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Mr. Smith Goes to Washington Questions is a classic film that raises
important themes about democracy, integrity, and the political process.
Directed by Frank Capra and released in 1939, this movie has been a subject
of discussion for decades, prompting viewers to engage with its characters
and themes critically. In this article, we will explore various questions
related to the film, delving into its characters, themes, and the impact it
has had on American cinema and society.

Overview of the Film

Mr. Smith Goes to Washington stars James Stewart as Jefferson Smith, an
idealistic and naive young man who is appointed as a U.S. Senator. The film
showcases his journey as he navigates the complexities of the American
political system, encountering corruption and cynicism that challenge his
beliefs. Smith's fight against a corrupt political machine led by his mentor,
Senator Joseph Taylor, is the crux of the story.

Key Themes

1. Idealism vs. Realism: One of the central themes of the film is the clash
between idealism, represented by Jefferson Smith, and the harsh realities of
politics. Smith's unwavering belief in democracy and the goodness of people
stands in stark contrast to the corrupt practices he encounters in
Washington.

2. Integrity and Morality: The film emphasizes the importance of integrity in
politics. Smith's struggle to uphold his values while facing pressure from



powerful interests serves as a commentary on the need for moral fortitude in
leadership.

3. The Power of the Individual: Smith’s character illustrates the potential
of one individual to make a difference. His filibuster serves as a symbol of
standing up for what is right, even against overwhelming odds.

Character Analysis

Jefferson Smith

Jefferson Smith is the embodiment of every American's dream—an average
citizen who rises to the challenge to fight for justice. His innocence and
earnestness make him a relatable character.

- Traits:

- Naive

— Honest

— Determined

— Compassionate

— Character Arc: Throughout the film, Smith evolves from a wide-eyed idealist
to a man who confronts the realities of political corruption. His growth is
not just personal but also reflective of a larger societal challenge.

Senator Joseph Taylor

Senator Taylor, portrayed by Edward Arnold, serves as the antagonist in the
film. He represents the entrenched political interests and corruption that
Smith seeks to expose.

- Traits:

- Manipulative
— Charismatic
— Power-hungry

- Role: As Smith's mentor turned adversary, Taylor embodies the conflict
between the corrupt establishment and the naive newcomer. His character
highlights the challenges of overcoming systemic corruption.

Della Smith

Della, played by Ruth Hussey, is a journalist who supports Smith. She
represents the voice of reason and the press's role in holding politicians
accountable.

- Traits:

— Supportive
- Intelligent
— Resourceful



— Significance: Della's character adds depth to the narrative, illustrating
the importance of media in democracy and the need for truth in reporting.

Key Questions and Discussions

While watching Mr. Smith Goes to Washington, viewers may encounter several
thought-provoking questions that can lead to deeper discussions about its
themes and relevance today.

1. What does the film say about the American
political system?

The film critiques the American political system by highlighting its
vulnerabilities to corruption and manipulation. It raises questions about the
effectiveness of democracy when faced with powerful interests.

— Discussion Points:

— How does the film reflect contemporary issues in politics?

— Are there parallels between Smith's struggles and current political
figures?

2. How does the film portray the media's role in
politics?

The portrayal of journalists in the film underscores the importance of a free
press in a democracy. Della Smith's character exemplifies how Jjournalism can
act as a watchdog, holding politicians accountable.

— Discussion Points:
- In what ways has the media landscape changed since the film's release?
- What responsibilities do journalists have in shaping public opinion?

3. What is the significance of the filibuster in the
film?

The climactic filibuster scene is pivotal, showcasing Smith's determination
to stand up against corruption. It serves as a dramatic representation of
individual resistance within the political system.

— Discussion Points:

— What does the filibuster symbolize in the context of the film?
- How does this scene resonate with modern political tactics?

4. How do the characters represent different facets
of American society?

Each character in the film represents various segments of American society,



from the idealistic citizen (Smith) to the corrupt politician (Taylor). This
diversity adds layers to the film's commentary on democracy.

— Discussion Points:
- In what ways do these characters reflect or challenge stereotypes?
— How does the film represent regional and class differences?

Impact on American Cinema and Society

Mr. Smith Goes to Washington has had a lasting impact on both American cinema
and the cultural understanding of politics.

1. Cultural Significance

The film resonates with audiences as it captures the essence of American
idealism. It has inspired generations to believe in the possibility of change
through individual action.

- Legacy: The film’s message continues to be relevant, encouraging civic
engagement and participation in democracy.

2. Influence on Filmmaking

Frank Capra’s direction and storytelling techniques set a standard for future
filmmakers. His ability to blend humor, drama, and social commentary paved
the way for subsequent political films.

— Techniques:
- Use of close-ups to convey emotion.
— Building tension through pacing and dialogue.

3. Modern References

The film has been referenced in various contemporary works, including
television shows, movies, and political discussions. Its themes of integrity
and the fight against corruption remain pertinent in today’s political
climate.

- Examples:
- Mentions in political debates or speeches.
— Parodies in popular culture.

Conclusion

Mr. Smith Goes to Washington remains a powerful exploration of the American
political landscape and the enduring struggle for integrity and justice. The
questions and themes it presents encourage viewers to engage with the

complexities of democracy and reflect on their role within it. As audiences



continue to grapple with the film's messages, it serves as a reminder of the
potential for one individual to effect change in the world, making it a
timeless classic that will resonate for generations to come.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Mr. Smith Goes to
Washington'?

The main theme of 'Mr. Smith Goes to Washington' is the struggle between
idealism and cynicism in American politics, showcasing the importance of
integrity, democracy, and the impact of one individual's moral compass
against a corrupt system.

Who directed 'Mr. Smith Goes to Washington'?

The film was directed by Frank Capra, a prominent American director known for
his optimistic and humanistic storytelling.

How does Mr. Smith's character evolve throughout the
£film?

Mr. Smith starts as an idealistic and naive character but faces
disillusionment as he encounters political corruption. Ultimately, he stands
firm in his beliefs, showcasing personal growth and the power of
perseverance.

What role does the character of Jefferson Smith play
in the film?

Jefferson Smith, played by James Stewart, is the protagonist who is appointed
to the U.S. Senate. He represents the voice of the common man and embodies
the fight for truth and justice amidst a system riddled with corruption.

What message does the film convey about American
democracy?

The film conveys a powerful message about the fragility of democracy and the
need for vigilance, participation, and integrity among citizens and their
representatives to uphold democratic values.

What iconic scene is often referenced from 'Mr. Smith
Goes to Washington'?

One iconic scene is Mr. Smith's filibuster on the Senate floor, where he
passionately defends his beliefs and fights for the youth camp bill,
symbolizing the struggle against corruption and the importance of standing up
for one's principles.

How has 'Mr. Smith Goes to Washington' influenced
modern political films?

The film has set a precedent for political dramas by highlighting the themes



of idealism versus realism, influencing numerous films and narratives that
explore the moral dilemmas and challenges within politics.

What impact did 'Mr. Smith Goes to Washington' have
on public perception of government?

The film had a significant impact on public perception, inspiring audiences
to believe in the possibility of change and the importance of individual
action in combating government corruption, thereby fostering a more engaged
citizenry.
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