that sustain truth and justice in a free society.
A close observer of human nature
Macreedy sees people and situations for what they
are, and he tells it like it is. He has the ability to
penetrate beneath the surface of people’s defenses.
He confronts Pete’s sister, Liz saying: It seems to
me that there aren’t many towns like this in
America. But one town like it is enough. And
because I think something kind of bad happened
here… The rule of law has left here
Keeping cool under fire
Everybody asks Macreedy why he is in Black
Rock, but he only gives the people as much
information as he gets from them. Smith tries
to intimidate and taunt him, but Macreedy turns
the tables on him and provokes him into
revealing his hatred of Komoko. Meanwhile
Macreedy keeps his cool.
Giving voice to the claims of justice
You’re in trouble. Whatever happens, you’re
sunk… You killed Komoko, Smith. Sooner or
later, you’re gonna go up for it. Not because
you killed him, because in a town like this
you can get away with it. But because you
didn’t have the guts to do it alone.
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Post-Viewing Discussion: Bad Day at Black Rock
Macreedy explains to Doc and Pete why he is in Black Rock: This Komoko boy died trying
to save my life. They gave him a medal. I came here to give it to his old man. I figured the
least I could do was give him one day out of my life.

How are Doc and Pete challenged by Macreedy and how do they react to this challenge?

Connecting with others through honest conversation
Macreedy: I was bewildered when I got
here. Full of self-pity. But your friend
Smith tried to kill me… I guess I was
just looking for some place to get lost.
Because I was afraid, I couldn’t
function any longer. Luckily, your
friend Smith changed my mind.

The awakening of conscience to moral responsibility
Doc: Four years ago, something terrible
happened here. We did nothing about it, nothing.
The whole town fell into a sort of settled
melancholy and all the people in it closed their
eyes, and held their tongues, and failed the test
with a whimper. And now something terrible is
going to happen again -- and in a way we're
lucky, because we've been given a second chance.

Moral truth in action
Pete: Hello, Liz. Pete. Listen, I’m getting Macreedy out
of town. I would call the police, but all the outside lines
are cut. Well, let them try. I might as well be dead.
Yeah, I told him everything. Never mind about that. I’m
asking you because I need your help. You’d be saving
two lives, Liz: Macreedy’s and mine, if that means
anything to you.
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Bad Day at Black Rock:
Reflections on Conscience and Moral Action
Spencer Tracy’s Macreedy has gotten through to Pete by saying it is not enough to have
regret and unpleasant memories of wicked deeds done in the past.

Walter Brennan’s Doc Makes His Case for Decisive Moral Action.
Doc: Four years ago, something
terrible happened here. We did
nothing about it, nothing. The whole
town fell into a sort of settled
melancholy and all the people in it
closed their eyes, and held their
tongues, and failed the test with a
whimper. And now something
terrible is going to happen again -and in a way we're lucky, because
we've been given a second chance.

The Mystery of Loss and Gain in a Civil Crisis

Doc asks Macreedy if the town of
Black Rock can have the Medal of
Honor meant for Komoko’s son.
Doc: [about the medal] Maybe we
need it. It would give us
something to build on. This town's
wrecked, just as though it was
bombed out. Maybe it can come
back.

Macreedy: Some towns do and some towns don't. It depends on the people.
Doc: That medal would help.
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Putting the Events Depicted in Bad Day at Black Rock in Historic Perspective
In every age a free society must confront the
realities of our flawed human nature. In 1942,
two months after the attack on Pearl Harbor,
President Roosevelt issued an executive order
calling for the internment of all persons of
Japanese ancestry. The last internment camp
closed in 1945. The weight of opinion in
hindsight is predictably strongly against this
unjust measure. At the time however, the
bombing of Pearl Harbor was such a horrifying
event and the nation’s emotions were in
turmoil. The wrong judgement was made to
take away the freedom of Japanese Americans.
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12 ANGRY MEN
(1957)
Directed by Sidney Lumet

Truth and Justice in the Balance
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12 Angry Men
This film teaches a vital lesson for all
citizens living together in a free
society. Achieving true justice in the
public square requires not only the
practice of virtue on the part of most of
its citizens, but also their willingness to
engage each other in serious
conversation and debate on the first
principles
of
self-government.
Throughout the story the life of the
accused young man is on the line and
each juror must search his conscience and make the moral choice for “guilty” or “not guilty”
beyond a reasonable doubt.
This film presents the theme that the desire for true justice is inherent and universal in
human nature. From the beginning of time all human beings have blind spots that prevent
them from seeing the truth. How these jurors overcome their blind spots and achieve
genuine solidarity is the dramatic hook of the story. 12 Angry Men stands as the definitive
film that models civil discourse in the public square of a nation.

Storyline
The 12 Angry Men must either
acquit or convict a young man
accused of murdering his
father. The story is framed by a
series of votes that the jury
takes.
The first vote reveals that only
one juror, #8 played by Henry
Fonda, is voting “not guilty.”
He
argues
for
further
deliberation, saying, It's not easy to raise my hand and send a boy off to die without talking
about it first...We're talking about somebody's life here. We can't decide in five minutes.
Supposin' we're wrong. Because of the “not guilty” vote of juror #8, eleven jurors are unable
to take the easy way out.
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Storyline (Continued)
After Henry Fonda as Juror #8 has produced a
knife identical to the murder weapon, there is still
an impasse. He makes a proposal to his fellow
jurors: I want you eleven men to vote by secret
written ballot. I'll abstain. If there are eleven
votes for guilty, I won't stand alone. We'll take in
a guilty verdict to the judge right now. But if
anyone votes not guilty, we stay here and talk it
out.
Juror #9, (Joseph Sweeney) votes “not guilty,” giving Fonda’s character an opportunity to
start the conversation. Sweeny’s character says, Well, it's not easy to stand alone against
the ridicule of others, so he gambled for support - and I gave it to him. I respect his motives.
Now the boy in the trial is probably guilty, but I want to hear more. Right now, the vote is
ten to two.
Juror #5(Jack Klugman) and juror #11(George Voskovec) are persuaded there is a
reasonable doubt and the vote becomes 8-4. Fonda wants to explore the testimony of a
witness, I'd like to find out if an old man who drags one foot when he walks, 'cause he had
a stroke last year, can get from his bedroom to his front door in fifteen seconds.
From the beginning, Lee J. Cobb’s character, Juror #3, has been convinced of the guilt of
the accused. A deeply volatile man, he shouts, You all know he's guilty. He's got to burn!
Juror #2(John Fiedler) and Juror #6
(Edward Binns) vote “not guilty,”
leaving the vote at 6-6. Then Jurors
#1(Martin Balsam), #7 (Jack
Warden), and #12 (Robert Webber),
change their votes and the count
becomes 9-3.
In a final pivotal moment, Juror #9 asks Juror #4 (E. G. Marshall) about the marks on his
face from his eyeglasses; the woman who claimed to witness the murder had the same marks.
Juror #4, always calm and analytical, concludes: No one wears eyeglasses to bed. Juror #10
(Ed Begley) has no choice but to agree. In the final moments, Cobb’s character finally
breaks. All along it has been the rejection of his son that drove his passions, and in a
heartbreaking moment he says, Not guilty.
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Film Facts: 12 Angry Men
Year: 1957
Starring: Martin Balsam, John Fiedler, Lee J. Cobb, E.G. Marshall, Jack Klug man,
Edward Binns, Jack Warden, Henry Fonda, Joseph Sweeney, Ed Begley, George Voskovec,
and Robert Webber
Director: Sidney Lumet
Screenwriter: Reginald Rose
Cinematographer: Boris Kaufman
Viewing Time: 96 Minutes
Setting: Filming Locations:
New York County Courthouse - 60
Centre Street, New York City, New York
Academy Award Nominations
• Best Director, Sidney Lumet
• Best Picture, Henry Fonda, Reginald Rose
• Best Writing, Screenplay Based on Material from Another Medium, Reginald Rose
The enduring appeal of 12 Angry Men
reflects the universal desire for justice in
an imperfect world. In a moment of heated
discussion Juror #11 speaks from the heart
to his fellow jurors.
As a recent immigrant and a new citizen
of the United States, he reminds them of
their own individual moral responsibility
for good government practiced in trial by
jury that has brought them together.
“This is not why we are here, to fight. We have a responsibility. This, I have
always thought, is a remarkable thing about democracy. That we are, what
is the word? Notified. That we are notified by mail to come down to this place
and decide on the guilt or innocence of a man we have never heard of before.
We have nothing to gain or lose by our verdict. This is one of the reasons we
are strong. We should not make it a personal thing.”
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Film Critic’s Corner
12 Angry Men in Film History
In 1954 Henry Fonda saw the original
Reginald Rose teleplay of 12 Angry
Men on Studio One. Rose had gotten
the idea for the story from serving on a
jury. The veteran actor knew
immediately that he wanted to bring
the story to the big screen. Henry
Fonda and Reginald Rose became coproducers of the film.

Sydney Lumet, with his New York stage and television experience, was the logical choice for the
director. Reginald Rose was part of the highly talented group of writers, actors, and directors who
moved back and forth from the New York stage to the new medium of television.
This highly creative and artistically excellent time period from 1948-1956 is known as the “Golden
Age of Television.” Sidney Lumet recalls this time: The burst of talent in acting and directing
and writing was just unbelievable. Jack Klugman, who plays Juror #5, pays tribute to Rose’s
script and recalls the screenwriter’s great talent: Reginald Rose wrote a phenomenal script, and
everybody played it to the hilt.

The Brilliance of Motion Picture Art: Dialogue, Direction and Performance
One might have thought that a movie about twelve men talking in a room might be boring but
director Lumet comments: Not being a movie director yet, I didn’t see what the problem was; it
never occurred to me there was a problem.

In the documentary Beyond a
Reasonable Doubt: Making 12
Angry Men, Turner Classic Movies
host Robert Osborne observes:
You’ve got 12 guys basically sitting
in a room and yet it is one of the
great thrillers of all time.

Overcoming Racism and Educating the Whole Person
©2020 Educational Guidance Institute

23

With the help of Boris Kaufman, who had won the Academy Award for his cinematography for
On the Waterfront, Lumet devised various strategies for maintaining the interest of the audience.

He shifted moods and created a
stifling and claustrophobic, but
certainly not boring atmosphere
with the combination of lighting,
camera lenses, and angles.

The only experienced film actors were the
protagonist, Juror #8, played by Henry Fonda,
and the antagonist, Juror #3, played by Lee J.
Cobb; all the other jurors were television and
stage actors. Jack Klugman, in a TCM
Spotlight segment, related how much he
enjoyed the professional comradery and spirit
of adventure that was felt by all of the twelve
actors on the set.
Director Lumet once explained the mystery
behind his creative masterpiece,
“Because of their own intensity with each other and trust of one another from an
acting point of view, the picture wound up with a tension dynamic that was greater
than what I saw when I read the script.”

Klugman’s
respect
and
admiration
for
veteran
character actor Lee J. Cobb
was enormous. He was blessed
to see Cobb on Broadway in
Death of a Salesman five
times.
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Civic Virtue, Justice, and the Common Good in 12 Angry Men
“It is nonsense to imagine that a free political community can
survive without citizens who pursue lives of virtue.”
- James Madison

Above the pillars of the courthouse where the twelve
jurors convene are the words: “Administration of
justice is the firmest pillar of good government.” The
film itself marks indelibly on our moral imagination the
civic virtues required for a free society.
12 Angry Men portrays the universal ideals of justice
and truth as human beings in action and not just abstract
ideals. The film’s images are of persons struggling with
one another to discover truth and defend justice – tasks
necessary to their job as citizens. To accomplish the
daunting task of civic unity, essential private virtues must be brought into the public square.
As the story unfolds, each man’s private
weaknesses and strengths are brought to
light. Henry Fonda’s character models the
essential virtue of conducting a civil
conversation in public discourse. He shows
his fellow jurors the ability to use reason to
persuade others to the truth. He effectively
persuades his fellow jurors to think more
deeply about what justice requires: He's
had a pretty miserable eighteen years. I just
think we owe him a few words, that's all.
The Virtue of Civic Friendship
Henry Fonda’s character helps his former
antagonist, played by Lee J. Cobb, put on his coat.
This final scene dramatizes a timely truth: citizens
have a responsibility to extend civic friendship to
opponents as well as allies.
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Post-Viewing Discussion: 12 Angry Men
Overcoming Conflict with Civic Virtue
The Jurors each have their own personal
virtues, vices, and character traits that
they bring to the jury room. Through the
conflict in the film, the best and the
worst of each man is unveiled. Some
jurors must receive fraternal correction;
others must admit that their judgment
has been wrong; and civic friendship is
extended even to adversaries.

Discuss some of the conflicts among the characters that highlight important civic virtues
that a free people must embrace for justice and order to prevail.

Fraternal correction
Juror #10 has repeatedly displayed a
fierce prejudice against the accused.
While two of the other Jurors still
believe the accused is guilty, none of
them agree or approve of Juror #10’s
“us” vs. “them” racism.

The humility to admit a mistake
Juror #4 always remains calm and analytical.
When Juror #9 calls his attention to the
connection between the marks from his
eyeglasses and the marks on the eyes of the
woman who said she witnessed the murder,
he draws the right conclusion. “I’m
convinced. I now have a reasonable doubt.”
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Post-Viewing Discussion: 12 Angry Men (Continued)

Overcoming Conflict with Civic Virtue

Extending civic friendship to an adversary
Juror #8 (Henry Fonda) knows that Juror #3
(Lee J. Cobb) is suffering deep emotional pain
from the estrangement with his own son. Henry
Fonda’s character reaches out to him in civic
friendship.

When the civic conflict in the jury
deliberation room has been
resolved, Juror #8 shows kindness
to his former adversary and helps
him on with his coat.

The themes and message of 12 Angry Men is highly relevant in our deeply divided
society today. When the film ends, twelve very diverse and opinionated citizens have
come together, found truth, and upheld equal justice under the law. This film tells
the truth that unity in achieving the common good is not easy. But as G.K. Chesterton
reminds us:

“We are all in the same boat in a stormy sea,
and we owe each other a terrible loyalty.”
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12 Angry Men:
Reflections on Civic Friendship and Conflict Resolution
in a Free Society

Civil Discourse in the Public Square: The Ideas are in the Images
Throughout the film, Henry Fonda’s Juror #8 has struggled to overcome the bitter prejudice
and aggression of Juror #3 played brilliantly by Lee J. Cobb. The goal of Fonda’s character
is consistent at every turn in the film’s sequence of events. He uses every resource to reason
with, argue, and persuade his fellow jurors. He models civic leadership by always
approaching his fellow jurors with an attitude of respect in the jury room conversations that
take place.
When any of his fellow jurors try to diminish the importance of their deliberations to a
merely personal level, Fonda’s character skillfully admonishes them and brings them back
to their duty. Gradually, over the course of the film, each member of the jury comes to
recognize that they are called to make an objective assessment of the case. They are all
participants in the essential enterprise of a free society, coming together to deliberate in
search of the truth. The final scene in which Henry Fonda (Juror #8) helps the now broken
Lee J. Cobb (Juror #3) on with his coat is one of the most compelling and memorable
classic film images depicting civil discourse in the public square.
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A Raisin in the Sun
The stage version of A Raisin in the Sun
made history on Broadway. As the
reviewers noted, the largely white audience
rose to its feet in a spontaneous standing
ovation on the opening night.
This
depiction of a 1950s family facing racism
and discrimination in Chicago presents its
characters who come together to teach the
audience what it means to be a family.

Film Facts
Year: 1961
Starring: Sidney Poitier, Claudia
McNeil, Ruby Dee, Diana Sands
Director: Daniel Petrie
Screenwriter: Lorraine Hansberry
(play and screenplay)
Viewing Time: 128 minutes
Setting: Chicago, Illinois
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Film Critics Corner
The great dramatic
power of A Raisin In
The Sun is generated in
the way the entire cast
works together as an
ensemble. In contrast to
other films about family
life
which
focus
primarily
on
the
individuals within the
family unit, this film
realistically depicts family life itself. A Raisin in the Sun clearly points to the family as the
teaching ground for learning how human beings behave in community and society. The
images of the struggle for unity within the Younger family express for everyone the human
need for solidarity, acceptance, and self-worth that the family unit is uniquely designed to
fulfill.

A Raisin in the Sun in Film History
Lorraine Hansberry grew up on the South Side of Chicago where her father was a
successful real estate broker and her mother was a schoolteacher. In 1938, when Lorraine
was eight, her father moved the family to a white neighborhood, knowing that there were
“restrictive covenants” used at the time to
keep
minorities
out
of
certain
neighborhoods.
Even though they were subjected to attacks,
the family refused to move until a court
ordered them to do so. The case of
Hansberry v. Lee reached the Supreme
Court, ruling restrictive covenants illegal.
Lorraine Hansberry’s play made it to
Broadway in 1959, and she became the
youngest person and the first African
American playwright to win the New York
Drama Critics Circle Award.
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Ruby Bridges and Dr. Robert Coles
Robert Coles, Pulitzer Prize-winning
Harvard psychiatrist and author, wrote
about his use of films like A Raisin in
the Sun and To Kill A Mockingbird in his
landmark study of The Moral Life of
Children. Coles interviewed black and
white children on their reactions to the
films and the psychological issues the
films raised. One of the children, a black child named Ruby Bridges, was among the first
to be involved in the integration of an all-white school in New Orleans. She had to be
escorted to school by federal marshals due to the hostility of the white people, who verbally
abused her as she made her way into the school. Ruby told Dr. Coles that she had seen A
Raisin in the Sun, and she believed that if white people could see it, “they might stop coming
out to bother us... The people in the movies would work on them, and maybe they’d listen.”

The Brilliance of Motion Picture Art: Dialogue, Direction and Performance
A Raisin in the Sun debuted in film in 1961, following its
successful run on Broadway. Lorraine Hansberry adapted
her play into the screenplay for the movie. The film portrays
the Younger family in their cramped ghetto apartment, just
as the audience watched them on stage.
Since the cast of the film had already played together
for many nights on Broadway, they were able to
deepen their characters in the film while still keeping
their performances fresh. Ruby Dee (Ruth) has to
juggle her role as wife, mother, daughter-in-law and
all-around hostess in a small apartment. She
exemplifies the virtue of hope in a confused world.
Sidney Poitier’s performance is considered his
absolute best. He takes his character through many
different moods and situations, from euphoria to the
depths of despair and ultimately, moral
transformation.
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After he knows the money is
lost, he poignantly cries out:
“That money is made out of my
father’s
flesh!”
Walter’s
passion is real because Poitier’s
is.
Walter is prepared to accept the
buy-out
from
the
“Neighborhood
Welcoming
Committee” at the expense of
his family’s honor. He claims that he will “feel fine.” Finally, in one of the most
compelling scenes ever seen on the screen, Walter Lee is deeply moved by his mother’s
love and forgiveness even though he has lost the family’s money. With a great interior
change of heart he tells the man who represents the white neighborhood that, “We have all
thought about your offer and we have decided to move into our house because my father—
He earned it for us brick by brick.”
In his autobiography, The Measure of a Man, Sidney Poitier explains why Walter Lee’s
character development is the dramatic focus in the movie. "In my opinion," he says, "it was
the son who carried the theatrical obligation as the force between the audience and the
play. The eyes of those watching were on the son to see if the tragedy would destroy him,
would blow him apart beyond recovery. And it was also my opinion that there was no such
feeling between the audience and the mother. The audience witnessed the sadness that was
visited on her. They saw that her family was in disarray, but also saw her as a force beyond
that kind of vulnerability. If they were to vote, they would say, 'Oh, but she's going to be
okay."
Poitier is confirming it is Walter
who must successfully rise above
his very real fragility:
the
mother, like a force of nature,
will endure no matter what is
decided, but Walter makes a
decision which will definitively
form him--and he makes the right
one.
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Family, Community, and the Common Good in a Free Society:
Lorraine Hansberry’s Vision for A Raisin in the Sun
American culture from the late 1950s and into the early 1960s was in a time of transition.
A Raisin in the Sun appeared on Broadway in 1959 and became a film in 1961. It was a
time when many writers in the mainstream white culture were offering the idea that the
major goal in life for all young persons was to become personally autonomous and
successful by their own efforts. A Raisin in the Sun dramatized a worldview that was very
different from this viewpoint. Hansberry’s creative vision celebrated the family and
showed its beauty in spite of the struggles and divisions within it.
Writing to her mother in January of 1959, just before the opening of A Raisin in the Sun,
Lorraine Hansberry wrote the following:
“The actors are very good and the director is a very talented
man- so if it is a poor show, - I won’t be able to blame a soul
but your youngest daughter. Mama, it is a play that tells the
truth about people, Negros, and life and I think it will help a
lot of people to understand how we are just as complicated
as they are- and just and mixed up- but above all, that we
have among our miserable and downtrodden ranks- people
who are the very essence of human dignity. That is what,
after all the laughter and tears, the play is supposed to say.
I hope it will make you very proud. See you soon. Love to
all.”
In the 1988 edition of A Raisin in the Sun, Lorraine Hansberry’s husband comments on
how the story will always be relevant across the generations:
“It is not a specific situation but
the human condition, human
aspiration
and
human
relationship—the persistence of
dreams, of the bonds and conflicts
between men and women, parents
and children, old ways and new
and the endless struggle against
human oppression.”
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Post-Viewing Discussion: The Challenges a Family Faces in A Raisin in the Sun
Trials and difficulties cause Walter Lee Younger to lose perspective on what is truly valuable in
life. How does Walter Lee gain a proper perspective and hope for the future?
Trust
When Lena uses part of the money as a down payment
on a house, Walter is distraught. He believes that his
“train has passed” and that he’ll never get another
chance. Seeing how Walter is hurt and dying for a
chance to prove himself, Lena trusts him with the rest of
the money, saying:
Lena: And I'm telling you, son...that from now on, you
be the head of this family...the way you supposed to be.
Walter: Do you trust me like that?
Lena: I ain't never stopped trusting you...just like I ain't never stopped loving you.

Unconditional Love
Heartbroken after he learns the money he invested had been
stolen, Walter overhears the conversation between his
mother and sister that will change his life. Beneatha
describes him as “nothing but a toothless rat” saying that
there is “nothing left to love” about him. Lena’s reply is:

“There's always something left to love. Have you cried for that boy today? Not for yourself and
the family because we lost the money, I mean for him. And what he's gone through. And God help
him. God help him, what it's done to him. Child, when do you think is the time to love somebody
the most? When he's done good and made things easy for everybody? That ain't the time at all. It's
when he's at his lowest... and he can’t believe in hisself ‘cause the world’s done whipped him so!
When you start measuring somebody, measure him right, child, measure him right. You make sure
that you done taken into account the hills and the valleys he’s come through to get to wherever he
is.”
Lena’s unconditional love helps Walter to have a
change of heart. We see this when he refuses the
buyout from the white neighborhood’s “Improvement
Association” representative. Walter upholds the
family’s honor.
Lena proudly says to her daughter-in-law, Ruth:
“He come into his manhood today, didn’t he? Kinda
like the rainbow after the rain.”
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For questions regarding the implementation of EGI’s
classic film study guides, please contact:

Onalee McGraw, PhD, Director
Educational Guidance Institute
Email: egiatthemovies@gmail.com
Visit us at: www.educationalguidanceinstitute.com
Blog: https://dronaleemcgraw.wixsite.com/classicfilms
Amazon: Search Dr. Onalee McGraw for author page

Please share your thoughts with us!
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