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Modern Times Ī����ī�VLJQDOV�D�QRWDEOH�VKLIW�LQ�WKH�FDUHHU�RI�&KDUOLH�&KDSOLQ��7R�EH�
VXUH��WKH�¿OP�UHPDLQV�OR\DO�WR�WKH�SUDFWLFHV�RI�VLOHQW�FLQHPD�RQ�ZKLFK�KH�EXLOW�KLV�
success, and it relies, albeit for the last time, on the popularity of Chaplin’s screen 
persona, the “Tramp,” a loveable outcast victimized by institutional authorities, 
his own frailties, and plain old dumb luck. But the backstory of Chaplin’s career 
DQG�RI�WKH�SURGXFWLRQ�RI�WKLV�'HSUHVVLRQĥHUD�¿OP�FRPSOLFDWH�LWV�LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ��
as well as its meaning to American cinema in this crucial period of social and 
HFRQRPLF�WXUPRLO��0XFK�RI�WKH�GLɷFXOW\�VXUURXQGLQJ�Modern Times stems from 
WKH�GLYHUVH�FRQGLWLRQV�RI�&KDSOLQ¶V�OLIH�DQG�WKHLU�LQÀXHQFH�RQ�KLV�DUW��+LV�7UDPS�
persona, informed by his own impoverished upbringing, represented class disadĥ
YDQWDJH�WR�HOLFLW�WKH�V\PSDWK\�RI�DXGLHQFHV��$QG�\HW�V\PSDWKHWLF�LGHQWL¿FDWLRQ�
ZLWK�WKH�7UDPS�ZDV�SRVVLEOH�RQO\�LI�DXGLHQFHV�GLVUHJDUGHG�WKH�IDFW�WKDW�RɱĥVFUHHQ�
Chaplin was one of the wealthiest screen celebrities of his day.��,QGHHG��DV�D�¿OPĥ
PDNHU�&KDSOLQ�ZDV�WKH�DQWLWKHVLV�RI�WKH�EHIXGGOHG�LQFRPSHWHQW�7UDPS��%\������
he was unique in his total control over his productions, as actor, screenwriter, 
GLUHFWRU��SURGXFHU��FRPSRVHU��DQG�¿QDOO\�FRUSRUDWH�HQWLW\��%XW�ZLWK�HDFK�SDVVLQJ�
year after the release of 7KH�-D]]�6LQJHU� Ī����ī��&KDSOLQ�ZDV� LQFUHDVLQJO\�DZDUH�
that the growing demand for talking pictures in the marketplace threatened to 
PDNH�D�VLOHQWĥ¿OP�VWDU�OLNH�KLP�REVROHWH�

In the midst of social upheaval and professional peril, Chaplin attempted in 
Modern Times�WR�UHDVVHUW�KLV�UHOHYDQFH�E\�UHSUHVHQWLQJ�µPDFKLQHĥDJH¶�FXOWXUH�DV�
a profoundly destabilizing condition of contemporary society. His turn toward 
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VRFLDO�FULWLTXH�FRLQFLGHV�ZLWK�WKH�HPHUJLQJ�PDWXULW\�RI�¿OP�DV�DQ�DUW�IRUP�DQG�
WKH�JURZLQJ�H[SHFWDWLRQV�WKDW�¿OP�FRXOG�DFKLHYH�PXFK�PRUH�WKDQ� LW�KDG�DV�D�
medium of light entertainment. No less a notable public intellectual than Lewis 
0XPIRUG�UHFRJQL]HG�WKH�SRWHQWLDO�RI�¿OP��)RU�KLP��LW�ZDV�³D�PDMRU�DUW´�RI�ZKDW�
he called “the neotechnic phase” of civilization, the next great development 
LQ� WKH� KLVWRU\� RI� KXPDQNLQG� Ī0XPIRUG� ������ ���ī��+H� VDZ� WKH� WHFKQRORJLFDO�
HYROXWLRQ� RI� VRFLHW\� DQG� WKH� DUULYDO� RI� ¿OP� DV� DQ� RSWLPDO� SURFHVV� RI� FXOWXUDO�
FRQYHUJHQFH��)LOP�KDV�WKH�SRZHU�WR�DGYDQFH�WKH�QHRWHFKQLF�SKDVH��KH�UHDVRQHG��
because it epitomizes the cultural role of the machine and thus “symbolizes and 
expresses, better than do any of the traditional arts, our modern world picture 
and the essential conceptions of time and space which are already part of the 
XQIRUPXODWHG� H[SHULHQFH� RI�PLOOLRQV� RI� SHRSOH� WR�ZKRP�(LQVWHLQ� RU� %RKU� RU�
%HUJVRQ� �� �� �� DUH� VFDUFHO\� HYHQ�QDPHV´� Ī0XPIRUG� ������ ���ī��%XW� WKH�SURJUHVV�
portended in Mumford’s theory of cultural history was no fait accompli��)RU�DOO�
its wonder, the power of the ‘Machine Age’ threatened to overwhelm society. 
But if by harnessing the machine, Mumford argued, cinema could integrate “the 
DUWV�WKHPVHOYHV�ZLWK�WKH�WRWDOLW\�RI�RXU�OLIHĥH[SHULHQFH�´�WKHQ�VRFLHW\�ZRXOG�VHOIĥ
FRQVFLRXVO\�FKHFN�WKH�³RPQLSRWHQFH´�RI�WHFKQRORJ\�Ī���ī��

Radical critics who inclined toward Marxism similarly stressed the social sigĥ
QL¿FDQFH�RI�¿OP�UDWKHU�WKDQ�LWV�HQWHUWDLQPHQW�YDOXH��DQG�WZR�DPRQJ�WKHP�VLQĥ
gled out Chaplin for criticism. Harry Alan Potamkin complained that Chaplin 
indulged in “maudlin pathos,” and Lorenzo Rozas attacked him as “an accomplice 
WR�FDSLWDOLVP´�LQ�KLV�SUHĥModern Times ¿OPV�Ī0DODQG���������������ī��7KLV�FULWLFLVP�
goaded Chaplin into thinking about modern society and the opportunities for 
¿OP� WR� DGGUHVV� LVVXHV�RI� LPSRUWDQFH��'XULQJ�KLV�ZRUOG� WRXU� LQ� ����ĥ��� WR�SURĥ
mote the release of City Lights��WKH�ÀDWWHULQJ�DWWHQWLRQ�KH�UHFHLYHG�IURP�SROLWLFDO�
and intellectual dignitaries, with whom he readily shared his views on politics 
and economics, burnished his standing not simply as a celebrity but as a man of 
FRQVHTXHQFH�DQG�EROVWHUHG�KLV�FRQ¿GHQFH�LQ�FRPPHQWLQJ�XSRQ�VHULRXV�PDWWHUV��
)RU�H[DPSOH��ZLWK�$OEHUW�(LQVWHLQ�KH�GLVFXVVHG�WKH�QHHG�WR�UHOLHYH�ZRUNHUV�RI�
excessive hours, which occasioned the physicist famously to remark, “You’re not 
a comedian, you’re an economist.” With Gandhi, Chaplin disagreed about the 
QHJDWLYH�LQÀXHQFH�RI�PDFKLQH�WHFKQRORJ\��GHIHQGLQJ�LW�DV�D�ODERUĥVDYLQJ�DGYDQFHĥ
PHQW�Ī0DODQG����������ī��+LV�DOWHUQDWLQJ�V\PSDWK\�IRU�ZRUNHUV�DQG�KLV�GHIHQVH�RI�
WHFKQRORJ\�LQ�WKHVH�KLJKĥSUR¿OH�H[FKDQJHV�SURYLGH�D�JOLPSVH�LQWR�WKH�DPELJXLW\�
that infuses Modern Times.

On the same tour, Chaplin also came into contact with popular audiences, and 
he readily associated the outpouring of public admiration from crowds of adoring 
IDQV�ZLWK�WKH�VXɱHULQJ�RI�WKH�PDVVHV�3 $OWKRXJK�ÀDWWHULQJ��WKLV�IDQ�DGXODWLRQ�DOVR�
imposed an emotional burden about which he wrote to Thomas Burke: “When 
WKRVH�FURZGV�FRPH�URXQG�PH�OLNH�WKDWħVZHHW�DV�LW�LV�WR�PH�SHUVRQDOO\ħLW�PDNHV�
me sick spiritually, because I know what’s behind it. Such drabness, such ugliĥ
ness, such utter misery, that simply because someone makes ’em laugh and helps 
¶HP�WR�IRUJHW��WKH\�DVN�*RG�WR�EOHVV�KLP´�Ī5RELQVRQ����������ī��$OWKRXJK�KH�GLG�
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not associate the misery he inferred from the crowds with industrial technology, 
an early experience working as a printer’s devil helped to make the connection 
between technology and the plight of workers that becomes central to Modern 
Times��+H�UHFDOOHG�EHLQJ�KRUUL¿HG�E\�WKH�HQRUPRXV�SULQWLQJ�PDFKLQH��LQVWLOOLQJ�
LQ�KLP�D�NLQG�RI�DZH�DQG�IHDU�RI�EHLQJ�GHYRXUHG�E\�LW�Ī0F&DEH���������ī��7KLV�
SHUVRQDO�H[SHULHQFH�PDGH�DQ�DFFRXQW�RI�)RUG¶V�DVVHPEO\�OLQH�V\VWHP��UHFROOHFWHG�
in Chaplin’s autobiography, all the more compelling to him. In his own words, 
LW�ZDV�³D�KDUURZLQJ�VWRU\�RI�ELJ�LQGXVWU\�OXULQJ�KHDOWK\�\RXQJ�PHQ�Rɱ�WKH�IDUPV�
ZKR��DIWHU�IRXU�RU�¿YH�\HDUV�DW�WKH�EHOW�V\VWHP��EHFDPH�QHUYRXV�ZUHFNV´�Ī&KDSOLQ�
���������ī��,Q�WKLV�UHFROOHFWLRQ�ZH�FDQ�GHWHFW�D�GLUHFW�LQÀXHQFH�RQ�WKH�7UDPS¶V�
factory experience in Modern Times.

6WLOO�� GHVSLWH� WKLV� MDXQGLFHG� YLHZ�RI� WHFKQRORJ\��&KDSOLQ¶V� RZQ� VXFFHVV�ZDV�
DFKLHYHG� LQ� DQ� DUW� IRUP�GH¿QHG� E\� WHFKQRORJ\��$V� KH� EHJDQ�ZRUN�RQ�Modern 
Times, more inclined than ever before to charge his art with a social critique 
WDUJHWLQJ�WKH�LQGXVWULDO�LGHRORJ\�WKDW�LQIRUPHG�WZHQWLHWKĥFHQWXU\�OLIH��WKH�¿OP¶V�
political thesis became somewhat tangled in ambiguity, equivocating between 
the terms of its own technological production and its production of a critique 
of technology. Noting Chaplin’s ambivalence is, of course, not a new idea, but 
KHUHWRIRUH� &KDSOLQ¶V� FRQÀLFWHG� IHHOLQJV� KDYH� EHHQ� DWWULEXWHG� SULPDULO\� WR� KLV�
struggle to combine entertainment and didacticism.� However, the ambivalence 
in Modern Times��,�ZLOO�DUJXH��LV�VSHFL¿FDOO\�FRQGLWLRQHG�E\�&KDSOLQ¶V�FRQÀLFWHG�
UHODWLRQVKLS�ZLWK�WHFKQRORJ\�ERWK�LQ�VRFLHW\�DQG�LQ�DUW��7KH�¿OP¶V�GUDPDWL]DWLRQ�
of this tension shows how Chaplin’s political critique of technology confronts 
his artistic investment in�WHFKQRORJ\�LQ�ZD\V�WKDW�DOVR�DɱHFW�WKH�SROLWLFV�RI�¿OP�
reception. The collision between his evolving interest in social themes and his 
own exercise of power as the impresario of cinematic production produce a comĥ
plexity and an unevenness that suggest both Chaplin’s lack of control over the 
narrative’s multiple meanings and his inability to fully comprehend them. Ironiĥ
FDOO\�� WKHVH�FLQHPDWLF�GLɷFXOWLHV�PDUN�WKH�¿OP�DV�D�JDXJH�RI� LWV�HUD��&KDSOLQ¶V�
VWUXJJOH�ZLWK�WKH�¿OP�DQG�WKH�7UDPS¶V�FRQWLQXHG�IDLOXUHV�ZLWKLQ�WKH�QDUUDWLYH�
UHÀHFW�WKH�ZD\V� LQ�ZKLFK�WKH� LQWUDFWDELOLW\�RI�WKH�*UHDW�'HSUHVVLRQ�SHUSOH[HG�
the economists, bureaucrats, and ordinary citizens who grappled with the vicisĥ
situdes of capitalism.

,Q�WKLV�HVVD\��,�ZLOO�H[DPLQH�WKH�¿OP¶V�RZQ�DPELJXRXV�VWDQFH�WRZDUG�LWV�VRFLDO�
FULWLTXH��DQG�VKRZ�KRZ�WKH�¿OP¶V�XQXVXDO�GRXEOH�UHÀH[LYLW\�JHQHUDWHV�WKLV�DPELĥ
JXLW\��&XWWLQJ�ERWK�ZD\V��WKH�UHÀH[LYLW\� LQ�Modern Times suggests allegories of 
¿OP�SURGXFWLRQ�RQ�WKH�RQH�KDQG�DQG�DOOHJRULHV�RI�VSHFWDWRUVKLS�RQ�WKH�RWKHU���
*RLQJ�EH\RQG�SXUHO\�FLQHPDWLF�WHUPV��,�ZLOO�DUJXH�WKDW�WKLV�GRXEOH�UHÀH[LYLW\�
derives from the tension in Chaplin’s attitudes about technological change in 
society and the technological basis of art, and highlights parallels between his 
GLOHPPD�DQG�WKH�HTXLYRFDO�FXOWXUDO�DWWLWXGHV�WRZDUG�WKH�LQÀXHQFH�RI�LQGXVWULDO�
technology on economics, politics, and aesthetics.

7KH�¿OP¶V�UHÀH[LYH�DOOHJRULHV�RI�SURGXFWLRQ�UHJLVWHU�ERWK�&KDSOLQ¶V�IDVFLQDĥ
WLRQ�ZLWK�¿OP� WHFKQRORJ\� DQG�KLV� DQWDJRQLVP� WRZDUG� LQVWLWXWLRQDO� DXWKRULWLHV�
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W\SLFDOO\�LGHQWL¿HG�ZLWK�WKH�FRQWURO�RI�WHFKQRORJ\��7KLV�DQWDJRQLVP�OHG�KLP�WR�
FRQÀDWH�WKH�RSSUHVVLYH�FRQWURO�RI�WKH�+ROO\ZRRG�FRUSRUDWH�VWUXFWXUH�ZLWK�KLHUĥ
DUFKLFDO�FRQWURO�RI�)RUGLVW�LQGXVWULDOLVP��&RQYHUVHO\��WKH�¿OP¶V�UHÀH[LYH�DOOHJRĥ
ries of consumption signal Chaplin’s anxieties about his ability to continue to 
satisfy the demands of his audience, but they also tap into widespread anxiety 
about the collapse of industrial society and its inability to satisfy the needs of 
its consumers.� By acknowledging production and consumption as dynamic proĥ
FHVVHV�� WKH� ¿OP¶V� UHFLSURFDO� UHÀH[LYLW\� HQULFKHV� LWV� UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ� RI� FODVV� DQG�
WHFKQRORJLFDO� DQ[LHW\�� DQG� WKXV� UHÀHFWV� WKH� FRQÀLFWV� RI� WKH� FXOWXUH�� ,Q� RWKHU�
ZRUGV��EHFDXVH�WKH�¿OP¶V�UHÀH[LYLW\�RSHUDWHV�LQ�WZR�GLUHFWLRQV��LW�FRPPHQWV�RQ�
WKH�G\QDPLF�VRFLDO�UHODWLRQVKLS�EHWZHHQ�SURGXFWLRQ�DQG�FRQVXPSWLRQħRI�VXSĥ
SO\�DQG�GHPDQGħWKDW�ZDV�FHQWUDO�WR�ERWK�WKH�H[SHULHQFH�RI�DQG�WKH�DWWHPSWV�WR�
XQGHUVWDQG�WKH�*UHDW�'HSUHVVLRQ��(TXDOO\�WKH�¿OP¶V�VRFLDO�FULWLTXH�WXUQV�LQZDUG�
RQ�LWVHOI��DV�D�+ROO\ZRRG�FRPPHUFLDO�¿OP��Modern Times epitomizes the compleĥ
mentary relationship between production and consumption both as a critique of 
technological culture and a commodity produced by it.

THE TRAMP IN THE MACHINE

Modern Times�VLJQDOV�LWV�FRQÀLFWV�IURP�WKH�RXWVHW��,WV�RSWLPLVWLF�VHOIĥGHVFULSWLRQ�
Ī³$�VWRU\�RI�LQGXVWU\��RI�LQGLYLGXDO�HQWHUSULVHħKXPDQLW\�FUXVDGLQJ�LQ�WKH�SXUVXLW�
RI�KDSSLQHVV´ī�FODVKHV�ZLWK�D�MDUULQJO\�RPLQRXV�IDQIDUH�RI�GLVFRUGDQW�KRUQV��7KH�
opening montage that follows carries the disquieting mood forward in the openĥ
LQJ�LPDJHV��D�ODUJH�FORFN��GLVVROYLQJ�¿UVW�WR�D�KHUG�RI�VKHHS�DQG�WKHQ�WR�D�WKURQJ�RI�
people as they emerge from the subway on their way to work in a large urban facĥ
WRU\��DOO�SXQFWXDWHG�ZLWK�WKH�UK\WKPLFDOO\�WHQVH��PLQRUĥNH\�VRXQGWUDFN��SHULRGLĥ
cally shifting to ascending modulations that increase the intensity. This opening 
PRQWDJH�UHÀHFWV�D�NLQVKLS�LQ�WHFKQLTXH�DQG�FRQWHQW�ZLWK�)ULW]�/DQJ¶V�Metropolis 
Ī����ī��ZKLFK� IUDPHG� WKH�RSSUHVVLYH� FRQGLWLRQV�RI� LQGXVWULDO� ODERU� VLPLODUO\�� DV�
ZHOO�DV�ZLWK�WKH�SURMHFWLRQ�RI�GDLO\�URXWLQHV�LQ�']LJD�9HUWRY¶V�Man with a Movie 
Camera�Ī����ī��DOWKRXJK�ZLWK�QRQH�RI�WKH�FHOHEUDWRU\�SOD\IXOQHVV�RI�9HUWRY¶V�¿OP��
Inside the factory, Chaplin’s set also recalls Henry Adams’s awestruck descripĥ
WLRQ�RI�WKH�JUHDW�KDOO�RI�G\QDPRV�DW�WKH�3DULV�([SRVLWLRQ�LQ�������7KH�ODUJH�KXPĥ
ming turbines, oversized switches, valves, and gauges convey the importance of 
$PHULFDQ� LQGXVWULDO� SRZHU�� MXVW� DV� IRU�$GDPV� ³WKH� G\QDPR� EHFDPH� D� V\PERO�
RI� LQ¿QLW\�́ �+RZHYHU�� UDWKHU� WKDQ� HYRNLQJ�$GDPV¶V� VXEOLPH�SHUFHSWLRQ�RI� WKH�
³IRUW\ĥIRRW�G\QDPR�DV�D�PRUDO�IRUFH��PXFK�DV�WKH�HDUO\�&KULVWLDQV�IHOW�WKH�&URVV´�
Ī$GDPV����������ī�RU�WKH�PHQDFLQJ�SRZHU�FRQYH\HG�E\�/DQJ¶V�+HDUW�0DFKLQH�LQ�
Metropolis, Chaplin’s gleaming factory is rather quickly converted into the arena 
RI�FRPHG\��:KHQ�WKH�¿OP�IRFXVHV�RQ�WKH�7UDPS�WLJKWHQLQJ�D�QHYHUĥHQGLQJ�VHULHV�
RI�EROWV�RQ�DQ�DVVHPEO\�OLQH��WKH�YLHZHU�LQVWDQWO\�UHFRJQL]HV�WKH�LFRQLF�¿JXUH�DV�
an agent of humor. Still, as the awkwardly vulnerable Tramp struggles to keep 
up with the pace of the assembly line and exhibits the stress imposed by a repetiĥ
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tive and accelerating work routine, Chaplin makes clear that he has enlisted the 
Tramp in order to engage with the pitched debates of the era.

(YHQ�EHIRUH�WKH�'HSUHVVLRQ��LQGXVWULDO�ZRUNHUV�KDG�JURZQ�LQFUHDVLQJO\�DQ[ĥ
LRXV��MXVWL¿DEO\�IHDULQJ�WKDW�WKH\�ZRXOG�ORVH�HLWKHU�WKHLU�MREV�WR�DXWRPDWLRQ�RU��
if fortunate enough to remain employed, their identities as an impersonal, corĥ
porate bureaucracy threatened to turn men into automata. In taking up these 
contemporary concerns from the outset, Modern Times RɱHUV�D�SHUVSHFWLYH�PLVVĥ
LQJ�IURP�WKH�PRUH�XQLODWHUDO�FXOWXUDO�KLVWRU\�RI�LQGXVWULDOL]DWLRQ�RɱHUHG�E\�&HFLĥ
lia Ticchi in Shifting Gears Ī����ī��7LFFKL�SRLQWV� WR� WKH� LQFUHDVLQJ� IUHTXHQF\�RI�
mechanized imagery and the prevalence of the American engineer as hero in 
WKH�DUW�DQG�OLWHUDWXUH�RI�WKLV�SHULRG�DV�DQ�H[SUHVVLRQ�RI�FRQ¿GHQFH�LQ�WHFKQRORJ\��
DQG�LQ�WKH�DELOLW\�RI�WKH�HQJLQHHU�WR�UHVKDSH�WKH�ZRUOG�LQ�SRVLWLYH�ZD\V��7KH������
presidential election of Herbert Hoover, himself an engineer, shows the degree to 
which the culture had come to identify the profession with expert management. 
But the Wall Street Crash only eight months after Hoover’s inauguration and 
the economic decline that he oversaw throughout his single term in the White 
House shook the culture’s faith in the engineer’s competence.

The notion that unbridled technology was the solution to modern problems 
retained some currency even in the midst of the Depression, as summed up in 
WKH�LQGXVWULDO�ERRVWHULVP�RI�WKH�PRWWR�RI�WKH������&HQWXU\�RI�3URJUHVV�([SRVLWLRQ�
LQ�&KLFDJR��³6FLHQFH�)LQGV��,QGXVWU\�$SSOLHV��0DQ�&RQIRUPV´�Ī2ɼFLDO�*XLGHERRN 
��������ī��+RZDUG�6FRWW��WKH�IRXQGHU�RI�WKH�7HFKQRFUDF\�PRYHPHQW��H[SUHVVHG�VWLOO�
JUHDWHU�XWRSLDQ�FRQ¿GHQFH�LQ�KLV�DUWLFOH�³$�5HQGH]YRXV�:LWK�'HVWLQ\�́ �SXEOLVKHG�
LQ�D������LVVXH�RI�American Engineer. Articulating the messianic vision of the moveĥ
ment, Scott zealously preached about the promise of technology in leading civiĥ
OL]DWLRQ�RXW�RI�WKH�'HSUHVVLRQ��7HFKQRORJLFDOO\�XSGDWLQJ�WKH�QLQHWHHQWKĥFHQWXU\�
theme of Manifest Destiny, he declared, “God is good and God is kind. God 
SURYLGHG�WKLV�&RQWLQHQW�ZLWK�WKH�JUHDWHVW�QDWXUDO�UHVRXUFHV´�Ī6FRWW���������ī��)XUĥ
ther, he warned that governments that interfered with the march of technology 
and the economics of abundance were obstacles that must be remedied radically. 
They “will be compelled in spite of their reluctance to meet this epochal issue in 
WKH�PDUFK�RI�FLYLOL]DWLRQħDQ�LVVXH�WKDW�KDV�EXW�RQH�SRVVLEOH�HQGLQJ��WKH�GHIHDW�
and abolition of every political government on the Continent of North America” 
Ī6FRWW��������ī�7 But boosterism for technological progress omits half of the story. 
&KDSOLQ¶V�SRUWUDLWV�RI�WKH�(OHFWUR�6WHHO�SUHVLGHQW�Ī$OODQ�*DUFLDī��WKH�LPSUDFWLFDO�
LQYHQWRU�RI�WKH�%LOORZV�IHHGLQJ�PDFKLQH�Ī0XUGRFN�0DF4XDUULHī��DQG�WKH�HQJLĥ
QHHU�WUDSSHG�LQ�WKH�LGOH�PDFKLQHU\�RI�D�GHFRPPLVVLRQHG�IDFWRU\�Ī2VFDU�&RQNOLQī��
UHÀHFW�D�FRXQWHUYDLOLQJ�SHVVLPLVWLF�DWWLWXGH�WRZDUG�WHFKQRORJ\�DQG�LWV�PDVWHUV�

8QVHWWOLQJ� VLJQV� WKDW� WHFKQRORJ\� ZDV� QRW� \LHOGLQJ� HYHUĥLQFUHDVLQJ� SURVSHUĥ
LW\�ZHUH�OHJLEOH�HYHQ�EHIRUH�WKH�&UDVK��&RQ¿GHQFH�LQ�WHFKQRORJ\�SHDNHG�LQ�WKH�
PLGĥ����V�� DQG� WKHQ� ZDQHG� MXVW� DV� TXLFNO\� EHIRUH� ERWWRPLQJ� RXW� E\� WKH� HDUO\�
����V��ZKHQ�³WHFKQRORJLFDO�XQHPSOR\PHQW´�ZDV�JHQHUDOO\�VHHQ�DV�D�FRQVHTXHQFH�
of unchecked optimism.��:ULWLQJ�LQ�������RQH�FRPPHQWDWRU�LQ�Fortune magazine 
WUDFHG�WKH�FULVLV�WR�DQ�HYHQ�HDUOLHU�SRLQW��FLWLQJ������DV�WKH�\HDU�ZKHQ�WHFKQRORJLFDO�
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innovation began to increase productivity sharply, leading to a spike in technoĥ
ORJLFDO�HPSOR\PHQW�E\�������(YHQ�LI�RQH�ZHUH�IRUWXQDWH�HQRXJK�WR�EH�HPSOR\HG��
industrial practices, as the anonymous writer notes, had “replaced man permaĥ
nently as a source of energy and . . . installed him in a new and limitable function 
DV�D�WHQGHU�RI�PDFKLQHV´�Ī³2EVROHWH�0HQ´���������ī��,Q�RWKHU�ZRUGV��LQGXVWULDOL]Dĥ
tion was rendering workers into what the title of the article calls “Obsolete Men.”

6XUSULVLQJO\�� 7LFFKL¶V� KLVWRULFDO� DFFRXQW� DOVR� RPLWV� WKH� LQÀXHQFH� RI� ¿OP��
Writers and painters may have adapted engineering concepts as metaphors of 
their practices, as Ticchi notes, or become enthralled with images of industrial 
machinery or engineering marvels like the Brooklyn Bridge as a kind of homage 
WR� WKH� WHFKQRORJLFDO� GLUHFWLRQ� RI� WKH� FXOWXUH�� EXW� ¿OPPDNHUV�ZHUH� WKH� DUWLVWV�
ZKRVH�FUDIW�PRVW�GLUHFWO\�SDUWLFLSDWHG� LQ� WKH� µPDFKLQHĥDJH¶�HWKRV��&LQHPD��DQ�
art form utilizing numerous technologies, transformed conceptions of art and 
the role of the artist in ways that eluded traditional forms of representation.9 
7KH�H[SRQHQWLDOO\�H[SDQGLQJ�FXOWXUDO�LQÀXHQFH�RI�FLQHPD�LQ�WKLV�HUD�PDGH�¿OP�
a medium uniquely poised to address the issues in this public debate. Thomas 
(GLVRQ��WKH�SLRQHHU�RI�FLQHPD�LQ�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV�ZKR�SHUVRQL¿HG�WKH�SURPLVH�
RI�HQJLQHHULQJ��UHFRJQL]HG�WKLV�HPHUJLQJ�LPSRUWDQFH�RI�¿OP��+H�DVVHUWHG�KLV�IHUĥ
YHQW�FRQ¿GHQFH�LQ�LWV�SRWHQWLDO�IRU�HGXFDWLRQ�EHFDXVH�WKH�LPPHGLDF\�RI�LPDJHV�
to stimulate cognition, he believed, outstripped the ability of text to impart 
information and provide instruction. Although his company produced many 
attractions for the Kinetoscope and the Vitascope, KH�FRQVLGHUHG�¿OP¶V�XVH�IRU�
entertainment as a very low purpose, far short of its potential.

9LUWXDOO\�LQ�WDQGHP�ZLWK�WKH�HPHUJLQJ�SUHVWLJH�RI�(GLVRQ��)UHGHULFN�:LQVORZ�
7D\ORU�LQWURGXFHG�WKH�SKLORVRSK\�RI�$PHULFDQ�LQGXVWULDO�HɷFLHQF\�WKURXJK�KLV�
H[WUHPHO\�LQÀXHQWLDO�7KH�3ULQFLSOHV�RI�6FLHQWLÀF�0DQDJHPHQW�Ī����ī��7LFFKL�DFNQRZOĥ
edges the role of Taylor, who has been widely recognized by cultural critics and 
KLVWRULDQV�IRU�KLV�LPSDFW�RQ�D�EURDG�UDQJH�RI�HDUO\�WZHQWLHWKĥFHQWXU\�SUDFWLFHV��
%XW�ZKDW�KDV�EHHQ�LJQRUHG�ZLWK�UHVSHFW�WR�¿OP�LV�WKDW�7D\ORU¶V� LPPHGLDWH�VXFĥ
FHVVRUV�LQ�WKH�¿HOG�DSSOLHG�KLV�SULQFLSOHV�YLD�PRWLRQ�SLFWXUH�WHFKQRORJ\��,QVWHDG�
of simply observing the movements of workers when performing occupational 
WDVNV�� WKH� VHFRQG� JHQHUDWLRQ� RI� 7D\ORULWHV� ¿OPHG�ZRUNHUV� LQ� RUGHU� WR� DQDO\]H�
PRUH�FDUHIXOO\�WKH�VWHSV�RI�ODERU�DQG�GHYLVH�PRUH�HɷFLHQW�VROXWLRQV��$V�HDUO\�DV�
������ D� WH[WERRN� IRU� VFLHQWL¿F�DQDO\VLV�RI� LQGXVWULDO�SURFHVVHV��Time and Motion 
Study, included a chapter on “Taking Motion Pictures for Motion Study,” in 
ZKLFK�HTXLSPHQW��OLJKWLQJ�VFKHPHV��DQG�FDPHUD�WHFKQLTXHV�DUH�GHWDLOHG�Ī/RZU\��
0D\QDUG��DQG�6WHJHPHUWHQ�����ī��$�VXEVHTXHQW�FKDSWHU�RQ�³)LOP�$QDO\VLV�3URĥ
FHGXUHV´�PHWKRGLFDOO\�H[SODLQV�KRZ�WKH�DQDO\VW�VKRXOG�HɷFLHQWO\�XVH�WKHLU�RZQ�
¿OPĥVWXG\�ZRUNVWDWLRQ�WR�PD[LPL]H�WKH�HɱHFWLYHQHVV�RI�WKH�DQDO\VLV�RI�D�IDFWRU\�
ZRUNVWDWLRQ��7KXV��¿OP�WHFKQRORJ\�LWVHOI�ZDV�UHDFKLQJ�LQWR�RWKHU�DUHQDV��OHQGLQJ�
FUHGHQFH�WR�(GLVRQ¶V�H[SHFWDWLRQV�

<HW�GHVSLWH�(GLVRQ¶V�GLVGDLQ�IRU�¿OP�DV�HQWHUWDLQPHQW�DQG�WKH�7D\ORULWHV¶�XVH�
RI�¿OP�IRU�H[WHQGLQJ�SUDFWLFDO�HɷFLHQFLHV�LQ�WKH�DUHQD�RI�ODERU��LW�ZDV�&KDSOLQ¶V�
7UDPS�� WKH� SRODU� RSSRVLWH� RI� WKH� FRPSHWHQW� WHFKQLFLDQ�� ZKR� SHUVRQL¿HG� WKH�
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early success of American cinema. And in Modern Times the Tramp combines 
the medium’s ability to entertain with its ability to challenge audiences to think. 
Although we cannot be sure that Chaplin was targeting Taylorism in the iconic 
factory sequence in Modern Times, the Tramp’s shortcomings in that work enviĥ
URQPHQW�FRUUHVSRQG�VWULNLQJO\�WR�WKH�GH¿FLHQFLHV�RI�WKH�³SRRU´�ZRUNHU�GHVFULEHG�
in Time and Motion Study:

�:KHUH�WKH�VNLOO�RI�DQ�RSHUDWRU�LV�FRQVLGHUHG�WR�EH�SRRU�DIWHU�KH�KDV�KDG�VXɷFLHQW�
WLPH�WR�OHDUQ�WKH�MRE��LW�ZLOO�JHQHUDOO\�EH�IRXQG�WKDW�KH�LV�D�PLVÀWĨWKH�VRĦFDOOHG�VTXDUH�
peg in the round hole. He knows what to do but does not seem able to do it with ease. 
His movements are clumsy and awkward. His mind and his hands do not seem to coordinate. 
Ī/RZU\��0D\QDUG��DQG�6WHJHPHUWHQ������������HPSKDVLV�DGGHGī

,Q�FRQWUDVW�WR�7D\ORULVP¶V�P\RSLF�HPSKDVLV�RQ�FRPSHWHQW�HɷFLHQF\��&KDSOLQ¶V�
¿OPħEXLOW�DURXQG�D� ³PLV¿W´�SHUVRQD��RXWPDWFKHG�E\� WKH�GHPDQGV�RI�PRGHUQ�
VRFLHW\ħHYRNHG� KXPRU�� VHQWLPHQW�� DQG� URPDQFH� LQ� RUGHU� WR� HQWHUWDLQ� and to 
question the expert wisdom about the technological direction of society.

The three distinct segments in the factory episode displace the emphasis on 
RXWSXW� DQG�� LQVWHDG�� VWUHVV� WKH� FRQQHFWLRQ� EHWZHHQ� WKH� GHWULPHQWDO� HɱHFWV� RI�
machine technology on workers and the class hierarchy that separates capital 
IURP�ODERU��$W�WKH�KHDG�RI�(OHFWUR�6WHHO�&RUS���WKH�SUHVLGHQW�VLWV�LGO\�LQ�KLV�TXLHW��
VSDFLRXV�RɷFH��RFFDVLRQDOO\�LQWHUUXSWLQJ�KLV�FRQWHPSODWLRQ�RI�D�MLJVDZ�SX]]OH�RU�
his reading of newspaper comics to supervise his facility on a large screen. On 
WKH� IDFWRU\�ÀRRU��ZH�¿QG� WKH�ERVV¶V� ODERULQJ�FRXQWHUSDUW�� WKH�7UDPS�� LQFUHDVĥ
ingly harassed by the repetitive motion of his task, the periodic acceleration of 
the assembly line ordered by the boss, and the hostile criticism from his foreman 
DQG�FRĥZRUNHUV�IXUWKHU�GRZQ�WKH�OLQH��6HHNLQJ�UHIXJH�IURP�WKH�KHFWLF�SDFH��WKH�
Tramp takes an unauthorized cigarette break in the workers’ bathroom, where 
WKH�IUHQHWLFDOO\�SHUFXVVLYH�VFRUH�LQ�WKH�DVVHPEO\ĥOLQH�VFHQH�JLYHV�ZD\�WR�D�VRRWKĥ
ing soundtrack of lush legato strings. But the comfort of his languorous solitude 
is abruptly punctured when the video surveillance of the factory boss intrudes. 
'HVSLWH�WKH�FRPLF�VXUSULVH�RI�WKH�HQODUJHG�FORVHĥXS�RI�WKH�ZHOOĥGUHVVHG��JORZHUĥ
LQJ�WDONLQJ�KHDGħPD[LPL]HG�E\�WKH�VRXQG�RI�KLV�YRLFH�LQ�V\QFK�ZLWK�KLV�LPDJH�
RUGHULQJ�WKH�7UDPS�WR�³4XLW�VWDOOLQJ��JHW�EDFN�WR�ZRUN�´ħDQG�WKH�VWDUWOHG�GHIHQĥ
sive reaction of the comparatively diminutive Tramp at being discovered, this 
brief confrontation comments on the regimented duress of factory labor. The 
boss’s distrust of the worker echoes Taylor’s condemnation of “soldiering,” the 
deliberate slowing down of work output, which, according to Taylor, “constitutes 
WKH�JUHDWHVW�HYLO�ZLWK�ZKLFK�WKH�ZRUNLQJĥSHRSOH�������DUH�QRZ�DɹLFWHG´�Ī7D\ORU�������
��ī��,QGHHG��WKH�ERVV¶V�VXSHUYLVLRQ�RI�DOO�DVSHFWV�RI�KLV�FRPSDQ\�LV�QRW�VR�PXFK�D�
version of Taylorism as a modernization of Bentham’s panopticon, blurring the 
GLɱHUHQFH�EHWZHHQ�IDFWRU\�DQG�SULVRQ��DV�ZHOO�DV�DQWLFLSDWLQJ�WKH�VFUXWLQ\�WKDW�
distinguishes Orwell’s 1LQHWHHQ�(LJKW\Ħ)RXU.�� In the Tramp’s unauthorized smoke 
EUHDN��&KDSOLQ�PD[LPL]HV�WKH�SROLWLFDO�DQG�FLQHPDWLF�HɱHFWV��7KH�IDFWRU\�RZQHU�
not only oversees his workers through technological surveillance but also appears 
PDJQL¿HG�DV�DQ�RPQLSUHVHQW�SRZHU�WKURXJK�KLV�LPDJH�RQ�WKH�VFUHHQ�
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Lunch break at the factory provides the Tramp his only sanctioned opporĥ
WXQLW\� IRU� UHOLHI�� HYHQ� LI� WKH� UHVLGXDO� HɱHFWV�RI� UHSHWLWLYH�PDFKLQH� ODERU� OLQJHU�
GXULQJ�KLV�KLDWXV�IURP�WKH�VWUHVVIXO�URXWLQH��7KH�7UDPS¶V�UHVSLWH�LV�VKRUWĥOLYHG��
however, once he is chosen as the guinea pig on whom to test the wonders of the 
Billows feeding machine, a contraption that abuses him no less than the assembly 
line’s unrelenting pace. The absurdity of utilizing a machine to perform one of 
the most fundamental of organic functions passes without comment. The ostenĥ
VLEOH�EHQH¿W�RI�WKLV�LQYHQWLRQ�LV�WKDW�LW�DOORZV�WKH�ZRUNHU�WR�EH�IHG�ZLWKRXW�LQWHUĥ
rupting his labor. But the utter failure of the machine to perform as advertised 
DQG� WKH�QHHG� WR�KDYH� DW� OHDVW� RQH�RSHUDWRU�� LI� QRW�PRUH�� GHQLHV� DQ\�EHQH¿W� DW�
all, even if the contraption weren’t plagued by malfunction. The absurdity of 
WKH�IHHGLQJ�PDFKLQH�LPSOLFLWO\�TXHVWLRQV�WKH�REVHVVLRQ�ZLWK�HɷFLHQF\�LQ�7D\ORU¶V�
V\VWHP�RI�VFLHQWL¿F�PDQDJHPHQW��� But in light of the boss’s failure to note the 
absurdity of the phonographic salesman delivering the pitch when the inventor 
¿UVW�LQWURGXFHV�WKH�IHHGLQJ�PDFKLQH��ZH�VKRXOG�DOVR�QRWH�KRZ�WKH�LQDELOLW\�RI�WKH�
IHHGLQJ�PDFKLQH¶V� WXUQWDEOH� WR� IXQFWLRQ�HɷFLHQWO\� VXJJHVWV�D�FRPPHQW�RQ�WKH�
HDUO\�WHFKQRORJ\�RI�VRXQG�¿OP��ZKLFK�ZDV�RIWHQ�SODJXHG�E\�V\QFKURQL]DWLRQ�GLIĥ
¿FXOWLHV�EHWZHHQ�WKH�SKRQRJUDSKLF�VRXQG�DQG�WKH�FLQHPDWLF�LPDJH��7KH�IDFWRU\�
ERVV¶V�UHMHFWLRQ�RI�WKH�IHHGLQJ�PDFKLQH�DV�³QRW�SUDFWLFDO´�HFKRHV�WKH�FRPSODLQWV�
of studio executives who resisted adopting sound technology. Although Chaplin 
UHVLVWHG�VRXQG�WHFKQRORJ\� IRU�GLɱHUHQW� UHDVRQV�� WKH�SDUDOOHO� WKDW� LV� VXEWO\� VXJĥ
JHVWHG�EHWZHHQ�WKH�(OHFWUR�6WHHO�SUHVLGHQW�DQG�WKH�SUHVLGHQW�RI�&KDUOHV�&KDSOLQ�
)LOPV��,QF��ZLOO�HPHUJH�PRUH�GLUHFWO\�LQ�WKH�QH[W�VHJPHQW�RI�WKH�VHTXHQFH�

More broadly, however, the feeding machine scene critiques the fascinaĥ
WLRQ�ZLWK�WKH�PHFKDQLFDO�RYHU�WKH�KXPDQ��7KLV�FRQÀLFW�RI�PDQ�DQG�PDFKLQH�
HPHUJHV� VWDUNO\� LQ� WKH� WKLUG� VHJPHQW�RI� WKH�¿UVW� IDFWRU\� VHTXHQFH�� WKH�¿OP¶V�
most frequently referenced scene. As the boss continues to order an increase 
in the factory belt’s speed, the Tramp continues to struggle with the acceleratĥ
LQJ�SDFH��)LQDOO\��GULYHQ�E\�WKH�FRPSXOVLRQ�WR�SHUIRUP�KLV�WDVN��KH�SXUVXHV�KLV�
piecework into the machinery. Becoming one with the assembly line itself, the 
7UDPS�LV�GUDZQ�WKURXJK�WKH�JHDUV�RI�WKH�JLJDQWLF�PHFKDQLVP�ĪVHH�¿J���ī��:LWK�
a cymbal crash, the soundtrack transitions abruptly from the frantic pace that 
punctuated the images of the factory’s intensifying speed to a rubato lullaby 
with the delicate timbres of the celesta and piccolo. Once extricated from the 
EHOO\�RI�WKH�LQGXVWULDO�EHDVW��WKH�7UDPS�HPHUJHV�WUDQVIRUPHG�E\�KLV�PDFKLQHĥ
LQGXFHG�WUDXPD��+LV�SHVWHULQJ�DQWLFV�WRZDUG�KLV�FRĥZRUNHUV�SURYRNH�WKHP�WR�
chase him with the hope of subduing him, but this simply prolongs his interĥ
ference with what was known during the period as the factory’s “continuous 
ÀRZ�SURGXFWLRQ´�Ī&KDVH���������ī��*DLQLQJ�WKH�XSSHU�KDQG��WKH�7UDPS�GLVFRYĥ
HUV�WKDW�KH�FDQ�HDVLO\�GLVWUDFW�KLV�SXUVXHUV�E\�UHĥDFWLYDWLQJ�WKH�DVVHPEO\�OLQH��
which causes them to return to their stations in a Pavlovian response. Their 
robotic attention to the machinery recalls the image that Stuart Chase invoked 
in Waste and the Machine Age, his critique of how industrial technology was wastĥ
LQJ�QRW�MXVW�UDZ�PDWHULDOV�RU�PRQH\��EXW�DOVR�KXPDQ�SRWHQWLDO�
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7KHUH�LV�D�URRP�¿OOHG�ZLWK�SXQFKLQJ�PDFKLQHV��,Q�IURQW�RI�HDFK�PDFKLQH�VWDQGV�D�
worker, feeding it pieces of steel by hand. A lever is geared to the mechanism, and 
WR�WKLV�OHYHU�WKH�PDQ�LV�FKDLQHG�E\�D�KDQGFXɱ�ORFNHG�WR�KLV�ZULVW��7R�ORRN�GRZQ�
WKH�ORQJ�URRP�LV�WR�VHH�PDFKLQHV��OHYHUV��DQG�PHQ�LQ�XQLVRQ�IHHG��SXQFK��MHUN�EDFN��
IHHG��SXQFK��MHUN�EDFN��������,�KDYH�KHDUG�QR�RWKHU�VLQJOH�WDVN�WRGD\�ZKLFK�VR�FORVHO\�
DSSUR[LPDWHV�WKH�JORRP\�SURSKHWV¶�SLFWXUH�RI�WKH�URERW��Ī&KDVH���������ī

Granted, Chase proceeds to a more sanguine view of the potential for technolĥ
ogy to improve modern life than this excerpt might suggest. Likewise, Chaplin’s 
VHQGĥXS�RI�WKH�DXWRPDWHG�IDFWRU\�PLWLJDWHV�WKH�GLUH�JORRP�RI�WKH�PRVW�UDGLFDO�
critics of the Machine Age. Wreaking havoc throughout the factory in a parĥ
RG\�RI�WKH�VZDVKEXFNOLQJ�DFWLRQ�WKDW�&KDSOLQ¶V�IULHQG�'RXJODV�)DLUEDQNV�PDGH�
famous, the Tramp unleashes a carnivalesque chaos that delivers a rich comic 
SD\RXW��6LPXOWDQHRXVO\��LW�FRQ¿UPV�KLV�VWDWXV�DV�³PLV¿W�´�IRU�ZKLFK�VRFLHW\�SUHĥ
scribes a stint in a sanitarium as the only remedy.

Chaplin’s humorous critique of technology is not limited to the regimentaĥ
WLRQ�RI�DXWRPDWHG�IDFWRULHV��7KH�FURVVĥVHFWLRQ�YLHZ�RI�WKH�7UDPS�EHLQJ�GUDZQ�
WKURXJK�WKH�JHDUV�DQG�VSURFNHWV�LQ�WKH�IDFWRU\¶V�LQWHUQDO�PHFKDQLVP�DOVR�SURMHFWV�
WKH�7UDPS�¿JXUDWLYHO\� DV�¿OP� VWRFN�EHLQJ�GUDZQ� WKURXJK� WKH�PHFKDQLVPV�RI�
WKH�FDPHUD�DQG�WKH�SURMHFWRU����7KXV��UHÀH[LYHO\��&KDSOLQ¶V�LPDJHU\�FRQÀDWHV�WKH�
political object�RI�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQħLQGXVWULDO�WHFKQRORJ\ħZLWK�WKH�means of repĥ
UHVHQWDWLRQħFLQHPDWLF�WHFKQRORJ\��,QGHHG��WKLV� LPDJH�VXSSRUWV�:DOWHU�%HQMDĥ

)LJXUH����7KH�WUDPS�LQ�WKH�PDFKLQH��Modern Times��������5R\�([SRUW�6�$�6��



������COLLEGE LITERATURE  |  �����:LQWHU�����

PLQ¶V�SRLQW�DERXW�WKH�GLɱHUHQFH�EHWZHHQ�WKHDWULFDO�DQG�FLQHPDWLF�SHUIRUPDQFH��
³7KH�DUWLVWLF�SHUIRUPDQFH�RI�WKH�VWDJH�DFWRU�LV�GH¿QLWHO\�SUHVHQWHG�WR�WKH�SXEOLF�
by the actor in person; that of the screen actor, however, is presented by a camera. 
. . . Guided by the cameraman, the camera continually changes its position with 
UHVSHFW� WR� WKH�SHUIRUPDQFH´� Ī%HQMDPLQ� ������ ���ī��7KH�7UDPS¶V� VLQXRXV� URXWH�
through the bowels of the factory mechanism reminds us that he is an image 
produced through the analogous machinery of cinematic technology, and regĥ
isters Chaplin’s own equivocal fascination with technology: as both a yoke that 
EXUGHQV�µPDFKLQHĥDJH¶�ZRUNHUV�DQG�D�WRRO�RI�DUWLVWLF�H[SUHVVLRQ�WKDW�SURSHOV�KLV�
own professional success.

The similarities between how Chaplin recalled his attempt to renegotiate his 
FRQWUDFW�ZLWK�)LUVW�1DWLRQDO�DQG�WKLV�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ�RI�WKH�7UDPS¶V�LVRODWLRQ�PXOĥ
tiply the meaning of this famous scene. Despite having eloquently explained that 
the extra costs entailed in making Shoulder Arms�Ī����ī�ZDUUDQWHG�)LUVW�1DWLRQDO�
to revise his contract, Chaplin surmised that he “might as well have been a lone 
IDFWRU\�ZRUNHU�DVNLQJ�*HQHUDO�0RWRUV�IRU�D�UDLVH´�Ī&KDSOLQ����������ĥ��ī��7KXV��
WKH�VWUHVV�RI�KLV�DUWLVWLF�OLIH�LV�UHÀHFWHG�LQ�WKH�7UDPS¶V�VWUHVVIXO�DOLHQDWLRQ�LQ�WKH�
factory scene. Chaplin’s experience with the studio pointed a new direction in 
his career; in the following year, he formed United Artists with Mary Pickford, 
'RXJODV�)DLUEDQNV��+DUROG�/OR\G��DQG�'�:��*ULɷWK�� MRLQHG� ODWHU�E\�'DYLG�2��
6HO]QLFN��)RUPLQJ�WKLV�FROOHFWLYH�ZDV�DV�PXFK�D�SROLWLFDO�DQG�DUWLVWLF�VWDWHPHQW�DV�
LW�ZDV�D�EXVLQHVV�VWUDWHJ\��)RU��DV�LWV�IRXQGHUV�WROG�UHSRUWHUV��8QLWHG�$UWLVWV�ZDV�
D�³GHFODUDWLRQ�RI�LQGHSHQGHQFH�IURP�SURGXFHUV�DQG�H[KLELWRUV�RI�µPDFKLQHĥPDGH¶�
¿OPV´�Ī0DODQG���������ī��-XVW�DV�WKHVH�DUWLVWĥUHEHOV�HFKRHG�$PHULFD¶V�IRXQGLQJ�
SROLWLFDO� UKHWRULF� LQ� WKHLU� UHMHFWLRQ� RI� WKH� W\UDQQ\� RI� WKH�+ROO\ZRRG� VWXGLRV��
&KDSOLQ�IUDPHV�WKH�7UDPS¶V�IDFWRU\�H[SHULHQFH�WR�DUWLFXODWH�KLV�REMHFWLRQ�WR�ERWK�
industrial oppression and Hollywood’s production demands.

Nor do the multiple meanings end there. In addition to the scene’s obvious 
DSSHDO�WR�D�ZRUNLQJĥFODVV�DXGLHQFH�OLNHO\�WR�LGHQWLI\�ZLWK�WKH�7UDPS¶V�RUGHDO��LW�
raises at least one other competing interpretation that signals Chaplin’s ambivĥ
alence about the power of technology in society and within the industry that 
DɱRUGHG� KLP� FRQVLGHUDEOH� DXWKRULW\��7KH� QHJDWLYH� LPDJHV� RI� FRUSRUDWH� SRZHU�
H[SORLW�SRSXODU�DQ[LHW\�DERXW�FDSLWDO¶V�LQGLɱHUHQFH�WR�ODERU��EXW�WKH\�SURMHFW�DV�
ZHOO�KLV�UHVHQWPHQW�DW�FRUSRUDWH�VWXGLR�KHDGV�OLNH�WKRVH�DW�)LUVW�1DWLRQDO��<HW�WKH�
irony of these images is redoubled in light of Chaplin’s own total authority over 
KLV�ZRUN�DQG�WKRVH�ZKR�ZRUNHG�IRU�KLP��)URP�WKLV�SHUVSHFWLYH��WKH�IDFWRU\�ERVV�
is an equivocal characterization that represents both the studio bosses Chaplin 
UHVHQWHG� DQG�&KDSOLQ� WKH�¿OPPDNHU� KLPVHOI��7KH� FRUUHODWLRQ� H[WHQGV� EH\RQG�
the comparable positions of authority held by the factory boss and Chaplin himĥ
VHOI��DQG�LV�UHLQIRUFHG�LQ�WKH�ZD\V�WKDW�WKH\�ZLHOG�WKHLU�SRZHU��)RU�H[DPSOH��WKH�
boss’s demands for “more speed” parallel Chaplin’s orders to his cameraman, 
Rudolph Totheroh. Much of Chaplin’s physical humor was derived from the 
7UDPS¶V�VSHGĥXS�� MHUN\�PRYHPHQWV��DQ�HɱHFW�DFKLHYHG�E\�VORZLQJ�WKH�VSHHG�RI�
WKH�KDQGĥFUDQNHG�FDPHUD�IURP�WKH�VWDQGDUG�VSHHG�RI�VL[WHHQ�IUDPHV�SHU�VHFRQG�
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WR�IRXUWHHQ�RU�VRPHWLPHV�WZHOYH�IUDPHV�SHU�VHFRQG��ZKLFK�VWDQGDUG�SURMHFWLRQ�
VSHHG�ZRXOG�VFUHHQ�DV�WKH�7UDPS¶V�K\SHUĥDQLPDWHG�VW\OH�RI�SK\VLFDO�KXPRU��6R�
MXVW�DV�WKH�SUHVLGHQW�RI�(OHFWUR�6WHHO�&RUS��FDOOV�IRU�DFFHOHUDWLRQ�RI�WKH�7UDPS¶V�
DVVHPEO\�OLQH��&KDSOLQ�UHSHDWHGO\�KDUDQJXHG�7RWKHURK�WR�VORZ�GRZQ�KLV�KDQGĥ
FUDQNLQJ�RI�WKH�FDPHUD�LQ�WKHVH�LPSRUWDQW�FRPLF�PRPHQWV�WR�\LHOG�WKH�VSHGĥXS�
DFWLRQ�Ī0F&DEH���������ī�

Chaplin was a notoriously demanding director, and his cameraman was not 
WKH�RQO\�RQH�VXEMHFW�WR�KLV�DXWKRULWDULDQ�ZLOO�DQG�VLQJOHĥPLQGHG�GHGLFDWLRQ�WR�WKH�
HɱHFW�KH�ZDV�DWWHPSWLQJ�WR�DFKLHYH��$V�&KDUOHV�&KDSOLQ�-U��UHFDOOHG�

0XVLFLDQV�������HQGXUHG�SXUH�WRUWXUH��'DG�ZRUH�WKHP�DOO�RXW��(GZDUG�3RZHOO�FRQĥ
centrated so hard writing the music down that he almost lost his eyesight and had 
to go to a specialist to save it. David Raksin, working an average of twenty hours a 
GD\��ORVW�WZHQW\ĥ¿YH�SRXQGV�DQG�VRPHWLPHV�ZDV�VR�H[KDXVWHG�WKDW�KH�FRXOGQ¶W�¿QG�
VWUHQJWK�WR�JR�KRPH�EXW�ZRXOG�VOHHS�RQ�WKH�VWXGLR�ÀRRU��Ī5RELQVRQ����������ĥ��ī

7KH�RSSUHVVLRQ�GHVFULEHG�KHUH�¿WV�XQFRPIRUWDEO\�ZLWK�WKH�¿OP¶V�SROLWLFDO�UKHWRĥ
ric. Chaplin’s demanding treatment of his musicians, as well as the other artists 
DQG�WHFKQLFLDQV�ZKRP�KH�GLUHFWHG��UHFUHDWHV�WKH�RSSUHVVLRQ�WKDW�KH�KDG�REMHFWHG�
to in forming United Artists and that the narrative of Modern Times criticizes. 
7KXV�� WKH�¿OP¶V� UHÀH[LYLW\� DUWLFXODWHV�&KDSOLQ¶V� RZQ� FRQÀLFWV�ZLWK� UHVSHFW� WR�
SRZHU�DQG�WKH�WHFKQRORJ\�DVVRFLDWHG�ZLWK�SRZHU��DQG�WKHVH�FRQÀLFWV�FRPSOLFDWH�
WKH�UKHWRULF�RI�WKH�¿OP¶V�VRFLDO�FULWLTXH�

THE DYNAMO AND THE GAMIN

,I�WKH�¿OP¶V�LPDJHV�RI�FDSLWDOLVW�DQG�ODERUHU�VXJJHVW�D�SRODULW\�EHWZHHQ�&KDSOLQ¶V�
role behind the camera and his representation on screen as the Tramp, then the 
DXGLHQFH¶V�LGHQWL¿FDWLRQ�LV�VLPLODUO\�PDQLSXODWHG�LQ�RSSRVLWH�GLUHFWLRQV��-XVW�DV�
WKH�¿OP�SURPRWHV�V\PSDWK\�EHWZHHQ�WKH�VSHFWDWRU�DQG�WKH�7UDPS��WKH�IDFWRU\�
ERVV�DQG�WKH�VSHFWDWRU�DUH�DOOLHG�DV�REVHUYLQJ�VXEMHFWV�ZKR�JD]H�XSRQ�WKH�7UDPS�
DV�REVHUYHG�REMHFW��/LNH�WKH�ERVV��WKH�VSHFWDWRU�ZDWFKHV�WKH�7UDPS�DQG�GHPDQGV�
a satisfactory performance from him. And when, for example, the Tramp is struck 
LQ�WKH�KHDG�E\�D�IDOOLQJ�EHDP�LQ�WKH�VKDQW\�ZKHUH�KH�DQG�WKH�JDPLQ�Ī3DXOHWWH�
*RGGDUGī�KRSH�WR�¿QG�GRPHVWLF�EOLVV��RU�KH�GLYHV�KHDG�¿UVW�LQWR�NQHHĥGHHS�ZDWHU��
the spectator’s laughter helps to establish the audience’s distance from him, even 
as they generally sympathize with him as a victimized laborer.

Conversely, notwithstanding the delight the spectator may take in watching 
WKH�7UDPS¶V�VXEYHUVLYH�SOD\��RQH�FDQQRW�HVFDSH�WKH�FRQWURO�WKDW�WKH�¿OP�H[HUWV�
over this very act of watching. The slapstick tempo inhibits a viewer’s critical 
HQJDJHPHQW�ZLWK�WKH�¿OP�EHFDXVH�WKH�LPDJHV�DQG�WKH�QDUUDWLYH�WKH\�FRQVWUXFW�
SURFHHG�LQ�DQ�RUGHU�DQG�DW�D�SDFH�GHWHUPLQHG�E\�WKH�GLUHFWRU��7KH�¿OP�WURSHV�LWV�
control over the spectator not only in the factory boss’s control over the assembly 
line but also, and to a greater degree, in the image of the Billows feeding machine. 
'DYLG�-DPHV�VXJJHVWV�WKDW�³D�¿OP¶V�LPDJHV�DQG�VRXQGV�QHYHU�IDLO�WR�WHOO�WKH�VWRU\�
RI�KRZ�DQG�ZK\� WKH\�ZHUH�SURGXFHGħWKH� VWRU\�RI� WKHLU�PRGH�RI�SURGXFWLRQ´�
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Ī�������ī��LQ�Modern Times, the same holds true of the story those images tell about 
how they are to be received, the story of their mode of consumption. Thus, if 
&KDSOLQ�XVHV�WKH�DVVHPEO\�OLQH�DV�D�PHWDSKRU�IRU�KRZ�¿OP�DQG�LWV�YLVXDO�HɱHFWV�
are mechanically produced, then he deploys the feeding machine as a metaphor 
IRU�KRZ�WKRVH�HɱHFWV�RSHUDWH�RQ�WKH�¿OP¶V�VSHFWDWRU�

During the demonstration of the Billows feeder, when the camera shifts its 
IRFXV�WR�WKH�HDU�RI�FRUQ�RQ�WKH�URWLVVHULH�¿[WXUH�RI�WKH�IHHGLQJ�PDFKLQH¶V�WXUQĥ
table, the spectator’s gaze is directed away from the Tramp to the mechanized 
IRRG�WKDW�KH�VHHV��7KLV�VXEWOH��LVRODWHG�IRFXV�H[SOLFLWO\�VLJQDOV�KRZ�RXU�LGHQWL¿FDĥ
tion with the Tramp in this sequence is to work. As the spectator gazes on the 
same rotating ear of corn which the Tramp is about to consume, one’s experience 
RI�ZDWFKLQJ�WKH�¿OP�DQDORJL]HV�WKDW�RI�WKH�7UDPS�EHLQJ�PHFKDQLFDOO\�IRUFHĥIHG��
although without the assault that he endures for our entertainment. The framing 
DQG�FDPHUD�DQJOH�VWUHVV�WKLV�DQDORJ\�EHWZHHQ�WKH�¿OP�DQG�WKH�PRWRUL]HG�IRRG��
DQG�WKXV�DFNQRZOHGJH�KRZ�WKH�FDPHUD�FRQWUROV�WKH�DXGLHQFH¶V�JD]H��)RU�XQOLNH�D�
printed text, which a reader takes in at her own pace, pausing to question or to 
UHUHDG�LI�VR�LQFOLQHG��WKH�¿OP¶V�VFDOH�RI�LPDJHV�DQG�HGLWLQJ�SDFH�ĪQRW�WR�PHQWLRQ�
WKH� HPRWLRQDO� HYRFDWLRQV� RI� WKH� VRXQGWUDFNī� FRQWURO� WKH� VSHFWDWRU¶V� UHVSRQVHV�
by determining what she sees, how, when, and for how long she sees it. Georges 
'XKDPHO�H[SUHVVHG�KLV�GLVWUXVW�RI�¿OP�IRU�SUHFLVHO\�WKLV�UHDVRQ��LWV�PRWLRQ��KH�
contended, replaced the motion of one’s own thought.��

7KH�¿OP¶V�FOHDUHVW� VWDWHPHQWV�DERXW�FRQVXPSWLRQ�HPHUJH�ZKHQ�WKH�7UDPS�
begins his relationship with the gamin. Immediately after having escaped the 
long arm of the law together, they observe a suburban homemaker waving her 
EUHDGZLQQHU� Rɱ� WR� ZRUN�� $OWKRXJK� WKH� 7UDPS� LQLWLDOO\� PRFNV� WKLV� VFHQH� RI�
GRPHVWLF�FRQYHQWLRQDOLW\��KLV� MHVW�JLYHV�ZD\�WR�D�GD\GUHDP�LQ�ZKLFK�WKH�JDPLQ�
DQG�KH�VKDUH�D�SHUIHFW�PLGGOHĥFODVV�EXQJDORZ��+LV� IDQWDV\�RI� WKHLU�DWWDLQLQJ�D�
piece of the American dream, a term whose coinage is attributed to James Trusĥ
ORZ�$GDPV�RQO\� D� IHZ� \HDUV� HDUOLHU� LQ� ������ JDOYDQL]HV� WKHP�ERWK� ĪVHH�$GDPV�
���������ī��,Q�WKLV�QDUUDWLYH�GHYHORSPHQW��&KDSOLQ�SURMHFWV�WKH�LGHDV�RI�+RUDFH�
Kallen, one of the most enthusiastic theorists of the consumer cooperation moveĥ
ment in the United States of this period and whose seminal volume Decline and 
Rise of the Consumer was published the same year that Modern Times was released. 
“In America,” Kallen writes, “the primacy of the consumer is a postulate of the 
foundations. ‘The American Dream’ is a vision of men as consumers, and the 
American story is the story of an inveterate struggle to embody this dream in the 
LQVWLWXWLRQV�RI�$PHULFDQ�OLIH´�Ī.DOOHQ����������ī�

However, the Tramp’s version of the American Dream includes several disĥ
WLQFWLYH� XSGDWHV�� )LUVW�� DOO� RI� WKH� VDPH� SULQFLSOHV� RI� HɷFLHQF\� WKDW� RUJDQL]HG�
the modern factory are present in the home he imagines, including a cow who 
appears at the kitchen door as if on a conveyor belt to provide milk automatically 
RQ�FXH��ZLWKRXW�WKH�ODERU�RI�PLONLQJ�LW��7KLV�UHÀHFWV�WKH�LQURDGV�WKDW�7D\ORULVP�
was making into American culture beyond the industrial sector. After World 
:DU�,,��WKH�HPSKDVLV�RQ�KRPH�HɷFLHQF\�DQG�GRPHVWLF�ODERUĥVDYLQJ�PDFKLQHU\�



Lawrence Howe  |  ESSAYS    � �

ZRXOG�DFFHOHUDWH�IXUWKHU��6HFRQG��WKH�7UDPS¶V�IDQWDV\�UHÀHFWV�7KRUVWHLQ�9HEOHQ¶V�
concept of “pecuniary emulation,” the propensity to indulge in escalating “conĥ
spicuous expenditure” out of a desire to conform materially, supporting a sense 
RI� VRFLDO� EHORQJLQJ� Ī9HEOHQ� ������ �����ī��$FFRUGLQJO\�� WKH�7UDPS¶V� IDQWDV\� DQG�
the gamin’s mutual embrace of it show how they have internalized the desires 
VSRQVRUHG�E\�WKH�PDVV�SURGXFWLRQ�DQG�FRQVXPSWLRQ�RI�WKH�µPDFKLQH�DJH�¶�)LQDOO\��
the utter incongruousness of the Tramp’s daydream to his life here or elsewhere 
in Chaplin’s representation of him is noteworthy. The Tramp had not heretofore 
expressed anything close to this acceptance of conventionality. Indeed, a large 
PHDVXUH�RI�KLV�DSSHDO�LV�QR�GRXEW�D�E\ĥSURGXFW�RI�KLV�LQGLɱHUHQFH�WR�WKH�SUHVVXUHV�
WR� FRQIRUP��:KDW�PDNHV� WKH�7UDPS¶V� H[SHULHQFH�GLɱHUHQW� LQ�Modern Times is 
the motivation that the gamin inspires in him. No sooner do they bond than he 
begins to imagine a life together, which prompts him to proclaim his willingness 
WR�ZRUN��WR�UHGRXEOH�KLV�HɱRUWV�DV�D�SURGXFHU�� LQ�RUGHU�WKDW�VKH�PD\�HQMR\�WKH�
EHQH¿WV�RI�EHLQJ�D�FRQVXPHU�

The Tramp’s daydream conveys this quite clearly in the comfortable furnishĥ
ings and conventional aesthetics of the fantasy bungalow, and especially in the 
JDPLQ¶V�PLGGOHĥFODVV�PDNHRYHU��*RQH�LV�KHU�ZDL¿VK�3HWHU�3DQ�FRVWXPH��WDQJOHG�
hair, and soiled face; instead, the Tramp imagines her in a stylish dress and an 
DSURQ��D�IDVKLRQDEOH�FRLɱXUH��DQG�PDNHXS��HPERG\LQJ�FRQWHPSRUDU\�VWDQGDUGV�
RI�IHPLQLQH�EHDXW\��,I�ZH�FRPSDUH�RXU�¿UVW�JOLPSVH�RI�WKH�JDPLQ�RQ�WKH�GRFNVħ
stealing bananas and distributing them to hungry children while striking a 
SLUDWH¶V�SRVH�DV�VKH�FOHQFKHV�D�NQLIH�EHWZHHQ�KHU�WHHWKħWR�KHU�VW\OLVK�GRPHVWLF�
image in the Tramp’s daydream, we can track the source of the Tramp’s awakĥ
ened motivation to work. The fantasy itself registers the allure of the prevailing 
tenets of material consumerism.

The consumerist ideal reaches its climax, appropriately, in the department 
store sequence. This important choice of PLVHĦHQĦVFqQH�� WKH� VSDFH� WKDW� GH¿QHG�
modern American consumerism, gives visual presence to the opulence of comĥ
mercial goods provided by mass production. The department store scenes, moreĥ
over, emphasize the role of women as consumers. Like the Tramp’s daydream 
RI� KRPH� RZQHUVKLS�� WKLV� HSLVRGH� UHÀHFWV� KLV� HDJHUQHVV� WR� VDWLVI\� WKH� JDPLQ¶V�
needs and wants. Department stores had long recognized that women exercised 
considerable economic power in their role as the purchasers of domestic goods. 
0DUVKDOO�)LHOG�� WKH� VXFFHVVIXO�&KLFDJR� UHWDLOHU�KDLOHG� DV� D� ³PHUFDQWLOH� JHQLXV´�
Ī'HQQLV����������ī��KDG�GUDZQ�WKH�OHVVRQ�IURP�KLV�PHQWRU��3RWWHU�3DOPHU��WKDW�
ZRPHQ�FXVWRPHUV�VKRXOG�EH�WUHDWHG�ZLWK�XWPRVW�UHVSHFW��7KRXJK�)LHOG�UHFRJĥ
nized women’s power to a degree considerably short of Henry Adams’s reverĥ
ence for Venus and the Virgin, he acknowledged his appreciation for women as 
consumers in a motto later adopted as the title of his biography, Give the Lady 
What She Wants! Ī����ī. Thus, the department store became an extension of the 
home as woman’s sphere, a gendered space catering to women responsible for 
PDWHULDOO\�RXW¿WWLQJ� WKHLU�KRPHV� DQG� IDPLOLHV� LQ� WKH� LPDJH�RI� UHVSHFWDELOLW\��� 
5HÀHFWLQJ�WKH�LPSRUWDQFH�RI�WKLV�FRPPHUFLDO�LQVWLWXWLRQ��WKH�GHSDUWPHQW�VWRUH�
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in Modern Times thrills the gamin with its abundance, both creating and satisfyĥ
LQJ�HYHU\�FRQVXPHU�GHVLUH��,Q�WKH�FDIH��VKH�HQMR\V�WKH�RQO\�FRPSOHWH�PHDO�WKDW�
she’s ever shown eating, and from the gusto with which she devours it, we might 
LQIHU�WKDW�LW¶V�WKH�¿UVW�VKH¶V�KDG�LQ�D�YHU\�ORQJ�WLPH��,Q�WKH�WR\�GHSDUWPHQW�VKH�
delights in the carefree experiences of childhood denied to one of her marginal 
existence. In the haute couture department, she swaddles herself in the luxury of a 
IXU�FRDW��REVFXULQJ�KHU�ZRUQ�DQG�¿OWK\�UDJ�RI�D�GUHVV��$QG�¿QDOO\��LQ�WKH�IXUQLWXUH�
GHSDUWPHQW�� VKH� VOHHSV� LQ� DQ� DFWXDO� EHG� IXUQLVKHG�ZLWK�¿QH� OLQHQV�� EHQHDWK� D�
plush comforter that embraces her in its warmth, and surrounded by an excess 
of pillows. If the shanty she had found for them disappoints the expectations of 
the Tramp’s fantasy, the department store provides a glut of consumer goods that 
RYHUĥVDWLV¿HV�WKHP��DW�OHDVW�IRU�RQH�QLJKW�

Still, for all of its appeal to domestic satisfaction and its strategies of piquing 
women’s desires and facilitating their power as consumers, the department store 
is an institution in sync with mechanized culture. This large mercantile orgaĥ
QL]DWLRQ�QRW�RQO\�EXUHDXFUDWL]HV�FRPPHUFH� LQWR�GLɱHUHQW� UHWDLO�XQLWV��EXW�DOVR�
mechanizes the consumer’s exposure to its wares by using elevators and especially 
escalators to shuttle the shopper from department to department. The escalator 
SURYLGHV�&KDSOLQ�ZLWK�DQ�HɱHFWLYH�VLJKW�JDJ�ZKHQ�KH�IDLOV�WR�HVFDSH�WKH�PLGQLJKW�
EXUJODUV�E\�DWWHPSWLQJ�WR�UROOHUĥVNDWH�XS�WKH�GRZQ�HVFDODWRU��%XW�WKDW�JDJ�GRHVQ¶W�
EHJLQ�WR�PHDVXUH�XS�WR�WKH�VLJQL¿FDQFH�RI�WKH�HVFDODWRU�DV�D�FRUROODU\�WR�WKH�IDFĥ
tory assembly line. Where modern industrialism achieves the mass production 
of goods on a mechanical assembly line, the mechanized retail operation uses 
the escalator analogously to assemble consumers, constructing their desire for 
FRPPHUFLDO�SURGXFWV�E\�WKH�WDVWHIXO�DUUDQJHPHQW�RI�DEXQGDQFH�DQG�H\HĥFDWFKLQJ�
novelty in each department.��

Of course, the Tramp and the gamin are not actual consumers in the retail 
sense; they have no real purchasing power, which in the circular logic of the 
Depression makes them both complicit in the cause of the economic stagnation 
and victims of it. Indeed, in Successful Living in the Machine Age Ī����ī��GHSDUWPHQW�
VWRUH�PDJQDWH� DQG� VRPHWLPH� SKLORVRSKHU� (GZDUG� )LOHQH� RɱHUHG� DQ� XQRUWKRĥ
dox analysis of the prevailing social dilemma that the Tramp and gamin’s life 
WRJHWKHU�UHSUHVHQWV��(PSKDVL]LQJ�WKH�LPSRUWDQFH�RI�FRQVXPSWLRQ��QRW�SURGXFĥ
WLRQ��DV�D�GULYHU�RI�WKH�HFRQRP\��)LOHQH�DGYDQFHG�WKH�QRWLRQ�WKDW�WKH�DELOLW\�RI�WKH�
LQGXVWULDO�DJH�WR�VDWLVI\�KXPDQ�QHHG�GHSHQGHG�RQ�NHHSLQJ�ZDJHV�VXɷFLHQWO\�KLJK�
DQG�SULFHV�VXɷFLHQWO\�ORZ��DQG�RQ�ZRUNHUV�KDYLQJ�DPSOH�OHLVXUH�ZLWKRXW�ZKLFK�
³WKH\�ZLOO�QRW�EHFRPH�FRQVXPHUV�RQ�D�VXɷFLHQWO\�ODUJH�VFDOH´�Ī)LOHQH���������ī��� 
In other words, without the means to consume, workers like the Tramp cannot 
provide the demand that production seeks to satisfy. It’s perhaps not surprising 
that a philosophical department store owner would recognize that a favorable 
ZDJHĥWRĥSULFH�UDWLR�LV�QHFHVVDU\�WR�PD[LPL]H�FRQVXPSWLRQ��%XW�)LOHQH�DSSHDUV�WR�
KDYH�XWWHUHG�KHWHURGR[\�LI�ZH�FRQVLGHU�&KDVH�DQG�6FKOLQN¶V�LQÀXHQWLDO�DQDO\VLV�
of the misplaced emphasis on production during this period. They referenced 
WKH� GHSDUWPHQW� VWRUH� WR� XQGHUVFRUH� KRZ� D� QHDUO\� XQLYHUVDO� ¿[DWLRQ� RQ� ³JURVV�
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VDOHVħWKH� VDFUHG� FRZ�RI� WKH� UHWDLOHU´� IHG� LQWR� WKH� ³µPDNH�ZRUN¶� WKHRU\ħWKDW�
SURGXFWLRQ�LV�JRRG�LQ�LWVHOI�UHJDUGOHVV�RI�LWV�YDOXH�WR�FRQVXPHUV´�Ī&KDVH�DQG�6FKĥ
OLQN����������ī��� Chaplin, too, would have been similarly sensitive to these condiĥ
WLRQV�IRU�FRQVXPSWLRQ��$V�D�¿OPPDNHU��KH�ZRXOG�KDYH�UHFRJQL]HG�WKDW�KLV�RZQ�
SUR¿W�GHSHQGHG�XSRQ�SHRSOH�KDYLQJ�OHLVXUH�WLPH�WR�¿OO�DQG�VXɷFLHQW�H[SHQGDEOH�
LQFRPH�WR�FRQWLQXH�WR�EH�SDUW�RI�D�WLFNHWĥEX\LQJ�DXGLHQFH�

,Q� WKLV� UHJDUG�� WKH�¿OP¶V� UHÀH[LYLW\�ZLWK� UHJDUG� WR�FRQVXPSWLRQ�UHSUHVHQWV�
&KDSOLQ¶V� RQJRLQJ� FRQFHUQ� DV� D� ¿OPPDNHU�� Modern Times, like all Hollywood 
¿OPV��LV�D�SURGXFW�RI�PDVV�FRQVXPSWLRQ��$V�D�SURGXFHU�RI�VXFK�SURGXFWV��D�¿OPĥ
maker must be concerned with the likelihood of return on the investment in 
production. But unlike other saleable merchandise, in which price is calculated 
ODUJHO\�IURP�FRVW��WKH�UHWXUQ�RQ�D�+ROO\ZRRG�¿OP�LV�GHWHUPLQHG�QRW�E\�D�FRVWĥ
price ratio but by volume of ticket sales.���7KXV�LI�D�¿OP¶V�SURGXFWLRQ�FRVWV�HVFDĥ
ODWH��UHWXUQ�RQ�WKDW�LQYHVWPHQW�GHSHQGV�RQ�LQFUHDVHG�FRQVXPSWLRQħWKDW�LV��RQ�
GHPDQG��6DWLVI\LQJ�WKDW�GHPDQG�ZLWK�DQ\�JLYHQ�¿OP�LV�D�IXQFWLRQ�RI�QRYHOW\��� 
&KDSOLQ��D�UHPDUNDEOH�LQQRYDWRU�¿UVW�LQ�SDQWRPLPH�DQG�ODWHU�LQ�GHYHORSLQJ�KLV�
pantomimic talent to construct sustained narratives, had an impressive record 
RI� VDWLVI\LQJ� DXGLHQFH�GHPDQG��%XW�E\� �����KLV� VFUHHQ�SHUVRQD�ZDV�QR� ORQJHU�
YHU\�QRYHO��$QG�DV�%HQMDPLQ�QRWHV��WKH�VFUHHQ�DFWRU¶V�UHODWLRQVKLS�WR�WKH�FDPHUD�
never enables him to forget the audience: “While facing the camera he knows 
that ultimately he will face the public, the consumers who constitute the marĥ
NHW´�Ī%HQMDPLQ����������ī��$OWKRXJK�&KDSOLQ�FRQWLQXHG�WR�UHO\�RQ�WKH�7UDPS¶V�
silent pantomime, the market had been transformed by Hollywood’s leap into 
talking pictures.

Chaplin’s persistence as a silent actor long after the talkie had become the 
industry standard gave rise to a perception that he was resistant to innovation, 
clinging to an outmoded form of cinema. But Modern Times�LV�D�VLOHQW�¿OP�LQ�RQO\�
the strictest sense; Chaplin adopted sound technology in a number of inventive 
ZD\V��7KH�HɱHFWV�RI�KLV�VWUDWHJLF�XVH�RI�VRXQG�XQGHUPLQH�WKH�FKDUJH�WKDW�KH�ZDV�
WLPLG��UHJUHVVLYH��RU�DQWLĥWHFKQRORJ\�LQ�KLV�FLQHPDWLF�DSSURDFK��,QGHHG��Modern 
Times includes a number of instances in which the sound of the human voice is 
heard, but the speech represented on screen is almost exclusively mechanically 
UHSURGXFHGħE\�SKRQRJUDSK��UDGLR��RU�PRVW�VWULNLQJO\�LQ�WKH�PHGLDWHG�LPDJH�RI�
the factory boss’s talking head.�� And this crafty use of the new cinematic techĥ
nology thematically matches the narrative by implicitly criticizing the imbalance 
of power between a capital class that controls the technology through which it 
DUWLFXODWHV�LWV�GHPDQGV��DQG�D�ODERULQJ�FODVV�VLOHQWO\�VXEMHFWHG�WR�FDSLWDO��:LWKĥ
RXW�WKH�DELOLW\�WR�WDON��ZRUNLQJĥFODVV�LQGLYLGXDOV�OLNH�WKH�7UDPS�DUH�UHGXFHG�WR�
D�¿JXUDWLYH�VWDWH�RI� LQIDQF\ħLQ�WKH�HW\PRORJLFDO�VHQVH�� IURP�WKH�/DWLQ� ɏQIɁQV, 
PHDQLQJ�³QRW�DEOH�WR�VSHDN´ħD�VWDWH�WKDW�KH�RYHUFRPHV�LQ�KLV�VZDQVRQJ�FDEDUHW�
SHUIRUPDQFH��DOEHLW�LPSHUIHFWO\��)RU�ZKLOH�WKH�7UDPS�¿QDOO\�UDLVHV�KLV�YRLFH��KH�
sings nonsense lyrics in place of those he has failed to memorize. The story in 
WKH� VRQJ� LV�SHUIRUPHG�PRUH�HɱHFWLYHO\�� DV�&KDSOLQ� LQVLVWHG�RI� WKH�EHVW� DFWLQJ��
in pantomime rather than in words. The Tramp is a hit, and his success yields 
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the elusive promise of steady work. In other words, to maximize the irony, the 
7UDPSħ&KDSOLQ¶V�VLOHQW�SHUVRQDħ¿QDOO\�VXFFHHGV�LQ�WKH�RQH�MRE�WKDW�UHTXLUHV�
him to use his voice. Although Chaplin may appear to have been stuck in pracĥ
tices upon which he had relied throughout his career, he instead employed the 
QHZ�VRXQG�WHFKQRORJ\�MXGLFLRXVO\�WR�DUULYH�DW�DQ�LQQRYDWLYH�FULWLTXH�RI�ERWK�FODVV�
and the dubious merits of much sound cinema.

Of course, there was no turning back to the silent mode once the Tramp’s 
ORQJĥDZDLWHG�YRLFH�KDG�EHHQ�KHDUG��HYHQ�LI�KH�XWWHUHG�RQO\�JLEEHULVK��%XW�ZLWKLQ�
Modern Times, Chaplin found himself precariously balanced between criticism of 
a society that had mechanized itself into an intractable economic depression, and 
artistic expression that relied on analogous methods of technological production. 
7KURXJK�WKH�PHGLXP�RI�¿OP��&KDSOLQ�GHSOR\V�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQV�RI�WHFKQRORJ\�WKDW�
RɱHU�VHOIĥUHIHUHQWLDO�DQDORJLHV���WR�KLV�FRQWURO�RYHU�FLQHPD��DQG�WR�FLQHPD¶V�FRQĥ
trol over the imagination of the spectators whose attention is dominated by the 
LPDJHV�WKDW�WKH�¿OP�SDUDGHV�EHIRUH�WKHP��,Q�WKLV�FRPSOH[�RI�WURSHV��KH�V\QFKV�
up Modern Times with the uncertainties of its moment.

Chaplin’s balancing act, appropriate for a physical comedian who often teeters 
on the brink of danger, enables us to see Modern Times DV�D�VXFFHVVIXO�¿OP�LQ�LWV�
RZQ�ULJKW��%XW�LW�DOVR�UHDOLJQV�WKH�HLWKHU�RU�FRQWHQWLRQV�ZLWKLQ�WKH�FXOWXUHĥLQGXVĥ
try debate as both/and propositions. Granted, Max Horkheimer and Theodor 
Adorno have reason to criticize the “Culture Industry” as a powerful institution 
serving the capital interests of the status quo against the individual. But Chaplin’s 
¿OP�FKDOOHQJHV�WKHLU�VZHHSLQJ�JHQHUDOL]DWLRQ�WKDW�WKH�FXOWXUH�LQGXVWU\�³SHUSHWXĥ
ally cheats its consumers of what it perpetually promises . . . ; the promise, which 
LV�DFWXDOO\�DOO�WKH�VSHFWDFOH�FRQVLVWV�RI��LV�LOOXVRU\´�Ī+RUNKHLPHU�DQG�$GRUQR�������
���ī��7R�WKH�FRQWUDU\��WKH�UHÀH[LYLW\�RI�SURGXFWLRQ�DQG�FRQVXPSWLRQ�WKDW�Modern 
Times employs asks the audience to recognize its critical engagement with mechaĥ
QL]HG�VRFLHW\��UDWKHU�WKDQ�VLPSO\�RɱHULQJ�³ĬDĭ�FRPPHQGDWLRQ�RI�WKH�GHSUHVVLQJ�
HYHU\GD\�ZRUOG�LW�VRXJKW�WR�HVFDSH´�Ī���ī��+DYLQJ�FKDOOHQJHG�WKH�YHUWLFDO�RUJDQLĥ
zation of the studio system, Chaplin based his practices on artisans’ principles, 
not on the industrial hegemony that characterizes Horkheimer and Adorno’s 
view of modern culture gone awry. This is not to tip the balance in the direction 
RI�%HQMDPLQ��ZKRVH�DVWXWH�DQDO\VLV�LQ�³$UW�LQ�WKH�$JH�RI�0HFKDQLFDO�5HSURGXFĥ
WLRQ´� LQFOXGHV� WKH� RYHUO\� FRQ¿GHQW� FODLP� WKDW��ZLWKLQ� D� SRSXODU� DUW� IRUP� OLNH�
¿OP��³WKH�FULWLFDO�DQG�UHFHSWLYH�DWWLWXGHV�RI�WKH�SXEOLF�FRLQFLGH´�Ī%HQMDPLQ�������
���ī��7R�WKH�FRQWUDU\��EHFDXVH�Modern Times is a technological product that taps 
into popular anxiety about technology to evoke the audience’s sympathy for the 
7UDPS�DV�D�WHFKQRORJLFDO�YLFWLP��WKH�¿OP�DOOHJRUL]HV�FLQHPD¶V�DXWKRULW\�RYHU�LWV�
audience while obscuring the actual power of its maker through his role as a 
beleaguered character who wins the audience’s sympathy. In other words, contra 
%HQMDPLQ��WKH�¿OP�HɱHFWLYHO\�VKRUWĥFLUFXLWV�WKH�PHUJHU�RI�SRSXODU�DQG�FULWLFDO�
UHFHSWLRQ��%\�SURMHFWLQJ�WKH�GLOHPPD�LQ�KLV�RZQ�WHFKQRORJLFDOO\�LQYHVWHG�FULWLTXH�
of technological society, Chaplin occupies a complex position not reducible to 
either of these critical poles.
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2EVHUYLQJ� WKLV�G\QDPLF� UHÀH[LYLW\� LQ�Modern Times is not to argue that all 
¿OPV�RSHUDWH�LQ�WKLV�ZD\��EXW�WKH�SUHVHQFH�RI�WKLV�UHFLSURFDO�WHQVLRQ�LQ�&KDSOLQ¶V�
¿OP�RɱHUV�DQ�LUUHGXFLEOH�UHVLVWDQFH�WR�SROHPLFV�ZKLOH�PHUJLQJ�KLV�WZR�REMHFWLYHV��
entertainment and critique. As the product of a particular historical moment 
of transition in cultural attitudes about technology and about cinema, Modern 
Times marks an intersection of the technological production of material goods 
and art. Grave doubts had arisen about the promise of industrial technology to 
PHHW� VRFLDO� DQG�HFRQRPLF�QHHGV�� DQG� VLOHQW�¿OP�KDG�JLYHQ�ZD\� WR� VRXQG�¿OP��
In that intersection, Modern Times�UHÀHFWV�QRW�RQO\�&KDSOLQ¶V�RZQ�SROLWLFDO�DQG�
aesthetic concerns, but also the complex meanings that technology had acquired 
in both the production of culture and the culture of production.

NOTES

I am grateful to the astute suggestions that my colleagues Mike Bryson, Regina Buccola, 
.LP�5XɷQ��DQG�-DQHW�:RQGUD�SURYLGHG�RQ�DQ�HDUO\�GUDIW��WR�WKH�UHVSRQVHV�WR�GLɱHUHQW�
parts of my interpretation from my Roosevelt students; and to the constructive comments 
RI�WKH�WZR�DQRQ\PRXV�UHDGHUV�RI�WKH�MRXUQDO��6SHFLDO�WKDQNV�WR�*UDKDP�0DF3KHH�DQG�
(OL]DEHWK�/XNHQV�DW�College Literature��DQG�WR�$UQROG�/R]DQR�DW�5R\�([SRUW�6�$�6�
� I am not suggesting that the public was ignorant of his celebrity status. As Charles 
0DODQG�QRWHV��&KDSOLQ�PDGH�HYHU\�HɱRUW�WR�ÀDXQW�KLV�FHOHEULW\�LQ�KLV�VHULDOL]HG�PHPRLU�
RI�KLV������ZRUOG�WRXU��A Comedian Sees the World��$QG�LQ�D������New York Times article, 
“Ten Men Who Stand as Symbols,” which grouped Chaplin with the Prince of Wales, 
0XVVROLQL��6WDOLQ��WKH�3RSH��)RUG��*DQGKL��/LQGEHUJK��(LQVWHLQ��DQG�6KDZ��&KDSOLQ�ZDV�
presented as being able to personify oppositions: he was “the highbrow who happens 
to be a hobo, the duke who was only born a dustman, the utterly genteel who is utterly 
VKDEE\´�Ī0DODQG����������ī��+RZHYHU��WKH�SURSHQVLW\�RI�DXGLHQFHV�WR�LGHQWLI\�V\PSDĥ
thetically with the Tramp within the sentimental comic narratives of his invention 
LQGXFHV�D�VXVSHQVLRQ�RI�DZDUHQHVV�RI�KLV�RɱĥVFUHHQ�LGHQWLW\�

��'HVSLWH�KLV�HQWKXVLDVP�IRU�¿OP�DV�PHDQV�RI�DFKLHYLQJ�WKH�³QHRWHFKQLF�SKDVH�´�0XPIRUG�
FULWLFL]HG�QHDUO\�DOO�$PHULFDQ�¿OPPDNHUV� IRU�VTXDQGHULQJ�¿OP¶V�SRWHQWLDO�E\� LQGXOJĥ
LQJ�³VFDUFHO\�DGROHVFHQW�IDQWDVLHV��FUHDWHG�DQG�SURMHFWHG�ZLWK�WKH�DLG�RI�WKH�PDFKLQH�´�
WKHUHE\�PDNLQJ�³WKH�PDFKLQHĥULWXDO�WROHUDEOH�WR�WKH�YDVW�XUEDQ�RU�XUEDQL]HG�SRSXODĥ
WLRQV�RI�WKH�ZRUOG´�Ī0XPIRUG����������ī�

3 Indeed, the original title for Modern Times was “The Masses.” It was abandoned because 
RI�LWV�HFKR�RI�WKH�WLWOH�RI�WKH�UDGLFDO�VRFLDOLVW�MRXUQDO�

� See Maland, who describes Modern Times as a “case study of ambivalence about the relaĥ
WLRQVKLS�EHWZHHQ�DHVWKHWLFV�DQG�LGHRORJ\´�Ī���������ī�

��,Q�FRQVLGHULQJ�WKH�UHFLSURFDO�UHÀH[LYLW\�LQ�Modern Times, I am indebted to Robert Stam’s 
UHPDUNV�RQ�DOOHJRULHV�RI�SURGXFWLRQ�DQG�VSHFWDWRUVKLS�ĪFKDSWHUV���DQG��ī��Modern Times 
appears to stand alone in combining the two. To be sure, Keaton deployed the one in 
The Cameraman Ī����ī�DQG�WKH�RWKHU�LQ�Sherlock Jr. Ī����ī��EXW�,�FDQ�WKLQN�RI�QR�RWKHU�
H[DPSOH�FRQWHPSRUDQHRXV�ZLWK�&KDSOLQ�RU�ODWHU�WKDW�GHSOR\V�ERWK�LQ�RQH�¿OP�

��7KHVH�LQWHUGHSHQGHQW�IRUPV�RI�UHÀH[LYLW\�SRVLWLRQ�WKH�¿OP�EHWZHHQ�WKH�WZR�SROHV�WKDW�
David James ascribes to a much later distinction in the historical development of the 
PHGLXP��EHWZHHQ�LQGXVWULDO�FLQHPD��ZKLFK�HPSKDVL]HV�¿OP�DV�FRPPRGLW\��DQG�DOWHUQDĥ
tive cinema, which reimagines and restructures the relationships among those engaged 
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LQ�WKH�SURFHVV�IURP�SURGXFWLRQ�WR�FRQVXPSWLRQ��6HH�HVSHFLDOO\�WKH�¿UVW�VHFWLRQ�RI�³&RQĥ
VLGHULQJ�WKH�$OWHUQDWLYHV´�Ī-DPHV��������ĥ��ī�

 7�6FRWW�ZHGV�ODLVVH]ĥIDLUH�HFRQRPLFV�DQG�&DOYLQLVP�WR�KLV�WHFKQRORJLFDO�YLVLRQ�ZKHQ�KH�
declares that:

)ORRGV�DQG�GURXJKWV�DUH�WKH�ZDUQLQJ�RI�3URYLGHQFH�WKDW�ZH�FLWL]HQV�RI�WKLV�&RQWLĥ
QHQW�KDG�EHWWHU�PHQG�RXU�VLQIXO�ZD\V��$JURĥWHFKQRORJ\�LV�RQ�WKH�PDUFK�ZLWK�LWV�)DUDĥ
GD\�)OXLG�)HHGLQJ�3URFHVV�RU�WDQN�IDUPV��'URXJKWV�ZLOO�IRUFH�WKH�IXUWKHU�HFRQRPLF�
liquidation of farmers in the United States and Canada.

This forcing is seen as a providential blessing for it simultaneously compels the 
LQWURGXFWLRQ�RQ�D�FRPPHUFLDO�VFDOH�RI�DJURĥWHFKQRORJ\��E\�ZKLFK�PDQ�IRU�WKH�¿UVW�
time in his history will no longer be dependent upon the fertility of soil and the 
vagaries of the weather. Technocracy wishes to express its thanks to this providential 
DLG��Ī6FRWW�������������ī�

Although the title of his article quotes Roosevelt’s famous phrase, his antagonism 
toward New Deal policies could not have been more pointed. He singled out only these 
IHZ�ZRUGV�IURP�WKH�SUHVLGHQWLDO�VSHHFK�DV�³VLJQL¿FDQW´�DQG�GLVPLVVHG�WKH�UHVW�DV�³LUUHOĥ
HYDQW´�Ī6FRWW���������ī�

 ��6HH�%L[�������HVSHFLDOO\�KHU�¿UVW�FKDSWHU�
9�6HH�:LOVRQ��3LOJULP��DQG�7DKMLDQ�Ī����ī�IRU�DQ�DFFRXQW�RI�WKH�HVWKHWLF�IDVFLQDWLRQ�ZLWK�

machines and machine design in the work of a wide array of visual artists. Indeed, 
&KDSOLQ�KLPVHOI�VHUYHG�DV�D�UHDGLO\�LGHQWL¿DEOH�¿JXUH�IRU�DUWLVWV�ZKR�WDSSHG�LQWR�WKH�
ethos of the ‘machine age,’ as can be seen in Hart Crane’s explicitly attributed poem 
³&KDSOLQHVTXH´�Ī����ī�DQG�LQ�)HUGLQDQG�/pJHU¶V�SDLQWLQJ�³&KDUORW�&XELVWH´�Ī����ī��7KH�
ODWWHU� LQVSLUHG�/pJHU� WR�FROODERUDWH�ZLWK�*HRUJH�$QWKHLO�RQ�DQ�DQLPDWHG�¿OP��Ballet 
Mécanique Ī����ī��LQ�ZKLFK�WKH�7UDPS�LQWHUDFWV�ZLWK�D�YDULHW\�RI�WUDGLWLRQDO�DUW�REMHFWV�
such as the “Mona Lisa.” Sherwood Anderson’s Perhaps Women, a meditation on the 
‘machine age’ as an assault on masculinity, includes an account of his visiting a factory 
DW�QLJKW�ZKHUH�KH�ZLWQHVVHV�WKH�JKRVWO\�LPDJH�RI�WKH�ODWHĥVKLIW�ZRUNHUV��)ULJKWHQHG�E\�
WKH�LPSRVLQJ�SUHVHQFH�RI�D�URDGĥEXLOGLQJ�PDFKLQH��KH�LGHQWL¿HV�ZLWK�&KDSOLQ�WR�H[SUHVV�
his sense of vulnerable impotence:

I became a Charlie Chaplin that night by the mill gate. I was, to myself at least and 
IRU�WKH�WLPH�WKHUH�LQ�WKH�KDOI�GDUNQHVV��MXVW�WKH�JURWHVTXH�OLWWOH�¿JXUH�&KDSOLQ�EULQJV�
upon our screen. 

+H��&KDSOLQ���������WKH�OLWWOH�¿JXUH�ZLWK�WKH�FDQH��SXWWLQJ�WKH�KDW�EDFN�FRUUHFWO\�
on his head, pulling at the lapels of his worn coat, walking grotesquely, standing 
EOLQNLQJ�WKXV�EHIRUH�D�ZRUOG�KH�GRHV�QRW�FRPSUHKHQG��FDQ�QRW�FRPSUHKHQGħ

%UXVKLQJ�KLV� FORWKHV�� DV� ,�ZDV�GRLQJ�ZLWK� D� VRLOHG�SRFNHW�KDQGNHUFKLHIħ³KH�
ZRXOG�KDYH�EHHQ´�,�WKRXJKW��³MXVW�WKH�RQH�WR�UXQ�DV�,�KDG�GRQH�IURP�DQ�LGOH�URDGĥ
PDNLQJ�PDFKLQH��WKLQNLQJ�LW�D�PDQ��KLV�TXLFN�UDWKHU�IUDJLOH�PLQG�DQG�IHHOLQJ�XSVHWħ
KLV�H\HV�GLVWRUWLQJ�WKLQJV�DV�,�VR�RIWHQ�GR�´�Ī$QGHUVRQ���������ĥ�ī

���6HH�)RXFDXOW�IRU�DQ�DQDO\VLV�RI�WKH�SDQRSWLFRQ¶V�RSSUHVVLYH�VFUXWLQ\�Ī���������ĥ���ī��+H�
also stresses the importance of “disciplinary power . . . exercised through invisibility; at 
WKH�VDPH�WLPH�LW�LPSRVHV�RQ�WKRVH�ZKRP�LW�VXEMHFWV�D�SULQFLSOH�RI�FRPSXOVRU\�YLVLELOLW\´�
Ī���ī��7KH�FRUUHVSRQGHQFH�RI�WKLV�SRZHU�RI�YLVLRQ�LV�FHQWUDO�WR�¿OP��,Q�&KDSOLQ¶V�QDUUDĥ
tive, the prison is ironically the one place the Tramp comes to prefer.

���6HH�+LWH�Ī����ī��ZKR�GHYHORSV�D�FRPSOH[�DUJXPHQW�DERXW�WKH�LPSRUWDQFH�RI�HDWLQJ�DQG�
WKH�GHSULYDWLRQ�RI�WKH�*UHDW�'HSUHVVLRQ�WKDW�GUDZV�RQ�SRVWĥVWUXFWXUDO�DQDO\VLV�RI�KLVĥ
WRULFDO�LQÀXHQFHV�VXFK�DV�WKH�HɷFLHQF\�REVHVVLRQ�LQ�LQGXVWULDO�$PHULFD�LQ�WKLV�SHULRG�



Lawrence Howe  |  ESSAYS    � �

���Dan Kamin also observes this allusion in a caption under a photograph of this image, but 
he sees this as merely reinforcing “Chaplin’s confrontation with sound movies” in this 
¿OP�Ī���������ī��-XOLDQ�6PLWK�PRUH�SRLQWHGO\�UHDGV�WKLV�VFHQH�DV�³D�SOD\IXO�FRPPHQWDU\�
on the internal and external pressures upon Chaplin to keep up his level of productivity, 
WR�NHHS�WKH�¿OPV�PRYLQJ�RQ�KLV�RZQ�DVVHPEO\�OLQH´�Ī6PLWK���������ī��+RZHYHU��DOWKRXJK�
Chaplin did announce rather ambitious plans for his output, he had settled into a much 
more deliberate pace which slowed his output considerably in this period of his career. 
So he seems not to have responded to those particular pressures. In fact, it seems hard 
to imagine that Chaplin would have considered his own process under United Artists 
WR�EH�DQ�DVVHPEO\�OLQH��7R�WKH�FRQWUDU\��WKH�FRPSDQ\�ZDV�IRUPHG�E\�¿OP�DUWLVWV�ZKR�
resented being treated as interchangeable parts in the Hollywood machinery, for the 
express purpose of reclaiming control of their art.

:H�PLJKW�DOVR�QRWH�WKDW�WKLV�JOLPSVH�LQWR�WKH�LQQHU�ZRUNLQJV�RI�WKH�IDFWRU\ĥEHOW�
PDFKLQH�UHSOLFDWHV�WKH�HPSKDVLV�RI�WKH�HDUO\�DGYHUWLVHPHQWV�IRU�(GLVRQ¶V�.LQHWRVFRSH�
DQG�9LWDVFRSH�LQ�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV�DQG�IRU�/XPLqUH¶V�&LQHPDWRJUDSKH�LQ�)UDQFH��WKXV�
VXERUGLQDWLQJ�WKH�FRQWHQW�RU�HɱHFW�RI�¿OP�³WR�WKH�SHUIRUPDQFH�RI�WKH�DSSDUDWXV�DQG�WKH�
GLVSOD\�RI�LWV�PDJLF´�Ī-DPHV��������ī�

���The Billows feeding machine sequence is complemented by the later factory scene 
LQ�ZKLFK�WKH�7UDPS�DVVLVWV�D�VXSHUYLVLQJ�PHFKDQLF� Ī&KHVWHU�&RQNOLQī� LQ�SUHSDULQJ�D�
decommissioned plant to resume production. Reversing the terms and conditions of 
the visual rhetoric, the Tramp’s incompetence in the later episode leads to the mechanic 
being devoured into the machine, not the Tramp. The reversal is extended when the 
lunch whistle blows, for it is not the Tramp who is fed, as in the demonstration of the 
Billows machine, but rather he who feeds the supervisor trapped in the machine. The 
Tramp’s role reversal from eater to feeder corresponds to the split between Chaplin’s 
positions as both character in and creator of the narrative.

:DOWHU�%HQMDPLQ�UHIHUHQFHV�'XKDPHO¶V�GLVWUXVW�RI�¿OP�DV�PDQLSXODWLQJ�WKH�VSHFWDĥ
WRU¶V�WKRXJKW�SURFHVV��DOWKRXJK�LW�LV�D�QRWLRQ�WKDW�%HQMDPLQ�UHMHFWV��+H�DUJXHV�LQVWHDG�
that the interruption to the spectator’s typical “process of association . . . constitutes 
WKH�VKRFN�HɱHFW�RI�WKH�¿OP��ZKLFK��OLNH�DOO�VKRFNV��VKRXOG�EH�FXVKLRQHG�E\�KHLJKWHQHG�
SUHVHQFH�RI�PLQG´�Ī%HQMDPLQ����������ī�

�� Veblen makes a comparable point, noting that “vicarious consumption” and “vicarious 
OHLVXUH´�DUH�IXQFWLRQV�SHUIRUPHG�FKLHÀ\�E\�WKH�ZLIH�LQ�ERXUJHRLV�IDPLOLHV�Ī9HEOHQ�������
��ĥ��ī�

�� Of course, the stimulation of desire begins even before a shopper enters the store with 
advertisements and the spectacle of window displays. The analogy of windows to movie 
screens is particularly apt with department store displays. See Lancaster who attributes 
WKH�VKRZPDQVKLS�RI�UHWDLO�GLVSOD\V�WR�/��)UDQN�%DXP��ZKR�DGDSWHG�KLV�HDUO\�ZRUN�PDQĥ
DJLQJ�KLV�IDPLO\¶V�WKHDWHUV�WR�KLV�LQYROYHPHQW�LQ�&KLFDJR�UHWDLO�Ī/DQFDVWHU���������ī�

���,Q�DGGLWLRQ�WR�PDNLQJ�WKLV�SODLQ�LQ�KLV�LQWURGXFWRU\�FKDSWHU��)LOHQH�IRFXVHV�LQ�FKDSWHU���
on the importance of buying power to a sound economic system.

���5HMHFWLQJ�WKLV�WKHRU\��&KDVH�DQG�6FKOLQN�EOXQWO\�DVVHUWHG�WKDW�³0DQ�GRHV�QRW�OLYH�WR�
keep money in circulation; money circulates to help him live. If it does not, the whole 
HFRQRPLF�V\VWHP�KDG�EHVW�EH�VFUDSSHG�DV�WKH�ODVW�ZRUG�LQ�WRSV\ĥWXUY\�QRQVHQVH´�Ī&KDVH�
DQG�6FKOLQN����������ī�

���(SVWHLQ¶V�UHFHQW�DQDO\VLV�RI�+ROO\ZRRG�¿QDQFHV�UHYHDOV�D�PXFK�PRUH�FRPSOH[�DUUDQJHĥ
ment of licensing agreements in the contemporary era. 
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���7KH�GHPDQG� IRU�QRYHOW\� LV�QRW�H[FOXVLYH� WR�¿OP��9HEOHQ¶V� DQDO\VLV�RI� WDVWH� DQG� IDVKĥ
ion emphasizes the transitory qualities of novelty that generate shifts under a “canon 
of reputability” under which “anything will be accepted as becoming until its novelty 
ZHDUV�Rɱ´�Ī9HEOHQ����������ī�

�� In the opening scene of City Lights�Ī����ī��&KDSOLQ�PRFNV�WKH�LPSRUWDQFH�RI�VSHHFK�E\�
distorting the orations of civic dignitaries at the dedication of a statue into a cacophony 
of squawks, subtly ridiculing the enthusiasm for the cinematic innovation of talking 
pictures. However, this opening satire of talkies in City Lights is undercut by the end of 
WKH�VWRU\��7KLV�¿OP�H[SOLFLWO\�HPSKDVL]HV�WKH�UHOHYDQFH�RI�YLVLRQ�E\�HQDEOLQJ�WKH�7UDPS�
WR�EH�PLVWDNHQ�E\�D�EOLQG�ZRPDQ�Ī9LUJLQLD�&KHUULOOī�DV�D�PDQ�RI�FRQVLGHUDEO\�KLJKHU�
means. Structured around the disparity between what she imagines and what the audiĥ
ence can see, City Lights� FRQYH\V� WKH�SDWKRV�RI� WKH�7UDPS¶V� VDFUL¿FH� LQ� IXO¿OOLQJ�KLV�
beloved’s dreams by giving her the money to restore her sight, and thus the means both 
to see and to elevate her status from street vendor to the proprietress of a legitimate 
ÀRZHU� VKRS��+RZHYHU�� WKH� IXOO� LURQ\� RI� WKH� HQGLQJ� WXUQV� RQ� WKH� DELOLW\� RI� WKH� QRZĥ
VLJKWHG�ZRPDQ�WR�UHFRJQL]H�WKH�7UDPS¶V�YRLFHħD�YRLFH�WKDW�ZH�FDQQRW�KHDUħFRPLQJ�
from the disheveled Tramp she now sees before her. In this epiphany, she realizes the 
true class identity of the man who rescued her. Thus, while the power of the spectator’s 
YLVLRQ�DV�RSSRVHG�WR�WKH�EHORYHG¶V�YLVXDO�GH¿FLW�JHQHUDWHV�WKH�FRQÀLFW��WKH�VWRU\¶V�UHOLĥ
ance on her ability to hear what we cannot exposes the approaching limit of Chaplin’s 
HQJDJHPHQW�ZLWK�WKH�VLOHQW�¿OP�
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