
 

 
FOREWORD 

Classic Movies for the Rising Generation 

A Note from EGI’s Director, Onalee McGraw 

 
At Educational Guidance Institute we are passionate about helping instructors 

use classic film to present universal truths to today’s youth teaching character, 

virtue, truth, goodness and beauty. 

The lessons of these films 

apply to youth of every 

background. Our program 

history attests to this as 

it includes public school 

classrooms, after school 

programs, special events 

in detention homes, 

pilots for college students 

and young adult groups, 

and parent-teen events 

in communities and 

churches. 

Time and again, the great classic films of Hollywood’s Golden Age have proven 

relevant to the generation of today, for they depict enduring values that are 

timeless.  These stories touch the deepest longings of the human heart. 

 

April, 2014 was Turner Classic 

Movies’ 20th anniversary as a 

leading authority in classic film. 

TCM invited EGI’s Onalee McGraw 

and 19 other Fan Programmers to 

introduce their favorite movies with 

Turner Classic Movies Host, Robert 

Osborne. Introducing 12 Angry 

Men, Robert Osborne and Onalee 

discussed the universal theme of 

justice portrayed in the film.  
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Overview of EGI’s Study Guide Liberty and Justice for All: 

Classic Movies & the Things that Matter Most in a Free Society 

From Frank Capra’s Mr. Smith Goes to 

Washington (1939) to William Wyler’s 

The Big Country (1958) the civic 

virtues that sustain people living 

together in a free society are explored. 

The civic virtues of friendship, 

prudence, moral courage, generosity of 

spirit, honor, and patriotism are seen in 

the moving images of seven celebrated 

classic films. 

 
Jimmy Stewart and Jean Arthur in Frank 

Capra’s Mr. Smith Goes to Washington (1939) 
 

 
 

Humphrey Bogart and Lauren Bacall in 

John Huston’s Key Largo (1948). 

Sidney Poitier, Richard Widmark, & Linda Darnell 

in Joseph Mankiewicz’ No Way Out (1950). 
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Liberty and Justice for All: 

Classic Movies & the Things that Matter Most in a Free Society 
 

 
 

Marlon Brando and Eva Marie Saint in 

Elia Kazan’s On the Waterfront (1951) 
Spencer Tracey and Robert Ryan in John 

Sturgess’ Bad Day at Black Rock (1955) 

 
 

  
 

Henry Fonda and Lee J. Cobb in Sidney 

Lumet’s 12 Angry Men (1957) 

Gregory Peck and Jean Simmons in 

William Wyler’s The Big Country (1958) 



Liberty and Justice for All:  Classic Movies and the Things that Matter Most in a Free Society 

©2015 Educational Guidance Institute, Updated with Additional Material 2018 

6   

Finding Moral Unity through the Lens of the Imagination: 
Experiential Learning for a Postmodern Age 

 

Experiencing the sights and sounds of 

the films in this study guide, we take in 

images and ideas about such civic 

virtues as justice, solidarity, defending 

human dignity, and care for the 

common good. Viewing and analyzing 

these celebrated films from 

Hollywood’s Golden Age inspires our 

imagination to transcend the group 

identity politics that threatens the 

future of our free society. Rebuilding 

the civic infrastructure of our nation 

must go beyond the “us vs. them” 

political rhetoric of our day. The seven films in this study guide model the civic 

virtues that must be practiced by ordinary citizens to heal division and faction in the 

public square.  

 

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 that we experience the moral intuition of not only what is real, but what 

is beautiful, good and true. 

 

 
 

We are all 

in the same boat 

in a stormy sea, 

and we owe 

each other 

a terrible loyalty. 

- G
- G.K. Chesterton 
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Elevating the Human Spirit in the Art of Classic Film 
 

We live in a time when people are suffering from hidden emotional pain and many 

situations can unexpectedly trigger these wounds. The social and moral norms that 

once culturally united us together have been disappearing from communities, civil 

society and film for the past fifty years.  

 

Excellence in dialogue, direction, and performance can offer world-weary 

young people a cinematic opportunity to rediscover the beauty, goodness, 

and truth we see in these classic films. 
 

Exploring all of the aspects of the art of classic cinema can result in unforgettable 

group or classroom discussions. To meet the varied needs of the participants in any 

learning setting, 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, life, and virtue 

dramatized in the film.  
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Lessons in Civic Virtue for a Free Society 

 
“Public virtue cannot exist in a nation without private virtue, and public virtue is the 

only foundation of republics” – John Adams 
 

The phrase “Liberty and Justice for All” in our 

nation’s Pledge of Allegiance, expresses the 

aspirations of “We the People.” In times when 

faction and hatred divide us from one another in 

the public square, these classic films show us in 

moving images what the words “liberty” and 

“justice” can mean for a self-governing people. 

 

Love of Truth in Mr. Smith Goes to Washington (1939) 
 

Across the generations, Jimmy Stewart 

gives us his signature performance as 

Senator Jeff Smith. Director Frank Capra 

makes sure that in every event in the film 

we are reminded that humility and love of 

truth are two essential civic virtues for a 

free people to thrive. 

 
 

 

Moral Courage Overcomes Cynicism and Bitterness in Key Largo (1948) 
 

John Huston’s Key Largo stars are celebrated 

husband and wife team Humphrey Bogart 

and Lauren Bacall. The famous couple 

navigates the geography of good and evil as 

Bacall’s character helps her man to 

overcome the bitter and cynical outlook that 

can allow evil to triumph. Their nemesis is a 

ruthless gangster played by the legendary 

Edward G. Robinson. 
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The Universality of Human Dignity Affirmed in No Way Out (1950) 
 

Sidney Poitier, in his first film 

role, uses prudence and wisdom 

to oppose a bitter and determined 

psychopathic racist trying to kill 

him. The two things necessary to 

combat racial hatred, personal 

virtue and respect for human 

dignity, come to the surface when 

Poitier’s character makes the 

decision to save the life of the 

disordered man who has 

persecuted him.  

 

The Examined Conscience in On the Waterfront (1954) 

 

Marlon Brando, as Terry Malloy 

wrestles with his conscience and his role 

in the murder of a friend. Father Barry 

(Karl Malden) and the girl he loves, Edie 

Doyle (Eva Marie Saint) come to his aid, 

but Terry himself must have the courage 

to embrace moral truth and act on it. 

 
 

 
Father Barry says, “I'm not asking 

you to do anything. It's your own 

conscience that's got to do the 

asking.” 

Terry responds “Conscience, that 

stuff can drive you nuts.” 
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Prudence and Wisdom in Bad Day at Black Rock (1955) 
 

 

A World War II veteran, portrayed by 

Spencer Tracy, must engage the men of 

a corrupt town to overcome a terrible 

injustice committed in secret. He must 

have the courage to face up to his own 

weaknesses and stand his ground at the 

same time. To survive the crisis, 

Tracy’s character must use prudence 

and good judgment to know when to speak and what to say to men bent on his 

destruction. 
 

 

Justice and Truth Go Together in 12 Angry Men (1957) 
 

 

 

A painful civic dialogue filled with 

tension and faction unfolds in this 

courtroom drama before true justice 

can prevail.  

 

 

 

 
 

 

Leading actors Henry Fonda and Lee J. 

Cobb model the truth that as citizens we 

have a moral responsibility to extend civic 

friendship to our opponents as well as our 

allies. 
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Defending the Common Good in The Big Country (1958) 
 

William Wyler’s classic 

western portrays the timeless 

elements of civic virtue 

essential for maintaining the 

common good in a free 

society. Each character must 

confront the disconnect 

between the public good and 

their own self-interest. 

 

 

 

 

 

Gregory Peck’s character, Jim 

McKay, must consistently 

employ prudence and wisdom in 

a community that settles every 

dispute with violence and force. 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Celebrated director William 

Wyler had the gift to create 

films that realistically 

integrate the life of the 

individual in family, 

community, and society.  
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MR. SMITH GOES TO WASHINGTON 

(1939) 

Directed by Frank Capra 
 

 

The Defense of Truth and the Common Good in 

the Public Square 
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Mr. Smith Goes to Washington 

 
Frank Capra had all the 

ingredients for a successful 

film: a powerful screenplay, an 

excellent cast that included 

Jimmy Stewart in the lead role 

of Jefferson Smith, and Jean 

Arthur as Saunders the woman 

who helps him become a 

statesman instead of a hapless 

politician. 

 

 
Storyline 

When the death of a senator creates a vacancy, James Taylor, a corrupt politician 

whose machine runs the state, behind the scenes, appoints Jeff Smith to fill the 

appointment. Taylor thinks the idealistic young Smith will be easily manipulated 

once he gets to the Senate. Joseph Paine, senior senator from the state, was the best 

friend of Jeff Smith’s father. Paine has been built up by Taylor to be the “Silver 

Knight,” a politician who appears to be above corruption. Unfortunately, Paine has 

sold out his ideals in exchange for political perks and power. 
 

When Smith realizes he is 

just filling a chair, he 

persuades Saunders to help 

him introduce a bill for a 

National Boys Camp. The 

Taylor machine works to 

have Smith expelled from 

the Senate. With the help 

of Saunders, Smith 

conducts a filibuster. By 

directly confronting Paine 

with the truth, Jeff is able 

to rekindle the conscience 

of the senior senator. 
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Year: 1939 

Film Facts: Mr. Smith Goes to Washington 

 

Starring: Jimmy Stewart, Jean Arthur, Claude 

Rains 

Director: Frank Capra 

Screenwriter: Sidney Buchman (screenplay), 

Lewis R. Foster (story) 

Viewing Time: 129 Minutes 

Studio:  Columbia Pictures 

Academy Award: Best Writing, Original Story, 

Lewis R. Foster 

Academy Award Nominations: 

 Best Actor in a Leading Role, James Stewart

 Best Actor in a Supporting Role, Claude Rains

 Best Director, Frank Capra

 Best Music, Scoring, Dimitri Tiomkin

 Best Picture (Columbia)

 Best Writing, Screenplay, Sidney Buchman

 

Jimmy Stewart as the “Common Man” 

A film critic for the Nation Magazine gave this prophetic assessment of Stewart’s 

performance when the film came out in 1939: 

 

“Now he is mature and gives a difficult part, 

with many nuances, moments of tragicomic 

impact and he is able to do more than play 

isolated scenes effectively. He shows the 

strength of the character through 

experience. In the end he is so forceful that 

his victory is thoroughly credible. One can 

only hope that after this success, Mr. 

Stewart in Hollywood will remain as 

uncorrupted as Mr. Smith in Washington.” 
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Film Critic’s Corner 
 

Jimmy Stewart on the “Tiny Moments” in Film We Never Forget 
 

Several years after his retirement, America’s most beloved leading man reflected 

on the enduring power of the ‘film moment’ to stay in the memory of the audience 

even when the details of the film may be forgotten. 

 

“The fact that people remember these tiny 

moments - when they don’t necessarily 

even remember the name of the picture or 

the plot- just shows that people remember 

the abstract idea or theme through the 

human moment in film. They don’t 

remember it abstractly; they remember it 

because it had some sort of emotional 

effect on them.” 

 

Mr. Smith Goes to Washington in Film History 

Mr. Smith Goes to Washington 
opened in October, 1939, a few 

weeks after war had broken out in 
Europe. Hitler invaded Poland on 

September first. Two days later 
England and France declared war 

on Germany. Frank Capra vividly 
describes what people were feeling 

in that terrible moment, 

 

“The speed and light of Hitler’s 

blitzkrieg terrified the free world.” 

 
 

Although Stewart did not receive the Academy Award that year for Best Actor, his 

performance was so compelling that the newspapers devoted more space to him 

than to the winner. 
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The Brilliance of Motion Picture Art: Dialogue, Direction and Performance 

 
It is never untimely to yank the rope of freedom’s bell. 

– Frank Capra 
 

Capra won his third Oscar for Best Director during the filming of Mr. Smith. However, as 

he and screenwriter Sidney Buchman became immersed in the atmosphere of 

Washington, D.C. to prepare for the filming in the fall of 1938, Capra could feel the thick 

clouds of war descending on the nation. Capra began to worry that his film would be 

viewed as an unsuitable satire about government officials because the threat of war was 

hanging over the whole world. To gain direction and inspiration, Capra imitated his hero, 

Jefferson Smith. He visited the Lincoln Memorial, where, along with other tourists, he 

read the words of the Gettysburg Address. Next to him a young boy was reading 

Lincoln’s words aloud to his grandfather. All doubt left him. Capra described his feelings 

in his autobiography, The Name Above the Title, 

“The soul of our film would be anchored in Lincoln. Our Jefferson Smith 

would be a young Abe Lincoln, tailored to the rail-splitter’s simplicity, 

compassion, ideals, humor, and unswerving moral courage under pressure. 

And back we went to Hollywood to get to work on Mr. Smith Goes to 

Washington. The panic was over.” 

Sidney Buchman was one of the most successful screenwriters in Hollywood during the 

1930’s and 1940’s. He received an Academy Award nomination for his screen play on 

Mr. Smith (1939), and an Oscar for Here Comes Mr. Jordan (1941). 

 
 

About the casting of Claude Rains as the “Silver Knight, Capra 

said: “He had the artistry, power, and depth to play the soul- 

tortured idealist whose feet had turned to clay.” 

 

 

 

 
Director Capra describes his leading man and leading 

lady, Jimmy Stewart and Jean Arthur, as a “made-to- 

order natural team—the simon-pure idealist, and the 

cynical, fed-up-with-politics Washington secretary 

with a dormant heart of gold.” 
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Civic Friendship, Solidarity and the Common Good in Mr. Smith 
 

Public virtue cannot exist in a nation without private virtue, 

and public virtue is the only foundation of republics. 

 – John Adams 
 

Six decades after its release, Mr. Smith was chosen 

by over ninety percent of both Republican and 

Democrat classic movie fans as their all-time favorite 

film with a political theme. The results of this Turner 

Classic Movies survey, conducted in the election 

season of 2004, are an indication of the longing for 

national unity many of us carry in our hearts. 

Whatever our political affiliations may be, civic 

friendship, solidarity and the common good are cherished by Americans across the 

generations. Jimmy Stewart as Mr. Smith learns and practices the essential civic 

virtues and principles of statesmanship that bring human flourishing for a free 

people. 

When Jeff Smith confronts Senator Paine (Claude Rains) with the words, “I guess 

this is just another lost cause, Mr. Paine” his humility and fortitude awaken the 

corrupted politician’s deadened conscience. Jeff Smith is showing his fellow 

Americans how to behave as engaged citizens in overcoming faction and division 

in a free society. 

The lesson came home to the people of France as they watched Hitler’s Nazi 

armies invade their country. Three years after Mr. Smith premiered; the nation was 

in the midst of WWII. Capra’s wife sent the following account to her husband in 

the army overseas as recounted in The Hollywood Reporter, November 4, 1942: 

Last Cheers of French Audience for 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. 
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Post-Viewing Discussion: Mr. Smith Goes to Washington 

 

What civic virtues are seen in the 

conversation between Saunders 

and Jeff at the Lincoln Memorial? 

What qualities in Jeff’s 

character come out as Saunders 

persuades Jeff to stay in 

Washington and fight for the 

causes of justice and truth? 

 

Jeff: I'm getting out of this town so fast. Away from all the words, the monuments, 

the whole rotten show. 

Saunders: I see…. What will you tell the kids back home? 
 

Jeff: The truth. They might as well find out now as later. 
 

Saunders: You can't quit now. Not you. They aren't all Taylors and Paines in 

Washington. That kind just throw big shadows, that's all. You didn't just have faith 

in Paine or any other living man. You had faith in something bigger than that. You 

had plain, decent, every day, common rightness, and this country could use some of 

that. 

Remember the first day you got here? Remember what you said about Mr.  Lincoln? 

You said he was sitting up there, waiting for someone to come along. You were 

right. He was waiting for a man who could see his job and sail into it, that's what he 

was waiting for. -- A man who could tear into the Taylors and root them out into the 

open. I think he was waiting for you, Jeff. He knows you can do it, so do I. 
 

Jeff: Do what, Saunders? 
 

Saunders: You just make up your mind you're not gonna quit, and I'll tell you what. 

I've been thinking about it all the way back here. It's a forty-foot dive into a tub of 

water, but I think you can do it. 
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Post-Viewing Discussion: Mr. Smith Goes to Washington (Continued) 

What civic virtues do we see in the filibuster sequence that could bring greater 
civic unity in our public life today? 

 
  

 

 

 

Sharing a vision for the common good – Jeff is learning how to articulate his vision: 

 
“It seemed like a pretty good idea to 

me to get boys out of crowded cities 

and stuffy basements for a couple of 

months, out of the year and build 

their bodies and minds for man-

sized jobs – because those boys are 

going to be behind these desks. 

Getting boys from all over the 

country, of all nationalities and 

ways of living – getting them together. Let them find out what makes different 

people tick the way they do – because I wouldn’t give you two cents for all your 

fancy rules if behind them they didn’t have a    little bit of plain ordinary 

everyday kindness, and a little looking out for the other fella too. It’s just the 

blood and bone and sinew of this democracy that some great men handed down 

to the human race – that’s all!” 

Civility and Respect  

Jeff’s fellow senators are 

beginning to listen to him. 
 

Truthfulness 

The fundamental honesty in Jeff’s character 

enables him to confront Senator Paine. 
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Post-Viewing Discussion (continued) 

Jimmy Stewart’s Jeff Smith and Jean Arthur’s Saunders 

 
Discuss how the friendship of Jeff and Saunders grows into love as they come 

to share a common vision 

 
Aristotle said that the people in a 

virtuous friendship will have a 

mutual desire for each other’s well-

being. True friendships develop 

over time and are strengthened 

through hardships. True friends 

help each other to grow in virtue 

and demonstrate self-giving love. A 

virtuous friendship is long-lasting 

and reciprocal. 

 

Saunders helps Jeff to remember his mission 
 

 
“You can't quit now. Not you. They 

aren't all Taylors and Paines in 

Washington. That kind just throw big 

shadows, that's all. You didn't just 

have faith in Paine or any other 

living man. You had faith in 

something bigger than that. You had 

plain, decent, every day common 

rightness, and this country could use 

some of that.” 
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Mr. Smith Goes to Washington 

The Art of Civil Discourse in the Public Square 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

hen civil discourse is lost, political ideology and demonizing 

of one’s political enemies takes over. The various 

conversations that take place in Mr. Smith give us some valuable 

clues for renewing our civil discourse on a fragmented political      

landscape. Consider the ways that the reporters in an early scene do 

Jeff Smith a favor by telling him what they really think of him.    

Reflect on the comments of real life reporter of the day, H. V. 

Kaltenborn, playing himself in the filibuster scene. He tells the radio 

audience that anything can happen in the Senate because Jeff’s 

fellow senators are finally beginning to listen to him. 

Without the standard of truthfulness in our public 

conversations, we cannot trust one another in the 

work of solving the nation’s problems. 

W 
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KEY LARGO 

(1948) 

Directed by John Huston 
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Key Largo 

Key Largo is a blend of two genres, the crime 

melodrama of the 1930’s and the genre later 

identified as film noir that developed in the 

1940’s. The Hotel Largo and the approaching 

hurricane become characters themselves, 

imposing an atmosphere that brings out the 

darker side of human nature. Humphrey 

Bogart’s character, Frank McCloud reveals the 

post- World War II disillusionment that director 

John Huston wanted to portray. 

Storyline 

The Hotel Largo, where the entire story takes place, 

is run by James Temple (Lionel Barrymore) and his 

widowed daughter-in-law, Nora Temple (Lauren 

Bacall). The Temples do not know it, but the “guests” 

staying at their hotel are in reality a notorious 

gangster, Johnny Rocco (Edward G. Robinson), and 

his gang. Rocco and his men are staying at the hotel 

under the guise of being on a fishing trip as they 

await an illegal shipment of counterfeit money. 

Frank McCloud (Bogart) has come to pay his respects 

to Mr. Temple and Nora because he was the closest 

friend of Nora’s late husband, George. The two men served in combat together in 

World War II. Nora and Frank get to know one another and predictably a romance 

between them starts to unfold. Things come to a head when Rocco brutally shoots 

down Sawyer, the sheriff’s deputy. The tragic events reveal Frank McCloud’s deep 

wartime disillusionment. He says, “One Rocco more or less isn't worth dying for!” 

Nora strongly rejects Frank’s cynical views. Frank’s moment of truth comes when 

Johnny Rocco treats his former girlfriend Gaye Dawn (Claire Trevor) in a cruel and 

abusive way. Frank risks his life to rescue Gaye from deep humiliation and despair. 

This act of moral courage strengthens Frank in his resolve to take on Rocco and his 

gang for the final confrontation. 
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Film Facts: Key Largo 

 
Year: 1948 

Starring: Humphrey Bogart, 

Edward G. Robinson, Lauren 

Bacall, Claire Trevor, Lionel 

Barrymore 

Director: John Huston 

Screenwriters: Richard 

Brooks, John Huston 

Viewing Time: 100 Minutes 

Setting: Key West, Florida Keys, Florida (filmed at Warner Bros Studio) 

Academy Award: Best Actress in a Supporting Role, Claire Trevor 

Claire Trevor received the 1949 Academy Award for 

Best Supporting Actress for her dramatic portrayal of 

the character Gaye Dawn. Claire Trevor, a veteran 

actress who started her film career in the 1930’s, very 

much wanted the part of Gaye Dawn. She asked 

Humphrey Bogart, her old friend and costar from Dead 

End, to ask Warner Bros. studio head, Jack Warner, if 

she could have it 

Claire was nervous about the singing she would have to 

do in her big scene. She repeatedly asked director 

Huston for a chance to rehearse it. Huston would say there was "plenty of time." One day 

after lunch, he told her to get into her costume; he'd decided to shoot the scene. He stood 

her in the middle of the room, an off-screen pianist played one note, and he told her "Go." 

“I was supposed to be embarrassed,” she said. “I thought the day would never end. That 

was torture. But that's what got the effect.” 

After she shot the scene, one of the actors playing Rocco's henchmen turned to another 

and whispered, “She's going to get an Academy Award for this.” And she did. 
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Film Critic’s Corner 

Key Largo in Film History 

 

Director John Huston chose the famous husband and wife acting team of Lauren 

Bacall and Humphrey Bogart for the lead roles in Key Largo. Huston and Bogart 

had developed a strong friendship when they made their first film together, The 

Maltese Falcon, in 1941 and the two men remained lifelong friends. 

Warner Bros. gangster films of the 1930s, Public 

Enemy and Little Caesar, provided escape and 

entertainment during the Depression. In the post- 

war period of the late 1940s, films like Key 

Largo probed the psychological depths of the 

criminal mind. We see the archetypal protagonist 

of post- war cinema in Bogart as Frank 

McCloud, a man who is disillusioned as a result 

of his wartime experiences. 

John Huston devised a fabulous entrance for 

the man that fans will always affectionately 

call ‘Edward G’. In his opening scene he is hot 

and sweaty, smoking a cigar and wallowing in 

a bathtub. Robinson and Bogart had played 

gangsters opposite each other in Warner Bros. 

crime dramas a decade before. Key Largo was 

their fifth film together.  Commenting on the 

changing fortunes of Hollywood stardom, Edward G. Robinson said, “When I was 

the reigning star, Bogie would be slain first and I'd live out another reel before I got 

it. As the years passed, and Bogart became the reigning star and I was demoted to 

character roles, I'd get the bullet first and Bogie would live out another reel.” 

Lauren Bacall recalled her marriage with Bogart, who 

died in 1957, as the happiest time of her life, “I know 

now how lucky I have been to once have had in my life 

a man who loved me without reservation and whom I 

loved in the same way.” 
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The Brilliance of Motion Picture Art: Dialogue, Direction and Performance 

 
I believe filmmaking to be a collaborative medium. Rather than being a tyrant, I believe in 

getting ideas from as many sources as possible. 

– John Huston 
 

 

Director John Huston’s interest in the 

exploration of the psychopathic personality 

of his villains is evident in Key Largo, with 

the performance of Edward G. Robinson as 

the depression era gangster, Johnny Rocco. 

Huston uses Bogart’s character to probe the 

depths of this sociopathic character. 

Throughout the film these two men are each 

trying to take down the other. They test one 

another by getting into their enemy’s mind 

to search for a weakness. 

 
Rocco’s tough-guy façade falls down when 

the hurricane’s force picks up power. Frank 

sees him for the coward that he is and taunts 

Rocco, saying: “You don't like it, do you 

Rocco, the storm? Show it your gun, why 

don't you? If it doesn't stop, shoot it.” 

 
 

 

Rocco’s psychopathic state of mind comes 

out through his self-obsessed attitude and 

his total disregard for the lives of others. 

He has no hesitation in harassing a woman 

who despises him, while he treats the only 

woman who will put up with him with 

complete contempt. 
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Civic Friendship, Solidarity and the Common Good in Key Largo 

Public virtue cannot exist in a nation without private virtue, and public 

virtue is the only foundation of republics 

– John Adams 
 

Humphrey Bogart’s Frank McCloud is a 

disillusioned veteran who comes to 

realize he cannot disengage himself 

f r o m the universal human struggle of 

good and evil. Lauren Bacall commented 

in an interview that out of the four movies 

that she and Bogart made together, the 

favorite of the fans is Key Largo. 
 

Why is this film, out of the four, the most remembered and the most appreciated by 

fans of Bogie and Bacall? Perhaps it is because – more than any other film they 

made together – Bogart’s character has to overcome a dark cynicism that has grown 

inside of him since the war. The turning point in the film is when Frank regains the 

moral courage to oppose Rocco. He cannot avert his eyes from the evil the gangster 

has done: “When your head says one thing and your whole life says another, your 

head always loses.” 

Bogart’s wartime ideals have been shattered 

because he had mistakenly believed that the 

battle fought in WWII would eliminate 

serious evil in the world. He expresses his 

dark and cynical philosophy of life by 

saying, “One Rocco more or less isn’t worth 

dying for.” Later when he witnesses the 

terrible cruelty and abuse by Rocco of his 

discarded mistress, Gaye Dawn, Frank 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 in the war. 
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Post-Viewing Discussion: Key Largo 

Discuss the turning points that allow Frank to regain his moral courage and 

overcome his cynical and self-centered attitude. 

Frank had been playing it safe and staying 

outside the “line of fire” but when he sees Gaye 

in a state of deep despair he knows he must do 

something. In order to overcome Rocco, Frank 

must first find his own personal humanity, 

which he does by giving Gaye the drink. He 

must learn again to defend the good before he 

can fight the evil. 

 
Nora sees that there is more to Frank than his 

cynical words. She encourages him to see that 

there are truths worth fighting. She says: “A cause 

is not lost as long as someone is willing to go on 

fighting.” 

Even though Frank responds, “I’m not that 

someone,” he knows in his heart he is. 
 

 

In speaking with the sheriff, Rocco implicates the Osceola 

brothers in the death of Sawyer. The turning point for 

Frank comes when he learns that the Osceola brothers have 

been killed as a result of this conversation. As Frank 

contemplates the horror of this, he knows that he must act. 

He sees clearly that one Johnny Rocco more or less does 

have an effect on the world. 

 

Frank realizes that he must be the one to face Rocco and that 

he cannot run as Nora and Gaye urge him to do. He explains 

the basis for his moral decisions: 

“When your head says one thing and your whole life says 

another, your head always loses.” 
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Reflections on Moral Courage in Key Largo 
 

Bogart and Becall Map the Geography of Good and Evil 

 

 
Bogart’s character 

says:  

 

“When your head 

says one thing and 

your whole life says 

another, your head 

always loses.” 

 

 

umphrey Bogart’s screen persona is remembered as a man who is reluctant to 

face up to the reality of evil in human life. His characters show the audience 

the face of cynicism and indifference but in the crucial moments of moral choice, 

Bogart comes through every time. Mapping out the geography of good and evil can 

never be avoided in life. Bogart’s character realizes he can no longer distance 

himself from human tragedy. Self-knowledge builds moral courage. 

The 18th century British statesman Edmund Burke famously said, “The only thing 

necessary for the triumph of evil is for good men to do nothing.” Moral courage is 

the action in the human soul that gives the person the strength to face life on the 

dark side. Moral courage is the engagement of the human soul in the cause of our 

common humanity. 

H 
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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 took hold, 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. 
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Film Critic’s Corner 

No Way Out in Film History 

Joseph Mankiewicz directed twenty films 

over the course of 26 years, covering 

genres that ranged from Shakespeare 

(Julius Caesar) to comedy (A Letter to 

Three Wives) to urban sociological drama 

(No Way Out) and a musical (Guys and 

Dolls). He was known by his peers as a 

man of great wit and literary talent. It 

would have taken a talented writer like 

Joseph Mankiewicz to write a compelling 

screenplay about racial conflict in this 

period of American Life. 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 
 

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. 
 

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 this 

character growth without the kind of preachy over- simplification 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, 

Cora and Luther Brooks, and Dr. Wharton 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 
 Affirming Universal Human Dignity 

“It is nonsense to imagine that a free political community can survive without 

citizens who pursue lives of virtue.” 

- James Madison 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Joseph Mankiewicz, the 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, the deeply philosophical concept of 

universal human dignity is made concrete in the natural 

give and take of ordinary human conversation. 



Liberty and Justice for All:  Classic Movies and the Things that Matter Most in a Free Society 

©2015 Educational Guidance Institute, Updated with Additional Material 2018 

37   

 

 
 

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. 
 

 

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 divisions. 
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ON THE WATERFRONT 

(1954) 

Directed by Elia Kazan 
 

 

 

 

The Awakening of Conscience 



Liberty and Justice for All:  Classic Movies and the Things that Matter Most in a Free Society 

©2015 Educational Guidance Institute, Updated with Additional Material 2018 

39   

On the Waterfront 
Film critics agree that On the Waterfront is screen director Elia Kazan’s masterpiece. 

This is the film Elia Kazan said he wanted to make all his life. A great film must have 

three essential ingredients: the vision of the director, the talent of the screenwriter and the 

outstanding performances of the actors who bring the film to life. On the Waterfront has 

all three of these ingredients and shows a great truth deeply relevant in our world today:  

For a community or civil society to survive, there must be a sufficient 

number of engaged and dedicated citizens who willingly make sacrifices 

for the sake of the common good. 
 

Storyline 
Terry Malloy is a longshoreman whose brother Charley is the right hand man to mob boss 

Johnny Friendly. Terry becomes the unwitting tool by which fellow dock worker Joey 

Doyle is killed by Johnny Friendly’s gang. As neighbors gather around Joey's body, his 

distraught sister, Edie, cries out, “I want to know who killed my brother!” Father Barry 

asks some of the men to meet in the Church and he tells them that mob control of the 

docks must end. Kayo Dugan agrees to testify before the crime commission against 

Friendly. Dugan’s moral choice results in his murder by Friendly’s gang. Father Barry 

urges the men to stand up for justice and stop silently accepting tyranny and violence. 

 
Terry and Edie have fallen in love but Terry is struggling 

with his conscience because of his part in Joey’s death. He 

tells Edie that he would like to help her find out who 

killed her brother but there is nothing he can do. Father 

Barry tells Terry that he must tell Edie the truth about his 

involvement in Joey’s death. When Terry is visited by the 

man from the crime commission, the meeting is reported 

to Friendly who orders Charley to straighten Terry out. In the famous taxi cab scene, Terry 

tells Charley that he will no longer knuckle under to Friendly. Charley knows that his 

failure to control Terry will result in his own death and possibly Terry’s. Later that night, 

Terry and Edie find Charley’s dead body. Father Barry tells Terry that the best way to 

fight Friendly is to testify against him to the crime commission. Terry resolves to claim his 

rights to work on the docks and confronts Friendly on the pier. Friendly’s goons brutally 

beat Terry while the men look on from a distance. Edie’s father gains the courage from 

Terry’s example to push Johnny Friendly into the water. Edie and Father Barry help Terry 

to his feet. Terry defiantly stumbles into the warehouse and all of the dock workers follow 

him while Johnny Friendly screams that he will “be back.” 
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Film Facts: On the Waterfront 
Year: 1954 

 

Starring: Marlon Brando, Eva Marie Saint, 

Karl Malden, Lee J. Cobb 
 

Director: Elia Kazan 

Screenwriter: Budd Schulberg 

Viewing Time: 108 Minutes 

Academy Awards: 

 Best Actor in a Leading Role, Marlon Brando 

 Best Actress in a Supporting Role, Eva Marie Saint 

 Best Art Direction-Set Decoration, Black-and-White, Richard Day 

 Best Cinematography, Black-and-White, Boris Kaufman 

 Best Director, Elia Kazan 

 Best Film Editing, Gene Milford 

 Best Picture, Sam Spiegel 

 Best Writing, Story and Screenplay, Budd Schulberg 
 

Elia Kazan said that he could not take any 

credit for one of the greatest scenes in film 

history. As the director he just let the actors 

improvise completely on their own. Charley 

has been ordered by Johnny Friendly to get 

his brother in line. He says to him, “You don't 

do anything and you don't say anything.” 

Terry, having witnessed the deaths of both 

Joey Doyle and Kayo Duggan, tells his 

brother, “There's more to this than I thought, Charley.” Through Edie and Father 

Barry, Terry’s conscience has been awakened. Charley has compromised and 

sacrificed Terry’s life and boxing career. Charley tries to dismiss his own failures 

by saying “I had some bets down for you. You saw some money.” Terry calls him 

out by saying, “It was you, Charley.” 

In this moment of truth, Charley says, “OK, OK, I'll tell him I couldn't find you. Ten 

to one he won't believe it.” In letting his brother go Charley finally has done right 

by Terry even though he knows it will mean his death.  
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Film Critic’s Corner 
 

On the Waterfront in Film History 
Elia Kazan describes how both he and 

screenwriter Budd Schulberg saw the great 

dramatic potential in this story of corruption on 

the New York waterfront. In 1948, The New York 

Sun sent its star reporter, Malcolm Johnson, to 

investigate a routine waterfront murder. In a series 

of articles that caught national attention, Johnson 

did what no one before had been willing to do. He 

wrote about the culture of extortion, graft and 

murder that permeated life on the New York and New Jersey waterfronts. He was awarded 

a Pulitzer Prize for his investigative reporting. The Waterfront Commission of New York 

Harbor was set up in August 1953. 

Screenwriter Budd Schulberg comments, “I had 

taken a rather unorthodox approach to the writing 

of the screenplay, applying not a month or two, but 

years of my life to absorbing everything I could 

about the New York waterfront”. Schulberg 

interviewed union leaders and priests from New 

York’s Hell’s Kitchen. He modeled his character of 

Father Barry, played by Karl Malden, on Father 

John Corridan, known as the ‘waterfront priest.’ 

 

 

 

Kazan filmed On the Waterfront in only 36 days. 

It was shot in various places in Hoboken, New 

Jersey. The docks, bars, alleyways, the rooftop 

where Joey’s pigeons were kept, and the cold, 

all brought a sense of realism to the film. To add 

to the film’s authenticity some of the men who 

played Johnny Friendly’s goons were former 

professional heavyweight boxers. Real 

longshoremen played themselves as extras. 
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The Brilliance of Motion Picture Art: Dialogue, Direction and Performance 

Elia Kazan in his autobiography, A Life 

commented on Marlon Brando’s 

performance: “What was extraordinary about 

his performance, I feel is the contrast of the 

tough-guy front and the delicacy and gentle 

cast of his behavior. What other actor, when 

his brother draws a pistol to force him to do 

something shameful, would put his hand on 

the gun and push it away with the gentleness 

of a caress? Who else could read ‘Oh, Charley!’ in a tone of reproach that is so 

loving and so melancholy and suggest the terrific depth of pain?” 

 
The brilliance of On the Waterfront is rooted in 

the truth and humanity of the people who lived 

through the corruption and murders depicted in the 

film. When Terry hears the words, “Your brother 

is down here,” Schulberg’s script is dramatizing 

what the people on the waterfront would hear 

when the goons wanted to announce another 

killing. 
 

 

 

Kazan and Schulberg’s vision inspired the ensemble cast 

to perform their roles with natural realism. Karl Malden 

as Father Barry, Rod Steiger as Charley and Lee J. Cobb 

as Johnny Friendly were all nominated for Best 

Supporting Actor: Eva Marie Saint, in her very first role 

as Edie, won the Best Supporting Actress Award. 

 

 

 
Although in real life the longshoreman who tried to 

overthrow a corrupt union did not succeed, the film 

story stands as a testimony to the triumph of the 

human spirit. 
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Civic Friendship, Solidarity and the Common Good in On The Waterfront 

“Public virtue cannot exist in a nation without private virtue, and public virtue is 

the only foundation of republics” – John Adams 

Elia Kazan describes Marlon Brando’s Terry Malloy 

as a man “who wants to be redeemed.” The 

awakening of Terry’s conscience begins with the 

killing of Joey Doyle. Terry is the man who is 

ordered by Johnny Friendly to set Joey up. When 

Joey is thrown off the roof, Terry says “I figured the 

worst they was gonna do was lean on him a little 

bit...Wow! He wasn't a bad kid, that Joey”. Terry is 

still bound by the philosophy of life he expresses to Edie: “Do it to him before he does it 

to you.” He is not able to grasp the enormity of the evil that surrounds them all until 

Kayo Dugan is killed. 

 

Father Barry and Edie together draw out Terry’s 

understanding of good and evil, helping him to put 

moral truth into focus. Father Barry encourages 

Terry to tell Edie the truth, asking him how much 

his soul is worth. He says, “I'm not asking you to do 

anything. It's your own conscience that's got to do 

the asking.” Terry responds. “Conscience - that 

stuff can drive you nuts.” Terry accepts the 

challenge and thanks Father Barry. 

 
 

The audience understands that Terry is grateful for the moral direction Father Barry gives 

him. Father Barry’s words strengthen his resolve to tell Edie he is the one who has set up 

her brother. Terry testifies against Johnny 

Friendly at the crime commission hearing. It 

is Terry’s willingness to confront Friendly in 

front of all the men that gives them the 

courage to break free of their bondage to the 

mob boss. “You give it to Joey. You give it to 

Dugan. You give it to Charley, who was one 

of your own. You think you're God almighty. 

But you know what you are? You're a cheap, 

lousy, dirty, stinkin', mug. And I'm glad what 

I've done to you.” 
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Post-Viewing Discussion: On the Waterfront 

 
Terry’s philosophy of life in the course of the film takes him from “Do it to him before 

he does it to you.” to confronting Johnny Friendly with “I'm glad what I've done to you.” 

 

Discuss Terry’s relationship with Edie Doyle, Father Barry, his brother Charley 

and Johnny Friendly. How does Terry’s understanding of good and evil change 

from merely self-interest to a care for the common good? 

 

The Awakening of Terry’s Conscience 
 
Edie challenging Terry to rise above himself

 
 

Terry: Wait a minute. 

Edie: Much, much, much more!

Terry: I'm only tryin' to help ya out. 

I'm tryin' to keep ya from gettin' hurt. 

What more do ya want me to do? 

Edie: Much more! 

 
 

 

Father Barry shows Terry a better way to fight 

 
Father Barry: You want to hurt Johnny 

Friendly? …Do you really wanna 

finish him...for what he did to Charley 

and a dozen other men who are better 

than Charley?  …Then don't fight him 

like a hoodlum down here in the jungle 

because that's just what he wants. 

…You fight him in the courtroom 

tomorrow, with the truth as you know 

the truth. 
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Post-Viewing Discussion: On the Waterfront (Continued) 
 

Terry confronts his brother Charley 
 
 

Terry: You was my brother, 

Charley. You shoulda looked out 

for me a little bit. You shoulda 

taken care of me - just a little bit - 

so I wouldn't have to take them 

dives for the short-end money. 

 
Charley: I had some bets down for 

you. You saw some money. 
 

 

Terry: You don’t understand! I coulda had class. I coulda been  a  contender. I coulda 

been somebody, instead of a bum, which is what I am. Let's face it ... It was you, Charley. 
 

Charley: OK, OK, I'll tell him I couldn't find you. Ten to one he won't believe it. 

 
Terry stands up to Johnny Friendly 

 
Terry: You take them heaters  

away from you and you're 

nothin', you know that? You 

take the good goods away and 

the kickbacks  and the 

shakedown cabbage and them 

pistoleros and you're nothin'. 

 
Your guts is all in your wallet 

and your trigger finger - you 

know that? You give it to Joey. 

You give it to Dugan. You give 

it to Charley, who was one of 

your own. You think you're 

God almighty. But you know what you are? . . . You're a cheap, lousy, dirty, stinkin', mug. 

And I'm glad what I've done to you. 
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On the Waterfront: Moral Engagement Overcomes Indifference 

Reflections on Conscience and the Common Good 

 
n the Waterfront portrays the link between the formation of conscience and 

development of care for the common good of a community and society. Three 

elements associated with persons serving the common good are seen in the film’s events. 

The first element is the development of a person’s conscience to engage in action for the 

common good. This element is seen as Terry Malloy recognizes that he must testify before 

the Crime Commission. This action is followed by another moral decision. Terry demands 

his rights as a longshoreman to work on the docks. The second element is essential: the 

gathering of enough individuals committed to changing their community for the good and 

the willingness of these individuals to make sacrifices for that good. The third element is 

the resolve and determination of enough individuals who live in the community to work 

together to maintain civil peace and stability over time. 

The First Element – the formation of conscience and growth of the person in civic virtue 

 

 

Terry changes from what he himself 

would call a “mug” into a more virtuous 

person who is capable of making moral 

judgements that fit with reality. Father 

Barry tells Terry that before he can do 

anything else, he has to tell Edie the truth 

that he was involved in the death of her 

brother Joey. 

 

 
 

 
Father Barry says, “I'm not asking you to 

do anything. It's your own conscience that's 

got to do the asking.” Terry responds, 

“Conscience, that stuff can drive you nuts,” 

but Terry accepts the challenge and thanks 

Father Barry. 

O 
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Reflections on Conscience and the Common Good (Continued) 
 

 

The Second Element - gathering enough 

individuals committed to changing their 

community for the good and the 

willingness to make sacrifices for the good 

of the community or society as a whole. 

 

 

 

 
In contrasting scenes, director Kazan 

shows the silent men passively witnessing 

the violence against Father Barry. These 

same men – inspired by Terry’s courage – 

become engaged citizens standing up to 

Johnny Friendly. 

 

The Third Element – the resolve and determination of enough individuals to maintain 

peace and stability over time in their community 

 

This third element requires the practice of civic virtue as a habit of the heart and not just 

an emotional response to a crisis. Terry sees that the community and the longshoremen’s 

union cannot survive in peace and stability until Johnny Friendly is completely defeated. 

The triumph of the common good is seen as the longshoremen resolutely enter the ship to 

go to work. 
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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 one- 

armed 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 in to 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’s 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, persuading that 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. 

http://www.imdb.com/name/nm0000974/?ref_=tt_trv_qu
http://www.imdb.com/name/nm0000075/?ref_=tt_trv_qu
http://www.imdb.com/name/nm0000974/?ref_=tt_trv_qu
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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 by a significant number 

of 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 often 

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 

Juror Eight, 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 Eight, Eleven Jurors are unable to 

take the easy way out. 
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Storyline (Continued) 
 

After Henry Fonda’s character 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 Nine, (Joseph Sweeney) votes “not guilty,” giving Fonda’s character an opportunity 

to start the conversation. Sweeney’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 Five (Jack Klugman) and Juror Eleven (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 Three, 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 Two (John Fiedler) and 

Juror Six (Edward Binns) vote 

“not guilty,” leaving the vote at 

6-6. Then Jurors One (Martin 

Balsam), Seven (Jack Warden), 

and Twelve (Robert Webber), 

change their votes and the count 

becomes 9-3. 

 

In a final pivotal moment, Juror Nine asks Juror Four (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 Four, always calm and analytical, concludes: “No one wears eyeglasses to 

bed.” Juror Ten (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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Year: 1957 

Film Facts: 12 Angry Men 

 

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 Eleven 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.” 



Liberty and Justice for All:  Classic Movies and the Things that Matter Most in a Free Society 

©2015 Educational Guidance Institute, Updated with Additional Material 2018 

60   

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 co- 

producers 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 five, 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, the late and deeply 

respected 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.” 
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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 Eight, played by 

Henry Fonda, and the antagonist, Juror 

Three, played by Lee J. Cobb; all the 

other jurors were television and stage 

actors. Jack Klugman, in a Turner 

Classic Movies 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. Discuss 
how in these conflicts, Henry Fonda’s character models civic leadership. 

 

Fraternal correction 

Juror Ten 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 ten’s 

“us” vs. “them” racism. 

 

 

 

 

The humility to admit a mistake 

Juror Four always remains calm and 

analytical. When Juror Nine 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 Eight (Henry Fonda) knows that 

Juror Three (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 Eight 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.”



Liberty and Justice for All:  Classic Movies and the Things that Matter Most in a Free Society 

©2015 Educational Guidance Institute, Updated with Additional Material 2018 

65   

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 

hroughout the film, Henry Fonda’s Juror eight has struggled to overcome the 

bitter prejudice and aggression of Juror three 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 eight) helps the now broken Lee J. Cobb (Juror three) on with his coat is one 

of the most compelling and memorable classic film images depicting civil discourse 

in the public square. 

T 
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THE BIG COUNTRY 

(1958) 

Directed by William Wyler 
 

 

 

Defending the Common Good in a 

Divided Community 



Liberty and Justice for All:  Classic Movies and the Things that Matter Most in a Free Society 

©2015 Educational Guidance Institute, Updated with Additional Material 2018 

67   

The Big Country 
The Big Country is a remarkable film that embodies in its story many of life’s 

contradictions. Gregory Peck, who co-produced the film with famed director William 

Wyler, spoke in later years about the difficulties caused by overnight script changes 

during production. History is the best judge of the quality of a film however, and any 

difficulties with the script seem unnoticeable today. William Wyler had the ability to 

connect his characters intimately to the audience. His confidence as an artist and a 

director is reflected in a comment he made in 1947: “You have to have the passion to tell 

the story, and you have to know how to tell it with style.” 
 

Storyline 
 

Gregory Peck, as Jim McKay, heads 

west to marry Pat Terrill (Carroll 

Baker), the daughter of wealthy rancher 

Major Terrill (Charles Bickford). The 

Major is embroiled in a feud with 

Rufus Hannassey (Burl Ives) over the 

water rights to the “Big Muddy,” a 

body of water owned by Julie Maragon 

(Jean Simmons). Julie had inherited the 

property from her grandfather and 

allows both clans full access to the water for their cattle. From the beginning there is a 

clash of worldviews between McKay and his future father-in-law over what matters most 

in life. Jim knows, from the death of his own father in a duel, that violence can never be 

the means of resolving disputes. The Major’s right hand man Steve Leech (Charlton 

Heston) is jealous of Jim because he also loves Pat. Steve is constantly trying to engage 

Jim in a fight. 

When Rufus Hannassey challenges the Major at Jim and Pat’s engagement party, Jim is 

made aware of the seriousness of the “Big Muddy” dispute. He is disturbed when the 

Major describes Rufus and his clan as “nothing but animals.” Deciding to explore the 

country on his own, Jim comes upon Julie Maragon at the Big Muddy. In the course of 

their visit he buys the precious land from her. He promises her that both the Terrills and 

the Hannasseys will have access to the water. Soon Jim realizes that Pat shares her 

father’s individualistic view about the Big Muddy. He realizes their engagement must 

end. When Rufus has Julie kidnapped by his son Buck, Jim must take decisive action. 

Steve Leech in the meantime is beginning to see that the Major is using him to destroy 

Rufus Hannassey. There is a “duel” between Jim and Buck which results in Buck’s death. 

Jim confronts Hannassey with the truth that this is a “personal feud” that must not take 

any more lives. Hannassey sees that Jim is right and engages in a final conflict with the 

Major, after which the common good peace of the community is restored. 
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Film Facts: The Big Country 
 

Year: 1958 
 

Starring: Gregory Peck, Jean 

Simmons, Carroll Baker, Charlton 

Heston, Burl Ives, Charles 

Bickford 

Director: William Wyler 
 

Screenwriters: James R. Webb, 

Sy Bartlett, Robert Wilder 

Viewing Time: 165 Minutes 
 

Setting: Filming Locations: Ione, California, 
 

Production Company:  Anthony Productions, Worldwide Productions 
 

Academy Award: Best Actor in a Supporting Role, Burl Ives 
 

In his autobiography titled, In the Arena, 

Charlton Heston describes his impression 

of William Wyler as a director: “Off the 

set, he was a warm and delightful man; we 

remained friends until his death, more than 

20 years later. Shooting a film, he was 

very different. He was abstracted, digging 

inside himself for the scene until he got to 

the root of it, then giving it to the actors.” 

 

 

Heston relates that while he was playing the character of Steve Leach in The Big Country, 

William Wyler decided that he wanted Heston to play the lead for Ben-Hur, a role that 

brought him the Oscar for Best Actor. 

“Willy Wyler announced that I would play Judah Ben-Hur. Much later, he told me he 

decided that while we were still shooting Big Country, weeks before he finally agreed to 

direct the picture. That was very like him; he weighed his creative choices carefully and 

privately, consulting no one. Casting the role was the easier exercise; directing Ben-Hur 

would be a staggering task- physically, mentally, and emotionally exhausting.” 
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Film Critic’s Corner 

The Big Country in Film History 

Director William Wyler, and star, Gregory Peck, having enjoyed a great success in their 

collaboration for Roman Holiday in 1953, decided that they would collaborate as co- 

producers several years later for The Big Country. 

 

The Brilliance of Motion Picture Art: Dialogue, Direction and Performance 
 

The complex social nature of our human condition is 

seen in the intertwined lives of each character in this 

ensemble cast. The performance of Burl Ives as Rufus, 

the patriarch of the Hannassey clan, is highly original 

and brilliant, winning the folk singer turned actor the 

Academy Award for Best Supporting Actor in 1959. 

The final scenes are unforgettable: Rufus is vainly 

trying to maintain the crumbling civic order in “The 

Big Country” by conducting a duel between his son 

Buck (an outstanding performance by Chuck Connors), and Gregory Peck’s character, Jim 

McKay. Rufus has utterly failed to set an example for Buck or give him any genuine 

guidance. He resorts to verbal put-downs and threats of violence to control Buck. When 

he is forced to shoot Buck to prevent him from killing Jim unfairly, the audience 

sympathizes with a man who must choose between justice and the life of his son, a man 

whose bad decisions have made such a choice inevitable. 

Charlton Heston notes that the fight scene between himself and Gregory Peck was 

intended by William Wyler to convey the futility of violence that comes from the vice of 

pride we all observe in human nature.  In his autobiography, Heston comments: 

“We worked through it doggedly, blow by blow in 

the stifling August heat of the prairie for two 

endless days. At one point, Willy moved the 

camera up on a ridge two hundred yards away. I 

thought I must be hallucinating; I knew enough 

about lenses by then to see we’d be the size of 

ants on the screen. This was Willy’s point, of 

course—the insignificance of two tiny figure 

struggling in the dust of this vast land. In the end, 

there was no winner.” 
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Civic Friendship, Solidarity and the Common Good in The Big Country 

The worldview of Major Terrill and his 

ruthless use of power, which he 

disguises as ‘law and order,’ are clear 

from the beginning of the film. Jim has a 

moral responsibility to challenge the 

Major’s beliefs and unjust actions. He 

explains to the Major that his riding on 

the Hannasseys is not a matter of honor or of protection of the innocent; it is a matter of 

pure aggression. “Major, you’re riding on the Hannasseys for reasons of your own. Not 

because of anything that happened to me.” 

At one point in the story Jim says to Pat, “I'm not going to go on living in the middle of a 

civil war.” With this comment, Gregory Peck’s character is speaking the truth that the 

audience knows as well; it is not possible to live a good life in a community plagued with 

constant conflict. 

With his decision to buy the Big Muddy 

from Julie, Jim sees a way to find a 

place for himself in “The Big Country” 

and simultaneously serve the common 

good of the community. 

He tells Julie that he will allow access 

to the water for all the neighbors, 

including the Hannasseys and the 

Terrills. Throughout the film Jim McKay resolutely avoids unnecessary conflicts, but 

when the Julie is kidnapped he resolves to take action. He risks his life in defying Major 

Terrill and riding past Terrill’s men into Blanco Canyon. 

 

The enduring strength of The Big 

Country is in its presentation of 

human beings who, as all of us in 

the real world, live simultaneously 

in three spheres of life: family, 

community, and society.  
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Post-Viewing Discussion 

Civic Virtue and the Common Good in The Big Country 
 

Three Elements of the Common Good in a Community and a Society 

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. 

 

Three elements commonly associated with achievement of the common good are seen in 

the film’s events. The first element is the formation of conscience and growth of the 

individual person in civic virtue. The second element is the gathering of enough 

individuals in the community committed to sacrificing for the sake of the common good. 

The third element is the strength, resolve, and determination of citizens to maintain over 

time the common good with justice, peace and stability in their community. 

 

The First Element - Formation of Conscience and Growth in Civic Virtue 

Compare and contrast the characters of Jim McKay and Steve Leech. 
 

Steve Leech and the other men have always followed the Major’s orders without 

question, but the courageous act of Jim McKay, in entering Blanco Canyon to rescue 

Julie, allows Steve to see the Major’s true character and finally stand up to him. 

 

Steve Leech: “Suppose he’s ridin’ outta 

there with her right now and we start a lot 

of shootin’? I’d walk into hell for you 

Major, you know that. There’s not much 

you could ask that I wouldn’t try to do… I 

just don’t hold with you on this. I just 

can’t do it, Major. I can’t.” “you call me 

whatever you want but I’m not beatin’ up 

anymore men for you… I’m not runnin’ off anymore cattle or shootin’ anymore 

Hannesseys for you. You ride on in there if you want to. I’m finished.”  

 

Steve’s example in turn affects the rest of the men. Ultimately, Steve and the men do 

follow the Major, but only for the sake of loyalty; they do not support his decision. Terrill 

has lost both the authority over and respect of his men. 
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Post-Viewing Discussion (Continued) 

 
First Element - Formation of Conscience and Growth in Civic Virtue 

 

The worldview of Major Terrill and 

his ruthless use of power, which he 

disguises as ‘law and order,’ are 

clear from the beginning of the film. 

Jim has a moral responsibility to 

challenge the Major’s beliefs and 

unjust actions. 

 
Early in the film Jim explains to the Major that his riding on the Hannasseys is not a 

matter of honor or of protection of the innocent; it is a matter of pure aggression. “Major, 

you’re riding on the Hannasseys for reasons of your own. Not because of anything that 

happened to me.” At one point in the story Jim says to Pat, “I'm not going to go on living 

in the middle of a civil war.” With this comment, Gregory Peck’s character is speaking 

the truth that the audience knows as well; it is not possible to live a good life in a 

community plagued with constant conflict. 

 

 

Compare and contrast the 

character qualities of Pat and 

Julie. 

 
How do these two women differ 

in their awareness of and 

willingness to serve the 

common good? 
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Post Viewing Discussion (Continued) 

 
The Second Element - The gathering of enough individuals in the community committed to 

sacrificing for the sake of the common good. 

 
Discuss and contrast the character qualities of Major Terrill and Rufus Hannassey. 
When an appeal to the common good is made to them, how does each man respond? 

 
In the climactic final scenes, Major Terrill and Rufus Hannassey are both ultimately held 

morally accountable for their actions. Throughout the film, Major Terrill uses his prestige 

as a retired military officer in the Civil War, and his position as a wealthy landowner, to 

take advantage of the absence of law enforcement. He makes his own law. 

 
Rufus Hannassey sees 

through the Major and 

challenges him in a high 

point of the film. 

Unfortunately, he cannot 

see in his own character 

what he sees so clearly in 

the Major. 

 
The case of Rufus Hannassey is more tragic than the Major’s. Once his son Buck dies, 

Rufus takes to heart the truths 

that Jim McKay has spoken: the 

violence that has taken lives and 

destroyed the peace is nothing 

more meaningful than a 

“personal feud between two 

selfish, ruthless, vicious old 

men.”  

 

Rufus sees that what Jim has said 

is true and he goes to confront 

Major Terrill in a last fight. 
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Post-Viewing Discussion (Continued) 

The Third Element - The strength and determination of ordinary citizens to work for the 

common good must be maintained in a free society. 

When Julie Maragon’s grandfather 

owned the Big Muddy, both the 

Terrill and Hannassey clans had 

access to all the water they needed 

for their cattle. The film’s events 

make clear that Julie’s grandfather 

had not only ownership of the Big 

Muddy, but the moral authority as 

well, to maintain the peace 

between the two factions. 

 

Jim McKay resolves to buy the Big Muddy from Julie to not only work it for himself but 

also to work for the common good of the community. 

 
Major Terrill and Rufus 

Hannassey, each in their own 

way, disrupt the efforts of Jim and 

Julie to bring peace and order to 

the community. Clearly the task 

of defending and maintaining the 

common good must continue on 

after the deaths of these two men. 

 
 

Scenes in The Big 

Country gives evidence 

that even if events bring 

peace for a time, engaged 

citizens must continue the 

struggle to maintain the 

common good over time 

and in every season. 
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Reflections on Private Opinion and the Common Good  

in The Big Country 

People with very diverse opinions must come together for the sake of the common good. 

In The Big Country we see two major characters, Major Terrill and Rufus Hannassey, who are 

forced to confront the disconnect between the public good they claim to support and the private 

self-interest they are determined to protect. The two characters, brilliantly played by Charles 

Bickford and Burl Ives, fail to rise above their own self-interest and ambitions. 

On the other hand, the dynamics in the relationship between Gregory Peck’s Jim McKay and 

Charlton Heston’s Steve Leech dramatizes an essential element for preserving the common good 

in the public square. Heston’s character must face up to the reality that his mentor, Major Terrill, 

is using his power for evil purposes. As the story reaches its climax, Steve Leech now shares 

with Jim McKay the same understanding of the common good. 
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Post Viewing Handout for all Films (Link for Printable Version on Pg. 92) 

 
 

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 (Link for Printable Version on Pg. 92) 
 

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 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 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 (Link for Printable Version on Pg. 92) 

 

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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A Special Opportunity . . . 

FREE download for purchasers of this classic film study guide. 

Share all seven of the films featured in Liberty and Justice for All with 

your students! 

 
 

 

 

 
 
 
 

 
 
  

 
 
 
 
 
Use this link: http://educationalguidanceinstitute.com/download-
your-free-study-guide-with-liberty-and-justice-for-all/ to download 
for FREE the study guide for each film you are sharing from Liberty 
and Justice for All: Classic Movies and the Things that Matter Most. 
Deepen the film viewing experience for your students with features 
such as “Film Facts,” “Film Critics Corner,” “Post-Viewing 
Discussion” and “Reflections.” 
  

http://educationalguidanceinstitute.com/download-your-free-study-guide-with-liberty-and-justice-for-all/
http://educationalguidanceinstitute.com/download-your-free-study-guide-with-liberty-and-justice-for-all/
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More Educational Guidance Institute Classic Film Study Guides 

 

1940’s Classic Movies and 

“The Business of Life” 

Shadow of a Doubt 

Gaslight 

Double Indemnity 

It’s a Wonderful Life 

The Best Years of Our Lives 

Call Northside 777 

Key Largo 

 
The Feminine Soul: Classic 

Hollywood Women in Focus 

Kitty Foyle 

Spellbound 

The Snake Pit 

A Letter to Three Wives 

Roman Holiday 

The Country Girl 

Young At Heart 

Men of the West: Classic Western 

Heroes and the Examined Life 

High Noon 

Shane 

Bad Day at Black Rock 

3:10 to Yuma 

The Big Country 

The Magnificent Seven 

The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance 

 
Radical Choices in the 

Crossroads of Life 

Each Dawn I Die 

Casablanca 

The Hasty Heart 

I Confess 

The Man Who Knew Too Much 

3:10 to Yuma 

A Raisin in the Sun 
 
 

Men and Women in Love: The View from Classic Hollywood 

Only Angels Have Wings 

It’s a Wonderful Life 

The Shop Around the Corner 

Brief Encounter 

Roman Holiday 

Rebecca 

Johnny Belinda 

Double Indemnity  

It Happened One Night Love with the Proper Stranger
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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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