
27

RESEARCH REPORT                                                                                                                                         

For decades, films have opened a window into the world of 
work (the major life activity of productive economic activity) 
and working (the personal experience of work) for mass 

audiences around the world. Although surprisingly many films 
deal with these topics in a peripheral manner, far fewer focus 
primarily on these twin issues. Charlie Chaplin’s Modern Times 
(1936) – inspired by his visit to the huge Ford Motor plant at River 
Rouge – famously shows the plight of his “tramp” character at a 
factory, where he becomes so much a part of the machinery that he 
cannot stop and is literally swallowed whole.1 A year earlier in 
Black Fury
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melodramas; social problem films; and films about workplace 
struggles between labor and capital. The latter two sets of films 
established themes that would characterize a genre of “labor” films 
whose halcyon days coincided with the rise of American industrial 
capitalism in the early Twentieth Century. 
 
Such films shared a common perspective of a socialist, radical, and/
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and categories are developed, refined, tested, and sharpened through 
a continuous dialogue between the emergent concepts and the 
observations being made.  

In order to generate a list of films that might qualify as work films, 
I began by scanning the complete and extensive list of films 
contained in the Cinemania 95 DVD (Microsoft, 1994); from that 
scan, I created an initial listing of films that seemed to be work-
related, based upon my prior viewing of the film or on the review 
provided. Articles, monographs, indexes, and reports about labor, 
work, and business films were also consulted. Occasional reviews of 
films being released also suggested candidates.16 Summaries of 
these films were reviewed to confirm that the films fit within the 
broad set of work-related films. From (
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Often, opposition ends in their personal tragedy – being fired  
(The Insider, 1999), humiliated (Norma Rae), or even killed (as 
suggested in Silkwood, 1983).  Only occasionally, as in 9 to 5 (1980) 
and Disclosure (1994), does the main character come out 
successfully. In some cases, heroes remain on the payroll even as 
they are shunned and isolated, but more often, the system excludes 
them and they must operate from outside.  In this vein, they receive 
help from an ally of some sort: CBS news in The Insider (1999); a 
lawyer in North Country (2005); or coworkers and/or a union, as in 
Bread and Roses (2001) or Human Resources (2000). Throughout, 
we see how opposition and confrontation stresses and strains the 
hero’s personal life. 

Subplot 3. Malevolent Buffoons are Rejected. In these films, we see 
more clearly the faces and motives of the organization’s top 
executive rank– and that view is not comforting. That is, we view 
work organizations that are run or controlled by leaders that can be 
selfish and even evil, or simply dotty buffoons (The Apartment,1960; 
The Devil and Miss Jones, 1941; The Hudsucker Proxy, 1994). 
Regardless of the characterization, the key is that the senior 
managers’ only interest is in taking advantage of their position for 
their own personal aggrandizement. If there is effective leadership, 
it appears more accidental than intended. The hero is initially 
enlisted as an unwitting dupe of this elite for reasons other than his 
personal performance, becoming a clown prince puppet. Soon, 
though, the hero responds to a love interest, realizes his complicity 
in this corrupt system, and stands up to it by exiting from the status 
quo. This may involve either taking over control (Hudsucker) or 
withdrawing from it (The Apartment). He doesn’t fight it, though, 
as in subplot (2). In the Devil and Miss Jones, the hero (the richest 
man in the world) is the distant owner of a department store filled 
with labor troubles brought on by his own hard-charging but callous 
managers. Going undercover to root out the troublemakers, he 
eventually is disillusioned with his own management and walks the 
picket line against himself.

Plot 2: The Community Of Workers Is Tested. This major story line 
positions work as the unifying foundation among a community of 
workers, where community is depicted as a shared neighborhood of 
families joined by their common dependence on a dominant means 
of livelihood (that is, on a single employer or industry). These films 
tend to be set in a mill town or one-industry small town, featuring 
the homes and community locales (like pubs) of the workers more 
so than depictions of the worksite itself. Indeed, we may see 
relatively little of the work and workplace itself, as the overpowering 
edifice of the mine or the plant stands dark sentinel, looming 
impersonally over the lives of the villagers. In this context, these 
films are about class, particularly proletarian, working-class life. At 
first, we see life in these towns as stable and livable, made possible 
by the hard, manual labor of the principal bread-winner(s) of the 
family. Soon, though, trouble arrives in various disguises, turning 
stability into uproar and conflict. On this basic plot, there are two 
major variations.
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Subplot 6.  Working alienation: The war on the body and the spirit.
These films depict work in its most debilitating, alienating, 
demeaning, and oppressive forms. The agony it imposes is seemingly 
inescapable. Workers are like zombies, going through the motions, 
burned-out automatons at the whim and caprice of a bone-
crunching system of mindless repetition or hopeless struggling 
against the odds of success. On this stage, the personal dramas of 
the main characters play out, creating some modest relief against 
the inexorable and deadening rhythms of the job. The real enemy is 
the nature of the work being done and the worker’s alienation from 
it. In The Working Girls (1986), the central character is a lesbian 
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It is not about getting more and better, but rather about doing right, 
and that can occur only when personal transformation and sacrifice 
occur in the context of a more desirable and ethical imperative that 
trumps personal convenience and aggrandizement. The sacrifice 
yields self-respect. 

Plot 4: Accommodating Chaos. The final major plot focuses on the 
institution of the workplace, presenting the drama(s) of the central 
character (s  as illustrations of a system gone amok. We see heroes 
who try to adapt to and operate in a system barely able to function, 
or veterans of the system who try to keep the jalopy of the system 
running, or stars of the system that embody and exemplify the 
system’s bizarre and twisted logic. In these films, Kafka’s apparition 
of institutions defined by the absurd and surreal looms large.

Subplot 10. Kafka’s ghost appears. These films show work 
occurring in institutional settings that are bureaucratic, mindless, 
and even insane, without a reasonable, moral compass. It is the 
institution that is corrupt, operating according to its own perverse 
rationality and logic. Plans, decisions, and rewards have nothing to 
do with merit or good sense. In Up the Down Staircase (1967), 
rookie teacher Sandy Dennis tries to work in an overcrowded urban 
high school without textbooks or supplies. In the Hospital (1971), 
George C. Scott’s administrator fights a seemingly losing battle to 
keep it operating. In Network
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Table 1

Work Films: Major Plot Themes, Variations, and Examples

Major Themes Plot Variations Examples

The dynamics and dialectics of 
production and control 

1.  When the tough get going, the 
going gets tough

a.  Production
b.  Sales

2.  Confronting the Evil Empire

3.  Malevolent Buffoons are Rejected

1. a. The Paper (1994), The Perfect 
Storm (1999), Under Pressure (1935)
1.b.Employees Entrance (1932), Boiler 
Room (2000), Glengarry Glen Ross 
(1992), In Good Company (2005)	

2.  9 to 5 (1980), Bread and Roses 
(2001), Business as Usual (1987), 
Disclosure (1994), Silkwood (1983), The 
Garment Jungle (1957), The Insider 
(1999), Human Resources (2000), Norma 
Rae (1979), North  Country (2005)	

3.  Hudsucker Proxy (1994), Take This 
Job &Shove It (1981), The Apartment 
(1960), The Devil in Miss Jones (1941)

The community of workers is tested 4.  The Kindness of Strangers Turns Ugly

5.  The workplace under assault and the 
community triumphant
k

4  Black Fury (1935), Country (1984), How 
Green Was my Valley (1941), Native Land 
(1942), The River (1984)	

5.  Desk Set (1957),Gung Ho (1986), The 
Efficiency Expert (1992), The Whistle at 
Eaton Falls (1951)

The working experience and its 
consequences 

6.  Working alienation: The war on the 
body and the spirit

7.  Rewarding Honest Work

8.   Competing for the next rung

9.  Character defined: meeting the 
adversities of work

6.  Bringing out the Dead (2000), 
Clockwatchers (1997), Executive Suite 
(1954), Modern Times (1936), Working 
Girls (1986)

7. Employee of the month (2007), Office 
Space (1999), Working Girl (1988), The 
Secret of My Success (1987)
8.  The Promotion (2008)	

9. Shattered Glass (2003), Fountainhead 
(1949), Wall Street (1987), The Man in the 
White Suit (1951), American Madness 
(1937), Up in the Air (2009)

Accommodating Chaos 10.  Kafka’s ghost appears 10.  Car Wash (1976), The Hospital 
(1971), Network (1976), Putney 
Swope (1969), Up the Down Staircase 
(1967),Used Cars (1980); Head Office 
(1986); The Informant (2009)


