ENGLISH: TWELVE ANGRY MEN

How is racism portrayed in ‘Twelve Angry Men’ and how is it overcome?

The drama of Reginald Rose’s ‘Twelve Angry Men’ revolves around a controversial case being
deliberated in a 1950s New York jury room. Signs of racism break out in the midst of this play but
are overcome by the end. This is evident through the 10th Juror’'s racist opinions towards the
defendant, which he presents in such an unattractive, vile manner that alienates others; through the
4th Juror’s racist generalisations about slums which are invalidated by the 5th Juror and finally
through the 7th Juror’s racial views towards the 11th Juror which are surmounted as the audience
takes the 11th Juror’s side due to his positive qualities. Racism is clearly embodied through some
jurors in ‘Twelve Angry Men’ but is defeated by the final scene.

The 10th Juror shamelessly exposes his racist distaste towards the defendant due to his
background, which causes others to antagonise him and dismiss his views in “Twelve Angry Men'.
From beginning to end, the hatred held by the 10th Juror towards people living in the slums is
revealed to an extreme extent. He constantly justifies his “guilty” vote to execute the boy “knowing
what he is,” with remarks that attack his slum background. The poisonous attitude he holds towards
the defendant’s “kind” accumulates until he vomits it all out in an appalling speech presenting slum-
dwellers as “a danger” for being “violent” and breeding like “wild animals”. This leaves the other
jurors stunned and disgusted. The 5th and 11th Jurors are personally offended and retreat to the
washrooms. Others turn away, wanting to physically distance themselves from him, embarrassed of
the possibility of sharing any common views with this bigoted racist. They tell him to “sit down...shut
up...stop all this...and (not to open his) filthy mouth again.” Rose factually reveals the repulsiveness
of racism through the 10th Juror, which puts the other jurors off, symbolising its failure to prevail in
the play.

The 4th Juror generalises all children that come from slum backgrounds to grow up into violent
criminals, but the 5th Juror proves that this is not the case. The 4th Juror views the whole “point” the
case is an “open and shut” one is because of the prime suspect’s background. He depicts “this boy”
as being “a product of a filthy neighbourhood and a broken home”. The fact that the boy “was born
in a slum” strengthens his resolve to vote ‘guilty’. This is because he believes that “slums are
breeding grounds for criminals” and it is therefore not surprising for a slum-dweller to commit a
crime of murder, but it is in fact expected of him to indulge in such misbehaviour. He does not view
people from the slums as individuals, but rather as representations of a lerger group of people and
attributes every negative quality found in some, to all. Ironically, he is proven inaccurate by the man
sitting right beside him. The 5th Juror admits to have lived in a slum his entire life, revealing that he
“used to play in a background that was filled with garbage”. Contrary to the 4th Juror’s allegations,
the 5th Juror is in fact not a criminal and instead works as a “nurse in the Harlem Hospital six nights
a week”. He is the opposite of violent, as the 4th Juror suggests, and is instead gentle, insecure and
sensitive, taking the stereotyped accusations “personal”. This reminds the audience that no truth is
guaranteed in prejudices and exceptions exist in every group of people, thus defying the 4th Juror’s
claims. Ultimately, the 4th Juror’s racist accusations are invalidated by the 5th Juror.

The 7th Juror demonstrates racial intolerance towards the 11th Juror, which is overcome as the
audience takes the 11th Juror’s side due to his admirable character. The 11th Juror, a European
refugee, is victim to the 7th Juror’s racist comments. He considers the 11th Juror to be inferior to
himself, just for being an immigrant, which is revealed when he shouts in disbelief, “he comes over
to this country running for his life and before he can even take a big breath he’s telling us how to run
the show. The arrogance of this guy!” after the 11th Juror questions his understanding of the term
“‘reasonable doubt”. He implies that being a refugee is a shameful title, thus attacking the 11th
Juror's background in an attempt to insult him. The source of the 7th Juror's resentment is
highlighted in his racist threat, “I'll knock his goddamn Middle European head off!” In response, the
11th Juror remains sophisticated and patiently tolerates the 7th Juror’s racist remarks, saying,
“‘Please, please. It doesn’t matter,” when the 7th Juror tries to stick up for him. He remains calm and
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impartial throughout the deliberation, rarely resorting to aggression. This is an exception when the
7th Juror votes “not guilty” just because he claims to have “had enough” to which the 11th Juror
sees as an immoral act and says, “you have no right to play like this with a man’s life. This is a
terrible and ugly thing to do,” highlighting the value he has for human life. This also proves his
selflessness as he only gets angry when someone else is subjected to injustice, but will patiently
endure it for himself without complaint. When the 7th Juror displays racism, the 11th Juror defeats
his purpose by overcoming it.

Racism is clearly identified in “Twelve Angry Men’, but is conquered by the end of the play. This is
exemplified through the 10th Juror’s prejudices of the defendant which are based on his slum
background; he displays these is such a vulgar manner that causes the jurors and audience to repel
him and his opinions. Similarly, the 4th Juror generalises all slum-dwellers as violent criminals, but
the 5th Juror, who is the product of a slum, proves otherwise. Finally, the 7th Juror attacks the 11th
Juror’s racial origins, but the audience takes the 11th Juror’s side due to his possession of likeable
gualities. Needless to say, racism is clearly evident in ‘Twelve Angry Men’, but Rose ensures its
defeat by the end.
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