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Mr Smith Goes To Washington
Questions

Introduction: The Enduring Relevance of Mr. Smith Goes
to Washington

Frank Capra’s 1939 classic Mr. Smith Goes to Washington remains one of the most powerful political
dramas ever produced. The film tells the story of Jefferson Smith, a naive but idealistic leader of a Boy
Rangers group who is unexpectedly appointed to the U.S. Senate. When he arrives in Washington, he
discovers a corrupt political machine run by a powerful media mogul and a senior senator. Smith’s refusal to
play along leads to a dramatic filibuster that lays bare the ideals of democracy.

Decades later, audiences and scholars still return to this film to explore issues of integrity, populism, media
manipulation, and the role of government. One of the most effective ways to engage with the movie is by



asking targeted Mr. Smith Goes To Washington questions. These questions help unpack the film’s
themes, character motivations, historical accuracy, and its enduring commentary on American politics. In
this article, we will explore a wide range of such questions, organized by thematic focus, to deepen your
understanding and appreciation of this cinematic masterpiece.

Why Asking Questions About Mr. Smith Goes to
Washington Matters

Every great film invites inquiry, and Mr. Smith Goes to Washington is no exception. The movie is layered
with symbolism, moral dilemmas, and sharp social criticism. Whether you are a student writing a paper, a
teacher leading a classroom discussion, or a film enthusiast reflecting on its relevance today, forming the
right Mr. Smith Goes To Washington questions can turn passive viewing into active critical thinking.

Questions also help bridge the gap between the world of 1939 and the contemporary political landscape. For
instance, when you ask about the role of the press in the film, you can draw direct parallels to modern media
dynamics. Similarly, questions about Smith’s filibuster touch on political tactics still used in the Senate
today. By exploring these questions, we uncover truths about democracy that transcend time.
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Key Mr. Smith Goes To Washington Questions About
Plot and Structure

Understanding the basic narrative is the first step. Below are essential questions that focus on the plot,
structure, and key turning points of the film.

Plot-Driven Questions

What is the inciting incident that brings Jefferson Smith to Washington, and how does his
appointment set up the central conflict?
How does Senator Joseph Paine’s relationship with Smith evolve from mentorship to betrayal? What
key scene marks the shift?
Why does Smith choose to filibuster, and what specific strategies does he use to prolong his speech?
What role does Clarissa Saunders play in Smith’s transformation from a naive idealist to a hardened
defender of principle?
How does the physical setting of the Senate chamber contribute to the film’s dramatic climax?



Structural Questions

The film follows a classic three-act structure. How does each act correspond to Smith’s emotional
journey?
Frank Capra uses montage sequences to depict Smith’s tour of Washington D.C. What purpose do
these sequences serve in the story?
How does the use of dramatic irony—where the audience knows more than Smith—affect our
engagement with the narrative?

Character Analysis Questions for Mr. Smith Goes to
Washington

The characters in the film are archetypal yet nuanced. Asking Mr. Smith Goes To Washington questions
about character motivation and development reveals the human drama behind the political commentary.

Jefferson Smith

In what ways does Smith embody the “everyman” hero? How does his idealism both empower and
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endanger him?
Why does Smith hold onto his faith in the principles of the Constitution even when corrupted
senators tell him those principles are myths?
How does Smith’s relationship with his late father (referenced through his desire to build a boys’
camp) drive his sense of purpose?

Senator Joseph Paine

What motivates Senator Paine to sell out to Jim Taylor’s political machine? Is he portrayed as a
villain or a tragic figure?
How does Paine’s emotional breakdown during the filibuster reflect the inner conflict between his past
idealism and present corruption?
What does Paine’s attempted suicide suggest about the cost of political compromise?

Clarissa Saunders

How does Saunders evolve from a cynical Washington insider to a devoted supporter of Smith’s
crusade?
What does her final conversation with Smith in the Senate gallery reveal about her character



transformation?
Is Saunders’s role as the “woman behind the man” a limitation or a strength of the film’s character
writing?

Thematic Mr. Smith Goes To Washington Questions

The film is rich with themes that resonate today. Below are questions that delve into the central ideas of the
movie.

Idealism vs. Corruption

Does the film suggest that idealism can survive in the real world of politics, or is the ending a
fantasy?
How does Capra contrast the “lost causes” that Smith champions with the cynical pragmatism of the
other senators?
What does the film say about the relationship between power and morality?
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Democracy and the Role of the People

How does the film portray the voice of the common citizen? Consider the scenes of Smith’s
constituents back home.
Why does the film emphasize the importance of the filibuster as a tool for minority rights?
What message does the movie convey about the fragility of democratic institutions?

Media Manipulation and Propaganda

Jim Taylor controls several newspapers and a radio station. How does the film critique the power of
media to shape public opinion?
What parallels can you draw between the media machines in the film and modern news cycles?
How does the film’s portrayal of public gullibility hold up in the age of social media?

Historical Context Questions for Mr. Smith Goes to
Washington

To fully understand the film, it helps to place it in its historical moment. These Mr. Smith Goes To



Washington questions connect the movie to 1930s America and beyond.

The film was released in 1939, near the end of the Great Depression and at the dawn of World War
II. How do these events inform the film’s skepticism about power and its faith in American values?
Frank Capra was an Italian immigrant. How might his background have influenced the film’s
celebration of American ideals?
The film faced controversy upon release, with some critics accusing it of being unpatriotic and even
receiving backlash from Washington politicians. Why did some find the film disturbing?
How does the film reflect the New Deal era’s tensions between populism and political machines?
What historical figures might have inspired the characters of Jefferson Smith or Senator Paine?

Cinematic and Directorial Questions

Capra’s direction and the film’s technical aspects also raise important questions for analysis.

Directorial Style

How does Capra use close-ups during the filibuster scene to capture Smith’s exhaustion and
determination?
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What role does the musical score play in heightening emotional moments, particularly the climax?
Why does Capra choose to spend so much time on the filibuster itself rather than editing it into quick
cuts?

Film as Propaganda or Art

Some critics argue that Mr. Smith Goes to Washington is sentimental propaganda for the American
system. Do you agree or disagree?
How does the film balance entertainment with political education?
What techniques does Capra use to make us root for Smith even when his cause seems hopeless?

Discussion Questions for Students and Study Groups

If you are using this film in a classroom or book club, these Mr. Smith Goes To Washington questions
can spark lively debate.

Should Jefferson Smith have accepted the appointment in the first place, knowing he was a pawn?1.
Does his naivety make him complicit?
Is the filibuster today still a viable tool for individual senators to stand against corruption, or has it2.



become a partisan weapon?
What would a modern version of Mr. Smith Goes to Washington look like? Who would the characters3.
be?
Does the film present a realistic solution to corruption, or does it rely on a deus ex machina (Paine’s4.
confession) to resolve the conflict?
How does the film handle gender roles through Saunders and the female staff in the Senate?5.

Frequently Asked Questions About Mr. Smith Goes to
Washington

To cover common curiosities, here are short-answer questions that also serve as useful entry points.

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

The central message is that one honest person can make a difference in a corrupt system, but only by
appealing to higher principles and the will of the people. The film champions idealism and integrity over
cynical pragmatism.
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Is Mr. Smith Goes to Washington based on a true story?

No, it is a work of fiction inspired in part by the life of Montana Senator Burton K. Wheeler and other
populist politicians. The filibuster scene, however, draws on real Senate traditions.

Why was the film controversial?

Many politicians and newspaper owners felt the film portrayed the U.S. Senate negatively and discouraged
faith in democracy. Some even called for it to be banned. However, the public embraced it as a patriotic
story of hope.

What is the significance of the boys’ camp bill?

The bill represents Smith’s pure, unpolitical goal: to provide a natural space for underprivileged children. It
contrasts with the selfish financial interests of the Taylor machine.

Does Smith succeed in the end?

The film leaves the outcome somewhat ambiguous. Smith collapses from exhaustion, but Paine’s confession



suggests the corruption will be exposed. Capra intended it as a victory of spirit, even if the legal outcome is
uncertain.

Conclusion: The Timeless Power of Inquiry

Mr. Smith Goes To Washington is far more than a 1939 movie; it is a living document that continues to
ask profound questions about democracy, integrity, and the human condition. By exploring the Mr. Smith
Goes To Washington questions outlined above, we engage not only with a cinematic masterpiece but with
our own beliefs about government and morality. Whether you are a student, a teacher, or a lifelong learner,
these questions will enrich your viewing experience and remind you why this film remains required viewing
for anyone interested in the promise and perils of democracy.

Ultimately, the most important question is one the film itself leaves us with: What would you do if you were
in Jefferson Smith’s shoes? That question has no easy answer, but asking it is a step toward becoming a more
thoughtful citizen.


