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AAI Film Night

Introduction

Danilo Petranovich ‘00

As part of  its broader arts and literature 
initiative, the Abigail Adams Institute (AAI) 
launched the Film Night in December 2021. 
Convinced that a good film can awaken and 
elicit ethical, emotional, and philosophical 
responses in students, and in partnership 
with our students who are fellow film 
aficionados, we selected several classic movies 
to get us started. At each showing, an AAI 
student fellow or AAI young professional 
fellow kicked us off  with a short introduc-
tory lecture about the film-its origins or 
motivation, some details concerning produc-
tion and reception, and perhaps a personal 
connection-and after the film guided the 
audience in a wide-ranging discussion of  the 
film’s main themes and its broader signifi-
cance. 

Arguably, the late twentieth-century film, 
that two-hour long narrative best viewed 
in the cinema or in the family living room, 
is now past its prime; it is steadily losing its 
dominant position to innovative formats on 
various “platforms,” as the kids, and busi-
ness and tech gurus, would have it. AAI is of 
the opinion that traditional moving pictures 

once offered a powerful binding ritual for in-person communities of  imagination, and we wanted to make 
sure that the younger generations had the chance to have this experience while they are still mostly together in 
school. 

Below you will find three sample reflections. These thoughtful commentaries nicely capture some of  the spirit 
of  the conversation at the Institute. 
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The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance

Loren Brown ‘23

The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance, directed by his eminence John Ford, was released in 1962, featuring the 
star-studded cast of  James Stewart, John Wayne, and Lee Marvin, among others. Liberty Valance is one of  the 
greatest movies to emerge from Hollywood, and serves as perhaps the finest film commentary on the Ameri-
can regime this side of  the Atlantic. 

What is central to the idea of  this movie is the idea of  the Western genre itself. Considered on its own, the 
Western movie is truly a historical oddity. Of  course, there are the genres that everyone accepts as indisput-
able parts of  the film canon-drama, comedy, science fiction, thriller, noir, and so on. But how is it that the 
Western, a genre concerned with a period of  about sixty years in American history, is a category unto itself ? 
It truly boggles the mind. However, it is important to consider the degree to which the Old West affected the 
American imagination: it was a unique, convulsive period in a critical part of  our history that helped shape 
our world power and domestic politics. It was a period that defined the American experiment, when men 
could strike out on their own and build a life for themselves and their families. As such, it makes sense that 
another quintessential American institution-Hollywood-would create an entire genre out of  this encapsula-
tion of  the American ethos. Thus, the Western was born.

It must be noted that the Western is significantly different from its subject matter. The idealized movie often 
featured a sense of  order and duty, whereas the actual reality was significantly different. To track the progress 
of  both over time, it is useful to look at the similar progressions of  both the genre and the era over time. 
While the West can be considered as truly opened in the 1830s with the inception of  the Oregon Trail, we 
also see the first major Western in Stagecoach, released in 1939. In this Ford and Wayne effort, the ideal of 
equality amongst men is realized in the frontier, thus projecting an optimistic assessment of  both the West 
and the American project. This idealized version of  the West continued with the films of  Wayne and others, 
until the intervention of  Sergio Leone.

Leone, an outsider to the American scene, released the groundbreaking A Fistful of  Dollars in 1964, the first 
Spaghetti Western. Here, Leone responded to the idealism of  Ford & co. with his own vision of  a violent, 
depraved, and often hopeless West. His art reached its culmination in The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly, perhaps 
the greatest Western film, which bluntly portrays a lack of  the heroism we wish to seek in old Western tales. 
The Spaghetti Western was immensely significant, as it introduced an element of  realism into the genre, and 
displayed the ruthlessness of  the era. 

Thus begins the period in which Westerns become violent and anti-heroic. It is carried on in Eastwood pro-
ductions such as High Plains Drifter, and culminates in what can be regarded as the ultimate completion of  the 
genre, Unforgiven. While the West was considered to be closed in the year 1890, we can also point to this 1992 
Eastwood film as the final one in the arc of  the genre. Unforgiven plumbs the depths of  nihilism, and with the 
exception of  a thematic friendship, ultimately rejects the thread of  hope we first witnessed in 1939.

And so we come to Liberty Valance, released at the end of  the classical era and on the cusp of  Leone’s rise; 
indeed, Leone commented it was the first time John Ford encountered pessimism of  any kind. The themes 
running through this movie are those that plague the American conscience: the choice between the frontier 
and civilization, the great man versus great laws, the strengths and weaknesses of  democracy. In Valance we 
are offered two different character types: James Stewart’s Ranse Stoddard, who is an eastern lawyer come west 
to settle and civilize the new land; and John Wayne’s Tom Doniphon, the epitome of  the tough cowboy who 
takes flak from no one. 
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In the beginning of  the movie, we witness Stoddard getting roughed up by Liberty Valance and his gang, who 
also significantly tear his law books to shreds. Later on, Doniphon comments to him that it will be a gun, and 
not laws, that preserves his life in this country. The movie examines how paper-thin our laws truly are: when 
the rubber hits the road, what is to stop a Jackson from telling the Court to enforce its own judgment? With-
out men to back those laws up, things fall apart.

But therein lies the danger of  the movie: though Doniphon is a tough man that keeps his community safe, 
he is but the other side of  the coin of  Liberty Valance, the outlaw. Both men-one good, one bad-find 
themselves above the law. When we give up the laws for a great individual, we also play with the danger of  a 
terrible Caesar. Thus, a choice is presented to us in the movie: will we take the comfort but effeminacy of  a 
poorly run republic, or the greatness and danger of  Doniphon’s Spartanism?

A similar choice lies in the distinction between the frontier and civilization. Before eastern ways made their 
path across the Great Divide, the West was governed by a single principle: might makes right. With civiliza-
tion comes culture, law-abidingness, and tranquility. However, a tamed horse is not always as respectable or 
awe-inducing as its wild counterpart. At the end of  the movie, Stoddard is asked if  he is proud of  being part 
of  the project to transform the once wild west into a “garden”: his face shows his answer.

There are few better movies than The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance through which to observe the progress 
of  the American enterprise. Not only is it intellectually rich, its plot and characters make for a rousing and 
enjoyable story.
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It’s a Wonderful Life

Sarah Gustafson

Frank Capra’s It’s a Wonderful Life turned 
seventy-five this past Christmas. Born of 
a specific American cultural and political 
context, of  a specific collaboration between 
director and actor, and of  a specific Christ-
mas literary tradition, the film’s staying 
power is in large part, I would argue, due 
to this cocktail’s interaction with a fourth 
ingredient: its ability to call us out of  our-
selves. 

The 1946 film reunited a postwar James-
or Jimmy-Stewart with Frank Capra in 
what was their third picture together after 
1938’s You Can’t Take it With You and 1939’s 
Mr. Smith Goes to Washington. In the years 
since, Stewart had received an Oscar for his 
performance in 1940’s The Philadelphia Story, 
an award he felt was an attempt to make up 
for his being snubbed as Mr. Smith. Origi-
nally from a small town near Pittsburgh, he 
left Hollywood to serve in the United States 
Air Force during World War II. Eventually 
Stewart was promoted to the rank of  Col-
onel and earned the Distinguished Flying 
Cross, the Air Medal, and the French Croix 
de Guerre for his missions. It is a testa-
ment to his patriotism and his devotion to 
military service that he remained a member 
of  the Armed Forces until 1968, eventually 

becoming the highest ranked actor ever in the US military. 

Stewart’s return to acting, despite his glorious and genuinely heroic time in the Air Force, was an uncertain 
one. One can speculate whether his turn to suspense, thrillers, and Hitchcock films in the second half  of  his 
career was not in some way a result of  the darkness he observed in the theater of  war. In fact, he considered 
retiring-leaving Hollywood for a return to small-town life in Indiana, PA, and his father’s store. Instead, fate 
and Frank Capra luckily intervened to convince Stewart to play George Bailey, the hero of  a small town who 
always dreamed of  the Big City.    

After a long casting process, the role of  Mary went to Donna Reed, the role of  Mr. Potter to veteran actor Li-
onel Barrymore, and that of  Uncle Billy to Thomas Mitchell, recognizable from Gone With the Wind, Stagecoach, 
and High Noon.

The film was intended for release in January 1947 and did go into general release on January 7, 1947, but pre-
miered in December 1946 in order to be eligible for the March 1947 Oscars. But it initially received middling 
reviews and netted a loss for its studio. It was nominated for five Academy Awards, including Best Picture, 
but won none.  George Bailey and Bedford Falls unfortunately had to contend with the 1946 juggernaut, The 
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Best Years of  Our Lives, which was a box office smash and scooped up seven Oscars. 

It tells us, with seventy-five years of  distance, something profound, however, about this postwar moment that 
these two films, so similar in title, were released in the same year. The Best Years of  Our Lives meditates on post-
war America by examining the lives of  three veterans upon their return home, and the effects of  their return 
home on wives, family members, and sweethearts. It is not a film for the faint of  heart. It is not particularly 
cozy. It is blunt and discomforting in its honest portrayal of  the difficulty of  returning to civilian life. This is, 
of  course, a theme tackled by another Christmas movie, “White Christmas,” with song, dance, comedy and 
pathos as it asks “What can you do with a general / When he stops being a general? / Oh, what can you do 
with a general who retires?” Of  course, Jimmy Stewart was one such soldier returning home to civilian life, 
like the characters of  The Best Years and like George Bailey’s kid brother. It’s a Wonderful Life pays tribute to a 
different sort of  heroism, a heroism as necessary and fundamental as military heroism, and it pays tribute to a 
spirit of  gratitude for ordinary as well as extraordinary opportunities to lead a wonderful life.  

With this as context, I’d like to suggest the film ought to be viewed in three compatible but distinct ways: 
first, as an American movie; second, as a Christmas movie; third, as a coming of  age movie. 

As to the film’s Americanism, there exists-almost since its debut-a veritable cottage industry about what 
this film says, or promises, or predicts about America. Patrick Deneen has made the case in Commonweal 
(1997) and in First Things (2012) that “As the developer of  an antiseptic suburban subdivision, George Bailey 
is saved through the kinds of  relationships nourished in his town that will be undermined and even precluded 
in the atomic community he builds as an adult. It is his world that we inhabit today, and our nostalgia for the 
film should not blind us to the fact that we are not the better for his actions.” 

Others have argued that the “humane society of  Bedford Falls is built on conservative principles, not con-
temporary liberal ones.” Some use the movie as an opportunity to defend entrepreneurship, though the 
comparison of  entrepreneurs to guardian angels might be a bit overdone. In 2015, in a world on the cusp of 
intraconservative arguments about integralism, Rod Dreher commented, drawing from Deneen, that “George 
Bailey is Dead.” One might add that he is dead after successfully avoiding suicide by “dying” and coming back 
to life in the film. “What conservatives like me long for is the emergence of  political leaders among Demo-
crats and Republicans who stand for an updated version of  the virtues of  the George Bailey world,” Dreher 
writes. On it goes, every year, as people offer their takes on the politics, historical and contemporary, nostalgic 
and/or progressive, of  the film. 

Thus while we can agree that it is an American film, in what ways it is American or what makes it American 
remain unresolved. We know it when we see it, but what is it? What is its Americanness? We ought to watch it, 
here in 2022, considering what it says to us now about America and paths taken and not taken. 

Second, it is a Christmas film. Obviously it is set at Christmas, though by virtue of  the most basic plot points, 
it could easily be set at any time of  the year. The Christmas setting certainly dramatizes the situation in which 
George finds himself, but one could imagine a guardian angel coming down to help George at any old time of 
the year. So, we should ask, what precisely is added or enriched by its Christmas setting? 

The film clearly is in a literary and theatrical tradition which uses the Christmas season broadly understood 
-think Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night-to explore the experience seeing the world from alternative points of 
view, with some ensuing mix of  comedy, chaos, or horror, and an ensuing resolution and happy ending. It’s 
a Wonderful Life is akin to Dickens’ Christmas Carol, except now the alternative visions of  reality are presented 
not to Scrooge (Mr. Potter) by an old business partner, but to a character with echoes of  Bob Crachit by his 
guardian angel. Tiny Tim’s “God bless us, everyone!” finds an echo in Zuzu’s “Every time a bell wings, an 
angel gets his wings.” Neither phrase contains the word Christmas, yet each is synonymous with Christmas.  

But in what way is it Christian? Though it is not overtly Christian, it is more so than most films. From the 
very opening, it takes heaven and divine intervention seriously. George Bailey is a man who carries the weight 
of  the world, of  a town, on his shoulders. He is tempted, and when he has seen what life would be without 
him, when he has died, he prays, “Please, I want to live again. I want to live again. I want to live again. Please, 



20

God, let me live again.” George comes back to life and, in his renaissance, sees things visible in light of  newly 
appreciated invisible realities. 

In addition, as the film critic William Park has observed, Frank Capra was a practicing Catholic, as were John 
Ford and Alfred Hitchcock. George is shown helping recent Italian Catholic immigrants through the provi-
sion of  affordable and dignified housing, and in the alternative reality, we see the effects of  the absence of 
his charitable spirit. Bing Crosby’s The Bells of  St. Mary’s is playing at the Bedford Falls cinema when George 
comes back to life and runs triumphantly through the town square, and there is a brief  shot of  churchgoers 
and a Latin mass. 

One might criticize it for being a Christmassy movie that, despite the above elements, does not put faith more 
directly at the center. Where is the church in Bedford Falls? Despite the brief  appearance of  a Protestant 
congregation and of  a Latin mass, the church does not seem to figure in the central geography of  the town. 
We do not even see George and Mary married in the church, only their reception. In light of  this, one could 
accuse it of  a certain American ambivalence toward religion, a liberalism in which religion has been dissolved 
into civil religion or religion into mores and “Christian values.” This may be a fair criticism. However, it can 
be argued that if  the film had put Christianity more overtly at the center, it would have less purchase. Perhaps 
it is a better popular vehicle for a certain form of  the moral imagination for being less heavy-handed in its 
Christian themes. 

Finally, it is a coming of  age film, wherein the protagonist must in some way be called out of  himself  into a 
fuller and richer personality and fuller and richer relationship with others.  

Surprisingly, perhaps, I never saw the film until five or six years ago, when I was in my mid-twenties – to the 
chagrin and shock of  many friends. On asking my mother why this American classic never made it into our 
cinephile family’s Christmas movie lineup, she answered by affirming her preference for White Christmas, add-
ing that the Capra film was rather dark and that George Bailey struck her as whiny. 

Let’s try to understand my mother’s reasoning here, which may cause offense to some but which has a kernel 
of  truth. George, for all his admirable self-sacrifice and all his genuinely virtuous traits, often struggles to 
accept the constraints set upon his life. He always dreamed of  the world beyond Bedford Falls, a world that, 
time and again, he is prevented from exploring with all the spiritedness proper to young men. This youthful 
courage is not a fault; it is, after all, one ingredient in a young man’s willingness to go abroad and die for his 
country or to conquer new worlds and build empires. This spirit, however, extended beyond its proper time in 
a person’s life, can register as a kind of  ingratitude, absent-mindedness, conscious or unconscious abdication 
of  responsibility, or even resentment in the face of  responsibility. 

Even though we know George is extremely present, generous, and concerned with his community, he slips 
into moods that could be characterized positively as wistful and negatively as resentment when thinking of 
the wonderful life that was not: a life where he did not have a bad ear, where his father did not die, where he 
attended college, where he was a war hero, and so forth. 

It takes time for him to learn, to accept, and to love that his life is in Bedford Falls, in that particular place 
with these particular people-this wife, this mother, these children, these business partners, these neighbors. 
Life is not out there but here. At the same time, his life here is one that makes real demands on him. A life 
lived with present-ness calls you out of  yourself. His irrepressible wife Mary grasps this clearly. Her ambitions 
are not less than George’s; she in fact receives a college education. She knows what she wants and pursues 
it with gusto, but her ambitions are of  a different kind than George’s. Several times in the film, it is she who 
communicates present-ness to him. The scene at Mary’s childhood home, when a sullen George comes to 
court her, leaves in a huff, and returns only to find Mary on the phone with Sam Wainwright, exemplifies this. 
He is drawn to her and though he begins to protest that he does not want marriage, that he wants to get out 
of  Bedford Falls, he breaks down and embraces her. Throughout the film, it is Mary’s spirit, resourcefulness, 
and dedication to George and to their family-her going out of  herself  for them-that makes their shared 
life wonderful. The tragic situation Bailey faces in the film is not just the tragic accident of  Uncle Billy losing 



$8,000, such that George faces jail. Part of  the tragedy is that in his preoccupation over what to do, he with-
draws into himself  and hurts his family on Christmas Eve. He wounds Mary with distracted comments about 
their drafty house and upsets his children as they prepare for a Christmas celebration.  

In December, fittingly enough, Mary Harrington published a column, “Do Bachelors Need to Grow Up?” 
She was responding to a column in the Financial Times that argued that the childless bachelor life is a choice of 
a serious life, not of  a “man child life”. Why? Because it permits childless men to participate in the “mean-
ingful adult conversations” of  the world. It is, Harrington claimed, a “bid for a more, not less serious, life.” 
Harrington finds this hard to swallow on several grounds. First, she suggests that this kind of  life, with all the 
usual trappings, is not possible for people lower on the income scale. Second, she adds that when you work 
towards this smooth, frictionless, childless, unencumbered life, especially if  you are lower on the income scale, 
all you get in the end is shallowness or despair. The spiritual plight of  large swathes of  America, such as we 
see testified to in the writings of  JD Vance, can be hidden by the rich. They can pursue a Pascalian divertisse-
ment and try to fill their lives with meaning. But whatever travel, yoga, wine-tastings, or other hobbies the rich 
might pick up as a means to self-created meaning, these remain only temporary fixes. In this way, the pursuit 
of  happiness does easily become the “joyless quest for joy”.

Harrington writes that “growing numbers are struggling, however clumsily, to rebuild all those commitments 
we were raised to discard. It might not work, but I refuse to be cynical toward anyone who’s trying; after all, 
some loves are worth sacrificing a measure of  freedom for; as the world grows stranger and more unstable, 
perhaps these are all we’ll be able to rely on.” With the right kind of  encumbrances and constraints, some 
given, some (like your spouse) chosen, not only is a different kind of  love possible, but a more mature form 
of  freedom is also gained in the sacrifice of  the free and “unencumbered life”. Thus, although he has been a 
devoted son, a husband and father, and a pillar of  his town and thus encumbered, all his life, George’s jour-
ney in this film is one of  coming to see how wonderful his richly encumbered life is. That the town to which 
he has given so much comes to his aid in the end reinforces the lesson that gift-not the absence of  freedom 
-is the other side of  givenness. 

In other eras, this lesson would perhaps have been one particular to young men, in the form of  the Bildungs-
roman. But in our twenty-first-century world, it is a lesson universally applicable.

It’s a Wonderful Life, therefore, is a coming-of-age film that powerfully reminds viewers of  the iterations the 
wonderful life can take. Responsibilities, to spouse, to family, to community, whether those responsibilities are 
given or chosen, can be anchors that form your character and transform you into the best version of  your en-
cumbered self. The film testifies to the pursuit of  happiness, while reminding us that those who gain their life 
will lose it, but those who sacrifice their life will gain it. It’s a Wonderful Life is American; it is fitting to Christ-
mas; and it calls us out of  ourselves.  

21
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Barabbas and the Fear of  Life

Ted Saad

Barabbas is a 1961 film that moves beyond the biblical 
canon of  the Gospels to tell an epic religious story of 
the minor biblical character Barabbas after he has been 
given another chance at life. The film picks up at the 
point in the Gospels where Pontius Pilate, in keeping 
with a Passover custom, offers to free either Jesus of 
Nazareth or Barabbas from being crucified. Perhaps 
it is no coincidence that the name Barabbas in Aramaic 
means “son” (bar) of  the “Father” (abba). According 
to the Bible, Barabbas committed murder during an 
insurrection, which led to this conviction. The crowd 
is now given a choice between to free one of  the two 
sons of  the Father: one the forgiving non-violent messi-
ah, and the other a more rebellious messianic revolu-
tionary. The crowd goes with the latter, thus sending 
Barabbas on an unexpected journey that will eventual-
ly shape his view on life and freedom.

Barabbas witnesses the crucifixion of  Jesus and is 
shaken when a solar eclipse turns the sky black at the 
moment of  Christ’s death. Death becomes a reoccur-
ring theme for Barabbas. He can’t accept that Jesus 
could rise from the dead, or that his lover would 
allow herself  to be stoned to death for preaching 
about Christ. Feeling guilt-ridden and disillusioned, he 
returns to his criminal ways. He is captured by Roman 

soldiers after trying to commit a botched robbery. In an unexpected twist, Barabbas realizes he cannot be 
executed, since he was previously pardoned by Pilate, and is instead sent to lifelong slavery in the sulfur mines 
of  Sicily. There he is chained to a Christian named Sahak, who is revolted by Barabbas when he hears he was 
freed instead of  Christ. Eventually the two become friends, and Barabbas escapes death again and saves Sa-
hak when the mine is destroyed in an earthquake. In Rome, they are both trained by Torvald, considered the 
most esteemed gladiator in the empire, to become gladiators themselves. Torvald eventually kills Sahak, who 
is condemned as a Christian, while Barabbas once again avoids death in an arena battle, taking down Torvald 
in defeat. 

Set free once again and continuing to feel guilt over his ability to evade death, Barabbas takes Sahak’s corpse 
to the catacombs where Christians are praying. Becoming despondent and confused by the worship and set-
ting, he finds his way back to the ground where Rome is burning. Barabbas gets caught up in the frenzy and 
sets fire to more buildings. When captured, he claims he is a follower of  Christ and is then imprisoned with 
several other Christians. There he is confronted by the apostle Peter, who admonishes him for the arson and 
false claim. During the mass crucifixion of  the convicted Christians, Barabbas finally confronts death–both 
egoic and bodily-and ultimately true inner freedom. 

While throughout the film we find Barabbas escapes bodily death and is often set free in several risky encoun-
ters, it becomes apparent that this does not fulfill him. He remains tormented and defiant in his being, and of-
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ten feels resistance toward those who seem to have a deeper conviction of  faith. It is not coincidental that the 
gift of  life given in these situations feels unearned and lacking for Barabbas. His freedom is directionless-an 
accumulation of  experience and actions for himself  that does not add up to anything. There is no subordi-
nation and humility to something transcendent beyond himself, unlike the experiences of  the Christians he 
encounters. 

The folklore of  Barabbas as the man who could not die becomes a metaphor for his inability to move beyond 
his self-centered impulses. Barabbas is trapped by his own ego which he refuses to let go for the sake of  his 
prideful character. He allows his guilt to become a second skin preventing him from giving in to the message 
of  salvation he hears from the Christians. He fears not for his bodily death, which he evades in many ordeals, 
but instead fears a life that can only be fully embraced once we die to our inner defenses. We are reminded of 
Matthew 16:25, in which Christ says, “For whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life 
for me will find it.” 

Barabbas’ journey toward a more fulfilled life takes a great deal of  searching, struggle, and patience, and his 
path of  redemption is marked by a series of  signposts and guides along the way. It is only toward the end of 
the film, after losing his friend Sahak and encountering Christians with enduring faith, that he has exhausted 
all options to evade the grace of  Christ. As Barabbas hangs upon a cross, which to many would seem the 
darkest moment, he finally understands what it truly means to not fear life in God’s care and can now let go. 
He is set free to rest his soul in Christ and become whom he was truly meant to be before he exhales his last 
breath. The debt that Jesus of  Nazareth paid for his time on the cross is finally accepted by Barabbas, guilt-
free. This brief  lived moment of  redemption sets the ground for him in eternal salvation.

Barabbas is a film that took me by surprise. Perhaps I was expecting the sort of  hokey slow-paced epic that 
we typically encounter in Christian-based films from the 1950s and 1960s. Instead, I found a well-performed 
story with a spiritually rich narrative that did not shy away from dark or challenging themes. For a modern 
contemporary audience, this film can still entice with well-produced action scenes-the arena gladiator scene 
is one of  film making mastery alone-and dialogue that flows less stiffly than many films from that era. All in 
all, this 1961 film provides something rare in today’s cinema: an epic well-crafted action story combined with 
thought provoking enrichment for the soul.




