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Do the Right Thing is a seminal film that encapsulates the complexities of race relations in America, and it
remains one of Spike Lee's most impactful works. Released in 1989, the film is not only a cinematic
masterpiece but also a cultural touchstone that provokes critical reflection and dialogue about social issues
that are still relevant today. With its vibrant visuals, powerful performances, and a compelling narrative,
Do the Right Thing challenges audiences to confront uncomfortable truths about racism, community, and
morality.

Overview of the Film

Do the Right Thing is set on a scorching summer day in the Bedford-Stuyvesant neighborhood of
Brooklyn, New York. The film follows the lives of various residents within this community, focusing
particularly on Mookie, played by Spike Lee, who works as a pizza delivery driver at Sal's Famous
Pizzeria. As tensions rise throughout the day, the film builds toward a climax that ultimately questions the
nature of justice and the consequences of our actions.

Key Themes

1. Racial Tension and Conflict
The film is characterized by the palpable tension that exists between the predominantly Black residents
and the Italian-American owners of Sal's Pizzeria. This racial conflict manifests in various forms, from subtle
microaggressions to overt confrontations, illustrating the deep-seated prejudices that exist in society.

2. Community and Identity
Lee's portrayal of the neighborhood highlights the sense of community among its residents. The diverse
cast of characters, including Radio Raheem, Buggin' Out, and Mother Sister, each represents different facets
of the African American experience. Their interactions provide a rich tapestry of cultural identity while
also emphasizing the importance of solidarity in times of crisis.

3. The Role of Media and Representation
A significant aspect of the film is its critique of media representation. The character of Buggin' Out, for
example, challenges Sal on why there are no Black images displayed in his pizzeria. This moment serves as
a commentary on the broader societal issue of representation and the power dynamics that come into play
when certain narratives are marginalized.

4. Violence and Its Consequences
The film culminates in an explosive confrontation that leads to tragedy, raising questions about the cycle of



violence and its impact on communities. The ending forces viewers to grapple with the moral implications
of the characters' choices and the question of whether or not violence can ever be justified in the pursuit of
justice.

The Cultural Impact

Do the Right Thing was released during a time of significant social upheaval in the United States. The late
1980s were marked by heightened awareness of racial inequalities, and the film resonated with audiences
who were grappling with these issues. Its impact can be seen in various facets:

Critical Reception

Upon its release, Do the Right Thing received critical acclaim, garnering several award nominations,
including two Academy Award nominations for Best Original Screenplay and Best Supporting Actor for
Danny Aiello. Critics praised Spike Lee for his bold storytelling and unique visual style, which included
vibrant colors and inventive camera work. The film was lauded for its unflinching portrayal of race
relations and its ability to provoke thought and discussion.

Legacy and Influence

1. Cinematic Techniques
Spike Lee's use of techniques such as the "double dolly" shot, where characters are filmed on a dolly while
the camera moves in the opposite direction, has become iconic. This technique emphasizes the emotional
weight of certain scenes and has influenced countless filmmakers.

2. Social Commentary
The film has inspired numerous discussions and analyses surrounding race and social justice. It has been
referenced in various media and has sparked dialogues that continue to be relevant in today's sociopolitical
climate.

3. Educational Use
Do the Right Thing is frequently used in academic settings to explore topics related to race, media studies,
and film. It serves as a case study for students interested in understanding the intersection of culture and
politics.



Character Analysis

The characters in Do the Right Thing are multifaceted and serve to illuminate the film's themes in various
ways. Each character represents different perspectives that contribute to the film's commentary on race and
community.

Mookie

Mookie, played by Spike Lee, is the film's protagonist and a complex character. His job as a pizza delivery
driver places him in the middle of the racial tensions that unfold throughout the day. Mookie's actions,
particularly at the film's climax, raise questions about loyalty, morality, and the choices one must make in
the face of injustice.

Sal

Sal, portrayed by Danny Aiello, is the Italian-American owner of the pizzeria. He embodies the struggles of
immigrant communities while also representing the systemic racism that can exist even within seemingly
benign establishments. His relationship with the neighborhood is complicated, as he genuinely cares for
some of his customers but is ultimately unable to fully understand their experiences.

Radio Raheem

Radio Raheem, played by Bill Nunn, serves as a powerful symbol of resistance and individuality. His
character is defined by his love for his boombox and the message of "Love" and "Hate" that he carries with
him. His tragic fate in the film underscores the harsh realities of systemic violence and the consequences of
societal indifference.

Buggin' Out

Buggin' Out, played by Giancarlo Esposito, is a vocal advocate for representation and justice. His demand for
Sal to display Black images in his pizzeria is a pivotal moment in the film, representing the broader
struggle for recognition and equality. Buggin' Out's character embodies the frustration and anger felt by
many in marginalized communities.



Conclusion

Do the Right Thing by Spike Lee is more than just a film; it is a cultural artifact that continues to resonate
with audiences today. Through its exploration of race, community, and morality, the film challenges
viewers to reflect on their own beliefs and actions in the face of injustice. Its powerful themes and
unforgettable characters make it a crucial part of American cinema and a poignant reminder of the ongoing
struggle for racial equality.

As society continues to grapple with the complexities of race relations, Do the Right Thing remains a vital
conversation starter. Spike Lee's work invites us to engage with difficult truths and to consider what it
truly means to "do the right thing" in a world that often complicates morality with systemic inequality.
Whether viewed as a historical document or a contemporary critique, the film's message is clear: the fight
for justice requires courage, understanding, and above all, the willingness to listen and learn from one
another.

Frequently Asked Questions

What themes are explored in Spike Lee's 'Do the Right Thing'?
The film explores themes of racial tension, social justice, and the complexities of community dynamics in a
multicultural neighborhood.

How does 'Do the Right Thing' address issues of police brutality?
The film portrays a critical incident involving police brutality, highlighting the frustrations and anger of
the community towards law enforcement, which resonates with ongoing discussions about police violence.

What is the significance of the character Mookie in 'Do the Right Thing'?
Mookie serves as a complex protagonist whose actions and decisions reflect the moral ambiguities faced by
individuals in a racially charged environment, ultimately igniting pivotal events in the film.

What role does music play in 'Do the Right Thing'?
Music is integral to the film, enhancing its emotional depth and cultural context, with a memorable
soundtrack that includes hip-hop, jazz, and classic songs that underscore the film’s themes.

How did 'Do the Right Thing' impact the film industry?
The film was groundbreaking for its raw portrayal of race relations and its innovative storytelling,
influencing a generation of filmmakers and contributing to the emergence of independent cinema.



What was the public reaction to 'Do the Right Thing' upon its release?
Upon its release, the film sparked significant discussion and debate about race and social issues, earning both
acclaim for its artistry and criticism for its provocative content.

In what ways does Spike Lee use visual symbolism in 'Do the Right
Thing'?
Lee employs vibrant colors, street art, and visual metaphors, such as the recurring motif of heat, to
symbolize rising tensions and the boiling point of social issues in the community.

How is the setting of Bedford-Stuyvesant significant in 'Do the Right
Thing'?
Bedford-Stuyvesant serves as a microcosm of urban life, where diverse cultures intersect, and the
neighborhood's dynamics play a crucial role in shaping the film's narrative and themes.

What lasting legacy has 'Do the Right Thing' left on contemporary
discussions about race?
The film continues to resonate in contemporary discussions about race, social justice, and equality, often
cited in conversations about the Black Lives Matter movement and systemic racism.
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