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The Social World of 12 Angry Men 

According to Pearce, a social world is all of the events and objects that make up your life. 

"Because we are immersed in them, we have to somehow discover social worlds. Social worlds 

exist, they are world-like, there are many of them… and we are agents in their making" (Pearce 

p.29). I would like to start this paper by discovering the social world of 12 Angry Men. 12 Angry 

Men has had a long history of production and revision, from short teleplay to major Broadway 

productions. The author, Reginold Rose, first found inspiration for 12 Angry Men when he 

served on a jury in a manslaughter case, over which the jurors fought bitterly for some eight 

hours. This became the impetus for the teleplay, 12 Angry Men. It was immediately successful 

and led to further development, culminating in its film version in 1957, starring Henry Fonda and 

directed by Sidney Lumet. It was filmed again for television in 1997, starring George C. Scott 

and Jack Lemmon, and first appeared on Broadway in 2004. Historically, we can look at the play 

in the context of its original film release date, 1957. The United States was in a politically 

transitional time. The Civil Rights Movement was well underway with the Brown vs. Board of 

Education decision passed in 1954 and the Montgomery Bus Boycott of 1956. Many of the 

themes of racial and social inequity being played out in the drama were being played out on the 

national scene. For the purposes of this paper, we are referencing the 1997 film. Although the 

Civil Rights Movement is a thing of the past, the racial prejudice, social disparities and the 

communication issues between the 12 jurors are paradigms with which society still struggles. 

The film will stand the test of time because it is based on the realities of the human condition: 

different social worlds, prejudice and bias, empathy or lack of empathy, and compassion or lack 

of compassion. By integrating dialogue, Rose shows the importance of building relationships and 

learning to listen to and respect each other, and coming together to create a new understanding. 



12 ANGRY MEN ANALYSIS   3	  

All of these are necessary elements of dialogue, which this paper will explore and connect to the 

passages in the film. 

Key Characters 

The most difficult conversation, or the one discussion that presents the most important 

challenges is the "not guilty" conversation. Juror 8 is the key character in this conversation. 

However, all of the jurors react to Juror 8's "not guilty" announcement, thus they are all involved 

in the conversation to a certain degree. All of the other 11 jurors enter the jury room with a 

"guilty" decision in their minds, while juror 8 announces his as different from the majority. This 

upsets the other jurors mainly because they are hot and tired and want to leave. Juror 8's role is 

critical; he is the one who insists on engaging in dialogue to decide the fate of defendant. Due to 

his decision, the men are forced to discuss their perspectives, think about their own biases and 

assumptions and reflect upon why they feel the defendant is guilty. This is not an easy endeavor 

as many must face some truths about their own identities and feelings that are affecting their 

decision. Juror 8 takes a role as a silent facilitator, occasionally asking strategic questions and 

drawing out information which forces the men to think together, versus separately; to listen, to 

suspend judgment and to come to a new understanding. The following are brief descriptions of 

each juror. I feel it is important to know about each juror, to emphasize that each has his own 

social world. 

• Juror 1 (Foreman) is responsible for keeping the jury organized. He is an assistant 

football coach outside of the jury room. 

• Juror 2 is a shy bank clerk who takes time to feel comfortable enough to participate in the 

discussion. 
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• Juror 3 is a small business owner. He proudly says that he started his business from 

scratch and now employs thirty-four workers. He has a bad relationship with his own son 

and that this is a contributing factor to his prejudice against the defendant, accused of 

stabbing his own father. Juror 3 is one of the last to be convinced and only changes his 

mind once he realizes that he is only projecting his feelings about his own son onto the 

defendant. 

• Juror 4 is a stock broker. He wears glasses and seems to handle himself with a very 

serious air. He deals with the facts of the case logically and concretely. 

• Juror 5 works in a Harlem hospital and says that he himself has lived in the slums his 

entire life. This is how he knows how to use a switchblade properly. 

• Juror 6 is a house painter, he is happy that the case continues as it means he doesn’t have 

to work, but is hesitant to put a potential killer back on the streets. He sticks up for Juror 

9, an old man, and seems to be a respectful man. 

• Juror 7 is concerned whether or not the case will end before his ball game, for which he 

has tickets. He is generally indifferent to the case. He changes his vote to “not guilty” 

simply because the tide of opinion switches, and he wants the deliberations to be over. 

• Juror 8 is the only juror who votes “not guilty” at the first vote. He is discontent with the 

way the trial was handled and wants them to discuss the evidence in greater detail. Met 

with much opposition, he continues to advocate for the boy. He is an architect, by trade. 

• Juror 9 is an old man. He respects Juror 8's passion and sense of justice and quickly 

comes to his aid and becomes an advocate for the defendant. 

• Juror 10 is one of the most outspoken and active attackers of the defendant. He is rude 

and racially prejudiced, he condemns the defendant as “one of them” right from the start. 
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• Juror 11 is an immigrant watchmaker. He is very patriotic and talks about how much he 

loves the American justice system. 

• Juror 12 works for a marketing agency, to which job he refers to often. He seems 

constantly distracted from the case. 

The "Not Guilty" conversation, is the most critical conversation of 12 Angry Men. First, it 

is the pivotal moment where Juror 8's words force the jurors to discuss the case. If he had not 

expressed a contradictory vote, there would not have been any dialogue. Second, Juror 8 is 

taking a stand against 11 men. This courage is rare and the fact that juror 8 is attempting to start 

a dialogue with these men is even more rare. "I'm not saying he's not guilty, I just think we 

should talk about it."  

This difficult conversation is a prime example of grappling with the three conversations 

that Douglas Stone (2010) presents in our Difficult Conversations text, p. 419: the "what 

happened" conversation (they all perceived the facts, as presented in the case, differently, so they 

do not agree on what actually happened); the "feelings" conversation (Juror 8 is questioning if 

everyone's feelings are appropriate for the graveness of the situation); and the "identity" 

conversation (Juror 8 is forcing the other jurors to investigate what the situation means to them). 

There is a struggle with all three of these conversations amongst the men. Juror 8 seems to know 

how to manage these three conversations and is encouraging the others to question their own 

reasons for finding the boy guilty. 

Juror 8 is the catalyst that moves the men into engaging in dialogue as a group. 

According to Bohm's (2004) "Engaging in Dialogue" segment p. 17-32, the the stage is set for 

this activity: 1) no agenda 2) men must work through the anxiety 3) men must get to know each 
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other, establish trust and sharing 4) men must solve a cultural question 5) the purpose is to 

communicate coherently in truth 6) men must find a common way of proceeding 7) men must 

adjust to each other 8) if they stick with it, something new will come.  Juror 8 is aiming for 

dialogue and he uses questions to gain a better understanding of each juror's social world and 

how something in that world might relate to the accused's.  

Juror 8 is attempting to bring out an understanding of not only what is said, but also what 

is not said. As Stone et al suggest (2010) there is a need to understand what people are thinking 

and feeling, but also what they are not saying to each other. In a physical sense, it is similar to 

understanding negative space, which is just as important as positive space. "The gap between 

what you are thinking and what you are saying is part of what makes a conversation difficult" 

Stone et al (2010) p. 419. Juror 8 brings this unspoken information to the surface by asking 

questions, by paying attention to non verbal queues, and by facilitating thought and discussion 

through his words and actions. He is, in a way, practicing crisis intervention as well. According 

to our handout, James (2008) The Six Step Model of Crisis Intervention, he's actively listening, 

he's re-defining the problem from a "guilty" perspective, to "a perhaps he's not guilty" 

perspective and we need to explore this more to make an educated decision. He is providing 

support, examining alternatives (he's asking other jurors to imagine walking in the boy's shoes) 

and he is obtaining commitment, one by one, without even requesting it, but by presenting 

several different perspectives and encouraging others to dig deep and find a new meaning. And 

eventually they do, one by one, some sooner than others, but they all eventually find a way to a 

new understanding. Juror 8 and the difficult conversation he starts, which is the basis of the 

entire film, is the most critical conversation; without this conversation, there is no dialogue; no 

common ground, no empathy and no new meaning.  
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Primary Concerns 

To Juror 8, the boy's poor and troubled upbringing, his weak, state-appointed defense 

attorney, and the jury's quick decision to convict him are all gross forms of injustice. Juror 8 

expresses empathy for the defendant, a vital step in entering into effective dialogue, according to 

our Isaacs text.  

"This entails making a fundamental shift of perspective. It means taking into account not 

only what things look like from one’s own perspective, but how they look and feel from the 

perspective of the whole web of relationships among the people concerned. This requires more 

than empathy, which might imply trying to put oneself in the other person’s shoes while also 

sustaining one’s own angle. Instead, we can enlarge our sense of ourselves— our sense of 

identity— so that we become what a colleague of mine once termed “an advocate for the whole.” 

Isaacs, W. (1999) p. 103. 

There is another side proposed by the other members of the jury, who feel that the 

accused is clearly guilty, and anything other than conviction and execution is short of 

justice. Juror 6 articulates this most clearly, saying, "Suppose you talk us outta this and the kid 

really did knife his father?" This type of justice depends on retribution and vengeance. Each 

character wants "justice," but what justice becomes unclear and fluid throughout the course of 

the play and is dependent upon each juror's social world.  

The primary concern of Juror 8 is to be absolutely certain there is no doubt that the 

defendant is guilty. If 11 angry men feel the boy is guilty, Juror 8 wants to know why; and how 

they all came to that conclusion. After all, the defending council wasn't very good. He feels if 

they are going to decide the fate of the defendant, he at least deserves some thoughtful, educated, 

decision making. He doesn't want the men to make a decision for the wrong reasons, much less, 
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the wrong decision. Juror 8's challenge is great. He must try to dialogue with men who are not 

open to dialogue; men who have many unconscious biases, men who are not willing to listen, not 

willing to respect and not willing to suspend their own assumptions. In essence, Juror 8's 

challenge seems impossible; to dialogue with men who resist dialogue. 

The other jurors react aggressively to Juror 8's dissenting vote, trying to quickly talk him 

out of it, but Juror 8 remains convinced that he is “not sure” whether or not the boy is guilty and 

feels that they owe it to him to talk about the case for at least an hour, to be certain. He starts by 

going over the defendant's social world; the boy’s troubled upbringing, with his mother dead and 

his father jailed. Jurors try to argue with him, most notably Juror 10, who makes a particularly 

racist argument against the defendant, saying that “they’re born liars.” While Juror 12 isn’t even 

paying attention, but rather doodling an ad idea for his marketing campaign. Clearly, Juror 12 

isn't very concerned about the defendant and the gravity of the situation. Juror 10's primary 

concern is to prove his worth, to overcompensate for his own feelings of inadequacy by making 

himself bigger and louder than everyone else. He needs to be heard and he uses shock and awe 

tactics in which to accomplish this. In this part of the film, the director is defining the many 

different communication challenges awaiting Juror 8; bias and unwillingness to participate, being 

two examples.  

The jurors decide to go around the table, explaining why they each believe the boy to be 

guilty, in hopes of convincing Juror 8 that the boy is, in fact guilty, without a doubt. The 11 

jurors come together here in agreement to convince Juror 8 of his error in judgment. At this 

point, the 11 jurors main concern is changing Juror 8's vote. This is a critical moment because it 

foreshadows that the men can find some commonality and are capable of coming together in 
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agreement. Against the odds, this turn in the conversation shows that the men are open to 

cooperate for the greater good.  

Through this discussion we learn the following facts about the case: an old man living 

beneath the boy and his father testified that he heard upstairs a fight, the boy shouting, “I’m 

gonna kill you,” a body hitting the ground, and then he saw the boy running down the stairs. The 

boy claimed he had been at the movies while his father was murdered, but couldn’t remember 

the name of the movies or who was in them. A woman living across the street testified that she 

saw the boy kill his father through the windows of a passing elevated train. The boy had, that 

night, had an argument with his father, which resulted in the boy’s father hitting him twice. 

Finally, the boy has an extensive list of prior offenses, including trying to slash another teenager 

with a knife. 

Juror 3 makes a speech about how this boy is just another example of “how kids are 

nowadays.” He speaks about his own son, with whom he had a rough relationship, and to whom 

he hasn’t spoken in two years, after a fight in which his son hit him. Juror 3's primary concern is 

to punish the defendant for his own son's behavior. He doesn't realize he is bringing his own 

biases into the case and making a decision against his son, not the defendant. Perhaps he feels at 

some shallow level that if he punishes the defendant, he will also be punishing his son and 

therefore it will make him feel better inside by providing some type of twisted closure. This 

presents another communication challenge: the unconscious bias of Juror 3. He is not aware of 

how he is projecting his one-sided guilt onto the boy. It is intended for his son, but he is 

projecting and the boy will pay for Juror 3's misguided feelings.  
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At this point in the film, Juror 10 and Juror 5 get into an argument over 10's bringing up 

the boy’s slum background as evidence for his being “trash.” Juror 5 is angered by this blatant 

judgment, having grown up in a slum himself. However, this is a critical moment because it 

brings Juror 5 into a realization that the boy is like him and now he feels some empathy for the 

defendant; his vote will change to not guilty soon. Perhaps if Juror 5 is capable of empathy, then 

the others are as well.  

Juror 8 is now made to stand and defend his “not guilty” vote for the boy. He states again, 

that he’s not sure whether or not the boy did it, but he was unsatisfied with the job of the defense 

council, and he was unsure of the two eyewitnesses. Another critical moment as this re-emphasis 

of the fact that he is uncertain about the guilty verdict, and that he doubts the diligence of the 

council… this causes the other jurors, at least those who are listening, to take this into 

consideration and put some thought into this concept. This leads into a discussion about the 

knife. Juror 4 explains that, on the night of the murder, the boy bought a uniquely carved 

switchblade knife identical to the one used in the murder. The boy claims that he lost it that 

night, before coming home to find his father dead. Juror 4 presents the death weapon, the “only 

one of its kind;” Juror 8 surprises the others by presenting an identical knife he had purchased in 

a pawn shop two blocks from where the boy lived a few nights' prior, shattering the claim that 

the knife was unique and identifiable. A critical moment in that now doubt has been cast upon 

the facts. An argument breaks out among the jurors as to the new doubt; most are just upset that 

they’re still arguing and want to just declare him guilty and go home. This indifference of most 

of the men is a major communication challenge; trying to get through to uncompassionate people 

who do not know the boy, are unwilling to practice empathy, simply do not care to spend any 

time on the matter.  
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Juror 8 makes a proposition that the other eleven of them could vote, and if all of them 

voted “not guilty,” he would not stand alone and would go along with their guilty verdict. They 

agree to this and vote by secret ballot. The vote is 10 “guilty” votes and 1 “not guilty” vote, and 

so the deliberation continues. 

Key Challenges and Critical Moments 

Each juror has his own definition of the word, and their experiences which have shaped 

the said definition. This is exemplified through the actions of Juror Number 3 and 5 most 

specifically, as their histories and experiences are most intricately developed by the author. The 

importance of justice to a particular person is directly related to their past experiences as 

demonstrated through the individual jurors’ reactions to the potential treatment of the accused. 

Juror Number 3’s disdain for the accused combined with his harsh definition of justice can be 

rooted from his difficult past and experiences with adolescents. It is noted within the play that 

Juror 3’s hatred towards rebellious young men is very likely a result of the way his son treated 

him when he says: “I’ve got a kid…When he was fifteen he hit me in the face. He’s big you 

know. I haven’t seen him in three years, rotten kid! You work your heart out…” This discovering 

of social worlds and overcoming their different realities is the most difficult challenge the jurors 

face. The preconceived notions, bias and prejudices, lack of empathy, which are also difficult 

communication challenges are all a part of each different social world. 

Most of the jurors enter the room with preconceived notions and irrational ideas. the 

prejudice is seen on several levels throughout the film. Racial prejudice the main type. The race 

of the accused is never explicitly stated, yet the issue is important enough to the jurors that it is 

the major challenge in the story, especially for Juror 9, who refers to the accused as "one of 
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them". Juror 3 is prejudiced against the defendant simply because of his age, which reminds him 

of his own son with whom he is at odds.  

Coming from different ethnic and social backgrounds, the men struggle for a consensus 

on the ruling. Their interactions inside the jury room represent how the different social classes 

treat each other in everyday life. 

Inside the realm of the courtroom, the jurors are severed from the world as they know it 

and from the foundation of their very lives. The trial forces them to create their own world in 

which they bring forth their experiences to solve the case. The experiences, perceptions, and 

attitudes of 12 separate lifetimes are combined into a few shared hours. The jurors derive from 

different backgrounds and their decisions throughout the play reflect the social classes in which 

they grew up. Juror 8, who implies that he endured the slum life as a younger man, has empathy 

for the accused. At first, he seems to be the only one until the others dig deeply into their own 

social worlds and find some common ground with the accused. 

The conversation's critical moments are as follows: 1) when Juror 8 announces his vote 

of non guilty (forces men to discuss the case); 2) when the 11 men come together to convince 

Juror 8 of his mistake in his decision (shows the men can come together and create something 

new… establishes hope and foreshadows their success); 3) when Juror 8 re-emphasizes that he is 

unsure of  whether the accused is guilty or not, but he doubts the diligence of the accused's 

council (causes the others to think about and even question whether they really agree with the 

evidence presented); 4) when Juror 8 produces the same knife that the accused had (reasonable 

doubt is cast); 5) when Juror 8 proposes a vote and states that if everyone still votes guilty, he 

will change his vote (represents the beginning of effective dialogue by starting compromise). 

The most critical moment is moment 4, when Juror 8 produces the same knife presented as 
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evidence, which everyone thought to be unique. This moment is vital because it is the moment 

that a weakness is shown in the prosecution's case. Juror 8 manages to negate the legitimacy of 

the evidence and this lends itself to the creation of reasonable doubt, which if it exists, is grounds 

for a verdict of not guilty. 

Possible Solutions 

The key challenge is that each man has a different social world. At first, these worlds 

clash, but through Juror 8's practices, they are discovered and some new understanding of each is 

created, as it relates to their issue. In a sense, the challenge is already resolved in the film, as the 

jurors do finally agree there is enough doubt to change their votes to not guilty. Juror 8 used 

several different dialogue practices all of which could be used as a resolution to the one difficult 

conversation discussed in this paper.  I want to emphasize that juror 8 used questions to draw out 

information and then presented that information. By doing this, he helped each one discover 

another's social world. He did not react or judge or ridicule, he was not arrogant and did not offer 

advice. He simply learned about each of the juror's and helped each relate his own social world 

to the defendant's. He engaged in the core practices of dialogue to do this, and we discussed 

many of those throughout the paper. Most importantly, and what we would benefit from doing if 

faced with this same situation is to overcome the fact that we all have different realities and the 

importance of discovering those, understanding those, and applying them to the issue at hand 

cannot be overlooked.  

Another solution would be equipping the jurors with ground rules prior to deliberating. 

The core practices of dialogue could be written on paper for each juror to internalize prior to 

entering into deliberation. There are certain civilities one should use in conversing and not 

everyone has been exposed to right and wrong when it comes to discussing such emotional 
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issues. I think it would be an exceptional practice to have a list of do's and don'ts for jurors 

entering into deliberation. The only issue I foresee in equipping jurors with knowledge of 

dialogic practices or a set of ground rules would be that they may be seen, by some, as trying to 

indoctrinate or persuade or inform the jury. I can see that others might find reason to protest 

giving the jury any type of additional information and may view it as an unnecessary action. 

However, I do believe that no system should be immune from change and I would propose that 

some type of education or ground rules be presented to the judicial system for review. I think it is 

safe to assume that judges are educated in the practices of dialogue and it only makes sense that 

jurors are exposed to similar, however brief, information on how to engage in effective dialogue.  

Conclusion 

The ending of the film, 12 Angry Men, shows the story was never about the verdict and 

the defendant, just as dialogue is never about who is right and who is wrong. If the story were 

about the verdict, the end would show the judge reading the juror's final decision. Instead, we see 

the jurors leaving and it's important to note the action of Juror 8 helping Juror 3 with his coat. 

This gesture is one of compassion and empathy and the offer and the acceptance of each man 

displays a new understanding that exists between them, and symbolizes the new understanding 

that now flows between all the men. The film is about 12 men, trying to do what's right, and, 

through dialogue, they succeed. 
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