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 “Fear can hold you prisoner. Hope can set you free.” 

He lies on the floor against the concrete, the opposite wall less than a yard away, in the complete silence while his conscience is running wild. He is here for two weeks, then three, and finally a month passes. Unlike most in this situation, Andy Dufresne would look forward to the day the door in front of him opens, the light blinding his heavy eyes, hoping to move on with life and continue planning his future. At this point, others would have absolutely no hope for the future. Their home is here, confined within the stone walls of prison where he or she belongs. They are a stranger to the world outside of the gate dividing the two worlds and fears the day they are released from this institution. However, even under harsh circumstances, men and women like Andy Dufresne remain hopeful. Whatever the hopeless situation one may be in, the way he or she views the future defines them as a human being. Hope will transform some, and drive others insane. Through the actions taken and the words spoken by Brooks, Red, as well as Andy Dufresne, the use of hope in “The Shawshank Redemption” proves to maintain one’s personal integrity and sense of self when placed in a hopeless situation. 

For those who lacked a sense of hope, life outside of penitentiary was non-existent. Brooks Halten lacked any and all hope after being locked up on “the inside” for more than fifty years. As he fulfilled his sentence and was released from prison, Brooks took on society as he had never seen it before. As motor vehicles clogged the city streets and working at the local market became a daily hassle, Brooks’ overwhelming fear led him to feel increasingly hopeless and worthless. He had no purpose on the outside. On the inside, he was important to his fellow friends and inmates. Prison life and taking on the role of the prison’s bookkeeper were all he knew. Brooks ultimately decided to end his life. Because Brooks’ hope disintegrated the moment he took his first steps into the real world and out of the “inside,” he lost his sense of self and could not be saved from his hopeless situation.


Despite being wrongly accused of murdering his wife and her lover, the young and successful Andy Dufresne maintained a sense of purpose as well as hope through his time on the inside and on the outside. Perhaps the most hopeful of characters, Andy relentlessly found ways to keep his mind sane through the multiple projects he completed throughout his sentence. One project after another, from chiseling chess pieces from rocks, to helping guards with finances, to opening a library in the prison, to tarring the roof, Andy’s head was constantly overflowing with ways to occupy himself. Andy had a vision to one day escape to the Pacific Ocean. He described the Ocean to his fellow inmate Red saying, “[The Mexicans] say it has no memory. That's where I want to live the rest of my life. A warm place with no memory”. Every motion Andy made was towards freedom. He pulled a stunt when he was left alone in the warden’s office, playing Italian music projected through the prison’s speakers. In that moment, Red narrated, “I have no idea to this day what those two Italian ladies were singing about. Truth is, I don't want to know. Some things are best left unsaid. I'd like to think they were singing about something so beautiful, it can't be expressed in words, and makes your heart ache because of it. I tell you, those voices soared higher and farther than anybody in a gray place dares to dream. It was like some beautiful bird flapped into our drab little cage and made those walls dissolve away, and for the briefest of moments, every last man in Shawshank felt free”. After nearly twenty years on the “inside”, Andy’s overpowering sense of hope continued to spread to those around him, and especially at that musical moment, it affected his closest friend Red.

Andy’s influence on Ellis Redding ultimately led him to develop a strong sense of purpose and hope. Ever since he entered Shawshank Prison in 1927, Red simply did not believe in having any hope of both leaving the prison and beginning a life on the “outside”. Like Brooks, he was established in the walls of that prison. Red once said, “Hope is a dangerous thing. Hope can drive a man insane”. It wasn’t until Andy Dufresne took his first steps off the bus and entered the prison that his belief would soon change. Throughout “The Shawshank Redemption,” the bond between Andy and Red grew stronger as the years in the prison passed. Andy and Red once had a conversation about the beauty of music and how Red “played a mean harmonica as a younger man” only to lose interest in it because it “didn't make much sense” in jail. Andy replied, “Here's where it makes the most sense. You need it so you don't forget…There are places in this world that aren't made out of stone. That there's something inside that they can't get to, that they can't touch. That's yours.” Red questioned what he was talking about, where Andy replied, “Hope.” After Red was rejected by the parole board he received a present, a harmonica from Andy. Red chose not to play the harmonica at the moment, but later gave it one blow, symbolically showing how music provided a means of hope. In this moment, Red began to show signs of hope for the future.


As time went on and as Andy planned his escape, he asked Red to do him a favor if Red was ever released from the prison. Andy asked Red to visit the hayfield in Buxton where Andy proposed to his wife, in which he said “Promise me, Red. If you ever get out... find that spot. At the base of that wall, you'll find a rock that has no earthly business in a Maine hayfield. Piece of black, volcanic glass. There's something buried under it I want you to have.” As mysterious as Andy was acting, Red kept his promise after Andy escaped from the Shawshank Prison. When Red was released from the prison, he made his way to the exact hayfield Andy described. Red found an envelope of cash as well as a letter that read, “Dear Red. If you're reading this, you've gotten out. And if you've come this far, maybe you're willing to come a little further. You remember the name of the town, don't you… I could use a good man to help me get my project on wheels. I'll keep an eye out for you and the chessboard ready. Remember, Red, hope is a good thing, maybe the best of things, and no good thing ever dies. I will be hoping that this letter finds you, and finds you well. Your friend. Andy”.  Red, with his friend’s help, found the hope he was looking for as well as a purpose outside of the prison walls. After reading the letter, he narrates, “I find I'm so excited, I can barely sit still or hold a thought in my head. I think it's the excitement only a free man can feel, a free man at the start of a long journey whose conclusion is uncertain. I hope I can make it across the border. I hope to see my friend and shake his hand. I hope the Pacific is as blue as it has been in my dreams. I hope”. An established man in jail for life once laughed at the mention of one’s hope of a life on the opposite side of the stone walls in which he lived was now excited at the thought of an uncertain future on the “outside.” Ellis “Red” Redding’s transformation from having absolutely zero hope to having all of the hope in the world was greatly influenced by Andy Dufresne. The use of hope proved to maintain his personal integrity and sense of self even while locked away in the walls of Shawshank Prison. 

Whatever the hopeless situation one may be in, the way he or she views the future as well as the actions they take defines them as a human being. The use of hope in “The Shawshank Redemption” proves to maintain one’s personal integrity and sense of self when placed in a hopeless situation through the actions taken and the words spoken by Brooks, Red, as well as Andy Dufresne.
