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Making a Moral Argument 

     In the last ten years, two films that have become extremely important in terms of cinematic 

quality and addressing relevant social and moral issues are There Will Be Blood and Zero Dark 

Thirty. Paul Thomas Anderson’s screenplay for the former film and Mark Boal’s for the latter 

both in their own ways tackle important issues: Anderson tells a story, albeit in the early 1900’s, 

of the greed that transpires with the booming oil industry, and Boal chronicles the decade-long 

effort to find and capture Osama bin Laden. Neither subject is easily handled, but the films (and 

their screenplays) portray them accurately by putting in the middle of these issues characters that 

must deal with them. This is why both scripts are so effective: by placing characters before these 

complex issues and ideas, the stories force them to make choices that help the audience 

determine what the right choice should be. 

     There Will Be Blood, for example, introduces us to Daniel Plainview, who from the 

beginning seems eager to find gold, oil, or whatever it is to bring wealth for himself. But 

moment-by-moment, day-by-day, and even year-by-year, we see Daniel make choices. He finds 

out about the Sunday ranch and gets off on the wrong foot with religious fanatic Eli. When his 

son goes deaf after the derrick explosion, he attempts to bring a teacher from San Francisco to 

where he is, so that H.W.’s situation won’t inconvenience him, and then he sends H.W. away 

after he lights his cabin on fire in order to “save himself”, as Eli tells him (a plot point missing 

from the final film that adds even more subtext). And finally, as an older man with lots of 

material possessions, he carelessly buys land, disowns his son, and murders two men. The 

cautionary tale about the effects of greed is never heavy-handed in There Will Be Blood, but it is 



still present through the actions of Daniel Plainview. As we see him become this bitter, violent 

human being, we are presented (not told) with a warning about what happens when greed 

overtakes us, and the ambiguity makes it an even more powerful film. 

     Zero Dark Thirty is equally as ambiguous and as strong a screenplay because it puts Maya, 

our main character, in situations that present no real answers. In her early years working for the 

CIA, she witnesses the torture of prisoners first-hand and is desensitized. When we first see her 

meet Joseph Bradley, she addresses him bluntly but with respect for authority—it’s a stark 

contrast when we see her after the attempted bombing of Times Square years later, when she’s 

furious about his lousy efforts to search for bin Laden. And as the years go by, she realizes more 

and more the darkness of the situation she is in and how dangerous it will be—and how unlikely 

it might be to find bin Laden after all. But through it all, we never see her give up completely, 

even through the toughest trials and the deaths of her colleagues. When the search is finally over, 

we see Maya get on the cargo plane, taking her away from it all, and she realizes that the weight 

that she has been bearing for so long is gone. “She’s speechless. Overwhelmed,” the script reads. 

     I think that this is a reason why these two screenplays are so powerful. The moral conflict of 

greed in There Will Be Blood and the politics surrounding that time in history in Zero Dark 

Thirty are both extremely difficult subjects, and the films could have been very heavy-handed 

and poorly handled. However, they both create characters that have to face all of these scenarios 

and make decisions, prompting each viewer to make their own. Would you kill a man because he 

posed a threat to your business or messed with your conscience? Would you stay in the Middle 

East, amongst the torture, the threats, and the uncertainty, for several years to fight a battle that 

seems futile? The viewer identifies with these characters and subsequently has the ability to 

identify with their decisions or determine their own. This is the power of both these films and 

their screenplays: they put the characters in the middle of much bigger battles than themselves, 

and by remaining ambiguous, it creates a dialogue that goes even beyond the films. 


