
 
“Pop, I’ve seen so many things that I know are so wrong”. Why is die so clear on the 
wrongdoings on the waterfront, yet the men are so blind to all other crimes? 
 

 
Dressed in pristine white clothing that starkly contrasts the bleak Hoboken Docks, Edie Doyle is an 
angel of purity in Elia Kazan’s On the Waterfront who attempts to expose the Union men’s 
wrongdoings. Confessing to her father that she’s “seen so many things that [she[ knows is so 
wrong”, Edie’s reluctance to abandon the plight of the longshoremen in conjunction with her 
conviction to discover the truth behind her brother’s death allows her to see the waterfront for what it 
truly is. Nevertheless, she is not the only character who is aware of the malicious events that 
transpire. Father Barry, and even to an extent the longshoremen are all fully aware of the negative 
ramifications that occur when they stay submissive. In addition, the Malloy brothers are also self-
aware, but must stay subservient to the paternal and ruthless Johnny Friendly. Kazan’s film outlines 
that there are no taciturn individuals; everyone is self-aware. Only some individuals choose to act 
out.  
 
Kazan’s elegant beauty, sister-in-training Edie Doyle is a fresh face to the Hoboken docks and as 
such, she is able to provide a different perspective on life. Kazan immediately shows the disparity 
between Edie and the waterfront though his choice of costume. The black and white color scheme 
greatly accentuates the purity that emanates from Edie. Her blonde hair, pale complexion, and 
snow-white attire make her stand out from the crowd. In addition, Kazan tends to bathe her in an 
angelic glow, as demonstrated when she mourns over her brother’s corpse and during her bar 
scene with Terry. Kazan attempts to display Edie as a character who has just arrived on the 
waterfront, and as such, has yet to become desensitized to the abhorrent events that occur. 
 
Indeed, not only is Edie physically different (the only female lead in a patriarchal society) but her 
dispositions and morals also differ immensely. Terry, a character who was raised on the brutish 
outskirts of the Hoboken docks harbors a vastly different philosophy when compared to Edie. Edie is 
fervent in believing that “everybody caring for everybody else” and “patience and kindness”, whilst 
Terry (a long time Hoboken inhabitant) believes in pragmatic solutions- “do it to him before he does 
it to you”. So, because her views are so different, Edie is able to see the waterfront for what it truly is. 
Indeed, in a sense, she is the radiant beam of light that Kazan uses to pierce through the swirling 
mist that is so prevalent throughout the film. 
 
Likewise, Edie’s quest to find out “who killed Joey” puts her in perilous situations- yet she still 
persists, to satisfy her sense of loyalty. In particular, her witnessing the raucous scramble that 
ensues on job rollout day inspires her to do more than solve her brother’s case, but also assist the 
longshoremen in some way. Likewise, she is present during Father Barry’s clandestine meeting, 
where she bears witness to the mob’s use of violence and fear tactics to ensure the stevedores stay 
mum. Seeing things not for “the eyes of a decent girl”, she makes it her purpose to stay on the 
waterfront, since she “has seen things she knows are so wrong”. Indeed, she knows she cannot 
return to the convent and learn from a “book”, when “real people” are suffering in front of her. Edie’s 
willingness to put her knowledge and faith into good use is evinced in her rousing a passive Father 
Barry to take action: “who’s ever heard of a saint hiding in a church?” Ultimately, Edie is able to view 
the Hoboken docks for what it truly is due to her good-heart and determination.  
 
Father Barry is put into perpetual motion with the help of Edie. As the film progresses he escapes 
from his state of lethargy, to assist the longshoremen with their moral dilemma. Similar to Edie, he 
too is not blind from the malevolent events that transpire. His first glimpse into this dystopian world 
is when his church gets raided by men with “steel pipes and baseball bats”. Helping a bloodied 
Dugan get on his feet, he assures him that he will “go down the wire” so that Dugan can confess 
“the truth”. However, when Dugan “spills 39 pages of the operation”, he gets crushed by a “sling… 
of fine Irish whiskey”. Hence, Father Barry is finally aware of the true depths of the evil that loom 
over the Dockers. According to him, the only way to bring a halt to the crimes exhibited by the Union   



men is not to “stay silent”- for by doing so, they “share the guilt”. He tries to shake the men out of 
moral paralysis and subvert the tyrannical regime that they are subjugated to. Father Barry’s 
adamancy is so strong that he withstands rotten fruit and tin cans so that he can imbue into the men 
his advice. Father Barry does not ignore, nor does he endorse the wrongdoings that occur on the 
waterfront. Instead, he makes it his mission to end it once and for all. 
 
Nevertheless, the longshoremen themselves are not dim-witted; nor are they blind to the crimes that 
eventuate. Their sacred oath of “Deaf and Dumb” is their means to expediently counter the 
oppression that exudes from the Union. In fact, they even admit that they “hate the torpedoes”, but 
due to their fear of getting “knocked off”, refuse to “rat”. Their reluctance to take action is evinced 
further in their cowardly ways. Kazan illustrates this in the way that he directs the men as a faceless 
group, who all adhere to similar clothing. They choose to avert their gazes from the waterfront 
crimes, quite literally we see when Kazan shoots each of the men with a close up during Father 
Barry’s clandestine meeting. The result- they avoid eye-contact, and have detached expressions. In 
addition, a low angle shot is utilized by Kazan during Dugan’s death to depict the pack of 
longshoremen as tight-knit and dubious as they stick to their “D and D”. Indeed, this camera angle 
suggests that they are like perched “pigeons” that are mere bystanders, but decide not to act. They 
knew all along that the Union men serve no higher purpose but to extort them: “I’m poorer now than 
when I started”. Yet, they remain silent, to ensure that their “lights” don’t “go out”.  
 
However, their embedded “D and d” starts to erode upon the film’s closing. As a battered and 
bruised Terry makes the walk to the new employer, all the stevedores rally behind him to prove that 
they will now run things “on the up and up”. Further, Pop Doyle pushing Friendly off the pier 
suggests that “all [his] life” Pop was cognizant of the wrongdoings that eventuated. It is only by Terry 
confessing do the men finally discard their “D and D” and break free from their constant state of 
hesitance. The stevedores have known all along that their circumstances were adverse. They are 
not ignorant of the Union’s crimes, but instead try to counter it with their ingrained silence.  
 
“Ex-tanker” Terry Malloy and “Charley the gent” are two individuals who are likewise cognizant, but 
are different in that they have no choice but to comply. In Charley’s case especially, he must subject 
himself to Friendly, who he considers a “real friend”. However, his loyalties are tested when Friendly 
demands him take Terry to “Gerry G”, or else. The fact that Charley disobeys Friendly implies that 
Charley is not willing to remain a subservient pawn for Friendly, and is not willing to tolerate any 
more of Friendly’s evil. Through his self-sacrifice, Charley is essentially revealing that all this time, 
he acknowledged the Union’s crimes, but never endorsed them. Similarly, Terry knows that “all 
these years, [he] was rattin’ on [himself]”. From Joey’s fall, to Dugan’s death, to Charley’s murder, 
Brando portrays Terry’s reaction to each one with great intensity. His smooth mask of tragedy is 
accentuated by heavy eyebrows, eyes open wide in clarity, and creased features - all of which 
betray his despondency. He is disdainful towards the mob for resorting to such violence, and hates 
himself for being affiliated to them in the first place. By exposing Friendly for the “lousy, dirty stinkin’ 
mug” he is, Terry proves that he is not ignorant to the horrendous atrocities performed by “Johnny 
and his cowboys”. The very basis of his confession is to end their ubiquitous oppression once and 
for all. 
 
Kazan’s On the Waterfront features an ensemble of characters that are not ignorant to the 
malignant events that transpire. Although some Hoboken inhabitants may appear desensitized, 
ultimately they do have a sense of morality, and they do feel as if their lives have been 
disadvantaged with the mob’s presence. Though Terry’s confession, the veil is lifted for these 
people, so to speak. Indeed, the omnipresent fog dissipates, and Bernstein ends the film with a 
satisfying crescendo of clarions. 
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