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In an era when surveillance cameras are everywhere, and no location is 

too remote, no subject too bizarre or exotic to be filmed and broadcast, the 

simple, everyday act of work—doing a task, making or creating something—

has virtually disappeared from public view.  While the barriers against 

portraying once-taboo subjects like sex and violence have come down, work is 

taken for granted. Today, most people know more about what celebrities eat 

for breakfast than what their neighbors do on the job.  And in a media-

saturated society, what the camera does not see, ceases to exist.  If the act of 

filming, on both its most primitive and sophisticated levels, can be seen as a 

means of exerting control—to “capture” an image is, after all,  to take 

posession of it—when certain subjects are inaccessible or forbidden, they are 

defined, and controlled, by their absence.  

Corporations are understandably reticent about allowing cameras into 

the workplace. Fear of industrial espionage, of legal action because of unsafe 

conditions, or simply that the presence of an outside observer violates the 

sanctity of private property are all reasonable grounds for exclusion. Workers 

have their own reasons to be suspicious.  A camera in the hands of an 

efficiency engineer can a powerful weapon that could be used against them. 

On the other hand, a more fundamental yet unspoken reason may be that a 

media presence that was analytical as well as observational might reveal 

something about the nature of work that we don’t want to know, something 

invisible to the naked eye, or the camera, and it is this possibility that takes us 

back to the development of  motion picture recording technology and cinema’s 

role in determining the nature of the modern factory.  
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The desire to record moving images came out of the efforts of 19th 

century scientists to extend the range of the visible world.  Still photography 

could preserve fragments of action, but recording continuous movement in 

both space and time proved elusive until the 1880s when Etienne-Jules Marey 

developed a hand-held camera that could freeze images of birds in flight.  

Marey’s device was deceptively simple:  a telephoto lens mounted inside a long 

barrel, a revolving chamber holding small photographic plates mounted on a 

disk that turned when the operator pulled the trigger, and a rifle stock to hold 

the device securely against the operator’s shoulder.  He called his camera a 

fusil photographique, and early cameramen were known as chasseurs 

d’images, a tacit reminder of the hunter’s power over what appeared in his 

sights, so perhaps it is not accidental that the prototypical motion picture 

camera took shape as a weapon. 

Marey’s early research on human subjects concentrated on the 

movements of athletes and soldiers but the most long-lasting effects of his 

studies were on workers:  

 

Marey’s lifelong project to describe the laws that govern movement, the  

photographic, and cinematographic instruments that he created to carry  

out his project, and his fundamental strategy of decomposing movement 

into minute temporal and spatial coordinates were the foundation of a 

revolutionary science of labor that ultimately transformed both the  

conception and execution of work in the modern industrial workplace. 

 

Scientists in France and Germany conducted detailed studies in how the 

body moved, how energy levels were affected by the amount of oxygen in the 

blood, by what food was eaten, or the onset of fatigue. Motion pictures were 

made  “to show how the stroke of a skilled blacksmith differed from that of a 

novice, which would be the same in all manual professions”.  These images 
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were part of a body of irrefutable, objective evidence that gave enormous 

power to whoever controlled it.  For a scientist like Marey, uninterested in 

productivity or the profit motive, economy of effort would improve not only the 

human body’s health and efficiency, but the physical and mental well-being of 

the nation as well.   In the United States on the other hand, engineers like 

Frederick Winslow Taylor and Frank Gilbreth considered a worker’s health of 

minimal importance. For them, industrial efficiency could only be achieved by 

removing control of the labor process from the shop floor. Management would 

do the thinking and workers would carry out their orders. Gilbreth made 

chronocyclograph photos and motion pictures of champion fencers, brick 

layers, typists, famous surgeons, and the fastest oyster schucker of the state 

of Rhode Island in order to find the points of similarity between their motions.  

Within a few years,  “Marey’s desire to account for the laws that govern 

movement and force, and his belief that their discovery would ameliorate the 

fate of humanity, was transformed into a desire for control and uniformity.”  

However, it soon became apparent that motion pictures could have 

commercial applications far beyond the factory and the scientific laboratory.  

One example, Thomas Edison’s Kinetoscope, a hand-cranked viewing device, 

proved to be extremely popular but the machine’s small, grainy images could 

be seen by only one person at a time. In France on the other hand, Auguste 

and Louis Lumière developed a camera/projector that could reproduce an 

image bright enough to be seen by an audience, and in January 1895 a group 

of workers was filmed leaving the Lumière factory, cinema’s first “actors”.  

Soon, cameramen were traveliing around the world to satisfy the new 

medium’s thirst for exotic images, but some were found closer to home.  At 

the 1904 Louisiana Purchase Exposition in St. Louis (USA), the Westinghouse 

Company constructed a 300 seat movie theater in Machinery Hall that gave 

Exposition visitors an hour-long tour of the company’s huge steel works 

outside Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania.  Stationary cameras filmed groups of workers 
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punching time clocks, winding armature coils and toiling at forges, blast 

furnaces and foundries while others were mounted on platform cranes high 

above the factory floor to provide moving panoramas of the turbine and motor 

assembly areas.  In both cases the camera is never close enough to identify 

individuals so what we have is the impression of immutable, overwhelming 

power, an industrial enterprise in which the worker is dominated by the 

machine—the first example of factory work and manual labor treated as visual 

spectacle.  No first-hand testimony of visitors’ reactions survives but it is not 

hard to imagine the powerful impression these films made on people who had 

traveled to St. Louis from farms and rural areas where even electric lights were 

not yet a common sight. For them, the Westinghouse industrial complex must 

have seemed as distant and exotic as an African safari—and much more 

frightening.  

Motion picture technology progressed rapidly and the brief comic 

situations, documentary scenes and simple dramas of early cinema gave way 

to longer, narrative films which could be shown in theaters before hundreds, 

then thousands of people. In a few short years, what had begun as a scientific 

quest to capture fragments of motion had been transformed into a vast, 

money-making enterprise and an entertainment medium capable of attracting 

an enormous audience.  Between 1895 and 1905, successive waves of 

immigration brought a seemingly endless supply of cheap labor to America’s 

cities. Often working 70 or 80 hours a week and living in crowded slums, these 

immigrants had neither the time, money, nor the inclination for traditional 

middle-class leisure pursuits like the theater or the music hall. One of the 

movies’ main attraction “was their success in providing entertainment and 

information to an audience that did not need English or even literacy to gain 

access to urban popular culture for the first time.”  Motion picture “theaters” 

could be set up quickly in almost any location and in the United States, the 

license fees were much less than those for a traditional stage theater; at five 
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cents a show, these nickelodeon, as as they were soon called were affordable 

to almost everyone.  In 1908, investigators for civic groups found more than 

600 such theaters in the greater New York area, with a daily attendance of 

between 300,000 and 400,000 admissions and annual receipts of over $6 

million in New York City alone.   

Cinema’s success depended upon the audience’s active participation and 

suspension of belief.  According to a trade paper of the time, once images 

moved 

 

spectators forgot that they are only looking at pictures and that the acts 

before them are not carried on right in front of them and by real people,  

and so well are they acted that the absence of spoken words is hardly 

noticed,  

and the necessary conversation supposed to be taking place between the 

characters is carried out in their own minds. 

 

Of course, susceptible viewers might be corrupted by images of deviant 

social behavior.  On the other hand, “any wholesome influence emenating from 

the photoplay must have an incomparable power for the remolding and 

uplifting of the national soul.”  This quality did not go unnoticed by America’s 

guardians of virtue—churches, civic reform groups, politicians, the courts, and 

the police—who realized that motion pictures intended for a working class 

audience could easily threaten the social order, so producers were pressured to 

treat subjects that might inflame workers’ passions as object lessons in 

morality, or avoid them entirely.  Films like The Quarry Man (1908), 

Unemployed and Unemployable (1908), A Workingman’s Dream (1908) and 

Hard Times (1909) featured workers as their central characters but conveyed a 

message that would discourage any sort of collective action.  At a time when 

social conditions in the United States might have favored the development of 
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class consciousness in a working-class audience, their attention was captured 

by opportunistic entrepreneurs who were from the same immigrant 

backgrounds, with a very different set of values from the American middle 

class, but no less dedicated to preserving the estalished social order. 

Scattered attempts at censorship took place throughout the United 

States at this time without much effect until Christmas week of 1908 when 

New York City’s mayor revoked the licenses of every motion picture theater in 

the city at the request of the police department’s morals squad. The 

nickelodeons soon reopened, now under police jurisdiction, with new laws 

regulating children’s attendance and higher license fees. Since New York at the 

time was both the center of motion picture production and its largest market, 

producers and exhibitors throughout the country received the message quite 

clearly. Faced with widening public criticism and the possibility of government 

control, the nine American companies which had recently achieved a virtual 

monopoly over motion picture production and distribution, attempted to create 

their own regulatory body, a common pattern in American industry   

Early movie entrepreneurs saw these developments not as an 

impediment but as an opportunity for expansion.  If motion pictures for the 

working class had proven to be an extremely profitable enterprise, attracting 

middle class spectators would produce even more money, and give the new 

medium respectablity.  One way to do this was by producing longer movies 

with greater production values, already a common practice in Europe.  Another 

was to take motion pictures out of shabby tenement storefronts and 

nickelodeon arcades where middle class patrons felt uncomfortable, and put 

them into exotic, fanciful movie “palaces” where movie-going became a 

magical, quasi-religious experience. Over time, an unspoken pact developed 

between Hollywood and a public that had become accustomed to movies as a 

fantasy world inhabited by attractive men and women played by recognizable 

“stars”.  Certain aspects of the American Dream—rugged individualism, social 
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and economic mobility, the possibility of re-inventing oneself—became 

essential elements of the language of cinema, no matter how far removed they 

may have been from the realities of everyday life.   According to one critic,  

 

the whole basis of popular cinema was that audiences had developed an 

expectation of tales which were full of humor, romance or adventure and 

which were set in a world that was recognizably related to real life 

without in any way being a mirror-image of it… Hollywood succeeded 

because it celebrated the beauty, vitality and diversity of individual 

Americans at precisely the same time as it celebrated and propagated 

the notion that society as a whole allowed a resolution of so many 

tensions.”  

 

 Nothing could be closer to the tensions and anxieties of real life than the 

world of work; resolving them through conventional cinematic narrative was 

impossible since workers were never held in the same high esteem as business 

tycoons or the myths of the American West.   In the Soviet Union on the other 

hand, a common laborer could find an honored place in the constellation of 

cinema heroes, a situation that would have been unthinkable in the United 

States, where even during the Great Depression, class distinctions were 

downplayed as Communist propaganda. A few films like King Vidor’s Our Daily 

Bread (1936) and Chaplin’s Modern Times (1936) dealt with these issues but 

remained squarely outside the Hollywood mainstream.  In spite its sentimental 

story, the factory sequences in Modern Times have solidified its reputation as 

the classic film about work.  Along with the anonymous drones in Fritz Lang’s 

Metropolis(1929) and Vidor’s The Crowd (1927), and the hapless factory 

workers in René Clair’s A Nous la Liberté (1932), the sight of the Little Tramp, 

tethered to the assembly line by a feeding device, or trapped in the cogwheel 

of a giant machine, has become the archetypical image of the industrial worker 
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in the 20th century—a powerless victim of a system beyond his control.  

Still, even this passive image can be used to great effect in the right context. 

In the past year, the Venezuelan Labor Ministry has used the Chaplin film as a 

teaching tool, showing it to thousands of factory workers to make them aware 

of their rights under recently enacted occupational safety laws.  The country’s 

main employer associations filed formal complaints, saying that the film 

depicted the boss as “a vulgar exploiter of workers” and was designed to 

“generate hate and resentment in the labor sector.  

 In general though, the image of the worker as passive victim has lasted 

into the 21st century and “work” remains synonymous with “labor”, that is, 

what you do with your hands and the strength of your body, not with your 

mind; the idea that it could be pleasurable is avoided as much as possible.  

Work is done to earn money; personal satisfaction comes from what you do in 

your leisure time. The basic idea of Scientific Management—the supposedly 

necessary separation of hand and brain—may no longer be fashionable but its 

legacy endures, in part because this image is perpetuated by the cinema. Films 

about work and workers have been made and continue to be, particularly in 

the documentary field, and their numbers are relatively small, but nonetheless, 

they contribute to the way work is regarded in contemporary society.. While a 

complete survey of films about work is well beyond the scope of this article or 

of a single journal, certain themes that come out of our previous discussion 

deserve mention.   

Several years ago, the French journal Images devoted a special issue to 

documentaries about work and workers (most, but not all of them French) 

produced between the years 1968 and 2000. They viewed more than 200 films 

and divided them into subject categories. Half concerned automobile workers, 

miners and dockers, that is, traditional heavy industry.  Office workers, 

farmers, truck drivers, hotel personnel, and nurses were all absent from the 

subject categories. The same limited picture holds true for feature films with 
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workplace theme or working class characters produced in the U.S. in the late 

1970s and 1980s, a period that saw a brief flurry of films about labor, i.e. Paul 

Schrader’s Blue Collar (1982), Martin Ritt’s The Molly Maguires, Barbara 

Kopple’s Harlan County (1979), John Sayles Matewan, Ron Howard’s Gung Ho 

(1986), Norman Jewison’s F.I.S.T. (1978) and Michael Moore’s Roger and Me 

(1989). 

Of course, one reason for this is that manual work and physical activity 

are visual, therefore inherently more “interesting” for the camera and some 

jobs are more “cinema friendly” than others.  Sitting in front of a computer 

screen or behind a desk filing papers is no less “work” than shoveling coal or 

tightening bolts on an automible assembly line, but the camera does not 

inherently see it that way.  In any case, it is always easier to film what people 

are doing than what they are thinking, and most filmmakers accept this 

limitation without question it. Workplace relationships on the other hand, 

particularly struggles for control between labor and management, or office and 

assembly line workers, are more complex, thus more difficult to capture.  This 

is particularly true in documentary cinema, which retains early motion pictures’ 

emphasis on action, and on observation..  

Fiction films in the United States have a different problem.  Social 

mobility is the foundation of the American Dream, and one of Hollywood’s 

conventions for working class characters is that change takes place through 

the heroic efforts of individuals, not collective action, and these individuals are 

usually incarnated by movie stars, i.e. Sally Field in Norma Rae, Sylvester 

Stallone in F.I.S.T., Meryl Streep in Silkwood, Julia Roberts in Erin Brokovitch. 

When workers do band together, the result is either comedy (Gung Ho), 

criminal activity (Blue Collar), mob violence (F.I.S.T.), or anarchy (The Molly 

Maguires). The archtypical American worker of the modern era remains Marlon 

Brando in On the Waterfront (1954), a film about labor and unions in which the 

area of conflict is not class but the central character’s inner struggle for moral 
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clarity. 

Herbert Biberman’s Salt of the Earth (1953) the story of the 

International Union of Mine, Mill and Smelter Workers strike against Empire 

Zinc in Hanover, New Mexico in 1951 is an exception.  While the focus is on 

one particular Mexican-American family, the solidarity of the workers and their 

families is the film’s primary message.  Biberman, screenwriter Michael Wilson, 

and actor Will Geer had all been blacklisted by Hollywood because of their 

refusal to answer questions of the House Un-American Activities Committee. 

The film was made independently and when it was completed no distributor 

would touch it.  Inspired by the events of  the 60s and a renewed interest in 

labor and women’s history, several historical documentaries made in the U.S. 

the late 1970s and early 80s, dealt with these issues, with support from the 

Federal government, something that would be unimaginable in today’s 

conservative climate.  

Today, when a motion picture can open in 3000 theaters across the 

United States, seen by millions of people in a single weekend, then distributed 

around the world, spectacular action and computerized special effects have 

become the dominant language of global cinema. The financial stakes are too 

high for studios to risk $100 million on a film that deals with the tensions of 

everyday life.  Documentaries, on the other hand, have taken a renewed 

interest in the subject of work.  Two recent examples—Michael Glawogger’s 

Workingman’s Death (2005) and Ils ne mouraient pas tous mais tous étaient 

frappés (They Didn’t All Die But All Were Stricken) by Sophie Bruneau and 

Marc-Antoine Roudil (2005)—raise interesting issues about the current state of 

the relationship between cinema, work, and power.  

On the surface, the films couldn’t be more different. Workingman’s Death 

is a spectacular, visual film with little dialogue. With music by John Zorn and 

the outstanding camera work of Wolfgang Thaler, Workingman’s Death is an 

extremely well crafted documentary that has deservedly won festival prizes 
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and theatrical release in Europe and the U.S. The film’s title is, of course, 

ironic.  The working man hasn’t died; he is just being worked to death.  An 

opening sequence uses excerpts from Soviet films of the 1930s showing 

miners joyfully exceeding their daily quotas.  The film then visits several 

locations where dangerous manual labor can still be found today: a village in 

the Ukraine—the same region seen in the archival films—where men dig coal in 

abandoned mines along seams that are less than two feet high; a hellish 

Indonesian sulfur quarry on the side of a mountain; a beach in Pakistan where 

huge tankers are taken apart for scrap by work gangs using blow torches and 

hand tools; an enormous outdoor slaughterhouse in Nigeria awash in blood and 

entrails and the smoke from fire pits fueled by rubber tires. An epilogue shows 

us two sides of the future:  an abandoned iron smelter in Germany that has 

been turned into a theme park, and a Chinese steel mill where the workers’ 

optimism and dedication echoes that of the workers of the 1930s.   

On one level, Workingman’s Death is the cinematic equivalent of 

photographer Sebastiao Salgado’s Workers project.  In both cases, the 

beautiful images are both a strength and a weakness; they attract and repel us 

at the same time. A particular type of work is aestheticized at the same time it 

is condemned.  While it is important to recognize that a great deal of 

dangerous hand labor has been shifted to the developing world, seeing in 

these far-off locations tends to obscure the fact that this type of work is not 

something that has been relegated to Africa and Asia; it can easily be found in 

slaughterhouses and meatpacking factories in the U.S. or Glawogger’s native 

Austria. It is highly unlikely however, that a film crew would have the same 

freedom to film in those locations that they appear to have had in Nigeria, 

Pakistan, and Indonesia.  Workingman’s Death gives us what the camera does 

best: capturing the visual surface in powerful sequences that have, in the 

words of one critic, “a dreamlike beauty”.  What the fiilm does not show is the 

invisible power that put the workers—the helpless victims—there in the first 
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place. 

 Ils ne mouraient pas tous… on the other hand, is almost an anti-visual 

film that relies entirely on the spoken word and fixed camera positions—

observational cinema of an entirely different order. What we see and hear are 

workers who have come to clinics outside Paris for counseling about on-the-job 

injuries that are psychological rather than physical. Aside from an end 

sequence in which doctors and psychologists discuss their work with a 

supervisor as the camera dollies around the table, Ils ne mouraient pas tous… 

consists of recorded therapy sessions between either doctors or a psychologist 

and the workers. We never see what kind of factory work the people do yet 

their descriptions of the conditions that have brought them to the clinic are 

vivid enough for us to see.  A woman assembly line worker tells us that the 

constant speedups in her factory have made her impatient and irritable at 

home, where no one works fast enough.  A foreman breaks down in tears 

describing his inability to impose unreasonable controls on the men under him. 

A distraught salesclerk has fired from a long-term job for no apparent reason.  

What emerges from the interviews is a portrait of the modern workplace 

as devastating as the one in Workingman’s Death, one that is normally 

invisible and cloaked in silence. There is no visual pleasure for the audience 

here; we are locked in a room where it is difficult to breathe, and it is just this 

limitation that takes us beneath the surface.  The film’s formalism is so 

unrelenting that one of its most powereful moments occurs when both 

psychololgist and client leave the room at the end of a session and the camera 

holds for five seconds on the empty chairs. Of course, the film is also a portrait 

of the work of the psychologist, whose job it is to listen and ask questions.  In 

an issue of  Images on la parole ouvrière, several critics point out the absence 

of workers’ voices in either fiction films or documentaries, unless they are 

responding to filmmakers’ questions; they exist primarily as objects. In the 

1940s, American anthropologist John Adair gave movie cameras to the Navajo 
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indians he was studying and asked them to make short films of the world 

around them without giving them more than basic instructions in how to use a 

movie camera.  The results were in a visual language that was totally different 

from that of the scientists studying them.  Of course, it is the filmmaker’s task 

to take us places we cannot go and show us things we cannot normally see, 

but it is interesting to think what kinds of films would be made by the workers 

themselves in both Workingman’s Death and Ils ne mouraient pas tous…. 

The phrase Ils ne mouraient pas tous, mais tous étaient frappés comes 

from La Fontaine’s fable, Les animaux malades de la peste (The Animals Sick 

from the Plague), which begins with these lines: 

    Un mal qui répand la terreur, 

Mal que le Ciel en sa fureur 

Inventa pour punir les crimes de la terre, 

La Peste (puisqu'il faut l'appeler par son nom) 

Capable d'enrichir en un jour l'Achéron, 

Faisait aux animaux la guerre. 

Ils ne mouraient pas tous, mais tous étaient frappés…. 

 

La Fontaine’s language is almost Biblical: the Plague is Heaven’s punishment 

for the Earth’s crimes, a sickness akin to terror that is making war on the 

animals who cannot understand why they are being punished. This allegorical 

picture of modern industry’s devastating effect on workers is not far removed 

from scenes in Charles Dickens’ novels, or Friedrich Engels’ description of 

conditions in the cotton mills of Manchester, England: “This condemnation to 

being buried alive in the factory, in the continual service of tireless machines, 

is experienced by the workers as torture of the severest kind.  The effect is, in 

the highest degree, stunting the body and mind.”  In similar terms, an official 

in the Venezuelan Labor Ministry noted that Venezuelan workers were more 

likely to describe their job as “a curse from God than as something positive”. 
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In the 21st century things do not seem to have changed very much. 

 Cinema began with abstract images of workers—Marey’s linear patterns, 

the shadowy figures trapped  in Gilbreth’s chronocylograph grid, Muybridge’s 

naked men wielding sledgehammers, and the anonymous workforce of the 

Westinghouse steel complex. A hundred years later, we are still living with this 

cinematic legacy of workers as an abstraction, a sea of anonymous faces.  In 

the same way that Native Americans are rarely if ever identified by name in 

19th and 20th century photographs, modern industrial images often show a 

person standing next to a machine. Specific information is usually provided 

about the equipment, yet the worker’s presence, used as a size reference, is 

rarely acknowledged, a body without a name and no identity except as the 

Other.   

The camera’s technical ability to record workers’ movements has 

improved dramatically, but the social relations of the workplace—a system that 

enables some people to control the labor and the lives of others and accepts 

work as inherently unsatisfying—remain elusive.  What the camera could see 

and often ignores, are workers as individuals, not as abstractions or 

anonymous representatives of something called “labor” that can be objectified 

and controlled. A place to begin to redress this imbalance may be as simple as 

providing a name. Identity is a first step towards empowerment.  

Today, we don’t have to go to a movie theater to receive images; they 

can be received or sent, in real time, anywhere in the world, by portable 

devices that can fit into a shirt pocket. Seeing a crowd of people, each looking 

at a grainy image on a small screen would not have surprised Thomas Edison, 

whose Kinesoscope parlors provided the same service in the 1890s.  

Businessman that he was, Edison would have welcomed the idea of having the 

entrance fee deducted automatically from a customer’s bank account, instead 

of putting a nickel in a slot.  Moreover, we are not limited to film loops or 

movies supplied by Hollywood studios.  Certain internet sites receive 
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thousands of short videos a day—what is now called “user generated 

content”—and millions of download requests for video clips, most of which are 

forgettable versions of Super 8mm home movies. A recent survey found that 

the preferred length of these videos was three minutes, not much longer than 

an Edison Kinetoscope reel. Movie-going as a collective experience still exists 

but it is being superceded by an atomized, fragmented audience of individuals, 

looking at films of their own creation on computers or  portable viewing 

devices. This, of course, is a dystopian vision of the future, one that does not 

necessarily have to come to pass.  Digital technology has also democratized 

the production and distribution of images in ways that could not have been 

imagined ten years ago. Whether it replicates earlier means of control or 

creates the conditions for a new form of empowerment remains to be seen.   

 


