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Cambridge VCE English Units 3&4
New text resource: On the Waterfront

Area of study 1: Reading and responding

Set texts: films
On the Waterfront (directed by Elia Kazan)
Overview


One of the most critically acclaimed movies of all time (8 Oscars, including Best Picture and Best Director for Elia Kazan, 1954), On the Waterfront tells the story of Terry Molloy (Marlon Brando) and his fight against corruption and murder on the shipping docks of Hoboken, New Jersey.


Terry is an errand boy for the head of the corrupt union gang boss, Johnny Friendly (Lee Cobb). When Terry gets caught up in the murder of Joey Doyle (a fellow worker who has become an informer to the Waterfront Crime Commission) he begins to question himself.


Joey’s death rocks the community. His father, Pop (John Hamilton), tells everyone that he warned his son about testifying and his sister, Edie (Eva Marie Saint), a Catholic teacher trainee cries out for justice. The local priest, Father Barry (Karl Malden), joins in the quest to bring justice but many of the workers are frightened about losing their jobs and fearful of the ways in which the Union metes out punishment to informers. 


When Terry observes the reactions of Friendly’s men to the death of Joey, he becomes increasingly agitated. He is particularly disturbed by the hit men, Truck (Tony Galento) and Tullio (Tami Mauriello) and his own brother, Charley (Rod Steiger). This is further compounded for him the next day when two of the Commission’s officers seek him out to find out what he knows. Terry refuses to divulge anything to them.


He meets Edie on the foreshore of the docks during a fight for work tabs that the foreman, Big Mac (James Westerfield) has scattered amongst the workers. Father Barry who witnesses the scramble encourages the reluctant men to meet in the church’s basement to discuss their appalling conditions and the death of Joey. Reluctantly, some of the men agree to attend but they are reticent to divulge what they know about life on the docks. Terry, who has been sent there by his brother to spy on proceedings, is there when Friendly’s goons ruthlessly attack the meeting and he helps Edie escape.


Shyly, Edie and Terry get to know each other a little better. A homeless man challenges Terry about his involvement with Joey and Pop who has witnessed the two of them together decides that Edie must be sent back to school immediately. She protests and later agrees to meet Joey for a drink.


At the bar, Edie begs Terry for help but he doesn’t have the strength of character to be able to stand up and help her. They share some moments of joy when they accidentally gatecrash a wedding but their happiness is short lived by the arrival of Friendly’s men who demand to see him and then the arrival of a subpoena delivered by a member of the Commission demanding that he reports to a hearing  at the State House. Edie, distressed by what she has seen, flees whilst Terry is berated by Charley and Friendly for consorting with Edie.


On the docks, the next day, Dugan (Pat Henning) is killed when a crate of whiskey is ‘accidentally’ dropped on him. Father Barry delivers a famous sermon reproaching the men for standing by as silent witnesses. Plagued by guilt and increasingly drawn towards Edie, Terry confesses his involvement to Father Barry and then later to Edie. 


Charley, acting on orders from Friendly, is instructed to approach his brother and demand his compliance. In the most famous moment from the film, the two brothers take a taxi ride. Terry seeks his brother’s help and Charley pulls a gun on him. In the course of their discussion, Terry accuses his brother of thwarting his boxing career by forcing him to throw a fight that could have brought him fame and glory. Charley, stung by his own acknowledgment of the betrayal of his brother, allows his brother to escape, thus signing his own death warrant with the gang.


Terry seeks out Edie and after breaking down her door they kiss. In a scene that echoes the death of Joey, Terry is lured into the street where he and Edie discover the body of Charley hanging from a hook. Enraged, Terry heads to Friendly’s Bar, to await his opportunity for revenge. Father Barry, however, intercedes and after punching him, convinces him that the best way to ensure justice is through the legal system and not through mob activities.


After testifying to the Commission, Terry returns home to find that one of the local kids, Tommy (Thomas Handley) has slaughtered his pigeons and that he is scorned by his friends and neighbours. Terry, wearing Joey’s jacket, walks to the docks for the morning muster. After being overlooked for work, Terry calls on Friendly to come out of his waterfront office and the two men fight as the workers look on. Terry is beaten to a pulp by Friendly’s henchmen and it takes Edie and Father Barry to break through the men and help Terry to his feet. They encourage him to walk proudly past the men and onto the docks. The other longshoremen follow him and Johnny Friendly is left standing alone on the docks as all the men disappear.

Characters

Terry Molloy


Terry is one of the longshoremen on the docks and the protagonist of the film. In contrast to his brother, Charley, who is well groomed and educated, Terry lacks both the education and the opportunity to ever ‘rise above his station.’ He is a former prize fighter whose dreams of success are shattered when his brother – at the behest of Friendly’s gang - encourages him to throw his fight. His boxing career over, Terry has become an errand boy.


His involvement in the death of his friend, Joey, has a huge impact on him. He begins to examine his own life, reflecting on the opportunities that he has missed as well as examining the choices that he continues to make. Despite his physical strength and athleticism, the early scenes involving Terry reveal him to be insular and withdrawn. 
As he is portrayed by Marlon Brando, Terry is often depicted as mumbling and inarticulate; his body is hunched, his hands are often in his jacket and his head is cowed. The death of Joey triggers a series of events that force Terry to think about the man he is and what he stands for. In particular he begins to question his loyalty to his brother, Charley, and his fear of the mob.


Terry appears to be trapped in a cycle. It is, therefore, significant that he is drawn to the pigeons. 

“Boy, they sure got it made, huh? Eatin’. Sleepin’. Flyin’ around like crazy. Raisin’ gobs of squabs.”


He envies their freedom and it is through his interactions with the pigeons that we see a gentler, more tender side to him. Indeed, these are the same qualities that Edie witnesses in him when she too observes him tending the pigeons and is one of the reasons why she agrees to go to the bar with him.


Terry is also inspired by Father Barry’s sermon in the hold after Dugan is killed. His attempt at halting Truck’s attack on the priest signals another step in his movement away from loyalty to the gang and an allegiance to something bigger than him.


Terry also has a fractured relationship with his brother, Charley. Whilst the brothers care about each other deeply, Terry comes to understand that Charley has not always had his best interests at heart. In the taxi scene, Terry’s questioning of events – “There’s more to this than I thought, Charley” – is a catalyst for a confrontation between the two men. Terry begins to understand that the night that he lost the fight was the night that he lost his pride and dignity. Significantly he blames his brother for this moment. “You was my brother, Charley. You shoulda looked out for me a little bit. You shoulda taken care of me…I coulda had class. I coulda been somebody, instead of a bum, which is what I am.” 

Charley accepts responsibility and despite having pulled a gun on his brother and understanding that he will invariably be signing his own death warrant, he lets Terry go.


Terry’s transformation is a slow and gradual one. His initial declarations to the Commission  - “I don’t know nothin’, I ain’t seen nothin’, I’m not sayin’ nothin’,” – is a stark contrast to his later testimony that “make[s] it possible for honest men to work the docks with job security and peace of mind.” (The Commissioner). 

Some of this is in part due to his burgeoning relationship with Edie. Not only must he make amends for the killing of her brother, but Edie helps to restore dignity and integrity to him. She challenges his philosophy on life and it is because she believes in him that he becomes more aware of the guilt that he feels and the duty and responsibility towards others.

“Down here, it’s every man for himself. It’s keepin’ alive. It’s standin’ in with the right people.”


It is significant that when Terry marches up to Friendly’s office at the end of the film that he has a new swagger and pride which emanates from him. It is also significant that he wears Joey’s jacket when he makes his way to the office. As he says to Edie, “They always said I was a bum. Well, I ain’t a bum, Edie.”
DIY

1. Make a list of the physical transformations Terry undergoes throughout the film. How does Marlon Brando show his burgeoning pride?

2. Why is Terry so reticent to testify? Why do you think he changes his mind? Use evidence from the text to support your answer

3. How does Terry’s relationship with Edie change him?

4. To what extent do you think Terry is a victim of circumstance?

Edie Doyle


The young Catholic school teacher trainee, Edie Doyle, is in many ways the moral conscience of the film. Her horror at her brother’s death becomes a driving force behind many of her actions. Her challenging words to Father Barry, “Did you ever hear of a saint hiding in a church?” sting him into action. Similarly, despite her father’s wishes for her to return to school, Edie displays a single mindedness in staying and seeking out the truth “…I’ve seen things that I know are wrong. Now how can I go back to school and keep my mind on things?...I’m gonna stay…I’m gonna keep on tryin’ to find out who is guilty for Joey.” Her preparedness to speak out puts her life at risk.


Her relationship with Terry moves from its initial confrontation at the docks where she slaps him across the face to tender moments of love. She senses gentleness in him and encourages him to take a moral stand. She challenges his outlook on life - “Shouldn’t everybody care for everybody else?” and she offers him a sense of pride that he has been lacking. 


Edie is also transformed by her relationship with Terry. Her giddiness during the dancing – “floating, just floating” – is also mirrored in the changes to her physical appearance throughout the course of the film.

DIY

5. On more than one occasion, Edie runs away from Terry. Why does she do this?

6. Look closely at scenes involving Edie in the beginning, in the middle and at the end of the film. In what ways does her physical appearance change? What do you think is meant by this?

7. Edie is drawn to Terry yet he is partly responsible for her brother’s murder. Why does she engage in a relationship with him?

Father Barry


When Joey Doyle is murdered, Father Barry is challenged by Edie to leave the safety of the pulpit and meet his parishioners on the waterfront. Like Terry, he undergoes a transformation. After witnessing the ‘shape up’ he becomes outraged at the treatment of the workers and offers the basement of his church as a place for meetings. His pleas to rally the men into action are disrupted by the arrival of Friendly’s gang. Rather than hiding behind the ‘sanctity of the cloth’, Father Barry physically protects the fleeing men. 


He becomes increasingly involved in the lives of the workers, offering to walk beside Dugan when he declares that he will testify. Dugan’s murder propels him into further action. His famous “Sermon on the Docks” speech, delivered over the dead body of Dugan, mirrors Jesus Christ’s “Sermon on the Mount.” Despite being pelted by food and beer cans, Father Barry remains firm and proud and intent on challenging the men to stand up against brutality and crime: “And anybody who sits around and lets it happen – keeps silent about something he knows has happened – shares the guilt of it.”


Father Barry likewise challenges Terry. He sternly confronts him after he comes to him to confess and encourages him to tell the truth to Edie. Significantly, he also intervenes in the Bar when Terry threatens to shoot Friendly and the gang, insisting that he fight him in the courts. “You want to hurt him? …Then don’t fight like a hoodlum down here in the jungle…fight him in the courtroom, with the truth.”


In the final scenes, Father Barry along with Edie is instrumental in helping Terry to his feet as a final act of defiance as he leads the men to work.
DIY

8. In the scene in the church cellar, why does Elia Kazan film the presence of another priest dressed in his cassock? What does this contrast suggest about Father Barry?

9. Why does Father Barry become so involved in the actions of the men?

10. How is father Barry a catalyst for change in the film?

	Key term

Cassock: a clergyman’s tunic


Charley


Terry’s brother has become Friendly’s right hand man. Immaculately groomed throughout the film, he has benefited from the corruption and from the devotion he has shown to Johnny Friendly. He is torn between loyalty to his boss and love for his brother. He makes many attempts to reconcile these two worlds and this is most poignantly revealed on the occasions when he attempts to remind Terry that he ought to take advantage of Friendly’s ‘friendship’. “Hey, you got a real friend here. Now don’t forget it.”


When Charley interrogates Terry about his subpoena and pulls a gun on him he finally begins to understand the rift between them. Although he has always claimed to have had his brother’s best interests at heart, Charley comes to realise that he has used his brother and broken his trust in him. This revelation leaves him crushed. In failing to turn over his brother to the mob, he invariably ensures his own demise. 

The final depiction of him hanging from the hook with the bullets emblazoned across his chest shows that his misplaced loyalty leads to his downfall.

DIY

11. How do the other characters in the film describe Charley? Is this different to our experience of him?

12. In contrast to his brother, Charley has received an education. In what ways are the brothers similar? How are they different?

Johnny Friendly


Johnny has risen from someone who has had to beg for work as a sixteen year old to a ruthless, powerful, corrupt union boss. He maintains his power through violence and intimidation and eliminates all opposition, going so far as to have workers who oppose him killed: “You know, takin’ over this local took a little doin’. There’s some pretty rough fellas in the way.”


Those who remain subservient and unquestioning are rewarded with ‘cushy’ jobs or are paid off in bribes as evidenced by the $50 he gives Terry after Joey has been killed. However, as soon as opposition emerges he resorts to pinching, slapping and other forms of intimidation. He rules through fear and the ease with which he has second in charge, Charley, killed reminds us of his ruthlessness.


Terry’s final act of defiance as well as Johnny’s dismissal by the unseen ‘man upstairs’ following the investigation, however, suggest that his empire is short lived and that he has less power than he has previously imagined.
DIY

13. What do we learn from Johnny’s history that helps us to understand the man that he becomes?

14. Track Johnny’s fall from powerful bully to impotent boss. How does Elia Kazan demonstrate this fall through camera work, costume etc?

Cultural, Historical and Social Setting


On the Waterfront has its origins in a series of newspaper articles written by the journalist Malcolm Johnson about trouble on the New York waterfront in 1949. Screenwriter, Budd Schulberg (who won an Oscar for his work here) developed the screenplay from these articles. Schulberg was in fact the second screenwriter hired for the job, after Arthur Miller (see The Crucible section of your textbook) refused to depict the union bosses as communists. 


Both Miller and Kazan had belonged to a group in the 1930s and 1940s called “Group Theatre” which had left wing tendencies. Following the end of World War Two, the fear of communism spreading lead to the establishment in the United States of  the House Committee of Un-American Activities (HUAC) led by Senator Joe McCarthy. This committee was intent on identifying people who were associated with left wing tendencies.


Many artists were called before the committee including Miller and Kazan who were asked to ‘name names.’ Miller refused. Kazan initially refused at his first hearing but at his second hearing he gave the names of seven former colleagues. Schulberg also cooperated with the committee. As a result of these hearings many artists were never able to work in Hollywood again.
DIY

15. Use the internet to research more about the activities of HUAC. Why do you think some people testified while others did not?

Themes
To inform or not to inform

“Deaf and dumb. No matter how much we hate the torpedoes, we don’t rat.” (Dugan)

“But I'm standing over here now. I was rattin' on myself all them years and didn't know it, helpin' punks like you.” (Terry)


In many ways this is the story of one man’s attempt to reconcile his conscience with the desire for group loyalty. Throughout much of the film, Terry lacks the strength of character required to stand up for what is right and good. The oppressive nature of Friendly’s stand over tactics depends in part on the workers’ willingness to accept the intimidation and their powerlessness to rebel. The impact of Joey’s death reverberates throughout the film. Even his own father says “I kept tellin' him: don't say nothin', keep quiet, you'll live longer.”


There is a sense amongst the workers that “ratting” is dishonourable - despite the injustice. Both Edie and Father Barry attempt to challenge the men to act out against the injustice. The secret meeting and the men’s reticence to speak out sparks the priest’s ire: “How can we call ourselves Christians and protect these murderers with our silence?”


Dugan’s testimony to the Commission results in his murder which only further compounds the issue of group silence. Father Barry uses his death as an opportunity to accuse the men of condoning the actions of the mob. 

“You want to know what's wrong with our waterfront? It's love of a lousy buck. It's making love of a buck— the cushy job— more important than the love of man. It's forgetting that every fellow down here is your brother in Christ.”


Terry is transformed by the words of Father Barry and the love of Edie. He too must learn to reconcile his conscience with the ethos of the docks. 

Power and greed


Corruption is rife on the docks. Friendly’s monopoly of the work on the docks enables him to grow richer by the minute. His ruthless authority and his ‘dog eat dog’ mentality means that much of his work involves violence and intimidation. As a result Friendly’s actions are about the obtainment of power and the protection of that power. Loyalty is bought and when rebellion or doubt creeps into his follower’s actions or beliefs it is swiftly crushed and destroyed before it is able to manifest. In its simplest form, it determines who gets work and who doesn’t. At its most volatile it results in the death of Joey, Dugan and the bashing of Terry.
Individual conscience


From the moment that Terry realizes that Joey has been murdered, he is racked with guilt. Every time anyone mentions it he has a volatile reaction. Terry must learn to accept responsibility for his actions and abide by his conscience. He reconciles with his past by telling the truth of the events – first to Father Barry, then Edie and, finally, the Commission. But his actions come at a price – he is ostracized by the community and even Tommy kills his birds as retribution for informing. Following his testimony, Terry is marginalised further as he is unable to obtain work. It is only through his final act of standing up to Johnny Friendly that he is able to garner the support of his fellow workers.
Close film study

The Murder of Joey Doyle (DVD Ch 1-4; 0 min-12:52 min)

16. Look closely at the opening establishing shots of the waterfront. How does Kazan’s direction emphasise that the tiny waterfront office dominates life on these docks?

17. To what extent is Terry to Blame for the death of Joey?  Use evidence from the text to support your opinion.

18. “Maybe he could sing, but he couldn’t fly.” (Truck) Birds are used as a motif throughout the film. As you watch the film, keep a list of all the references to birds that you come across. Rule up a chart like the one below and think about the ways in which this motif is developed throughout the film.

	Key term

Motif: a recurring subject, theme or image that is developed in a story


	Reference
	Scene
	Meaning

	stool pigeon
	
	a slang term meaning an informant

	Joey’s pigeon
	The murder of Joey
	Terry lures Joey to the rooftop

	Pigeon coops
	multiple
	Terry is at home on the rooftop. It is symbolic of his desire to fly away from the docks.

	Golden warriors
	
	

	“They sure got it made.”
	
	


19. “You don’t ask no questions. You don’t answer no questions unless you want to wind up like that.” Examine the workers’ responses throughout the film. Why are those so reluctant to speak out against the crime and injustice that they are exposed to?

20. Edie and Father Barry represent the moral consciousness of the group. They both encourage others to stand up for what is right. How do Edie’s words, “Did you ever hear of a saint hiding in a church?” serve as a catalyst for Father Barry to act?

21. Johnny Friendly’s interactions with his posse of followers inside The Bar reveal a lot about the corruption that exists within the Longshoreman Local Union and the ways in which Friendly maintains control. Make a list of the ways in which this loyalty is insisted upon by Friendly and his henchmen.

22. One of the key factors in Terry’s life is his lack of education and his simplicity. How do these scenes establish this? Keep a list of the references to Terry’s education in the film. When does his posture and demeanour change in the film?

23. Is Johnny Friendly a completely unsympathetic character? Justify your responses with evidence from the text.

Deaf and dumb or ratting? (Ch 5 - 8; 12:53 – 25:05)

24. Look at the mise en scène as the workers line up for work. Describe it using your own words. What is life like for these men? How are they treated? Why are Father Barry and Edie there?
	Key term

Mise en scène: The French term mise en scene means literally “put into the scene”. It was first applied to the way a stage director controlled every detail seen by the audience for a play or opera – the set, the lighting, the colours, and so on. The term is now most familiar for its cinema use. It refers to all of the visual elements in a particular scene (or whole film): costumes, lighting, make up, props, set design and characters.


25. Use the chart below to explain each of the characters’ response to the arrival of the Waterfront Crime Commission. Why do they hold these views?
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Which side are you with? (Ch 9 - 13; 25:06 – 46:09)

26. Examine the scene in the park between Edie and Terry. What is their relationship like? Explain the significance of the following:

a) Terry’s fondling of her glove.

b) The conversation that they have, beside the metal fence, about their childhood.

27. What sacrifices has Pop made for Edie?

28. The dock workers act like a Greek chorus passing judgment on the action of the film. What do they have to say about Terry? How does this differ to Edie’s perceptions of him?

29. The Rooftop is significant because add something about this

30. Edie and Terry share a deep discussion about their outlooks on life. Complete the chart below that compares these philosophies.
	Edie
	Terry

	“Shouldn’t everybody care about everybody else?”
	“Do it to him before he does it to you.”

	
	

	
	


31. Edie and Terry begin to influence each other. He moves from his moral ambiguity and she moves from her catholic schoolgirl oppression. How do they change under each other’s guidance?

Terry’s moral growth (Ch 14 – 1; 46:10 – 1:01:05)

32. Johnny’s jacket has a number of owners. Each time that someone wears it, they find the strength of character to tell the truth. Track the fate of those who wear the jacket throughout the film.

33. One of the most famous scenes in this film is Father Barry’s speech in the cargo hold. The symbolism of the crucifixion is intrinsic to an understanding of the plot line here. This scene is resplendent with powerful imagery, camera angles and mise en scene. Identify how these elements contribute to our understanding of the scene.
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34. Why does Father Barry hear Terry’s confession outside?

35. Why is Terry so torn? Consider the following quotes:

 “If I spill my life ain’t worth a nickel.”


“How much is your soul worth if you don’t?” (Fr Barry)

“Conscience. That stuff can you drive you nuts.” (Terry)
36. Terry’s revelation to Edie about his involvement in her brother’s death is depicted with muffled words. How does Kazan construct this scene? Why has he opted for this approach?

The division between the brothers (Ch 19 - 23; 1:01: 05 – 1: 23: 10)

37. “Maybe the boy is out of line but he’s just a confused kid.” (Charley)

38. “There’s more to this than I thought, Charley.” (Terry)

39. Despite their diametrically opposed viewpoints and the lives that they lead (one is educated, one is well dressed etc), the brothers love each other and care for each other. Ultimately, it is Charley who understands that he must sacrifice himself so that his brother can live. Why does Charley do it?

40. “It wasn’t him, Charley. It was you…You was my brother, Charley. You should have looked out for me a little bit…I could have had class. I could have been a contender. I could have been somebody. Instead of a bum…which is what I am.” 

41. Who is responsible for Terry’s circumstance?

42. After leaving Charley, Terry breaks into Edie’s apartment. How is she portrayed in this scene?

43. Only one other woman is present in the entire film – Andy’s mother. What role does she play in the narrative?

44. How does the director create tension surrounding Charley’s execution?

45. “Do you want to hurt Johnny Friendly?” How does the priest influence Terry in this scene in Friendly’s Bar?
Denouement (Ch 24 – 28; 1:23:10 –1: 43:18)

46. Why do you think we have a shot of the unnamed man who views the court proceedings? What does this suggest about corruption at the waterfront?

47. “We’ve begun to make it possible for honest men to work the docks with job security and peace of mind.” (The Lawyer) Can we justify Terry’s actions?

48. Why does Tommy kill all the birds?

49. Throughout the film, Manhattan has been shrouded in cloud and the ships have been stationary at the docks. In this scene on the rooftop, Edie talks of building a new future. How are her ideas supported by the new mise en scene?

50. “Well I ain’t a bum, Edie…I’m just going to go down there and get my rights.” Compare Brando’s portrayal of Terry in these scenes with the scenes earlier in the film. How do we know that he believes that despite his ostracism he has had his dignity restored?

51. Why do the workers follow Terry onto Friendly’s floating office? What are they waiting for?

DIY – Text response topics
52. “I was ratting on myself all those years and I didn’t even know it…I’m glad what I done to you.”

53. On the Waterfront suggests that it is more important for an individual to obey their conscience than to conform to group expectations. Discuss.  

54. “My friends don’t want to talk to me.”

55. What is the price of obeying one’s conscience?

56. To what extent is Terry Malloy more a saviour than a sinner?

57. “…But Pop, I’ve seen things that I know are so wrong. Now how can I go back to school and keep my mind on things that are just in books?” (Edie)

58. In what ways are the characters transformed by life on the docks?

59. “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…It was you, Charley.” (Terry)

60. To what extent is Terry responsible for his own fate?

61. Discuss the ways in which the cinematography adds to the sense of realism in the film.

62. Each of the characters in the film undergoes emotional and moral growth. To what extent do you agree and can you explain the ways in which this occurs?

63. Many of the characters experience an awakening? Who experiences an awakening and how is this revealed to the audience?
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