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Introduction

My introduction to Steven Seagal as a young lad was through the magic of VHS tapes. The explosive covers and swashbuckling heroes beckoned to me in my youth… it was portable, within reason, and I could get exactly what I needed in terms of an entertainment fix for a measly $1.99. I rented Above the Law, at the tender age of 17, and never looked back. I would remain a Sensei Seagal fan for a number of years after, all the way through the tragically ego-centric roles and acting choices of the 2000s through the dogged determination to reinvent his backstory depending on the interview being conducted. He was an enigma, really. You can call it buffoonery or outright lies, but the fact remains that you never, ever knew what Sensei was going to say or what amazing life event was about to be revealed (or fabricated) at any given moment. There was, and still is, an air of mystery around Seagal and that, in and of itself, is a large part of why he has persisted for so long despite the general lack of real performance talent. Or writing talent. Or directing and producing talent. Shockingly, there is some musical talent, but that is a story for later in this volume.

My fandom survived all of these things but, curiously, it couldn’t survive actually dealing with man. Not directly, mind you, but through a series of events and professional obligations, Sensei managed to dim the torch I held for him. That torch held high was something that survived the (sometimes unsubstantiated) stories of Kurt Russell felling Sensei on the set of Executive Decision with one blow resulting in Seagal’s character being effectively cut from the film. It survived the multiple different interviews where he indicated he was of Sicilian descent, then Jewish descent, then Asian descent, then… you get the picture. It appears Sensei took 23 and Me as a literal number to hit. I didn’t care. I didn’t care that, in the 21st Century, he painted his widow’s peak on. I didn’t care that the latter films all involved limited interaction between Sensei and the rest of the cast, often coupled with garbled, guttural, improv dialogue. I could always look back at Above the Law or Hard to Kill or any of the myriad of “Steven Seagal is…” title preamble films and bask in his glory.

I could see beyond the multiple verified accounts of “Judo” Gene LeBell putting Sensei to sleep and causing him to defecate in his ghee. I didn’t even mind the energy drink fiasco, the contention that he actually taught top-level UFC fighters how to kick, or that time that he had that tank in Arizona and accidentally invaded the wrong home while looking for illegal immigrants in Arizona with Joe Arpaio. The staged Russian fight exhibition and Sensei’s friendship and unofficial ambassador status with Vladimir Putin. I lasted through all of that.

Then, one day, I was asked to work on a screenplay featuring Sensei. My excitement was palpable and visible. The job would be tough, though: 72-hour turnaround on an action feature, the character of “The General” needed some very specific requirements, including limited screen time, dialogue, a final, rousing monologue, and a scene where a young female character sits on his lap. Got it. I could make all that happen AND it came in on time. Within 24 hours the notes came back. There was another older action star that agreed to come in on the project as the foil to our good guy general. ‘Sweet,’ I thought. The catch was, these two actors could never be in a scene together due to real life animosity, so the final battle scene would need to be conducted by surrogates. ‘Weird,’ I thought, ‘but O.K.’ Who was I to second or third guess members of action movie royalty? Last requirement for this round was the 24-hour turnaround on this revision. I took a deep breath and imagined my name above a title: David C. Hayes is… Up for the Challenge. Besides, there was a check coming! I could do it.

And do it I did. There followed one more 24-hour revision with the inclusion of another, more stoic, action star who required his character to be a grocery bagger that comes out of retirement and would function as comic relief. At that point, who cared, right? Sure. Done. Finished.



Then, it went back to the man for approval. From what I understand, the script was fine, but, after working with and talking with and negotiating with the production company, Sensei didn’t feel that the director’s action reel was to his liking (for the record, it had been that same director that had been working, talking, and negotiating). He pulled the plug on the project, and, in no uncertain terms, he pulled the plug on my unconditional love. There was no warning and no indication that the project was anything but a ‘go’ from the main man the entire time.

Now, I get it. I understand how Hollywood works (been doing this quite some time), but it never stops hurting. Maybe I expected more? Maybe I thought Nico was really out for justice, or only Ryback could keep that submarine from being under siege, or Forrest Taft really was out to save the planet, even if he did stand on deadly ground.

Or maybe I’m just a bitter old screenwriter that wanted to write a thing because he was a big fan. That’s more than likely the case. Oh, and since the deal was dead, so was the payment. Sayonara, token check I agreed to in order to write a Steven Seagal movie.

Sayonara dreams.

Sayonara.

–David C. Hayes




Above the Law (1988)

Movies are about wish fulfillment.

When we go to see movies, we’re going to see things we’ll never see, do things we’ll never be able to do. The majority of people never get into a fist fight in their lives, and when they do they’re mostly more uncomfortable than gratifying. Sure, you taught the guy a lesson, but now your fist hurts, there’s broken glass in your beard and the bartender is screaming at you to get out of his place. A fist fight isn’t a triumphant thing, it’s ugly, painful and often pointless. This is why the world of 1988 needed a guy like Steven Segal, and a movie like Above the Law.

To say 1988’s Above the Law is wish fulfilment is a bit reductive. At its core it’s a pretty typical action film about an Italian American who learns martial arts, fights in Vietnam, then becomes a Chicago cop only to run afoul of the local drug dealers and the corrupt U.S. government. A tale as old as time, the trope of the tough as nails cop going rogue to do what’s right was already old hat by the 1980s. We’d all seen it before. So why was this movie a breakout hit where so many other buddy cop action films flew by with no one remembering? Well, firstly it should be said that this was a really well-made movie. It had relatable characters, a good script, and it was shot very well. By all accounts though, it still should have been pretty forgettable… so why wasn’t it forgotten?

Steven Segal.

Look, I know he’s a bit of a joke nowadays, but if you’re gonna’ fall from grace you gotta’ start in grace. When this movie was made Segal wasn’t an overweight, misogynistic manatee who wore funny outfits and thought he was magic. He was the real deal, he knew how to shoot a gun, knew martial arts, and was perfectly willing to do his own stunts. He arrived on the scene just as American Martial arts movies were starting to become cool. His style was a bit different from what had been seen before, instead of kicks and punches his style was smoother, cooler. He was graceful and violent at once. He sold the action scenes in this movie and made them believable and satisfying. What’s more, he was handsome, suave and charming. His character had a deep respect for family, and patriotism. He seemed like a guy you could have a beer with; the only people he threatened were the bad guys. Hell, he wore jeans for most of the movie, he was married to Sharon Stone, he had more cool than most of us could hope to achieve in ten lifetimes. If there was a kitten in a tree in this movie, he’d have found the coolest way possible to get it down.

Have you got it yet? Steven Segal was the wish fulfillment in this movie because we all wanted to be that guy. In the first moments of the movie, Nico bears witness to some CIA scumbags torturing innocent Vietnamese civilians. Instead of standing idly by, he busts the guy’s nose! With one punch he makes us all feel a little better about the complex geopolitical issues of the Vietnam war. Later, Nico rescues his cousin from a bunch of drug dealers by systematically beating the tar out of all of them. Maybe it’s silly but when he grabs the dealer by the hair and smashes his face into a coke mirror while taunting the scumbag “You wanna get high?” he’s fighting a very literal war on drugs that he can really win just by doling out a heaping helping of pain. Then a corrupt CIA agent stands in his way and at gunpoint Segal gives him a pointed speech about how corrupt they are, and declares “You think you’re above the law? You ain’t above mine.”

This is probably why it hurts so bad when we see a guy like Segal, who gave us all what we wanted to see become a bloated parody of himself. Truth is, I liked watching this movie again. I enjoyed it with the same wide-eyed wonder that I did when I was a kid. It returned me to a time when there were heroes in the world, and all you had to do to fix the world’s problems is punch some bad guys in the face. Sadly, in our real world there’s rarely a face to punch. Sure, we all can fight for a better world, but we lack the instant gratification of breaking noses of people who sorely deserve it.



This is wish fulfillment that you can only get in a movie. In real life, atrocities happen in war, drugs rule the streets, and police corruption is rampant. As much as we want to solve these problems with a one-liner and a few aikido movies, we just can’t. All these things require a lot of people working very hard, for a very long time to change, and sometimes you just can’t fix them. See why movies are better than reality? Steven Segal can’t solve the world’s problems, but damn it, if it’s not fun seeing him represent us all when he beats the tar out of the bad guys.

In the movies a man like Steven Segal is our representative. He’s our ideal, he’s our symbol. In real life he’s a bit of an egotistical jerk but on that screen he’s everything we want to see. Life is better up on that silver screen; things always work out for the best and the bad guy always gets what’s coming to him. It’s a world we all want, a world we all need. Something to strive for at least, and maybe someday make real.

–Joshua Knode




Hard to Kill (1990)

Steven Seagal broke onto the film scene when I was in high school. I remember sitting with some friends and getting high, watching Above the Law for the first time. There was something radically different about Seagal. He seemed so relaxed, even when he was fighting. He seemed to exude a coolness unlike anything we’d ever seen. Even the great Bruce Lee became animated and yelled when he fought. But this Seagal guy hardly broke a sweat. I would (briefly) become a fan of Seagal, and Hard to Kill would be my favorite. So going back and rewatching it all these years later, I wondered how the movie would hold up. The answer was, well, it sucked. If anything, it serves as a reminder that I had horrendous tastes when I was a younger man. (Maybe it would have enhanced my viewing experience had I been smoking weed while viewing it, but I wasn’t, and it sucked like a Hoover vacuum cleaner.)

So yeah, Hard to Kill is crap, but Seagal is not the worst thing about it. Not even close. He’s not even the worst Steven involved with the film. Both of those distinctions go to Steven McKay, the writer behind the film’s impressively poor script. (To be fair to McKay, I cannot say for certain that Seagal didn’t bully the director, Bruce Malmuth, into making on-set changes. This would not be at all surprising given Seagal’s penchant for awfulness.) This will surprise no one, but the first director approached for the film, Craig R. Baxley, passed on the film because he didn’t want to work with Seagal. On a related note, Seagal proved himself once again Hard to Work With by making enemies with Malmuth, of whom Seagal said, “I think it’s a miracle this guy can put one foot in front of the other.”

The film begins with Seagal as a lone cop (with the porn-rific name “Mason Storm”) on a dark pier surveilling some bad guys. Thanks to some horrible hiding (literally “hiding in plain sight”), Storm is spotted. He then flees the scene and immediately gets into a situation where he must dispatch a band of street toughs trying to rob a bodega (as one does). After making light work of the shotgun-wielding baddies (almost all bad guys in this movie carry shotguns), he goes home and makes sweet, sweet love to his wife. Shortly after the conclusion of the Storms’ lovemaking, the bad guys from the pier show up and gun down Storm, his wife, and (supposedly) his son. When Storm’s old pal, Internal Affairs detective O’Malley realizes that Storm has been set up by bad cops, he (alone?) convinces everyone that Storm and his family are dead. This entire portion of plot is ridiculous. There is no way O’Malley could have engineered all of this alone. The guy even manages to stage fake funerals. So, unbeknownst to everyone who is not O’Malley, Storm and his son are still alive. Storm spends the next seven years in a coma (who is paying for these medical bills? Is it O’Malley, on his cop’s salary?), while O’Malley raises his son as his own.

When Storm finally wakes up in the hospital, he moves around with only limited loss of mobility. Sure, he’s creaky and can’t immediately walk, but after a few weeks of Rocky IV-like outdoors training he will be back to his old self, walking and running with strangely erect posture and snapping and twisting arms and legs willy-nilly. (As someone who spent three weeks in a coma myself, I can assure you this is not even remotely realistic. Even after a mere few weeks, all of my muscles atrophied and I had to learn to walk again. However, I was still able to act better than Seagal, so I suppose it evens out.) The downside of the coma is that Storm missed seven years of his life, but the upside is that he woke up to smoking hot Kelly LeBrock longing to be his woman. (I am sad to report there was no Kelly LeBrock waiting for me when I woke up. But again, I was still a better actor and person than Seagal.) She stays by his side as he hides out, regains his strength, and then goes out to enact revenge. Despite it feeling to Storm like he fell asleep and then woke up the next day to find that his wife is dead, he’s not too broken up about it. He doesn’t really cry (no doubt Seagal’s limited acting would have hampered this) and only a few weeks later he has a pseudo-romantic sex scene with LeBrock, complete with a dozen lit candles and super corny saxophone music (the score to the entire film is pretty terrible).

Storm discovers that the man who orchestrated his set-up and the murder of his wife is Senator Vernon Trent. After hearing Trent’s catchphrase “You can take that to the bank” on a TV ad, Storm utters the film’s most (god awful) memorable line: “I’m gonna take you to the bank, Senator Trent. … The blood bank!” Pay no attention to the fact that the line makes zero sense. It’s badass, right? Well, no, not really, but in the world of Steven Seagal movies, this is what passes for badass.

The film is significant because it features the first appearance of Seagal’s greasy ponytail. It also marks one of the earliest film appearances of Breaking Bad actor Dean Norris. Adding to the significance, I’m fairly certain Quentin Tarantino found inspiration here for The Bride’s coma in the Kill Bill films.

As far as Steven Seagal movies go, this one isn’t too bad (this is akin to saying “this turd doesn’t smell as bad as most turds do”). And despite Seagal’s dislike for Bruce Malmuth, the director’s work here — Hard to Kill feels something like low-rent Jerry Bruckheimer — is one of his better outings.

–Andrew J. Rausch




Marked for Death (1990)

Marked for Death was Steven Seagal’s third box office movie. It would seem to be a good choice to watch but, 30 years later, Marked for Death has become hard to watch. This doesn’t mean there’s not a redemptive side to Marked for Death...

I’ve learned to look for the positive in movies as my wife loves bad, cheesy movies. It’s become a sort of ritual in our household to watch the worst of the worst movies. Marked for Death isn’t the worst of the worst. It falls somewhere in the middle of the pack for bad movies. That’s a good thing. It helped me look at Marked for Death through the eye of a leader. This is something I do regularly through my Reel Leadership series (https://jmlalonde.com/reel-leadership). I want to look at Marked for Death through the lens of a leader. It may be a bit different than you’re used to reading. Yet, I think you’ll have fun with this.

Sometimes you have to get the job done as soon as possible: Steven Seagal’s character, John Hatcher, had recently become an undercover agent. He had gone undercover as a drug dealer and was buying crack from a distributor. After the drug dealer asked for the green, Hatcher and the dealer decided to do the deal. They begin the exchange after exchanging words telling one another to they wanted to get the deal done as quickly as possible. What can this teach us about leadership? There are times when we do business with someone we don’t like or care for. We only want to do the deal. In these situations, it is wise to get the deal done as soon as possible. Make the monetary exchange and get out of there. Don’t go back. Don’t try to get more business. Just get the job done and go.

Your people will pay the consequences for your decisions: Hatcher’s partner, Chico, was hesitant to go to the drug deal. They had recently apprehended another gang member, Hector. Hector’s apprehension was messy. There was a chase. There was a fight. It caused a ruckus and many of the citizens had seen what happened. This put a target on Hatcher and Chico. The bad guys may hear that there is law enforcement in the area. If the drug dealer figures out that it was Hatcher and Chico, they would be in danger. And the drug dealers did figure out the rouse Hatcher and Chico had put on. They launched an attack and began firing at the duo. As they tried to make their escaped, one of the women in the building pulled out a gun. She blasted Chico and Hatcher lost his partner. We have to be cautious when we disregard the feelings of those we lead. They have a voice and we need to listen to them. We may not like what they have to say. We may not want to do what they’re suggesting... yet, they see and know more than we give them credit for. Make sure you’re taking into account what your team members are saying and suggesting. By ignoring their hunches, you’re putting them in danger.

You can go too far: Marked for Death cuts to Hatcher sitting in a confessional booth. He’s confessing his sins to the Catholic priest. And he’s confessing to some pretty ugly stuff. Hatcher had gone too far many times in his career. He had done whatever it took to get the bad guy. This meant he would sleep with women to get information. He would do drugs to look legit. He did anything he could to blend in. Leaders can go too far to. They want to make the big deal or land the desired client. To do this, they may be tempted to do something wrong to seal the deal. We’ve seen this with Enron and other big corporations that fell. You have to be careful how far you go. Know the limits and don’t cross the line.

Leaders need to know how to get out of tight spots: The Jamaicans attacked Hatcher as he was driving in his Ford Mustang. They blocked him in using construction equipment. Eventually, they began to crush the Mustang using the bucket of a large front loader. Hatcher was trapped inside the Mustang, underneath the bottom of the bucket. One of the Jamaicans tossed a Molotov cocktail into the crushed car. It’s now on fire and Hatcher is in a tight spot. He saw an opening. He began to work his way out of the burning vehicle. He was successful. There are times when we get into a tight spot. We may have made a bad decision or something we thought would work didn’t. These are leadership tight spots. We have to be ready to get out of our tight spots in an ethical way.

Great leaders are willing to apologize: Max was the coach at the high school in Lincoln Park, a suburb of Chicago. He saw the damage the Jamaican and Colombian drug trade had done to his city. He was tired. He was angry. He had a prejudice against Jamaicans. Then there was Charles. Charles is a Jamaican that was also part of the Chicago police department. Charles teamed up with Max and Hatcher. But Max wasn’t happy with this decision. Max had a hard on against Charles. He believed all Jamaicans were bad. He believed they couldn’t be trusted. By the end of Marked for Death, Max was offering an apology to Charles. He discovered he had a prejudice against Jamaicans and he wasn’t willing to hide it. We all have prejudices. We all have ideas about people we lead and work with. These prejudices are often wrong. When we’re wrong, we need to be like Max. We have to be willing to step up and say “I’m sorry. I was wrong. Will you forgive me?” Apologies go a long way. They show people you have grown from a place of wrongness to a place of realization of what is right. Be willing to apologize and say I’m sorry. While Marked for Death is hard to watch, it is also a learning tool. You may be surprised what you find in this Steven Seagal flick.

–Joe LaLonde




Saturday Night Live (1991)

Out of all the stars active during the ‘80s/‘90s golden age of action movies, it’s hard to imagine one less suited to host Saturday Night Live than Steven Seagal.

It’s not simply that he’s not funny. It’s that he barely seems human.

A celebrity doesn’t have to be a good comic actor in order to be a good SNL host. Hell, a celebrity doesn’t have to be an actor of any kind at all. But what they do need, undeniably, is some sense of charm, something that makes you think “yeah, this person might be worth the GDP of a small country, but I bet they’d be fun to get some beers and crack jokes with.”

Schwarzenegger, Stallone, Van Damme, Lundgren, and Norris have all done movies where, in between the kickboxing and gunfights, their characters stop long enough to smile, laugh, and just be real. Even in his most relaxed moments, though, Seagal’s only interests seem to be breaking wrists and appropriating Asian culture. Scenes where he’s supposed to play a loving husband or father come off cold and detached. Just try to picture Seagal’s character from Hard to Kill taking his kid to Chuck E. Cheese; it’s horrifying!

It’s no surprise then that Seagal’s opening monologue for the one and only episode of SNL he hosted (April 20, 1991) fails to offer any glimpse into the actor as a real person. It doesn’t even allow room for playful self-mockery. It is instead a deadly serious lecture about how modern man has strayed from the warrior path and how U.S. politicians are all corrupt and blah blah blah. Schwarzenegger may have found his greatest fame as a Terminator, but it’s Seagal who truly comes off like a robot. Worse yet, he’s a pretentious Zen robot.



In what is presumably supposed to be a humorous counterweight to this dour diatribe, Seagal’s closes his monologue by picking up a guitar and warbling an acoustic version of “Kung-Fu Fighting.” Chris Rock is one of several cast members stuck contributing backup vocals and you can tell by the look on his face that he knows this is going to be a long night.

Of course, Seagal’s aloofness could be utilized for comic effect if filtered through that trusty comedy filter known as “the straight man.” Serving as a po-faced foil to the wacky antics of others, a self-serious straight man can actually amplify a scene’s humor by virtue of juxtaposition. The problem, however, is that it’s often necessary to position the straight man as the butt of the joke, and Steven Seagal refuses to be the butt of anyone’s joke. Ever.

To wit, during the episode’s cold open, as Kevin Nealon and Dana Carvey’s Austrian bodybuilding duo Hans and Franz extol the virtues of their “cousin” Arnie, Seagal saunters onstage and dismisses his action film competition handily, boasting that unlike Schwarzenegger and the rest, he is truly unique. Hans and Franz are instantly smitten, to the point where they fantasize about sporting slicked-back ponytails, black trenchcoats, and monotone voices just like their new hero.

What happens when the straight man’s fame is such that he can refuse to play the straight man? What happens when that same straight man’s ego likewise refuses to let him debase himself by playing the fool?

As would be the case when Donald Trump hosted the show in 2015, the result is 90 cringe-inducing minutes of awkward television featuring otherwise skilled comedians being held hostage by the preening narcissism of an oblivious prima donna. Over the years, stories about Seagal’s legendarily bad behind-the-scenes behavior have trickled out: verbal abuse, excessive demands, self-serving rewrites, flubbed lines, etc. Norm Macdonald, David Spade, Tim Meadows, and even Lorne Michaels himself have openly referred to Seagal as the worst SNL host they ever worked with.



Unsurprisingly, Seagal was banned from the show after his appearance and reruns of the episode have since been hacked to ribbons in an attempt to edit out the worst of the aikido master’s “contributions.” Of the five sketches he appears in, the “joke” is almost always the same: Seagal is cool and badass, while everyone around him is a doofus.

When Seagal, playing a rogue police officer demoted to deskwork after kicking too much criminal ass, encounters Rob Schneider’s recurring character The Richmeister, it ends with the comedian violently stuffed into a copy machine before being dangled out a window. In another skit, Seagal is a father whose threats to his daughter’s deadbeat boyfriend (Chris Farley) get increasingly dire and absurd, but the actor’s sluggish, half-whispered delivery kills the whole shtick dead.

The episode-closing sketch plays like an early draft of On Deadly Ground, with Seagal as a nature photographer trying to expose an eco-terrorist plot by Phil Hartman’s smarmy oil tycoon; it climaxes with Seagal— what else?—beating the crap out of Hartman before turning directly to the camera and warning audiences about the dangers of pollution. No humor. No winking. Just preachiness.

Again and again, some of the funniest talents SNL has ever fostered struggle in vain to generate laughs, tripping all over themselves to prop up this humorless, squinty-eyed, self-styled sentinel of machismo and enlightenment. Seagal’s sole attempt to be silly and to play a character that isn’t basically himself sees him adopting a bad Elvis wig and an exaggerated New Yawk accent in order to brutally skewer Andrew Dice Clay’s box office failures.

The audience is painfully silent throughout, thanks largely to Seagal’s terrible comic timing, but there is some hilarity in hindsight. Seagal making fun of someone else’s cinematic output is rich given that his own stardom wouldn’t even survive the end of the decade.

Seagal’s mainstream success always had a short shelf life. His limited acting abilities and apathy towards any genre other than action, as well as the fact that aikido is not a showy fighting style, all spelled doom for him in the long run. His biggest flaw, though, might be the one highlighted here: his utter lack of relatability.

Ironically, Steven Seagal’s inability to laugh at himself is the reason he became the joke that he is today.

–William Tea



Out for Justice (1991)

Steven Seagal’s fourth movie, Out for Justice, has acquired the reputation of being one of the finest in the star’s oeuvre. In the essential tome Seagalogy: A Study of the Ass-Kicking Films of Steven Seagal (2008) author “Vern” calls it a “standout” and concludes his chapter on the film by writing “whenever someone asks me what is the best Steve Seagal movie, I tell them Out for Justice.”

As recently as last week on Facebook, a friend posted a photo of the DVD, which he’d blind bought at a secondhand store, and wrote: “I’m led to believe that this is the GOOD Seagal movie right?”

To which I replied:

Scott Bradley It’s not so much good but it’s nuts and pretentiously begins with a quote from Arthur Miller.

That Out for Justice somehow acquired a degree of respectability and even acclaim in film buff circles has, I think, less to do with the movie itself and more what, on paper, the movie seems like it could have been.

The film originally had the more poetic title The Price of Our Blood, which was kiboshed by Warner Brothers; the studio wanted a three-word title along the lines of Above the Law, Hard to Kill, and Marked for Death.

The plot is simple and severe: Crackhead fuckup and “wannabe wiseguy” Richie Madano (a wonderfully snarling over-the-top performance by the great William Forsythe) kills cop Bobby Lupo (Joe Spataro) in broad daylight in front of the Bobby’s family. It’s the beginning of a day long crime spree with Richie running all over Brooklyn with his crew, killing people and generally fucking shit up. A third act “twist” reveals that Bobby was a crooked cop who was banging Richie’s girlfriend (who Richie snuffed before the movie begins) but that elicits little more than a shrug. The film would have been so much better if Richie had been a force of nature, a pure unrestrained Id monster with no motive like Alex in A Clockwork Orange, Patrick Bateman in American Psycho, or the Joker in The Dark Knight.

So Seagal is Gino Felino, NYPD cop. Bobby was his partner. And he and Bobby grew up with Richie in Brooklyn. That’s where the Arthur Miller quote that opens the film comes in:

“While to the stranger’s eye one street was no different from another, we all knew where our ‘neighborhood’ somehow ended. Beyond that, a person was…a stranger.”

Arthur Miller (1915-2005) was one of America’s greatest playwrights, the Pulitzer Prize-winning legend who wrote Death of a Salesman and The Crucible. The quote in question is pulled from his essay “A Boy Grew in Brooklyn.”

The ellipsis in Out for Justice is interesting. Here’s the unedited quote: “It was a village, and while to the stranger’s eye one street was no different from another, we all knew where our ‘neighborhood’ somehow ended, and the line of demarcation was never more than three blocks away. Beyond that, a person was somehow a stranger.”

Part of me worries that the quote was edited because the word “demarcation” was deemed too difficult for the film’s presumed audience.

I have always wondered if Arthur Miller knew about this film. He knew the movie industry well; he was married to Marilyn Monroe and wrote The Misfits (directed by John Huston) and the criminally underrated Everybody Wins (directed by Karel Reisz). His daughter Rebecca Miller is a filmmaker and married to Daniel Day-Lewis. Surely someone told him that a low-rent Steven Seagal actioner had quoted him? I would like to think so.

So, whose idea was the quote? Was it director John Flynn? He had a not uninteresting career prior to this movie: he made 1973’s The Outfit, starring Robert Duvall in an adaptation of one of Donald Westlake/ Richard Stark’s Parker crime novels. He also directed 1977’s Rolling Thunder (a Tarantino favorite, co-written by Paul Schrader) and Best Seller (a wonderful thriller starring Brian Dennehy and James Woods, written by Larry Cohen).

Maybe it was screenwriter David Lee Henry, the pseudonym of Canadian thriller writer R. Lance Hill. His credits include the Charles Bronson actioner The Evil That Men Do (based on his novel) and the much beloved Roadhouse starring Patrick Swayze. Henry/Hill is also credited with Oliver Stone on Hal Ashby’s last film Eight Million Ways to Die, starring Jeff Bridges and Roseanna Arquette (though Robert Towne wrote the version
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