
 
Edie is depicted as an angel that saves Terry. To what extent do you agree? 
 

 
Characters are depicted in different ways to encourage the flow of a film; such as how Elia Kazan 
epitomizes Edie as the angel who saves Terry in On the Waterfront. Although Kazan does depict 
Edie as Terry’s saving grace, it is not only Edie who contributes to Terry’s redemption; Father Barry 
plays a major role also. Both characters are fundamental to Terry’s change, but both in different 
ways. Edie galvanises Terry to desire helping her. On the other hand, Father Barry, however, pricks 
Terry’s moral conscience, ultimately opening a new path for Terry’s equanimity to follow. 
 
Kazan adumbrates the film with a multitude of small hints or ideas that Edie is an angel. Though the 
film is black and white, and Edie’s clothing’s true colours are unknown, the constant white portrayed 
by Edie’s clothing creates an abnormal lustre when juxtaposed to the drabness of the background. 
Therefore, creating the idea that Edie is the saving grace of the waterfront as she lights up the area 
around her. In addition, Kazan’s small dialogues from Edie suggests her higher moral just and 
principles. Furthermore, Edie’s angelic personality is shown with her purity as she was, at the 
sister’s college, “taught…not to lie.” Edie’s sense of innocence is shown when she apologizes to 
Father Barry, telling him that she “went too far” – throughout the film, none of the longshoremen 
show remorse  for their actions and just dismiss the notion of forgiveness, especially evident when 
no one say’s a word about apologies after they brawl for the working tokens. Edie’s caring and 
loving personality is also displayed when she becomes flabbergast at the living conditions and 
survival mentality of the longshoremen. How they do not have an inch of “sentiment or human 
kindness” in their entire bodies. Also, even more so when Edie realises that the longshoremen’s 
philosophy on living is like “living like an animal.” Edie’s contrasted behaviour makes her out to be 
an angel on the waterfront, as the rest of the waterfront is debauched and dank from corruption and 
darkness. 
 
Edie, being a female influence on Terry, something that Terry has never experienced, helps Terry to 
change, ultimately saving him from the grasps of the waterfront. Through love and affection from 
Edie, emotions Terry has never faced, he starts to realise that he does not want to lose those 
emotions, giving him something to lose. This affection is shown when Terry and Edie are dancing at 
the wedding function and having fun, whilst love is evident when Edie approaches Terry on the 
rooftops and kisses him. Through the displays of love and affection that Terry receives, he begins to 
feel guilty; “I wish I could help”, that he cannot act to help Edie. By invoking a guilty conscience and 
an eagerness to help Edie, Edie has started pulling Terry away from the waterfront mentality of “D & 
D”. It is most evident for the audience that Terry feels the guilt of betraying Edie when Terry seeks 
counselling from Father Barry – hoping to know how to let Edie know the truth. This shows Terry is 
showing how guilty he feels as he is showing that he does not want to lie to Edie anymore and that 
he is remorseful for what he did to Joey. Terry, from the guilt is galvanised to try to help Edie more; 
along with the death of Charley and the instigation by Father Barry at the Friendly Pub. By wanting 
to help Edie, it shows just how significant of a change Terry takes, opposed to how he was at the 
beginning of the film. Terry’s change is also shown when he tries to warn Dugan about the mob 
knowing he “ratted to the crime commissioners.” Edie plays a significant role in saving Terry from 
the debauchery of the waterfront, however, it was not Edie alone who changed Terry and saving 
him.  
 
Father Barry also plays a crucial point in Terry’s saviour. As a priest, Father Barry is also like Edie in 
the sense that they are both saviours from heaven. Edie emotionally straightens Terry, however, 
Father Barry, on the other hand pricks at Terry’s moral conscience and renews the warped morals 
and principles that Terry had. Although Father Barry’s role is the latter to Edie’s, it is Father Barry 
who galvanises Terry into the right path by teaching him what the right thing to do, regardless of the 
ramifications. Terry is taught, by Father Barry, his spirits worth – “how much is your spirit worth.” By 
teaching Terry and becoming a mentor to him, Terry is guided on a righteous path. This is shown  
  



when Terry voluntarily throws down the gun at the Friendly Bar, pushing himself – due to Father 
Barry’s reprimand – to testify against the mob in court, as he wanted to “hurt friendly in court…with 
the truth.” Terry, having found the foothold in his mind to justify what is right and wrong shows that 
he knows “[his] rights” by deciding he is “going down…to get [his] rights.” Father Barry, having been 
a moral instigator, subtly enforces the mentality which allows Terry to push himself, which is shown 
when Father Barry tells all the longshoremen to “don’t touch him (Terry)” as he struggled to the 
doors of the docks. Father Barry mentally saves Terry from the waterfront’s corrupted mindset, 
allowing him to become a new person than he was at the start. 
 
Although Edie does save Terry, she, in essence, only saves Terry emotionally. Father Barry, on the 
other hand, saves Terry mentally. Therefore, Edie is depicted as an angel who saves Terry; 
however, Father Barry is also an important asset to Terry’s saving. Edie and Father Barry are the 
angels who save Terry. 
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