
ENGLISH: ON THE WATERFRONT 
 
 
In a poignant yet contemptuous portrayal of entrenched corruption on the docks of Hoboken, the 
search for the truth underpins the plight of the protagonist. Thus, Kazan’s ‘On the Waterfront’ 
explores both the destructive and empowering impact of moral rightness when the boundaries 
between right and wrong are ambiguous.  Indeed Edie acts as a powerful agent of change in the 
film, yet she must adapt to the masculine world around her, as a result, Father Barry becomes the 
more powerful initiator of change in Terry. However, whilst Terry achieves moral salvation, the 
pervasive and entrenched corruption coupled with the ambiguous final sequence, suggests that little 
else has been achieved and that the continuation of gloom occurs. Kazan presents a savagely 
ironic storyline, pretending to idealism but in reality resulting without grace, joy or love.  
 
Kazan creates a protagonist who, initially entrenched in the world of corruption, is caught between 
its moral tightropes. Terry must navigate between the worlds and eventually chooses his sanctuary, 
the place he is able to redeem himself. Terry’s palpable disquiet illustrated through the close up of 
his face as he realises that he helped kill Joey Doyle, is one of the first images of Terry that the 
audience can notice that he is morally incongruent to the mob. Edie from Tarrytown, stands in stark 
contrast to the gritty harsh world of Hoboken, however the diegetic sounds and fog of everyday life, 
emphasis the inability of individuals to move away and beyond from this world. However, Edie 
throughout the narrative attempts to separate herself and Terry from Hoboken, not physically but 
morally towards a better ‘code’ of life. Edie’s insistent demands for action and the truth, her dramatic 
pleading with the police officer as she demands to know “who killed Joey”, places her as a relatively 
powerful female figure, one that demands action and represents the new found freedom of women, 
post world war. The systematic use of Bernstein’s love themed score, underpins the burgeoning 
relationship and union between Terry and Edie. He begins to subtly try out her moral values, 
especially when Edie drops her white gloves. This improvised scene indicates a shift in the 
dynamics of the scene, exposing a new layer within Terry, one which encompasses anxiety, 
sexuality and vulnerability. Edie also subtly reminds Terry of her purpose in the film, repeatedly 
referring back to Joey who “used to raise pigeons”. With her search for the truth comes a moral 
dilemma for Terry, accentuated by the roughly hewn intersecting poles that resemble crucifixes. 
Furthermore, Edie’s angelic appearance, glowing due to the camera angles and lighting effects on 
her white blonde hair, embodies a moral conscience that Terry must acquire.  Even with Edie’s 
demands for the “truth”, her power slowly diminishes as she begins to succumb to the male 
dominated world, her de-evolution, epitomised with Terry breaking down the apartment door as Edie 
vulnerably sits in only a white slip on her bed. It is Father Barry that at this stage becomes the 
significant moral compass for Terry.  
 
Littered with religious allusions, the narratives moral agent shifts from a figure of love to religion. As 
a novel celebrating the informer, Kazan and Schulberg, both who testified during the HUAC era, 
attempts to use Father Barry to justify their actions. Initially Father Barry’s moral influence is limited 
due to his passive view of “time & faith”, however this changes as his need for change on Hoboken 
increases, by actively engaging with the longshoremen in the spiritual heart of their lives, the “hold”. 
The “sermon in the hold”, is where Father Barry decisively stands up against the silence that 
enslaves the men, his speech is directly referring to Terry as Father Barry cautiously glances over to 
him while he refers to the longshoremen’s “duty as a citizen” and that it is a “crucifixion” to not act. 
The references to law, democracy and duty as a citizen, set against the outlying New York skyline, 
become the foundation to Terry’s realisation that the only way to redeem himself and “hurt” the 
mobs rule is to “fight” in court by “telling the truth”, his civic responsibility. Father Barry is in a sense 
expressing in Christian, doctrinal terms the same values that Edie attempted to express through her 
relationship. However, due to the bourgeoning power of the church throughout the narrative, Father 
Barry provides a stronger moral compass than that of Edie. However, the journey from “bum” to 
“contender” is in vain, as the corruption continues on the docks, a gritty reality check to audiences. 
 
  



On the Waterfront is ultimately a disdainful documentary styled film on the embedded nature of 
corruption. This notion is epitomised largely by the longshoremen’s on the waterfront. These low 
socio-economic status workers conform to the “deaf and dumb” mantra, enforced by Johnny 
Friendly. Kazan skilfully uses silence in the church scene to illustrate conformity and how ingrained 
this code has become in society. Indeed Terry is also a part of this demeaning code of life. Symbolic 
however, is Terry’s transition away from this. It results in a clear presentation of the competing 
agendas that some mob individuals faced, the moral struggle and issues involved in breaking away 
from your “brotherhood”. However, the vague and foggy final scenes contest the more simplistic 
view that the moral agents of Edie and Father Barry have transformed the waterfront and Terry into 
a better society. Contemporary English writer Lindsay Anderson argues the fact that the dock 
workers would turn like leaderless sheep to the next “if terry walks in we walk in with him”, provokes 
the idea that the narrative is not of democracy, as the men are incapable of self government, they 
just turn to the next ‘strong man’. Instead of Terry’s moral conscience changing those around him 
and Hoboken as the play attempts to plot to the audience, it instead shows dock workers moving 
into the dark, remote world of toil, the priest and Edie smiling contentedly in the background during 
the last scene.  As a result the moral agents in Terry’s life do effectively change and redeem him of 
his past; however, the waterfront is left without any major shift or transition.  
 
Consequently, Kazan’s sympathetic depiction of Terry, an attempt to explain his own actions in 
naming names in front of HUAC, presents a man on a moral tightrope between dichotomies of good 
and evil. Indeed the film demonstrates the commanding and powerful nature that individuals can 
have especially that of love, and how it can change an individual morally. However the motion 
picture contradicts conventional film writing, with an ambiguous and scornful ending, where 
corruption prevails, moral change occurs, and life continues.  
 


