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Post-viewing handouts for films featured in EGI’s Study Guide - Liberty and 
Justice for All: Classic Movies and the Things that Matter Most in a Free Society 

 

 

The Quest for Civic Friendship and the Common Good  
in a Free Society: The Ideas are in the Images 

 
Can civic virtue practiced by ordinary citizens in the public square heal division 

and faction in a diverse society? The seven films in the study guide, Liberty and 

Justice for All, give the answer in the affirmative. The basic theme in each film is: 

Without a spirit of civic friendship things go downhill pretty fast. The renewal of 

civic friendship always begins with people in a community and a society 

acknowledging their common humanity. A free society can only survive if ordinary 

citizens practice together such civic virtues as humility, wisdom, and moral 

courage. If too many citizens see each other only through the lens of self-interest or 

group identity, the common good will suffer. 
 

12 Angry Men and 

On the Waterfront 

Conscience – the mysterious, energetic 
power that calls us to our better natures and 
helps us choose good over evil. 
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Moments of Moral Truth: Key Largo and No Way Out 
 

Moral Courage in Key Largo 

When Frank witnesses the terrible 

cruelty and abuse by Rocco of his 

discarded mistress, Gaye Dawn, he 

realizes that he has the duty to act on 

her behalf. In giving a drink to Gaye, 

he risks his life for her sake and for 

the sake of her human dignity. In his 

willingness to sacrifice his life for her, 

he is regaining the moral courage that 

had sustained him during the war. 

 

No Way Out: The counterforce to racial hatred is personal virtue and friendship. 

 

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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Civic Virtue and the Common Good: The Big Country and Bad 
Day at Black Rock 

 
The Big Country portrays the 

essential link between personal 

virtue practiced by individuals and 

the civic virtue required for the 

common good of a community in 

civil society.  

 

Fundamental elements associated 

with achievement of the common 

good are seen in the film’s events. 

 

Bad Day at Black Rock 
 

The triumph of good over evil 

in a desert town depends on 

one man and his capacity for 

moral action. 

By practicing the cardinal 

virtues – courage, prudence, 

temperance and justice – 

Spencer Tracy’s character 
engages the men of a corrupt 

town and overcomes a terrible 

injustice committed in secret. 

Tracy’s character must have courage to face up to his own weaknesses and stand his 

ground at the same time. He must exercise prudence and good judgment to know when 

and what to say to men bent on his destruction. He cannot survive without maintaining the 

virtue of temperance, the self-control that enables him to keep his cool in the moments of 

confrontation and great danger. Integrating all of these virtues, he finally persuades the 

men in the town who still have a conscience to act for the sake of justice. 
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Mr. Smith and the Essential Civic Virtues of Principled 
Political Leadership 

 
Jeff Smith is showing his fellow Americans how to behave as engaged citizens in a nation 

of self-governing people. 
 

Communicating a Vision That Unites Us 

As Jimmy Stewart’s Jeff Smith says,  

“Liberty's too precious a thing to be 

buried in books…We should hold it up in 
front of ourselves every day of our lives 

and say: I'm free to think and to speak.” 

 

 

 

 

Jimmy Stewart’s Senator Smith shows his 
willingness to engage a political adversary in 

the language of truth and justice. When Jeff 

Smith confronts Senator Paine (Claude 

Rains) with these words, “I guess this is just 

another lost cause, Mr. Paine,” the words 

awaken the politician’s deadened conscience.  
 

 

 
Truthfulness 

The fundamental honesty in Jeff’s 
character enables him to confront 

Senator Paine. 

 
 

Civility and Respect 

Jeff’s fellow senators are beginning 
to listen to him. 

 

http://www.imdb.com/name/nm0000071/?ref_=tt_trv_qu
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Post Viewing Handout for No Way Out applying Jonathan Haidt’s Moral Foundations 
Theory from his best-selling book, The Righteous Mind 

 

Rebuilding our Social, Cultural, and Moral Capital with No Way Out 

“Righteous Minds” and the Struggle for Solidarity in a Free Society 
 

“To be attached to the subdivision, to love the little platoon we belong to in society, is 
the first principle (the germ as it were) of public affection. It is the first link in the series 

by which we proceed towards a love to our country, and to mankind.”  

- Edmund Burke 
 

To understand the miracle of moral communities that grow beyond the bounds of 

kinship we must look not just at people, and not just at the relationships among 

people, but at the complete environment within which those relationships are 

embedded, and which makes those people more virtuous (however they themselves 

define that term). It takes a great deal of outside-the –mind stuff to support a moral 

community  

- Jonathan Haidt, The Righteous Mind 

BEGIN HERE WITH THE RIGHTEOUS MIND 

In The Righteous Mind (2012) moral psychologist Jonathan Haidt calls for a national renewal of 

moral capital to rebuild civility in a divided nation. Haidt defines moral capital as “the resources 
that sustain a moral community.” Looking at the violence and cultural divisions we experience 

today, we realize that, as Haidt reminds us, moral communities are “fragile things, hard to build 
and easy to destroy.” As he says: 

“Moral communities are fragile things, hard to build and easy to destroy. When we think about 
very large communities such as nations, the challenge is extraordinary and the threat of moral 

entropy is intense……if you don’t value moral capital, then you won’t foster values, virtues, 
norms, practices, identifies, institutions, and technologies that increase it.” 

 

CAN WE REBUILD A NATIONAL MORAL COMMUNITY WITH JOSEPH MANKIEWICZ’S 
BREAKTHROUGH FILM NO WAY OUT? 

Ahead of its time when it was made, No Way Out renews in our divided world an understanding 

of the universal nature of human dignity. Discussing the film’s themes and characters gives us a 
way of seeking and finding our own identity as human beings and the common humanity we 

share with others. 
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INTEGRATING CLASSIC FILMS LIKE NO WAY OUT WITH 

MORAL FOUNDATIONS THEORY 

The research in neuroscience and moral psychology presented in The Righteous Mind provides 

compelling evidence for the innate moral dispositions human beings display across highly 

diverse cultures. These moral intuitions are recognizable by observation and experience. All of 

us recognize them in our daily lives whether we affirm a biological, philosophical, or theological 

anthropology and worldview. Moral Foundations Theory and its supporting evidence validate the 

concept of a common human nature shared by all human beings. As Haidt reminds us, surveying 

our torn cultural fabric, the challenge is to rebuild our nation’s moral capital by fostering, 
“values, virtues, norms, practices, identities, and technologies that increase it.” 

If we want to do more to increase our nation’s moral capital, a winning strategy may be to 
combine the basic moral intuitions Haidt has presented in Moral Foundations Theory with the 

greatest films from the Golden Age of Hollywood. Consider the three basic assumptions about 

our human nature summarized in The Righteous Mind: (1) “Intuitions Come First, Strategic 
Reasoning Second,” (2) “There’s More to Morality than Harm and Fairness,” and (3) “Morality 
Binds and Blinds.” These three assumptions can guide us in joint efforts to build greater national 

unity. In the art of classic film we can see for ourselves that we share a common human nature.  

 

THE SIX PILLARS OF MORAL FOUNDATIONS THEORY: CARE, FAIRNESS, LIBERTY, 

LOYALTY, AUTHORITY AND SANCTITY AS WE SEE THEM IN NO WAY OUT 

These six innate pillars of moral intuition described in The Righteous Mind are groundbreaking in 

our postmodern world - a world where the question of whether there is a human nature is up for 

grabs. Each pillar of the theory has been validated by scientific inquiry. Liberals and 

conservatives alike can intuitively and reasonably assume there are no hidden political or 

religious agendas lurking beneath the surface of Moral Foundations Theory. Compelling images 

of “Care,” “Fairness,” “Liberty,” “Loyalty,” “Authority” and “Sanctity” are all dramatically 
present in No Way Out, serving to unite us across the generations and across our present political 

divisions. 

 

“THE HIVE SWITCH” – OVERCOMING TRIBAL BLINDNESS TO BECOME “PART OF THE 
WHOLE” WITH SIDNEY POITIER, RICHARD WIDMARK AND LINDA DARNELL  

 

Discussing the film’s themes and characters gives us, 
across the generations, a way of finding deeper meaning 

and purpose in the phrase that opens the Declaration of 

Independence: “We hold these truths to be self-evident.” 
Many skeptics and cynics may have grave doubts that 

recovery of greater civility across political tribal lines is 

really possible in our time. Can we overcome the radical 

individualism of our present era and rediscover our 

essential nature as social beings?  
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Using the metaphor of a beehive, Haidt argues that among political tribes cooperation and work 

for the common good is possible and that we can undertake significant rebuilding of our 

dwindling moral, social and cultural capital: 

“…human beings are conditional hive creatures. We have the ability…to transcend self-
interest and lose ourselves… in something larger than ourselves. I called this ability the 
hive switch. The hive switch is another way of stating Durkheim’s idea that we are Homo 

duplex, we live most of our lives in the ordinary (profane) world, but we achieve our 

greatest joys in those brief moments of transit to the sacred world, in which we become 

‘simply a part of the whole.’”  

Great classic films have a mysterious power to elevate our 

hearts and minds, making us feel - if only for a brief time - that 

we are part of something great and larger than ourselves. 

Screen legend Edward G. Robinson, who played both gangsters 

and good guys in Hollywood’s Golden Age, expressed Haidt’s 
(and Durkheim’s) concept of “brief moments of transit to the 

sacred world.” In his autobiography, All My Yesterday, 

Robinson says the truly great moments in dramatic art only take 

place when the audience and the performers “play together.” 
Decades later, “in a brief moment of transit to the scared world,” we experience a moment of 
“playing together” with Richard Widmark and Sidney Poitier. These two legendary actors 
became lifelong friends with the making of No Way Out. 

 

Care vs. Harm 

Haidt has found that the moral emotions of human beings are 

deeply sensitive in the sphere of Care vs. Harm. People 

naturally become deeply disturbed and sorrowful at the sight of 

a person suffering from harm. In No Way Out Linda Darnell’s 
character, who was raised in a racist environment, becomes 

deeply disturbed at the sight of the violence and injury she sees 

in a race riot. Her deep sorrow is intensified by her own actions 

that contributed to the riot. 

 

Fairness vs. Cheating 

Our emotions rise when we perceive the unhappy reality of 

unfairness and injustice. Obviously there must be some innate 

sense of fairness and justice for human beings to have the moral 

intuition to react negatively to these wrongs. In No Way Out, the 

heroine knows that she must take action to prevent the killing of an 

innocent man.  
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The Liberty Foundation 

To live in a free society, objective standards of right and 

wrong and good and evil must be seen and valued by enough 

people to keep the whole experiment in liberty going. The 

republic cannot survive by relying on a bureaucracy to 

manage the constant conflict of tribal interest groups. Rather, 

it is working on a team and being “part of the whole” that 
makes all the difference. The films turning point is the 

conversation between two women who cross racial barriers 

and discover that they have the same moral perspective on 

human nature and what is important in life. 

 

Loyalty vs. Betrayal 

One of the features of No Way Out that makes it so 

contemporary is its realistic treatment of tribal conflict. The 

hero, a black doctor played by Sidney Poitier in his very 

first film, witnesses the fierce and blind tribal loyalty of 

angry whites who cannot even see that as a doctor he is 

there to help their relatives. When an angry white women 

spits in his face, the doctor knows he must take strategic 

action to avoid persecution for a crime he has not 

committed. 

 

Authority vs. Subversion 

No Way Out, breaking new ground on racial issues in 

1950, conveys the necessity for authority and order in 

civil society. As Haidt points out, authority is seen in 

hierarchy. One of the reasons why the white racist in 

the story becomes so angry is that the black doctor 

clearly has been given authority over him. This causes 

him to insist that the doctor is personally responsible 

for the death of his brother. The wrongly accused 

doctor in turn gives himself up to law enforcement 

authority. As a result, the doctor is cleared of any 

wrongdoing. Joseph Mankiewicz’s script clearly 
dramatizes a truth sadly eroding in our culture today; right and wrong are not determined by 

what political or religious tribe we belong to, but by an objective standard of right and wrong 

that members of all tribes can recognize and live by. 
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Sanctity vs. Degradation 

No Way Out both in 1950 when the film was made, and 

today when we are experiencing widespread violence and 

political division, stirs the imagination to contemplate the 

meaning of human dignity and come to a deeper 

understanding of our shared human condition. The heroine, 

Edie Johnson, is deeply disgusted by the violence and harm 

she has witnessed. When Dr. Brooks asks her to assist him 

in saving the life of Ray Biddle she starts to understand the 

sanctity of human life and dignity. 

 

MAKING MORAL CAPITAL GAINS WITH CIVICS LESSONS FROM NO WAY OUT 

We may spend most of our waking hours advancing our own interests, but we all have 

the capacity to transcend self-interest and become simply a part of a whole. It’s not just 
a capacity; it’s the portal to many of life’s most cherished experiences. 

- Jonathan Haidt, The Righteous Mind 

What are the Moral Capital Gains that the citizens of a free society can win by taking in and 

putting into practice the civics lessons from No Way Out? 

 

1) A DEEPENED MORAL PERSPECTIVE Human life and human goods are more important than 

our own desires and feelings.  

Edie’s moral perspective is deepened when she actually sees the violence and harm caused 
by her own moral choices and the bitter fruits of racial hatred. 

 

2) A REBUILT SENSE OF SOLIDARITY: We are social beings who naturally flourish in 

community and civil society.  

When Edie experiences the kindness and mutual respect shown by Dr. Wharton, Gladys, 

and Cora Brooks as they engage in normal conversation, she transcends the limitations of 

her upbringing. 

In No Way Out’s final scenes, Dr. Brooks, persecuted 

throughout the film by the racist Ray Biddle, is suddenly 

the only person who can save Ray’s life. The heroine says 
that the man is nothing but a mad dog and deserves to die. 

Sidney Poitier’s character says otherwise. 

He tells her: “I’ve got to live too.” By saying this, he 
affirms the timeless standard of virtue that was so long 

ago expressed in Sophocles Antigone. Honor and the 

Good are chosen over self-preservation by Doctor Brooks 

and Edie, just like Antigone gives up her life to disobey 

the king and bury her brother.  
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Post-viewing handout for Mr. Smith Goes to Washington  
 

Rebuilding our Social, Cultural and Moral Capital with  

Mr. Smith Goes to Washington 
 “Righteous Minds” and the Struggle for Solidarity in a Free Society 

 

 

“To be attached to the subdivision, to love the little platoon we belong to in society, is the 
first principle (the germ as it were) of public affection. It is the first link in the series by 

which we proceed towards a love to our country, and to mankind.”  

- Edmund Burke 
 

“To understand the miracle of moral communities that grow beyond the bounds of kinship 
we must look not just at people, and not just at the relationships among people, but at the 

complete environment within which those relationships are embedded, and which makes 

those people more virtuous (however they themselves define that term). It takes a great 

deal of outside - the –mind stuff to support a moral community “ 

- Jonathan Haidt, The Righteous Mind 

BEGIN HERE WITH THE RIGHTEOUS MIND: TRANSCENDING GROUP IDENTITY POLITICS 

In The Righteous Mind (2012) psychologist Jonathan Haidt calls for a national renewal of moral 

capital to rebuild civility in a divided nation. Haidt defines moral capital as “the resources that 
sustain a moral community.” Looking at the violence and cultural divisions we experience today, 
we realize that, as Haidt reminds us, moral communities are “fragile things, hard to build and 
easy to destroy.” As he says: 

“Moral communities are fragile things, hard to build and easy to destroy. When we think about very 

large communities such as nations, the challenge is extraordinary and the threat of moral entropy is 

intense……if you don’t value moral capital, then you won’t foster values, virtues, norms, practices, 
identities, institutions, and technologies that increase it.” 

CAN WE BEGIN REBUILDING A NATIONAL MORAL COMMUNITY WITH CAPRA’S CLASSIC? 

In the famous filibuster scene in Mr. Smith Goes to Washington, Jimmy Stewart as Jeff Smith is 

seeking to fire the imagination of his fellow senators with a larger vision of meaning and 

purpose. As Golden Age filmmaker Frank Capra portrays them, many of these senators have 

fallen into indifference and faction. Jimmy Stewart as Jefferson Smith says it this way: 

“Get up there with that lady that's up on top of this Capitol dome, 

that lady that stands for liberty. Take a look at this country through 

her eyes if you really want to see something. And you won't just see 

scenery; you'll see the whole parade of what Man's carved out for 

himself, after centuries of fighting. Fighting for something better 

than just jungle law, fighting so he can stand on his own two feet, 

free and decent, like he was created, no matter what his race, color, 

or creed. That's what you'd see. There's no place out there for graft, 

or greed, or lies, or compromise with human liberties.” 
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INTEGRATING CLASSIC FILMS LIKE MR. SMITH WITH MORAL FOUNDATIONS THEORY 

The research in neuroscience and moral psychology presented in The Righteous Mind provides 

compelling evidence for the innate moral dispositions human beings display across highly 

diverse cultures. These moral intuitions are recognizable by observation and experience. All of 

us recognize them in our daily lives whether we affirm a biological, philosophical, or theological 

anthropology and worldview. Moral Foundations Theory and its supporting evidence validate the 

concept of a common human nature shared by all human beings. As Haidt reminds us, surveying 

our torn cultural fabric, the challenge is to rebuild our nation’s moral capital by fostering, 
“values, virtues, norms, practices, identities, and technologies that increase it.” 

If we want to do more to increase our nation’s moral capital, a winning strategy may be to 
combine the basic moral intuitions Haidt has presented in Moral Foundations Theory with the 

greatest films from the Golden Age of Hollywood. Consider the three basic assumptions about 

our human nature summarized in The Righteous Mind: (1) “Intuitions Come First, Strategic 
Reasoning Second,” (2) “There’s More to Morality than Harm and Fairness,” and (3) “Morality 
Binds and Blinds.” These three assumptions can guide us in joint efforts to build greater national 
unity. In the art of classic film we can see for ourselves that we share a common human nature. 

In a poll conducted by Turner Classic Movies in the election season of 2004, over 90% of both 

Democrat and Republican classic movie fans voted Mr. Smith Goes to Washington their all-time 

favorite film with a political theme.  

 

THE SIX PILLARS OF MORAL FOUNDATIONS THEORY: CARE, FAIRNESS, LIBERTY, 

LOYALTY, AUTHORITY AND SANCTITY AS WE SEE THEM IN MR. SMITH 

These six innate pillars of moral intuition described in The Righteous Mind are groundbreaking 

in our postmodern world - a world where the question of whether there is a human nature is up 

for grabs. Each pillar of the theory has been validated by scientific inquiry. Liberals and 

conservatives alike can intuitively and reasonably assume there are no hidden political or 

religious agendas lurking beneath the surface of Moral Foundations Theory. Compelling images 

of “Care,” “Fairness,” “Liberty,” “Loyalty,” “Authority” and “Sanctity” are all dramatically 
present in Mr. Smith Goes to Washington, serving to unite us across the generations and across 

our present political divisions. 
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“THE HIVE SWITCH” – OVERCOMING TRIBAL BLINDNESS TO BECOME “PART OF THE 
WHOLE” WITH JIMMY STEWART, JEAN ARTHUR AND CLAUDE RAINES 

Discussing the film’s themes and characters gives us, across the generations, a way of finding 
deeper meaning and purpose in the phrase that opens the Declaration of Independence: “We hold 
these truths to be self-evident.” Many skeptics and cynics may have grave doubts that recovery 

of greater civility across political tribal lines is really possible in our time. Can we overcome the 

radical individualism of our present era and rediscover our essential nature as social beings? 

Using the metaphor of a bee hive, Haidt argues that among political tribes cooperation and work 

for the common good is possible and that we can undertake significant rebuilding of our 

dwindling moral, social and cultural capital: 

“…human beings are conditional hive creatures. We have the ability…to transcend self-

interest and lose ourselves… in something larger than ourselves. I called this ability the 
hive switch. The hive switch is another way of stating Durkheim’s idea that we are Homo 

duplex, we live most of our lives in the ordinary (profane) world, but we achieve our 

greatest joys in those brief moments of transit to the sacred world, in which we become 

‘simply a part of the whole.’”  

Great classic films have a mysterious power to elevate our hearts and minds, making us feel - if 

only for a brief time - that we are part of something great and larger than ourselves. Screen 

legend Edward G. Robinson, who played both gangsters and good guys in Hollywood’s Golden 
Age, expressed Haidt’s (and Durkheim’s) concept of “brief moments of transit to the sacred 

world.” In his autobiography, All My Yesterdays, Robinson says the truly great moments in 

dramatic art only take place when the audience and the performers “play together.” Decades 
later, “in a brief moment of transit to the scared world,” we experience a moment of “playing 
together” with Jimmy Stewart and Jean Arthur. The filibuster Smith conducts would not have 
succeeded except for the tormented conscience of Senator Paine. Paine has convinced himself 

that good intentions can justify membership in a corrupt political tribe. Ultimately he cannot 

endure the harm he is inflicting on the son of his best friend. He must give up his self-interest 

and rejoin the larger moral community he has betrayed. 

CARE VS. HARM - “I GUESS THIS IS JUST ANOTHER LOST CAUSE, MR. PAINE.” 

Haidt has found that the moral emotions of human beings are deeply sensitive in the sphere of Care vs. 

Harm. People naturally become greatly disturbed and 

sorrowful at the sight of a person suffering from harm. 

In Mr. Smith Goes to Washington the deeply troubled 

conscience of Senator Paine overcomes him when he 

sees Jeff faint from exhaustion. Paine loves Jeff Smith 

like a son (Jeff’s father was his best friend). Even 
though it will mean the end of his career in the Senate, 

Joe Paine reacts to the sight of Jeff fainting on the 

Senate floor. For a republic to be sustained over the 

long haul, enough people in positions of leadership – 

like Jeff Smith and ultimately Joseph Paine - must 

move beyond self-interest to work for the common 

good. In the words of Emile Durkheim, we must all 

become “simply a part of the whole.” 
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FAIRNESS VS. CHEATING - SENATOR PAINE PAYS THE PRICE FOR CHEATING 

 

Frank Capra brilliantly depicts the great struggle going 

on in the soul of Joseph Paine. Paine has explained to 

Jeff that in a “thousand ways” he serves the people of 
their state, but he had to “compromise” Now the price of 
following the political philosophy of the end justifies the 

means is coming due. Paine must choose between 

opposing the harm Taylor’s machine will do to Jeff 
Smith - the son of his best friend - or give up his career.  

 

The classic understanding of the civic virtue of justice is 

dramatized in Paine’s dilemma. We have a moral duty in the 
justice we owe to other human beings. In the world of classic 

film, making moral choices is seldom portrayed as characters 

merely responding to forces beyond their control. Frank 

Capra knew he was exaggerating when he created the 

scenario of a whole state being taken over by a political boss. 

Capra used intense visual images to inspire the imagination 

of his audience. The legendary director seems to be saying to 

audiences of 1939 and today: wake up and realize what a 

great country you have been given.  

THE LIBERTY FOUNDATION 

Frank Capra, the master storyteller, gives us all kinds of images to bring home the message: Liberty is 

something we have to fight for – and not take for granted. To live in a free society, objective standards of 

right and wrong and good and evil must be seen and valued by enough people to keep the whole 

experiment in liberty going. The republic cannot survive by relying on a bureaucracy to manage the 

constant conflict of tribal interest groups. Rather, it is working on a team and being “part of the whole” 
that makes all the difference. The film’s turning point is the conversation between Jimmy Stewart and 
Jean Arthur at the Lincoln Memorial. 
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LOYALTY VS. BETRAYAL – SENATOR SMITH IS BETRAYED BY SENATOR PAINE 

Betrayal of trust and friendship is a terrible thing. We see this scenario played out in the scene at the 

senate hearing when the Taylor machine frames Jeff in the matter of the land grab. At this point in the 

film, Joseph Paine has chosen to stay loyal to Taylor for the sake of his political career. His betrayal of 

Jeff is the price of his seat in the United States Senate. This scene highlights one of the greatest moral 

challenges we see in politics: the conflict between publicly upholding justice and the common good, and 

the back room deals that undermine that greater good. Jimmy Stewart’s place in the hearts of the people 
of this country was secured in his performance as Jeff Smith. Consider the realization of deep betrayal 

this is expressed on Stewart’s face in this moment. 

 

AUTHORITY VS. SUBVERSION - “THE CHAIR RECOGNIZES…. SENATOR SMITH” 

In discussing the Authority Foundation, Jonathan Haidt 

gives good advice to people who want to live in a free 

society: 

“If authority is in part about protecting order and 
fending off chaos, then everyone has a stake in 

supporting the existing order and in holding people 

accountable for fulfilling the obligations of their 

station.” 

Frank Capra shows his understanding of human nature 

when he dramatizes the image of Authority as Harry 

Carey in the role of President of the Senate. Key scenes link political leadership and moral authority 

together. First, Harry Carey’s character swears Jeff Smith in with the oath of office. Next, in the pivotal 

moment, he chooses to recognize Senator Smith and the filibuster begins.  

Finally, and very telling for this particular film, Capra chose 

to end the film with Carey smiling with his hands over his 

head. Taking a cue from the previews with audiences before 

the film was released, Capra choose this image of Harry 

Carey over a sequence with Stewart and Arthur riding in a 

victory parade back home. Good art imitates life and Capra 

and his audiences both knew intuitively the pivotal 

importance of Carey’s character as symbolic of the need for 
principled leadership and authority in a free society. 
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SANCTITY VS. DEGRADATION - MR. SMITH GOES TO WASHINGTON GIVES WITNESS TO THE 

SANCTITY OF HUMAN DIGNITY AND OUR COMMON HUMANITY 

For many of us, even after all these decades have passed, watching the filibuster sequence in Mr. Smith 

Goes to Washington mysteriously triggers a strong sense of Sanctity – the Sanctity of our common 

humanity. When we see the agonized expression on 

Jimmy Stewart’s face, the postmodern reduction of 
our human nature down to “bodies and brains” does 
not make sense. Somehow the human imagination is 

stronger than the philosophical claims of materialism 

and relativism. 

What better proof can we have of the Sanctity 

Foundation Haidt describes, than the last showings of 

this 1939 American film in theaters in France as the 

Nazis marched into that country in World War II.  

Here is the news account from Frank Capra in his 

autobiography, The Name above the Title. 

 

The Hollywood Reporter (November 4, 1942) 
Last Cheers of French Audience for Mr. Smith Goes to Washington 

 

Frank Capra’s Mr. Smith Goes to Washington, chosen by French theatres as the 
final English-Language film to be shown before the recent Nazi-ordered 
countrywide ban on American and British films went in to effect, was roundly 
cheered by French audiences. 
When the ban became known, the French people flocked to the cinemas to get 
seats for the last showing of an American film. In many provincial theatres, 
Frank Capra’s, Mr. Smith Goes to Washington, in the original English version, was 
chosen for the occasion and a special farewell gala performance was staged. 
Cheers and acclamation punctuated the famous speech of the young senator on 
man’s rights and dignity. It was as though the joys, suffering, love and hatred, 
the hopes and wishes of an entire people who value freedom above everything, 
found expression for the last time. 
 

Jonathan Haidt explains why every American’s moral matrix must tend beyond merely the Care and 

Fairness foundations. Liberty, Loyalty, Authority and Sanctity must be in the mix for a nation and its 

people to thrive. As Haidt puts it:  

“If your moral matrix rests entirely on the Care and Fairness foundations, then it’s hard 
to hear the sacred overtones in America’s unofficial motto: E pluribus unum (from many, 
one). By “sacred” I mean the concept I introduced with the Sanctity foundation in the last 
chapter. It’s the ability to endow ideas, objects, and events with infinite value, 

particularly those ideas, objects, and events that bind a group together into a single 

entity. The process of converting pluruus (diverse people) into unum (a nation) is a 

miracle that occurs in every successful nation on Earth. Nations decline or divide when 

they stop performing this miracle.” 
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MAKING MORAL CAPITAL GAINS WITH CIVICS LESSONS FROM MR. SMITH 

 

We may spend most of our waking hours advancing our own interests, but we all have 

the capacity to transcend self-interest and become simply a part of a whole. It’s not just 
a capacity; it’s the portal to many of life’s most cherished experiences. 

- Jonathan Haidt 

 

What are the Moral Capital Gains that the citizens of a free society can win by taking in and 

putting into practice the civics lessons from Mr. Smith Goes to Washington?  

 

1) A DEEPENED MORAL PERSPECTIVE ON THE MEANING OF FREEDOM AND LIBERTY  

Is freedom the right to do whatever we want, or is true freedom joining with others to pursue the common 

good? 

 

 

2) A RENEWED SENSE OF SOLIDARITY  

We are social beings who naturally flourish in community and civil society. Is life richer and fuller living 

in community, or is the autonomous life lived as a radical individual better? 
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For questions regarding the implementation of our 

classic film study guides, please contact: 

 

Onalee McGraw, PhD, Director 

Educational Guidance Institute 

Email: egiatthemovies@gmail.com 

Visit us at: www.educationalguidanceinstitute.com 
 

 

 

We welcome your feedback in our continuing efforts to 

improve this program. 

Please share your thoughts with us! 
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