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In the play Twelve Angry Men, written and set in the 1950’s by Reginald Rose, the playwright seeks 
to depict the American judicial system and its flaws, but also how these flaws can be overcome. In a 
system that ultimately relies upon the verdict of twelve jurors, Rose asserts that prejudice, fear and 
negative personal experience can enormously influence the final decision, swaying it to become 
unjust. Apathy and indifference of those involved in the legal process can also affect what 
conclusion is ultimately reached. For a process that is supposed to be fair and neutral to all parties 
involved, these influences could prove immensely damaging to its reputation much less those who 
could suffer injustices because of these flaws. However, Rose also demonstrates how these 
weaknesses can be defeated, and a just verdict passed. In a time where the government was often 
meting what it considered its own form of justice, Rose praises the strengths of the traditional 
American judicial system, despite its possible flaws.  
 
“It is often very difficult to keep prejudice out.” Like the above line in Rose’s play states, personal 
bias or experience can so easily seep into a person’s viewpoint or opinion without them even 
realising it. A person may have had a negative event happen previously in their life which poisoned 
them against a certain thing, whether that be a group of people or section of society, or anything 
else. Fear of an event happening, can also affect how the person perceives a certain situation. For 
example, Juror 3 is haunted by the negative memories of his separation with his son. His hurt and 
feeling of betrayal towards what his son did “to his own father” caused him to take his son as the 
stereotype of a young man, the group the defendant unfortunately belongs to. Consequently, Juror 
3 is inclined to believe the defendant could willingly “stab” his father, due to his personal painful 
experience. Juror 3 is also afraid of being hut again, which explains his vindictive attitude towards 
the defendant and hi lack of contact with his son in “twenty years”. Similarly, Juror 10 is prejudiced 
against the lower class background of the defendant. Juror 10 sees him as “trash” who can easily 
“kill”. This kind of blatant bigotry is dismissed by Rose as “filthy”, as he shows through his jurors 
turning their backs upon him. In a time where prejudice often ran rampant due to McCarthyism, 
Rose highlights how bias can influence and cause a judgement that is undeserved.  
 
On the opposite hand, apathy and indifference can also have a negative effect upon a decision. 
Simple lack of care for the result of a legal case can cause a juror to inadvertently vote for an 
unreasonable verdict. The defendant’s lawyer is pointed out to be possible “plain stupid”, as he 
does not pick up many obvious points that he “should have”. Similarly, Juror 10’s complete lack of 
concern for the fate of the defendant results in him voting with a minimum of in-depth understanding 
and arguments. Rose portrays these people to be “potential menaces” to the judicial system, 
through their nonactivity and idleness. By painting these qualities as negative, Rose encourages his 
audience to be more active members of society, and help to keep America democratic, in a time 
where the government held an immense amount of power would could and did destroy men’s lives.  
 
However, Rose ultimately describes the judicial system as one whose flaws can be overcome 
through its members working together. Through the united efforts of its participants, the jury arrive at 
a verdict having left no stone unturned. Juror 8 patiently points out that the possibility of “reasonable 
doubt” is what the jury are ultimately attempting to discern, rather than the simplistic and absolute 
notions of “guilt” or “innocence”. Juror 5 and 9 bring in their own experiences of elements within the 
case, such as the “angle” that a man would be stabbed at with a switchblade, and the reasoning 
behind a witness’s possibly false testimony, respectively. Rose praises the notion of individual parts 
overcoming obstacles to work as an united whole, as society in a democracy is symbolized by this. 
Unity, rather than discord id portrayed as beneficial for people in general, and thus Rose implies to 
his audience that that is what they should be striving to achieve, instead of needlessly persecuting 
each other.  
  



Reginald rose in his legal drama Twelve Angry Men seeks to send the message that the American 
legal system is valuable and worthy of respect. For Rose, this was especially relevant, as 
McCarthyism in the 1950’s often promoted and utilised extra-judicial means to carry out what they 
considered as rightful punishment. The notions of a “fair trials” and “innocent until proven guilty” 
were disregarded by the McCarthyists within the HUAC, the very notions that Rose praises and 
depicts as important within his play. Rose encourages his audience throughout his play to not 
neglect these notions, as he describes them to be key to a functioning and healthy democracy. In a 
time where the values of democracy were being threatened, Rose seeks to re-establish dedication 
and high value upon them.  
 


