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Cat is Man’s Best Friend? 


When I first heard about this assignment, I was very excited. Not only am I a huge movie buff, but I love delving deeper into films to pick out bits and pieces and make sense of them on a deeper level. Once reviewing the list of movies to choose from, the choice I would make was as clear as crystal – Harry and Tonto. After reading the movie reviews, I was not only attracted to the fact that the movie would have the focus of an older gentleman, but that his best friend is a cat of all things. Being a fellow animal lover, I figured that I would have a lot in common with Harry, and boy was I wrong!


After watching the movie, I noted some very interesting things about Harry, and specifically the psychological reasons behind his unusual actions. It was asked of us to define which of the developmental theories could best be applied to the main character. It was clear to me that in Harry’s case it was a matter of integrity vs. despair. 


Integrity vs. despair is a developmental stage which many elderly people go through, as a wrapping up of their lives sort of thing. This theory, established by Erik Erikson, is a stage where the elderly look back and reflect upon all of the things that they accomplished during their lifetime. This type of self-reflection can result in two different things – either the person feels at ease and proud of what they did with their lives and will be able to face death when it inevitably comes and those that feel unfulfilled, lacking, and rather bitter. The viewers see Harry struggle through this phase of his life. There are quite a few signs of this throughout the movie.


Harry, it seems especially at the beginning of the movie, is always reminiscing about the neighborhood that he lived in when his wife was still around and how wonderful it used to be. He comments about how much the neighborhood has been run-down since then, with its ever-present hoodlums, running around and mugging people. He reflects on his beautiful wife, about how much he misses her and the wonderful times they used to share. This is typical of the integrity vs. despair theory, where the older generations tend to reflect upon their life in the prime. It seems that Harry has a bit of empty nest syndrome, which is atypical of someone as old as he is. It is almost as if, since his children have gone off to live their own lives that he has become somewhat detached from them, as we see in his daily interactions with his offspring. While it is evident that there are mutual feelings of love and adoration exchanged between father and kids, there is somewhat of a rift. Instead, Harry uses his pet cat as an outlet for dealing with his frustrations. He spends more time and pours more into a furry animal than his own kin, or so it seems to the audience.


The audience also sees him indecisive about where he is to be headed, putting off the trip to Chicago by refusing to take the airplane, then getting off the bus and buying a car, then going on all types of grand adventures that include hot hookups with hookers and being thrown in jail. All of these actions, from befriending the much younger Ginger to hitching a ride and a little more than that with the sexy redhead, are conduits in which Harry is evaluating his life and trying to figure things out. 


The stressors, while they don’t intend to be, are definitely his children. The audience sees a genuine love between father and children, but they overall add to the stress that Harry feels about getting an apartment and trying to live out the rest of his life in peace. One of the children has a nagging wife that eventually drives Harry out of her home, one has had four failed marriages, and the third offspring is emotionally unstable and dealing with debt problems. All of this adds to Harry’s own mental sufferings.


Something that is quite interesting that I noticed about the movie was its copious amounts of old people. When walking down the street or going to the grocery store, it seems that all Harry encounters is old people. The only time he encounters a person of the younger generation, he is being mugged by said person. This type of monomania, Harry only seeing old people could be considered a reflection on his current situation – him, being of mature age, being faced with analyzing the accomplishments of his life and inevitably facing his death. It can be reasoned then, by the movie ending with a young child playing in the sand, Harry has finally solved his “old-life crisis”. He no longer solely focuses on wrinkly old faces or sagging skin... he can see everything, the world for what it is.


Overall, the movie Harry and Tonto was a wonderful tearjerker. More than that though, it was a delve into the psychological world, giving its viewers a glimpse into the integrity vs. despair theory, and ultimately something that each and every one of us will have to face someday.

