The Shawshank Redemption

Directed by Frank Darabont
Hope:

In Shawshank most of the inmates are afraid to hope.  Red says “hope is a dangerous thing”.  Andy is the only prisoner who believes that hope is paramount in a place like Shawshank, “you need it so you don’t forget that there are places that aren’t made of stone”.

Andy tries to give hope to others through education, willingness to provide a better way of life inside the prison and by talking to Red about the future.  It is Red who Andy instils hope into at the end “Hope is a good thing, maybe the best of things”.  By journeying to Mexico Red chooses hope over despair. The idea Darabont is trying to show the audience is that hope is the saving grace in the prison. Those who have the ability to hope are those, in the end, who will be redeemed. It is strongly contrasted with the idea of despair which so many of the prisoners face. Andy, initially, is the only one with the ability to hope and he tries to teach the others how to do this. Only hope has the power to redeem the human spirit.
Tagline: Fear can hold you prisoner. Hope can set you free.

Symbols of hope:  harmonica, music, bright light
Institutionalism:

Red defines being institutionalised “These walls are funny.  First you hate them, then you get used to them.  Enough time passes you get to depend on them.  That’s institutionalised”. His analysis of Brooks foreshadows the man he may become by the end of the film.
Red must choose whether or not he is going to conform to being fully institutionalised like Brooks, or maintain hope like Andy. The message is that institutionalisation can break the human spirit. It destroys hope and stifles any sense of freedom. To avoid becoming institutionalised, the inmates must hold on to a sense of self worth.
Freedom:

“Get busy living or get busy dying”.

The film examines both mental and spiritual freedom. The inmates are kept in physical captivity and this takes away their physical freedom. Most of the inmates forfeit their mental and spiritual freedom as a result of this captivity.

Freedom is a state of mind in prison.  If the prisoners give up their dream of living free then all hope will be lost.  This is why we have scenes such as the rooftop scene, Andy playing the music and Andy educating Tommy.  All of these things make the prisoners feel they have some sort of control over their destinies.  They are free to dream.

The imagery that coincides with this idea is that of the “caged bird” that soars to freedom.  Red says, “I have to remind myself that some birds aren’t meant to be caged.  Their feathers are just too bright.

Andy’s freedom is also shown when he escapes from the pipe and stands half naked in the water.

Symbols: Colour, the bird
