
spike lee on do the right thing

Spike Lee on Do the Right Thing has become a crucial part of cinematic history, resonating with audiences
since its release in 1989. As a pivotal film in the African American narrative, it not only showcases Lee's
unique storytelling style but also addresses complex issues surrounding race, community, and identity. In
this article, we will explore Spike Lee’s directorial choices, the film's cultural significance, and its lasting
impact on cinema and society.

Spike Lee: A Visionary Filmmaker

Spike Lee, born on March 20, 1957, in Atlanta, Georgia, has carved out a distinct niche in the film industry
as a director, producer, and writer. He is known for his provocative storytelling and his ability to tackle
tough social issues. Lee’s work often reflects his own experiences and observations as an African American
man living in the United States.

The Journey to Do the Right Thing

Before creating Do the Right Thing, Lee had already made a mark with his debut film, She’s Gotta Have It
(1986). This film laid the groundwork for Lee's exploration of themes related to race, gender, and identity.
The success of She’s Gotta Have It allowed Lee to secure the financing needed for his next project.

Do the Right Thing was inspired by a range of influences, including:

1. Personal Experiences: Lee drew from his own life growing up in Brooklyn, New York, where he
witnessed the tensions between different racial communities.
2. Historical Context: The film was released during a time of heightened racial tensions in America,
including incidents of police brutality and racial discrimination.
3. Cinematic Influences: Lee was influenced by filmmakers such as Martin Scorsese and the French New
Wave, adopting their techniques while infusing African American culture into his storytelling.

Plot Overview

Set on a scorching summer day in the Bedford-Stuyvesant neighborhood of Brooklyn, Do the Right Thing
follows a day in the life of Mookie, played by Spike Lee. Mookie works for Sal, an Italian-American pizzeria
owner, and the film captures the interactions between various characters, including Sal's family, local
residents, and other community members.



The plot builds up to an explosive climax as racial tensions reach a boiling point, leading to a pivotal
confrontation that ultimately results in violence and tragedy. The film leaves viewers grappling with the
question of what it means to "do the right thing" in a racially charged environment.

Character Analysis

The film is notable for its rich character development, presenting a diverse array of personalities that
reflect the complexities of urban life. Key characters include:

- Mookie: A delivery man caught between his job and his allegiance to his community.
- Sal: The pizzeria owner who struggles with his identity and biases as an immigrant.
- Buggin' Out: A local activist who challenges Sal’s dominance in the neighborhood.
- Radio Raheem: A character who embodies the spirit of resistance and the tragic consequences of violence.

Each character serves a specific purpose in illustrating the multifaceted dynamics of race relations, making
it clear that there are no easy answers to the questions posed in the film.

Cinematography and Style

Spike Lee's directorial style is marked by several distinctive features that enhance the narrative of Do the
Right Thing:

Visual Techniques

- Color Palette: The vibrant colors used throughout the film not only reflect the heat of the day but also
symbolize the intensity of the emotions experienced by the characters.
- Camera Angles: Lee employs unconventional camera angles, including low shots and close-ups, to create a
sense of intimacy and urgency.
- Symbolism: Objects such as the iconic “Love” and “Hate” rings worn by Radio Raheem serve as metaphors
for the broader societal struggles depicted in the film.

Soundtrack and Music

The soundtrack of Do the Right Thing plays a crucial role in establishing the film's tone. Featuring a mix of
hip-hop, jazz, and reggae, the music underscores the cultural vibrancy of the neighborhood. Notably, Public
Enemy’s “Fight the Power” serves as an anthem for resistance, emphasizing the film's themes of



empowerment and social justice.

Cultural Significance

Do the Right Thing has had a profound impact on both the film industry and society at large. It challenges
audiences to confront their own biases and assumptions while sparking discussions about race relations in
America.

Critical Reception

Upon its release, the film received widespread acclaim from critics and audiences alike. It was nominated
for several awards, including an Academy Award for Best Original Screenplay. Critics praised Lee for his
fearless approach and ability to provoke conversation around sensitive topics.

However, the film also faced backlash from some quarters. Its portrayal of violence and racial conflict led to
polarized opinions, with some accusing Lee of promoting divisiveness. Nonetheless, the film's relevance has
persisted, especially in light of contemporary social movements such as Black Lives Matter.

Legacy and Influence

The legacy of Do the Right Thing is evident in the works of subsequent filmmakers and artists who have
drawn inspiration from Lee's groundbreaking approach. The film opened doors for greater representation of
African American voices in cinema and has become a touchstone for discussions on race, identity, and
community.

In 2019, the film was selected for preservation in the National Film Registry by the Library of Congress,
underscoring its cultural, historical, and aesthetic significance. It continues to be studied in film schools and
discussed in academic circles, showcasing its enduring relevance.

Conclusion

Spike Lee's Do the Right Thing remains a seminal work in American cinema, embodying the complexities
of race relations and the struggle for justice. Through his innovative storytelling, compelling characters,
and striking visuals, Lee has created a film that challenges audiences to reflect on their own beliefs and
actions. As we continue to navigate issues of race and inequality in society, the lessons from Do the Right
Thing remain as pertinent today as they were over three decades ago. The film is not just a reflection of its



time but a timeless call to action, encouraging us all to engage in meaningful dialogue and strive for
understanding in an increasingly divided world.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of Spike Lee's 'Do the Right Thing'?
The central theme of 'Do the Right Thing' revolves around racial tension and social justice, exploring how
prejudice and systemic racism affect communities.

How does Spike Lee use color symbolism in 'Do the Right Thing'?
Spike Lee employs vibrant colors, particularly red, to symbolize anger and passion, contrasting with the
heat of the summer day, emphasizing the escalating racial tensions.

What role does music play in 'Do the Right Thing'?
Music in 'Do the Right Thing' serves as a cultural backdrop, with hip-hop and jazz enhancing the emotional
tone and reflecting the characters' experiences and struggles.

How does the character of Mookie contribute to the narrative of 'Do the
Right Thing'?
Mookie, played by Spike Lee, acts as a bridge between different communities, and his decisions highlight
the complexities of loyalty and the consequences of action versus inaction.

What impact did 'Do the Right Thing' have on discussions about race
relations in America?
The film sparked national conversations about race relations, police brutality, and community dynamics,
making it a significant cultural touchstone in discussions about social justice.

How is the setting of Bedford-Stuyvesant significant in 'Do the Right
Thing'?
Bedford-Stuyvesant serves as a microcosm of urban America, showcasing the diversity and challenges of a
neighborhood grappling with race, economics, and identity.



What is the significance of the character Radio Raheem in 'Do the Right
Thing'?
Radio Raheem symbolizes the struggle for identity and the expression of individuality through his love for
music, ultimately becoming a tragic figure representing the consequences of systemic violence.

How does Spike Lee address the concept of 'doing the right thing' in the
film?
Lee challenges the notion of 'doing the right thing' by presenting morally ambiguous choices, suggesting
that the right actions can lead to unintended and tragic consequences.

What are some notable cinematic techniques used in 'Do the Right
Thing'?
Notable techniques include dynamic camera movements, inventive framing, and the use of direct address,
which engage the audience and emphasize the film's emotional intensity.
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