
 
In Kazan’s film, the American dream is exposed as being an illusion and success a transitory 
result of exploiting others. Do you agree? 
 

 
Kazan’s ‘On the Waterfront’ explores the notion of success of the individual under a tyrannical 
regime. Though the American dream does seem unattainable it is only so because no one on the 
docks truly fights for it and thus its presence on the waterfront is highly limited. The actions of Terry 
Malloy demonstrate that the dream is achievable though it requires persistence and diligence and 
thus must be actively sought after. Kazan illustrates that success is not a transitory result of 
exploiting others as the mob never experiences true success. Ultimately, Kazan seeks to define the 
essence of humanity; good will lead to the best possible outcomes and thus will always triumph over 
evil. 
 
Kazan demonstrates through the character of Terry that the American dream is achievable. Through 
active intervention in the mobs rule, Terry is able to achieve a sense of fulfillment, illustrated though 
his higher moral status that he gains by the end of the film. In the scene where Terry lures Joey to 
his death, Terry holds a pigeon that is shown to be frantically trying to escape Terry’s grasp, 
resembling Terry’s conscience, utterly uncomfortable in the situation but just as Terry has a tight 
hold on the pigeon, the mob has a strong hold on Terry. When Terry releases the bird, it flies high 
into the air, symbolizing Terry’s moral elevation and consequent success. Kazan illustrates how 
superior morality can bring forth confidence and personal development as Terry engages in his first 
real fight after he reaches the apotheosis of his morality. This is a stark contrast to his previous 
engagement in play fights such as in the beginning of the film where Johnny Friendly patronises him 
in the longshoremen’s shed. The American dream is also fulfilled through Terry winning over Edie 
and the new opportunity of leadership presented through the final scene of the film where Terry 
leads the longshoremen and they dutifully follow him, recognizing a change in leadership. Thus 
Kazan demonstrates through Terry that the American dream is achievable on the waterfront through 
the recognizing of higher values and acting with integrity. 
 
Essentially, the American dream is only unattainable for those who do not actively seek it. Kazan 
illustrates through Pop Doyle how the effects of acquiescence limit one’s ability to succeed. After 
Joey’s death Pop Doyle refuses to subvert, telling Mrs Collins to ‘shut up’ when she tries to tell a 
sergeant the truth about Joey’s death. His unwillingness to defy the mob and subsequently bring 
justice to the waterfront is what leads to his lack of success in achieving the American dream as he 
is trapped in a cycle of poverty as a result of the corruption of the mob. Jimmy Collins is also used 
by Kazan to demonstrate how the American dream is unattainable for those who do not actively 
seek it. Though Jimmy’s own brother was killed by the mob, Jimmy does not compromise his loyalty 
to Friendly, evidenced when he asks Edie ‘[Joey] will always be my best friend, but what do you 
want me to do?’ His reluctance to be subversive means he is trapped by the corruption, unable to 
flourish. Kazan compares Jimmy to Terry in the scene after Terry’s testimony. Terry exits the 
courtroom, passing a pram on the way, symbolizing his rebirth to a man of success and superior 
values whilst Jimmy Collins descends a stairway, resembling his personal deterioration and failure 
as a result of his passivity. Terry is only able to attain success because he exerted himself for it with 
Kazan depicting him amongst a pile of debris after he confesses to Edie, resembling the emotional 
rubble she leaves him with and a flame of fire shooting against the sky in the background, likening 
the state Terry us left in as similar to that of hell itself. Nevertheless, knowing that he is likely to 
experience similar circumstances if he informs again, Terry does so anyway. It only a result of the 
hardship he undergoes that allows his to prosper whilst for Pop Doyle and Jimmy, who are follow a 
code of acquiescence, the American dream is indeed, only an illusion.  
 
The film does show that there is some element of success the mob achieves through exploiting 
others. Maintaining Friendly’s trust does allow Terry to upgrade his position in the docks and 
temporarily earn more. The benefits of conforming are also demonstrated through the affluent 
clothing that is worn by all the members of the mob, portraying the wealth and prosperity one can 
  



gain through exploitation of others. However, the benefits are largely short-term and detrimental as 
it only prolongs suffering and wipes any possibility of freedom. Moreover, the benefits are 
superficial; revolving around materialistic gains and thus are unlikely to bring real satisfaction 
whereas refusing to conform brings forth personal growth. Thus, though in the short term it may 
prove to be safer to conform to group expectation ultimately the benefits of listening to ones 
conscience outweigh those of conforming. 
 
Furthermore, Kazan proves that success is not a transitory result of exploiting others as the mob 
never experiences true success anyway. The notion of loyalty that they promote fails to be fulfilled, 
largely due to their own faults. Though complete loyalty is expected from the workers, the mob is 
loyal to no one demonstrated from their ability to murder Charlie ‘who was one of your own’. This 
situation is essentially unbalanced and does not reflect the notion of ‘a pigeon for a pigeon’ which 
entails equal consequences for both parties and thus the mob experiences failure in fulfilling their 
own ideals. Furthermore, Kazan depicts all of Friendly’s meeting places (the longshoremen’s shed 
and 437 river street) to have a downward slope, symbolizing the personal deterioration the mob 
undergoes by remaining with Friendly. The opposition to Friendly’s despotic rule, with Andy, Joey 
and Dugan dying in their attempts of subversion, illustrates the lack of success the mob experiences 
in harnessing support and providing proper leadership. Thus the exploitation of others does not 
bring success to the mob but only further engulfs them in evil. 
 


