
 

                             

 

       

     
 

 

            

        

             

            

    

                    
                   

        
 

              

             

             

            

               

             

               

           

              

             

            

        

INTERVIEW Regional Labor Review (Spring 2020) 

A Lifetime in Labor Education and Filmmaking: 

A Conversation with Julia Reichert 

By Gregory DeFreitas 

Earlier this year, Julia Reichert and co-director Steven Bognar won the Academy Award for Best 

Documentary with their powerful film American Factory. From real-time interviews with many workers and 

managers, it tells the riveting story of how their jobs and relationships changed when a shuttered auto plant in 

Dayton was reopened in 2016 as a glass factory run by a Chinese billionaire. In her acceptance speech at the 

Oscars, Reichert said: 

“Our film is from Ohio and China. But it really could be from anywhere that people put on a uniform, punch a clock, 
trying to make their families have a better life. Working people have it harder and harder these days. And we believe that 
things will get better when workers of the world unite.” 

After winning early praise at the Sundance Film Festival, the film attracted production support by the Obama’s 

new film company, Higher Ground. When the Oscar was announced, Barack Obama tweeted the winners: 



 

           

              

              

      

 

     

 

                       

                  

                    

                    

               

              

  

Two of her earlier films, Union Maids (1978) and Seeing Red (1984), were also honored with Oscar 

nominations for her and longtime collaborator James Klein. Though now fighting cancer, she has completed a 

new film about the organizing movement among women clerical workers in her youth. On May 22,nd she spoke 

with Greg DeFreitas in a wide-ranging online interview. 

Julia Reichert. (Credit: Eryn Montgomery) 

Q: I’d like to first ask about your new movie. I loved your first film, Growing Up Female -- made in the late sixties 

when you were still just a senior at Antioch. And now, a half-century later, you've filmed 9to5 on the women 

clerical workers organizing in the '60s. What was it that made you think of going back to that same time period? 

JR: Well, Growing Up Female was made in 1970. It comes out of my experience as a young woman getting into a 

consciousness-raising group and becoming involved in the women's movement. Once it came out in 1971, it was used 



 

                

            



 

                 

                     

                

        

                

                       

                  

   

                

                 

                   

    

                      

  

                   

                

                     

                    

                   

    

                  

                   

                     

               

                  

         

But it's very much embedding, yes, following the action. It's very hard with that kind of film to, like, evaluate, to 

stand back and say, "Well, what does this all mean? This is globalization. This is anti-union stuff. This is big stuff. 

Capitalism." It's very hard when you're making a film like American Factory or The Last Truck, which were both us 

following action every day. These are two different kinds of movies. 

It's very difficult to stand back and have perspective. The best you can do, and really what you can offer as a 

filmmaker, is you try to be fair, you try to cover as much of the story and the people as you can. And you just try to like 

show up, show up, show up, show up. Let people see that you really mean it, that you really care, that you're really 

engaged, you're involved. 

With an oral history film, you're asking people to sit in their room, much as you are right now, and think back on 

30 years ago, you know, when they were 20, 25, 30. And they were going through this kind of thing. But now they can 

evaluate. Now they can step back and give you an idea of what it all meant and why it worked and why it didn't work. 

Does that make sense? 

Q: Yes, for sure. In terms of your own life, you’ve lived in Dayton since, what, the mid-'70s? Since you 

went to Antioch? 

JR: I went to Antioch and graduated in '70. We moved to Dayton in like '72. And actually, there was Dayton 

Women Working, which was like Cleveland Women Working. That kind of cropped up, but only for a couple years. I 





 

                 

        

                

                       

                    

                      

                 



 

             



 

                  

                   

              

     

                    

                    

                 

                

                   

                  

                          

                 

          

                  

                   

                  

            

           

                

                

               

                    

         

               

                      

                    





 

                    

                     

  

                    

                    

         

                 

                 

                      

                       

          

                    

                      

             

                       

                          

                      

              

                      

                       

                  

                       

                   

      

     

JR: Oh, yeah. Totally. You know the kids: you know who's good. You know who's going to show up. And you 



 

                

                  

           

                     

                  

                     

                     

                      

                      

              

                      

   

                   

                  

  

                 



 

                    

      

                 

                  

                       

                       

                   

                

               

            

                    

                   

                     

             

                    

                       

              

                     

                 

               

 

                           

                    

         

                     

               

there were a few people there. Dorothy Healey was part of NAM. Her son Richard was a leader in NAM, so that's how 

we met Dorothy Healey. 

But I will say that when we started, it was always that one person would vouch for us and suggest somebody else, 

and we would go talk to them on the phone and go meet them at their apartment or their house or whatever. They would 

always interview us first. They would sit us down. We were like late 20s, 30, I think, maybe early 30s, and they're like in 

their 60s, right? They're like our age now, or even older. And they would sit us down and say, "Why are you doing this, 

and who else have you talked to, and what's your goal with this, and where is going to go?" And, you know, the fact that 

we had made Union Maids and everyone had seen it, right, of those folks, that really made a huge difference, because they 

could tell what side we were on, and they saw we knew how to make a movie. 

Q: And you were very respectful to the women you were interviewing, clearly. 



 

                     

                

  

               

                       

               

                    

                    

                      

                     

                      

               

                

                   

                    

           

                    

   

   

                     

            

                    

                     

                  

   

York, you know. What do we do? We don't have gowns for our nurses. We're Ohio inventor types, so they figured it out. 

And we documented that whole thing, of figuring out how to make and produce and manufacture gowns. That's one of 

the stories. 

Then there's the farmers -- a farmer called me back this morning -- who are having problems. What do they do 



 

                

                      

                     

  

          

                



 

                  

                

                    

                     

          

                  

           

               

                  

                   

           

                 

                         

         

                   

                   

          

                    

                            

                    

                    

                  

                 

                      

          

                  

So she worked at SEIU for two years. She loved it. She loved that and that was a woman-run department. She 

learned so much. She loved the people she worked with. But two jobs came open in Dayton. You know, they didn't want 

to live in D.C. And so Bobby became a staff attorney, Bobby is now with IUE-CWA, and he just got promoted to general 

counsel. And Lela worked for the IUE-CWA. And she went on to become the general counsel, and she was the youngest 

general counsel. She was like in her early, mid-30s. 

But now she works in the worker co-op movement. She's the one who taught me about Mondragon. And 

Cincinnati is big for worker-owned co-ops. They’ve worked three years now on forming a worker-owned co-op grocery 

store. They broke ground in January. They raised $4 million for Dayton, Ohio, which is amazing. She decided not to be 

part of the union movement per se. But she still wants to work for power for working-class people. 

Q: What about writing? You're incredibly busy, I know. But have you thought about writing books, not 

just about your life, but about filmmaking, or your approach to filmmaking? 

JR: Well, Steve and I put together a really good hour-and-a-half sort of PowerPoint, which we've done a number 

of times. We never wrote a book, but we could do that for a class, and we've done that even for big classes, small classes. 

I like doing that. So we do like this two-hour thing. 

I did write a book way back when. It was the first book on how you distribute films independently. And it was 

the basis of my experience in New Day Films. It's called Doing it Yourself. That was before we had that phrase, "doing it 

yourself." It came out in the mid-'70s, I imagine. 

I wanted to show you something in my office here, which I find it pretty cool. Do you see there's like this long 

sheet of paper, with lines on it? It goes all the way around. That is the timeline of 9to5. And it was a great idea. It has 

three lines: the first line is national dates; the third line is specifically 9to5 dates; and the middle line is sort of movement 

dates. Here's 1972, we're looking at. So, Nixon in China, 1972. In the movement, Title IX is passed. Ms. magazine 

debuts. In 9to5, the Harvard office workers group is formed, and the first 9to5 newsletter came out. So that it's really 

helpful in trying to think about their impact on history and to have a ready reference to know what was going on the 

world, as well as what was going on in their movement. So I'm kind of proud of that, and it ends in 2016. That's because 

we thought the film would be done in 2016, which didn't happen. 

Q: 



 

                   

                   

                  

                     

                        

    

                      

                  

         

 

 

        

JR: We had a lot of test screenings, and they were very helpful. Like we had one or two with UALE, and we had 

a few with LAWCHA. And we had them with just regular folks around here in Ohio. The finished film was set to have 

its world premiere at South by Southwest, which of course was cancelled. So we've been kind of sitting on it. We are 

going to have our world premiere in June. A lot of the film festivals are going to strictly online. And you have to buy a 

ticket, so it's not downloadable online. It's like you have to be one of 400 people who buys a ticket. You know, it's online 

for just one day. 

That's going to be in mid-June. And then we got invited to a ton of other festivals. So it's going to be showing 

like on Long Beach Island, where I grew up! They're having a drive-in festival, where it actually will be in-person. And a 

bunch of other festivals through the fall and into the winter. 

Karen Nussbaum leading Boston clerical workers’ organizing drive, 1973. 
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Q: And I think that this crisis, if history's any indicator, will push even more people in that direction. 

JR: You know, I was talking with a business school teacher, of our generation. And he remembers teaching kids 


