Video store assistant Randal explains to his friend Dante what’s always bothered him about The Return of the Jedi in the 1994 slacker comedy Clerks
RANDAL: “A construction job of that magnitude would require a helluva lot more manpower than the Imperial army had to offer. I'll bet there were independent contractors working on that thing: plumbers, aluminium siders, roofers.”
DANTE: “All right, so even if independent contractors are working on the Death Star, why are you uneasy with its destruction?”
RANDAL: “Look - you're a roofer, and some juicy government contract comes your way; you got the wife 
and kids and the two-story in
suburbia - this is a government

contract, which means all sorts of benefits. All of a sudden these left-wing militants blast you with lasers and wipe out everyone within a three-mile radius. You didn't ask for that. You have no personal politics. You’re just trying to scrape out a living.”
People don’t go to watch the Star Wars films for political education but, in the scene above, Randal highlights one of the mysteries of Hollywood – where have all the unions gone?
There are thousands of films and plenty of those involve people at work but you’re more likely to see a talking lion or a boy at the cinema than a shop steward.

Margaret Dickson is a film maker and author of Rogue Reels, a book about radical cinema.
“Since losing the right of secondary picketing it’s been hard for unions to appear altruistic,” she said. “They’ve become more guarded and bureaucratic and even before that the good things about British unions were rather undramatic - collective, democratic and therefore slow to react. They were concerned mainly with people who do unglamorous jobs, generally rather moderate in their perspective, dealing with dirty lavatories and the rules for a bonus.

“Film producers like plots revolving round exceptional individuals engaged in personal dramas and that’s a far cry from the culture of British unions.”
It’s a view backed by TUC general secretary Brendan Barber.

“It is part of the general media challenge we face all the time and that is that the routine work that unions do is overwhelmingly positive but that is not dramatic or exciting enough,” he said.

“They’re interested in clashes and difficult disputes.”

When they are made there is a difference between the way Hollywood and home grown films treat unions.
Over here we have comedies such as I’m Alright Jack (1959) or The Man in the White Suit (1951) where the unions are lampooned as much as the upper-class twits who run the companies.

In America we have dramas such as On The Waterfront (1954) where unions are no more than gangsters exploiting the working classes.

Hollywood has always had a soft spot for historical dramas and films such as The Molly Maguires (1970) or Matewan (1987) present powerful portrayals of early union activity. In Britain there has been little on the origins of collective action. One exception is Comrades (1987), a lyrical telling of the Tolpuddle Martyrs directed by Bill Douglas.
In Britain arguably some of the most engaging treatments on unions have been on the small screen through series such as Our Friends in the North. Our most successful radical film-maker, Ken Loach, achieved trans-Atlantic success with Bread and Roses (2000) about Latino janitors organising themselves in Los Angeles. However in Britain his most thought-provoking work on the subject has been on television.

It is not as if Britain is short of dramatic material, but when we have conflicts such as the miner’s strike we make a film about a boy who wants to be a ballet dancer. When we have fin de siecle events such as the demise of heavy industry in the North East we make films about male strippers.

Roger Darlington is the former Head of Research at the Communication Workers Union and special advisor to Labour MP Merlyn Rees. His website www.rogerdarlington.co.uk is a shrine to his passion for films and union movies in particular.

“In my view, unions are generally represented in films in a somewhat stereotypical manner, either as the white knight rescuing the poor, downtrodden workers or as the dark force holding back progress and corrupt into the bargain,” he said.

“American union films are often centred on historical events and figures while British films on unions - as well as being rarer - are either comedies or centre on small, local events.”

It is a view backed by Ken Margloies who has worked as an organiser for a number of American unions and is also a film fan.

“Workers are usually depicted as crude and dumb or salt-of-the-earth honest but not too smart,” he said. “There is a presumption that audiences in the US want to see films about exciting, glamorous people who have made it. 
“The film industry has been heavily unionized for many years and most of the studios and producers consider them wasteful and in the way.  There is a joke I heard in Hollywood, ‘how do you tell which kids in a playground are the kids of Teamsters?  They are the ones standing around with their arms folding watching the other kids play’.”

One recent development has been the success of documentaries given a cinematic release such as Morgan Spurlock’s Super Size Me (2004) and Michael Moore’s Fahrenheit 9/11 (2004). Indeed it was a Roger & Me (1989), a documentary about the closure of a car plant and classic union territory, which launched Moore’s career. The appetite for films which offer a radical critique is obviously there.
Tom Zaniello’s book ‘Working Stiffs’ is the best attempt so far to log films about organised labour. It is full of cinematic gems including many from abroad. However few are likely to be found in your local video store. Handily Zaniello provides some resources for tracking down these films.
Perhaps one reason why positive union films remain the exception rather than the rule is the way mainstream film-makers approach their work.
As a scriptwriter or director conflict drives your narrative far better than co-operation. The idea of one person overcoming the odds is also a powerful device but works against the idea of collective action.

As Margaret Dickson said: “There’s a parallel with the representation of feminism - that while it’s easy to think of films that show one woman breaking into a ‘man’s world’ and occasionally a buddy relationship between two women it’s hard to think of films which reflect the solidarity of women working together.”

What is more unusual is to have unions represented as part of the natural fabric of work – as they are for many people.

An exception is Wall Street (1987), Oliver Stone’s mephistophelian drama about a young man selling his soul for mammon. The alternative to Michael Douglas’s rapacious financier is aircraft union man Martin Sheen.

Sheen isn’t given a foghorn and he doesn’t preach. He’s simply an ordinary Joe who happens to be a union representative and has the common sense to worry about the worker’s pension fund.
Michael Douglas might have won the Oscar in Wall Street but positive examples of unions have also been honoured.
Sally Fields won in 1979 for the titular role in Norma Rae about her efforts to organise fellow textile workers. The scene where she stands on a table holding a sign that says ‘union’ and all the workers shut down their machines is powerful stuff.

Silkwood (1983), where Meryl Streep played a nuclear power plant whistle blower, received five nominations in 1984. A real breakthrough was in 1977 when Harlan County USA won director Barbara Kopple an Oscar for Best Documentary.

John Ford won an Oscar for directing The Grapes of Wrath (1941) where Henry Fonda, as Tom Joad, makes a famous speech about helping the poor.
Further back and Sergei Eisenstein’s films Strike! (1925) and The Battleship Potemkin (1925) continue to influence cinema.
Although we might struggle to come up with films featuring unions they have been around since the birth of cinema. Charlie Chaplin, Disney, Doris Day and Sylvester Stallone have all been in films featuring unions – whether they were any good or of any help is another matter.
Early films revelled in the violence of strikes and political agitators. With titles such as Tthe Anarchist’s Doom (1911) it was clear where the film-makers sympathies lay.

The Red scares in the aftermath of the First World War meant movies continued with the theme of dumb workers being coerced by sinister men in black. However as the Depression took hold and Hollywood became home to more radical writers and directors the plight workers was treated with greater seriousness. Usually though, as in The Devil and Miss Jones from 1941, the solution to labour problems was an enlightened boss, not worker control.
Post Second World War and Hollywood embraced a new and gritty realism with stories ripped from the newspaper headlines. There was a slow improvement in union-friendly films such as Salt of the Earth (1954) and Garment Jungle (1957). The Organizer (1963), an Italian film nominated for an Oscar showed the influence of foreign cinema. On the debit side Hollywood found it easy to fall back on the old stereotypes such as with Sometimes A Great Notion (1971) where rugged individualists Henry Fonda and Paul Newman stand up to an inept and violent logging union.
The see-saw between the odd positive movie, the odd negative one and an overwhelming indifference has largely remained the same.
When some of those earlier films were released, cinemas were attracting huge audiences as they did not have to compete with television or the internet.

However films remain an integral part of our cultural landscape and the way we communicate with each other.
In the first six months of 2005 there were 74 million cinema admissions in the UK and 50 per cent of people aged 15-24 are likely to go to the movies at least once a month.

Brendan Barber believes that films can be used to reach out to some of these people. One person who has done it, even with films which do not present unions in the best light, is Ken Margloies. He cites Blue Collar (1978), a film from the writer of Taxi Driver about three men on a car plant production line.

“I use one scene from this film in training for union stewards, staff and officers,” he says. “It shows a union meeting where the steward is trying to get volunteers and he does everything wrong.

“I show the scene and have the people in the training critique it and discuss the right way to run a union meeting and get people to volunteer and become involved in the union.”

Whatever we may wish from films in terms of a positive portrayal of people at work, the message means nothing if it is not worth watching.

Labour MP and actor Glenda Jackson, who starred in one of the few pro-union British films, Business As Usual (1987), said: “Whether you are talking about films or the theatre, if it is no good then whatever the message is it will be lost and it will not make a difference.”

ENDS
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Vote for your favourite film.

At Tribune we’d like to know your suggestion top ten union films of all time. Send in you suggestion ranking the films from first to tenth. We’ll collate the results and print a final list.

The idea is to pick films that have been screened at the cinema rather than made for television so that includes documentaries such as Roger & Me but not Ken Loach’s The Price of Coal.

You can post your selection to xxx or email it to xxxx
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Tribune’s Top 10 union films. They may not be many of them and they may not all be kind to unions but they’re great films:
Matewan (1987)
Bread and Roses (2000)
Comrades (1987)
Norma Rae (1978)
Silkwood (1983)
Hoffa (1992)
On The Waterfront (1954)
Grapes of Wrath (1940)
Salt of the Earth (1954)
Wall Street (1987)
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