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Introduction
1. Race and class on the silent screen: The rise and fall of Pennsylvania’s
Lubin studio
2. The Colored Players Film Corporation and the emergence of race movies
in Philadelphia
3. Class and race-consciousness in pre-Code New Deal film, Baby Face
Conclusion

In tro duc tion
In Black Folk: The Roots of the Black Work ing Class (2023), his tor ian
Blair Kel ley un der scores the sig ni fic ance of the Black work ing class in
US his tory through archives and per sonal nar rat ives de signed to hu‐ 
man ize and in di vidu al ize these work ers’ ex per i ence, one of ex ploit a‐ 
tion and dis crim in a tion but also one of re si li ence and com munity
build ing. The book re veals the para dox of this im port ant cat egory of
work ers who played a cru cial role in the na tion’s eco nomic and cul ‐
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tural de vel op ment yet re mained in vis ible. Most im port antly, Kel ley
seeks to dis mantle the no tion that the term “work ing class” in the US
has al ways re ferred largely to white work ers, con clud ing that the in‐ 
vis ib il ity of Black work ers erases their con tri bu tions to the US eco‐ 
nomy, thereby per petu at ing cycles of poverty and in equal ity. Over
two dec ades earlier, David Roedi ger, in his sem inal work The Wages of
White ness: Race and the Mak ing of the Amer ican Work ing Class (1991),
ex amined how white ness func tioned as a so cial con struct that
offered non- material com pens a tion to white work ers from the Ante‐ 
bel lum period on ward 1. This ra cial dis tinc tion, he ar gued, provided
white laborers with a sense of so cial status des pite eco nomic hard‐ 
ship, po s i tion ing them above Black work ers and weak en ing the po‐ 
ten tial for cross- racial solid ar ity. As Roedi ger demon strated through‐ 
out his ca reer, this ra cial di vide within the work ing class has per‐ 
sisted into the present. The idea that “ra cial and eth nic ten sions have
plagued the work ers’ move ment for cen tur ies” (Pear son 2022� 269) is
not new; des pite a tend ency “to focus on race and ra cism while mar‐ 
gin al iz ing—or over look ing al to gether—working- class struggles and
class di vi sions within Black com munit ies” (271), a sub stan tial body of
schol ar ship has doc u mented this phe nomenon as ref er enced by
Pear son (269-291). Fo cus ing on Pennsylvania be fore the Second
World War and the sub sequent de seg reg a tion of the army, and prior
to the civil rights move ment, this art icle con siders how cinema par ti‐ 
cip ated in nor mal iz ing the ra cial di vide within the work ing class by
in vis ib il iz ing Black work ers.

The con cepts of vis ib il ity and in vis ib il ity, cent ral to visual cul ture and
crit ical race the ory, provide a pro duct ive lens for ana lyz ing early US
cinema. As Michel Fou cault ar gues in Dis cip line and Pun ish (1975), vis‐ 
ib il ity is a mech an ism of power—what is made vis ible is reg u lated,
clas si fied and ul ti mately dis cip lined. In cinema, this dy namic de term‐ 
ines which bod ies and nar rat ives are le git im ized on screen. Black
audi ences have long faced an “ab sence of re cog ni tion” (hooks 2015
[1992]: 167), a sys temic denial of iden ti fic a tion rooted in ra cist struc‐ 
tures of rep res ent a tion. Dur ing the si lent and early sound era (1890s-
1930s), Black working- class char ac ters were either rendered in vis ible
or hyper- visible through de hu man iz ing ste reo types, as ex em pli fied
by D. W. Grif fith’s The Birth of a Na tion (1915)—a no tori ously ra cist and
ex tens ively stud ied film (Bogle 2001 [1973]: 10-18; Cripps 1993 [1977]:
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41-69; Stew art 2005). While the dom in ant in dustry priv ileged white
middle- class prot ag on ists, Black film makers such as Oscar Micheaux
sought to re claim vis ib il ity through race films that chal lenged these
ex clu sions (Gaines 2001). Jac queline Najuma Stew art’s Mi grat ing to
the Movies: Cinema and Black Urban Mod ern ity (2005) fur ther
demon strates how Black spec tat or ship and urban mod ern ity cre ated
par al lel cine matic ex per i ences, re veal ing a ra cial ized spa tial polit ics
of film dis tri bu tion and re cep tion (37). Mean while, Richard  Dyer’s
White: Es says on Race and Cul ture (1997), like Roedi ger, showed how
white ness func tioned as an in vis ible de fault, re in for cing norm at ive
dom in ance. Tom  Gun ning has shown how early “cinema of at trac‐ 
tions” (Gun ning 1986� 63-70) cel eb rated spec tacle to the ex panse of
com plex rep res ent a tion, es pe cially that of mar gin al ized groups. In‐ 
deed, dec ades of schol ar ship have demon strated that in vis ib il ity in
early cinema was not a mat ter of omis sion, but an act ive pro cess of
cul tural eras ure shaped by in ter sect ing struc tures of power (Den‐ 
zin 1995� 58-59).

Build ing on this body of work, the art icle ar gues that cinema has
played a cent ral part in per petu at ing Black work ers’ in vis ib il ity, shap‐ 
ing and nor mal iz ing the en dur ing image of a pre dom in antly white
work ing class. Even as white and brown im mig rants—from East ern
and South ern Europe and then Latin Amer ica—were in creas ingly in‐ 
cor por ated into on- screen rep res ent a tions, Black work ers re mained
largely side lined, par tic u larly in de pic tions of the in dus trial North in
the first half of the twen ti eth cen tury. Re gion al ist ef forts such as the
Maurice Film Com pany in De troit and the Colored Film Play ers Cor‐ 
por a tion in Phil adelphia dur ing the 1920s at temp ted to coun ter act
this eras ure. They were sig ni fic ant but re mained short- lived en‐
deavors. This study fo cuses on Pennsylvania—a place of rapid in dus‐ 
tri al iz a tion, a key des tin a tion dur ing the Great Mi gra tion of African
Amer ic ans (that happened to be Du  Bois’s first case study with The
Phil adelphia Negro: A So cial Study, 1899), and an early cen ter of the
emer ging film in dustry—to ex am ine the un equal vis ib il ity of Black
labor and its ex clu sion from both his tor ical and fic tional nar rat ives.
Dwell ing on working- class films rooted in Pennsylvania, it be gins
with a dis cus sion of the in ter sec tion of class and race in a se lec tion of
Siegmund Lubin’s si lent shorts. It then re vis its de bates around class
di vi sions in the Pennsylvania- produced race film The Scar of Shame
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(Frank Pere gini, 1929) and con cludes with a case study of the pre- 
Code film Baby Face (Al fred E. Green, 1933), also set in Pennsylvania.
This re gional lens high lights the value of de cent ral iz ing film stud ies,
not only in terms of pro duc tion sites but also in rep res ent a tional
polit ics dur ing the pre- Code period—films made be fore the Hol ly‐ 
wood cen sor ship code was en forced in  1934. Ul ti mately, the art icle
con tends that early cine matic por tray als never really al lowed class
solid ar ity to tran scend ra cial bound ar ies, al though pre- Code cinema
ten ded to re verse es tab lished pat terns, a tend ency cur tailed by Hol‐ 
ly wood’s later cent ral iz a tion and ideo lo gical ho mo gen iz a tion.

1. Race and class on the si lent
screen: The rise and fall of
Pennsylvania’s Lubin stu dio
From its in cep tion, cinema has had a com plex and evolving re la tion‐ 
ship with the work ing class. In the si lent era, film emerged both as a
tech no lo gical in nov a tion and a form of mass en ter tain ment that was
par tic u larly ac cess ible to urban working- class audi ences. Nick‐ 
elodeons, with their low ad mis sion prices and cent ral urban loc a‐ 
tions, quickly be came pop u lar gath er ing spaces for im mig rant and
working- class com munit ies (Musser 1994). How ever, while the work‐ 
ing class con sti tuted the core of cinema’s audi ence base, their lives
and ex per i ences were rarely rep res en ted with nu ance on screen. As
Miriam Hansen ar gues in her work on ver nacu lar mod ern ism (1991),
early cinema offered spec tat ors a way of nav ig at ing the dis lo ca tions
of mod ern in dus trial life, yet these por tray als often filtered working- 
class ex ist ence through me lo drama, com edy, or ste reo types rather
than through real istic en gage ment. Des pite its demo cratic reach,
early film pro duc tion was quickly cent ral ized and shaped by com mer‐ 
cial im per at ives, often side lin ing mar gin al ized voices. Early cinema
was also an em ployer, which means that it did not only make movie
stars but hired labor and thus be came a cap it al ist in dustry with qual i‐ 
fied and un qual i fied work ers who soon star ted to ask for work equal‐ 
ity. But be fore that, in the pre- Hollywood era, a hand ful of movie pi‐ 
on eers launched suc cess ful film stu dios in spite of Edison’s mono‐ 
poly.
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In Working- Class Hol ly wood: Si lent Film and the Shap ing of Class in
Amer ica (1998), a land mark pub lic a tion in the field of working- class
stud ies, his tor ian Steven Ross cri ti cizes the tend ency of film schol ars
to re strict working- class film to industry- based “labor films”, which
“ig nores the vast ma jor ity of wage earners who did not be long to uni‐ 
ons or go out on strike: most women, chil dren, im mig rants, blacks,
and un skilled male work ers.” (41) To him “working- class films are an
ex pans ive cat egory that in cludes any movie whose plot re volves
around working- class prot ag on ists.” (42) These films are not con fined
to a single genre but, in the si lent era, largely fell into three broad
cat egor ies: “in noc u ous ro mances, me lo dra mas, com ed ies, and ad ven‐ 
tures;” “social- problem films;” and “highly politi cized labor- capital
films” (Ross 1998� 45), with the lat ter being least likely to in clude
women and Black char ac ters. Bear ing this in mind, I would simply
define a working- class film as one that fo cuses on the ex per i ence of
the work ing classes as its main sub ject.

5

Pennsylvania is a state with both a strong film cul ture and a deeply
rooted working- class tra di tion. Little known to Europeans, the Lubin
stu dios played a pivotal role in the rise of early cinema, both loc ally
and na tion ally. In the early 20th  cen tury, these stu dios po si tioned
Pennsylvania as a com pet itor to New York in film pro duc tion, well be‐ 
fore the ad vent of Hol ly wood. Siegmund Lubin pro duced si lent short
films, the ‘Bet zwood Si lents,’ with a strong re gional iden tity, such as
his ‘East ern West erns,’ fea tur ing cow boys from the East against an in‐ 
dus trial and min ing back drop. Pennsylvania’s cine matic iden tity was
forged dur ing the si lent era, also with the ‘Black Dia mond com ed ies’
shot in Wilkes- Barre (1916-1919), and re in forced dur ing the Great De‐ 
pres sion with stu dio films that quickly high lighted two strong mark‐ 
ers of this state: its re volu tion ary past with The Al legheny Up ris ing
(Wil liam  A. Seiter, 1939), and its min ing her it age in Black Fury (Mi‐ 
chael Curtiz, 1935), bring ing to life the ar chetypal working- class hero.
In its Amer ican ver sion, he be came the em bod i ment of a strong, re si‐ 
li ent, and pat ri otic laborer. A fig ure shaped by cinema, he en dured
hard ship, achieved glory, and made sac ri fices—as seen in more re cent
fea tures The Deer Hunter (Mi chael  Cim ino, 1978) and Rocky (John
G. Avild sen, 1976). How ever, des pite Phil adelphia’s grow ing Black pop‐ 
u la tion over the dec ades, Black work ers have re mained largely un der ‐
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rep res en ted in such por tray als—which is not so ob vi ously the case in
other North ern in dus trial cit ies such as Chicago or De troit 2.

A Polish- Jewish oph thal mo lo gist from Silesia, Siegmund Lubin im‐ 
mig rated to the United States in  1876 and, after years of ped dling
from city to city, even tu ally settled in Phil adelphia. Twenty years
later, he in ves ted his money in the emer ging tech no logy of cinema.
He be came a pi on eer—and ar gu ably the first movie mogul—as his
small film com pany ex pan ded into the na tion’s first chain of movie
theat ers. In 1910, he es tab lished the Lu b in ville Stu dio north of Phil‐ 
adelphia, which led to the cre ation of the Lubin Man u fac tur ing Com‐ 
pany (1912-1916), a firm that pro duced cam eras, pro ject ors, and films.
Lubin’s largest stu dio, Bet zwood, was built in  1913 in the sub urbs of
Mont gomery County, Pa. and spanned ap prox im ately 4,000 acres. In
fact, he es tab lished the first ver tic ally in teg rated film stu dio. How‐
ever, after a dev ast at ing fire in  1914 des troyed most of his films, his
com pany fi nally col lapsed in 1916. Today, only a few (around 30) of the
4,000 to 5,000 films pro duced by Lubin Stu dios have sur vived, which
helps ex plain why Lubin is not al ways men tioned in books on si lent
film. There are few labor films of the Labor- Capital type in the Lubin
Archives, but at least six have been iden ti fied through Kay Sloan’s
thor ough archival re search in The Loud Si lents: Ori gins of the So cial
Prob lem Film (1988). Among them, The Right to Labor (1909) fits into
the anti- union film trend that con tin ued to de velop dur ing World
War I. It por trays strikes and union lead ers in a neg at ive light, im ply‐ 
ing that their rad ic al ism and de fi ance of man age ment were the cause
of es cal at ing so cial con flict and over look ing their raison d’être: ad voc‐ 
at ing against the pre cari ous ness of the work force 3. By the 1910s,
Lubin was known as the ‘King of the Movies,’ and his most sig ni fic ant
con tri bu tion to the lives of work ing people was not his polit ical act iv‐ 
ism, but his will ing ness to lower pro duc tion and ex hib i tion costs to
make movies ac cess ible to a mass audi ence. His stu dio was also a
major em ployer in the Phil adelphia area (more than 100  work ers at
the height of its suc cess). Al though there is no trace of Black worker
char ac ters in the film stills archived at the Free Lib rary of Phil‐ 
adelphia and the Lib rary of Con gress, Lubin did pro duce films about
African Amer ic ans, whose parts were played either by act ors in
black face or by Black act ors. Ac cord ing to em ploy ees’ ac counts, they
were paid and treated de cently—but this is dif fi cult to verify.
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In the only ex ist ing bio graphy of Lubin, Joseph Eck hardt men tions an
1898 film pro ject in which Lubin gathered 300 African Amer ican ex‐ 
tras in Phil adelphia’s Fair mount Park to por tray a com pany of ‘Buf falo
Sol diers,’ an all- black US Army re gi ment cre ated in 1866 as part of the
Army Or gan iz a tion Act. This re gi ment took an act ive part in the con‐ 
tro ver sial In dian Wars and in the Spanish- American War of 1898, the
lat ter being the focus of Lubin’s reen act ment. As his daugh ter ex‐ 
plained in an in ter view, after scar ing off the en tire neigh bor hood, the
crew had to move to the coun tryside to re sume film ing (Eck hardt
1997� 28). The res ult ing film was seen as “a thrill ing cel eb ra tion of ra‐ 
cial pro gress and black mar tial man hood as it toured black churches
and halls through out the South” (Cad doo 2014� 27). Lubin was a pi on‐ 
eer, but he was primar ily a busi ness man, not an act iv ist. Al though one
of his goals, early in his en ter tain ment ca reer, was to fight anti- 
Semitic ste reo types with films like The Yid disher Boy (1908), he had
no prob lem ex ploit ing ra cial pre ju dice against Black people. For ex‐ 
ample, in Fun on the Farm (1905), while white char ac ters are de pic ted
en ga ging in vari ous farm ing activ it ies, Black char ac ters are shown
steal ing and eat ing pump kins. Schol ars, in clud ing Eck hardt (1997� 51),
have in ter preted this scene as the winter equi val ent of the in fam ous
watermelon- eating ra cial im agery. Pennsylvania’s Dutch Coun try may
not have been the most suit able loc a tion for pro du cing these ‘exotic’
films. Given their com mer cial suc cess, Lubin dis patched one of his
teams—known as the Hotal ing Troop, named after his close as so ci ate
and no tori ous ra cist Ar thur Hotal ing—to Jack son ville, Flor ida. By the
1910s, Jack son ville had be come a bur geon ing film pro duc tion hub, at‐ 
tract ing major com pan ies due to its “good weather, low pro duc tion
and labor costs, and es tab lished trans port a tion routes to both the
North east and the Mid w est” (Lupack 2016� 124). Hotal ing es tab lished a
South ern Di vi sion of Lubin Films there, which pro duced ap prox im‐ 
ately thirty ‘colored com ed ies’ between 1913 and 1915, a de vel op ment
that con trib uted to a form of se greg a tion of Black act ors who were
sep ar ated from the main stu dio (Eck hardt 1997� 139). These com ed ies
were not race films cre ated spe cific ally for Black audi ences (like
Richard  E. Nor man’s films) al though they de veloped at the same
period (Lupack 2016� 123). They “reached for both mar kets by striv ing
for a tone of harm less in no cence rather than keen- edged ra cism”
(Cripps 1993 [1977]: 181). Presen ted as com ed ies, how ever, these films
re main ex amples of the ra cist ste reo types con veyed in their titles. A
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not able ex ample, Coon town Suf fra gettes (1914) is a par ody of the suf‐ 
fra gette move ment, in which Black laundresses go on strike to force
their sup posedly lazy hus bands to re turn to work. Not only did the
film fur ther nor mal ize the ‘lazy coon’ ste reo type—already widely dis‐ 
sem in ated in 19th cen tury min strel shows (Lott 2013� 92-93) and pop‐ 
u lar cul ture (But ters 2002� 21)—but it also mocked ex ist ing net works
of Black suf fra gists who risked their lives for so cial justice in the
South, re du cing them to mere, ar chetypal ‘mam mies.’ Black char ac‐ 
ters ap peared in com ed ies that ri diculed them for the amuse ment of
white audi ences, a trend in her ited from the min strel shows and
clearly not one ex clus ive to Lubin’s films. Through out the 1910s, ra cial
ten sions were wide spread in the in dus trial North, driven by the First
Great Mi gra tion (1916-1940), which saw ap prox im ately 1.6  mil lion
Black work ers and their fam il ies re lo cate from the se greg ated South.
In the North, they were often per ceived as eco nomic com pet it ors to
the white work ing class. This re sent ment con trib uted to race riots in
major in dus trial cit ies, in clud ing Phil adelphia in  1919 as part of the
Red Sum mer Riots. In 1917, Black work ers were hired in the shipyards
to re place white laborers who had been mo bil ized in Europe. When
they re turned from the war, riots broke out in re sponse to this
change. This chapter of working- class his tory is not re coun ted in the
films of the period, but a film like The Birth of a Na tion—whose ideo‐ 
logy can be seen as the cine matic pre cursor to the ra cist the or ies of
the Great Re place ment—im pli citly refers to the per ceived danger of
in teg rat ing Black people into a white so ci ety that Grif fith fam ously
por trayed as vic tim ized 4.

Com pet ing with rival film pi on eer Thomas Edison, Lubin was quick to
in vest in ra cist films that de graded the image of African Amer ic ans. In
his com pre hens ive study, Black Man hood on the Si lent Screen (2002),
Ger ald  But ters  Jr. men tions sev eral such ra cist com ed ies, start ing
with the in fam ous Cake Walk pro duced by Lubin in  1898, the same
year he made his vi brant trib ute to the Buf falo Sol diers—which was in
fact an ex cep tion. This is fur ther evid ence that he was above all an
op por tun ist, not an ideal ist. His bio graphy por trays him as a tol er ant
man who treated Black people fairly, but his early pro mo tion of ra cist
ste reo types had con sequences. But ters con tends that the two
primary ra cist ste reo types tar get ing African Amer ic ans in the si lent
era were Sambo, the rural, idi otic, poor but happy South ern plant a ‐
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tion fig ure, and his North ern coun ter part, Zip Coon, the urban dandy,
strug gling and fail ing to as sim il ate. Both, he ar gues, rep res ent “the
flip sides of the ra cial coin” (But ters 2002� 12), adding that these two
char ac ters had con spicu ously dom in ated min strel en ter tain ment and
thus be came a staple of many early com ed ies pro duced by white stu‐ 
dio own ers (like Edison or Lubin) to please white working- class audi‐ 
ences (But ters 2002� 24). While Sambo was a be nign fig ure, Zip Coon,
by at tempt ing to fit into a white- dominated mod ern urban so ci ety,
“placed the Coon fig ure on the same eco nomic plane as the working- 
class white man. There fore, whites had to ri dicule the dreams and
am bi tions of the Zip Coon fig ure in order to guar an tee the ‘nat ural’
in feri or ity of the black man.” (But ters 2002� 12) This val id a tion of a ra‐ 
cist icon o graphy, ac cord ing to But ters, il lus trates how cinema con‐ 
tin ued to shape working- class ra cism; by de pict ing Black people as
so cially unfit, these films re as sured—and uni fied—poor white Euro- 
American work ers by provid ing them with an even lower so cial group
to look down upon. This per spect ive is con sist ent with the the ory
fam ously de veloped by David  Roedi ger in The Wages of White ness:
Race and the Mak ing of the Amer ican Work ing Class (1991) which ex‐ 
am ines how such power dif fer en tials op er ated in the Ante bel lum
period. Secondly, it ex plains the near ab sence of Black work ers in
early si lent films, as they were re quired to fit the ra cist ste reo type of
the ‘lazy coon,’ unfit to par ti cip ate in nation- building – a nar rat ive
con struc ted to up hold and re in force white su peri or ity (Pines 1975�
10).

2. The Colored Play ers Film Cor ‐
por a tion and the emer gence of
race movies in Phil adelphia
After Lubin’s film ca reer ended ab ruptly in bank ruptcy in 1916 and his
stu dio col lapsed, race films ad voc at ing for the ad vance ment of Black
people began to emerge in Phil adelphia. Modeled after the Lin coln
Mo tion Pic ture Com pany—foun ded by African Amer ic ans in
Los Angeles in 1916—the Colored Play ers Film Cor por a tion was es tab‐ 
lished in  1926 by white pro du cer David  Stark man and Black actor
Sher man H. Dud ley. The two men aimed to at tract an emer ging Black
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middle class to theatres while pro mot ing the idea of a Black Hol ly‐ 
wood that would chal lenge the en dur ing ra cist ste reo types that the
films of Lubin and his coun ter parts had so firmly im planted in the
minds of Amer ican view ers. Le onora Stark man de scribed her father’s
pro ject as fol lows: “My father was a cru sader. Nobody played the
black people as her oes and heroines. This fit in with his ethic. He felt
the black people shouldn’t be stepped on, that at the same time he
was mak ing money he could glor ify their po s i tion.” (Sampson 1995�
218) But the im pact of race films was con strained by the grow ing
dom in ance of Hol ly wood and its over whelm ing white ness, the chal‐ 
lenges of in de pend ent film pro duc tion, and the lim it a tions of audi‐ 
ence reach—white view ers were largely un will ing to pay for Black
films which were harshly im pacted by the rise of Hol ly wood pro du‐ 
cers who had no fin an cial in terest in them. Black cinema could only
sur vive thanks to Black in vestors, not white ones (Crémieux 2004� 27).

Stark man’s ad ven ture was short- lived; the stu dio pro duced only four
not able films with moral themes be fore shut ting down in 1929 fol low‐ 
ing the delayed re lease of The Scar of Shame, a drama shot in  1927,
that re in ter preted the tra di tion ally white theme of class di vi sion
within an African Amer ican con text. This all- Black cast film fol lows
the story of Louise (Lucia Lynn Moses), a lower- class girl who is res‐ 
cued from her ab us ive step father by a young bour geois, Alvin
(Harry Hende r son). He then mar ries her in secret since she is not of
his so cial stand ing. This so cial di vide mirrored a geo graph ical one at
the time, with es tab lished North ern African Amer ic ans dis tan cing
them selves from their poorer, un soph ist ic ated South ern coun ter‐ 
parts to pro tect the pro gress they had fought for over gen er a tions
(Tor ri ano 2001� 24). This brings us back to the ori ginal ste reo typ ical
Sambo/Zip  Coon pair ing: while both South ern and North ern Black
in di vidu als were mar gin al ized by white so ci ety, within an all- Black
con text, ex clu sion be came primar ily class- based. Through out the
film, many title cards men tion class is sues without ever using the
word, but rather “set” (00� 38� 06), “group” (00� 32� 57), “kind” (00� 21�
26), or even “caste” (00� 38� 09) 5, most prob ably to avoid a Marx ist
ter min o logy, es pe cially after the First Red Scare (1919–1920). Very
quickly in the film, it be comes clear that what really sep ar ates Louise
from Alvin is not merely money, but edu ca tion. He is a well- educated
piano com poser whose mother lives out of town and has sent him to
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a re spect able board ing house to start a ca reer in Phil adelphia, hop ing
he will re turn to marry the fine girl of their “set” she has chosen for
him. Sur pris ingly, Louise and her al co holic, ab us ive step father live
next door to Alvin, mak ing the typ ical geo graph ical sep ar a tion of
lower and upper classes among whites in ap plic able to Phil adelphia’s
Black com munity at the time. Ad di tion ally, Alvin’s up bring ing is most
clearly defined by his re spect for women and strong moral val ues
which ul ti mately com pel him to marry Louise without his mother’s
con sent to pro tect her from her step father. But this sac ri fice only
gets him into trouble when Louise, upset that Alvin would not tell his
mother about their mar riage, vi ol ently re bukes him and makes a deal
with a shady fam ily friend, Eddie, to go work in a cab aret. A gun fight
between Alvin and Eddie leaves Louise wounded and scarred for life
(hence ‘the scar of shame’) when Eddie ac ci dent ally shoots her (00�
54� 00). She im me di ately ac cuses Alvin, who goes to jail. What
emerges from this soph ist ic ated, high- quality drama is its con cern
with match ing the aes thetic of white films, even to the ex tent of
mak ing the main char ac ters ap pear as white as pos sible. Alvin and
Louise have thin noses and are con sist ently over ex posed to bright
light ing, fur ther em phas iz ing their ar ti fi cial white ness. In con trast,
the mean or vul gar char ac ters—such as the step father and the bar‐ 
tender—are de pic ted with darker com plex ions. Secondly, and quite
sur pris ingly for a film ad voc at ing so cial up lift for Black people, the
nar rat ive sug gests that edu ca tion is ac quired from a young age and
that people brought up in poverty, like Louise, the ‘bad sort,’ can not
be trus ted, as if the ab sence of moral stand ards was in her ently in‐ 
grained in them. At the end of the film, she kills her self be cause she
can not win Alvin back, leav ing a note to ex on er ate him—re morse she
could have ex per i enced earlier, out of mor al ity in stead of des pair.
The pen ul tim ate title card (01� 23� 42) is very ex pli cit in the film’s
judg ment on the lower class’s lack of edu ca tion and cul tural cap ital:
“A child of en vir on ment! If she had the proper train ing, if she had
been taught the finer things in life, the higher aims, the higher hopes,
she would not be lying cold in death! Oh! Our people have much to
learn!” While ad voc at ing for bet ter edu ca tion for Black people, the
film fails to offer a con crete solu tion, and even seems to dis cour age
men like Alvin from as sist ing un educated working- class women, who
are por trayed as in her ently dis hon est. In the end, the poor girl dies in
des pair, while the bour geois man mar ries the daugh ter of a wealthy
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law yer—an ex tremely com pla cent mes sage aimed at the middle class
and a highly judg mental, even con des cend ing, one to ward the lower
class that is de pic ted as hope lessly trapped in a cycle of so cial re pro‐ 
duc tion 6. This ana lysis aligns with Kevin Kelly Gaines’s re mark about
W.  E.  B. Du  Bois’s cel eb rated study of the Phil adelphia Black com‐
munity, which was unique in the 1890s:

“Am bi val ence, marked by the ten sion between ra cial ized and so cial,
en vir on ment al ist per spect ives, de scribes Du Bois’s so ci olo gical tour
de force, The Phil adelphia Negro. Al though Du Bois’s path break ing
study doc u mented the dis crim in a tion faced by blacks in Phil adelphia,
it also flir ted with dom in ant ra cial vis ions of urban patho logy that
viewed the pres ence of poor blacks in the city, and par tic u larly that
of single black women, as a moral peril.” (1996� xix)

Like many race films of that period, The Scar of Shame avoids overtly
ra cist con tent but in stead in dulges in class dis crim in a tion, ef fect ively
brand ing the working- class woman with a scar let let ter. She can only
re deem her self by sac ri fi cing for ‘the good sort’, il lus trat ing how ra cial
solid ar ity ul ti mately fails to func tion as a so cial equal izer. Just four
years later, Warner Bros. pro duced Baby Face, a tale of im mor al ity
centered on a white working- class woman and her Black maid, once
again re leg at ing the Black char ac ter to the mar gins – even in nar rat‐ 
ives of moral trans gres sion.

12

3. Class and race- consciousness
in pre- Code New Deal film, Baby
Face
Baby Face is the first not able ex ample of a film set in Pennsylvania in
which is sues of gender, class, and race in ter sect—the first fif teen
minutes take place in the min ing town of Erie. It fo cuses on a white
working- class woman’s eco nomic and so cial struggle while more
subtly en ga ging with is sues of race through a sec ond ary char ac ter 7.
The film epi tom izes the Depression- era sur vival nar rat ive, where
seem ingly por ous class bar ri ers—over come by sex—ul ti mately close
when mor al ity pre vails. This pre- Code film made the head lines for its
pro voc at ive story. It fol lows Lily  Powers (Bar bara  Stan wyck), the

13
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daugh ter of a pub- owner, who uses her sexu al ity to as cend the so cial
and eco nomic lad der in New  York, even tu ally flee ing to Paris after
one of her heart broken lov ers com mits sui cide. The film opens by in‐ 
tro du cing Erie through the iconic image of smoking chim neys from a
steel mill, dom in at ing a gray land scape as Lily gazes out the win dow
of her father’s seedy bar. Herds of miners, loud and covered in grime,
flock into the bar after work, at tempt ing to grope and kiss her. This
harsh en vir on ment has vis ibly shaped her into a hot- tempered,
strong- headed woman who knows how to pro tect her self and her
father’s Black em ployee, Chico (Theresa Har ris). The only glimpse of
hope in this in dus trial in ferno comes from the visit of a kind old man,
who of fers her ad vice and books. The be gin ning of the film is char ac‐ 
ter istic of the so cial real ist trend of the period, re flect ing the hard‐ 
ships of the Great De pres sion. Lily and Chico are the only women
strug gling to sur vive in this toxic, male- dominated en vir on ment.
When Baby Face re fuses a pass from a mob ster, the re jec ted man re‐ 
turns and kills her father—who had been pros ti tut ing her since she
was thir teen. She then seizes the op por tun ity to es cape from Erie to
New York with Chico. Con sid er ing how Lily stood up for her friend
against her father and then agreed to sleep with the train con ductor
so they could both travel il leg ally, one might ex pect Chico to ex per i‐ 
ence some so cial el ev a tion in New York—a lib eral city of op por tun it‐ 
ies. Un usual for its time, al though ‘racy’ films were more com mon
dur ing the pre- Code era, the film ex pli citly de picts Lily’s will ing ness
to sleep with the man without hes it a tion. In doing so, it sub verts the
con ven tional no tion of sac ri fice (Black for white) and brings vis ib il ity
to two mar gin al ized char ac ters. At this point in the film, the white
pros ti tute and the Black ser vant stand on an equal so cial foot ing. Yet,
upon their ar rival in New York, where the tower ing sky scrapers re‐ 
place the steel mills as sym bols of cap it al ist hier archy and op pres‐ 
sion, Chico is com pletely side lined. Un like Lily, who suc cess fully
moves up the so cial lad der, Chico re mains in a sub or din ate po s i tion
as her maid, not as her friend, re flect ing the rigid ra cial hier arch ies of
the time. She is doubly mar gin al ized—both by her race and her class.
Des pite her close re la tion ship with Lily, she re mains con fined to ser‐ 
vice work, while Lily is able to ex ploit her white ness and fem in in ity to
nav ig ate the so cial order. The film im pli citly sug gests that race is a
key de term in ant of so cial mo bil ity: al though both women come from
the same working- class back ground, Lily can ‘pass’ into the upper
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class, while Chico is per man ently ex cluded. Cap it al ism—in clud ing the
film in dustry—and US so ci ety as a whole were struc tured along ra cial
lines, re flect ing Du  Bois’s ‘color line’ (1903), an in vis ible bar rier that
working- class solid ar ity alone could not over come. Theresa  Har ris
was a revered act ress, but she could never as pire to the level of em‐ 
power ment that Bar bara Stan wyck achieved both on and off screen.
As Har ris once stated,

I never had the chance to rise above the role of maid in Hol ly wood
movies. My color was against me any way you looked at it. The fact
that I was not ‘hot’ stamped me either as up pity or re leg ated me to
the eternal role of stooge or ser vant. [...] My am bi tion is to be an act ‐
ress. Hol ly wood had no parts for me. (Jack son 1937� 22)

As a pre- Code film, Baby Face presents an im moral tale of so cial sur‐ 
vival dur ing the De pres sion era, openly and re peatedly al lud ing to
trans ac tional sex as a means of up ward mo bil ity in high so ci ety. How‐ 
ever, it does not chal lenge the Code on ra cial is sues. In the end, Chico
is harshly re buked by Lily, who aban dons her alone on a ship to Paris,
sud denly de cid ing to dis em bark to re unite with her lover who has at‐ 
temp ted sui cide. The price for avoid ing com plete cen sor ship was a
moral res ol u tion in which her lover sur vives, and she agrees to re lin‐ 
quish her ill- acquired for tune to bail him out—ul ti mately restor ing
so cial and ra cial order.

14

While working- class movies set in Pennsylvania con tin ued to be pro‐
duced in the 1930s and 1940s—such as Black Fury (Mi chael Curtiz,
1935), Pitt s burgh (Lewis Seiler, 1942), and The Val ley of De cision (Tay
Gar nett, 1945)—they re mained over whelm ingly white. Black Fury,
which in cluded only one Black extra, was, in fact, quite real istic con‐ 
sid er ing that only 3  % of miners in Pennsylvania were Black in the
1930s (Dixon 2023). How ever, as noted in the in tro duc tion, the work‐ 
ing class is a broad cat egory, and its his tor ical and cul tural in vis ib il iz‐ 
a tion—par tic u larly that of Black work ers, in Pennsylvania and other
North ern in dus trial states—was un deni able dur ing the Hol ly wood
clas sical era. Fol low ing the col lapse of the stu dio sys tem and the im‐ 
pact of the civil rights move ment, both cul tural and so cial di versity
be came more vis ible on screens.
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Con clu sion
This art icle has sought to fore ground the role of early cinema in
shap ing and re in for cing the ra cial ized bound ar ies of class rep res ent‐ 
a tion in the United States by fo cus ing on Pennsylvania—a state that
was sim ul tan eously an in dus trial power house, a site of in tense ra cial
ten sions, and an early hub of film pro duc tion. From the ra cially coded
si lent com ed ies pro duced by Siegmund  Lubin to the so cially am bi‐ 
tious yet classist nar rat ives of The Scar of Shame and Baby Face,
Pennsylvania’s cine matic his tory re veals how deeply race and class
were in ter twined in visual cul ture dur ing the si lent and pre- Code
eras. These films, whether through eras ure, ca ri ca ture, or lim ited vis‐ 
ib il ity, col lect ively con trib uted to a dom in ant vis ion of the Amer ican
work ing class as white—a leg acy later re in forced by Hol ly wood’s
cent ral iz a tion.

16

Build ing on schol ar ship by David  Roedi ger, Richard  Dyer and Nor‐ 
man  Den zin, which has demon strated how white ness op er ated as a
source of di vi sion within the work ing class, film his tor i ans such as
Steven  Ross and Ger ald  But ters  Jr. have fur ther shown how cinema
played a dir ect role in the in vis ib il iz a tion of Black work ers. In France,
Anne  Crémieux has em phas ized the re si li ence of Black cinema des‐ 
pite Hol ly wood’s he ge monic white ness. In the US, schol ars in clud ing
Kevin  Kelly  Gaines, Jac queline  Najuma  Stew art, and Thomas  Cripps
have cel eb rated the artistic and polit ical sig ni fic ance of Black film‐ 
mak ing, while also re cog niz ing that in the si lent era, ra cist ste reo‐ 
types were the norm and high- quality race films were the ex cep tion.

17

While Black char ac ters were largely ab sent from or ste reo typed in
main stream working- class nar rat ives due to sys temic ra cism, the se‐ 
lec ted pro duc tions ex amined in this art icle (si lent shorts, a race film,
and a pre- Code film) re veal that, when Black char ac ters did ap pear,
their stor ies did not pro mote working- class solid ar ity. Nor did they
con struct a Black ver sion of the ‘striver’ fig ure often offered to im‐ 
mig rant work ers, who, des pite fa cing dis crim in a tion, were en cour‐ 
aged to as sim il ate and gran ted nar rat ive space in films like Black Fury.

18

By ad opt ing a re gional lens, this art icle high lights the value of de cen‐ 
ter ing film stud ies from Hol ly wood’s dom in ant geo graph ical and
ideo lo gical per spect ives. Pennsylvania’s early film his tory is not mar ‐
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ginal but cru cial for un der stand ing how re gional cine matic cul tures
in ter ac ted with broader dy nam ics of labor, race, and rep res ent a tion.
Fu ture re search should ex plore how Black work ers were de pic ted in
films set and pro duced in other in dus tri al ized North ern states.

While early cine matic de pic tions failed to mean ing fully rep res ent
Black laborers, later works like Fences (Den zel Wash ing ton, 2016)—set
in 1950s Pitt s burgh—fi nally centered on Black working- class ex per i‐ 
ence, of fer ing a be lated yet ne ces sary cor rect ive. Sim il arly, tele vi sion
series like Amer ican Rust (Show time, 2021-2024) or Mare of East town
(HBO, 2021) con tinue to en gage with class and post- industrial de cline
in Pennsylvania, though they often main tain the trope of the white
Rust Belt worker, once again side lin ing Black labor.

20

Ul ti mately, the case of Pennsylvania in vites a broader re con sid er a tion
of how we study labor, race, and media. A re gional ap proach to
cinema his tory makes vis ible the mech an isms through which cer tain
iden tit ies were le git im ized while oth ers were erased. By re vis it ing the
roots of these ex clu sions, we also open the door to re cov er ing and
re- inscribing the voices, bod ies, and stor ies that early cinema worked
to sup press.
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1  In this art icle, ‘Black’ is cap it al ized, and not ‘white’ or ‘brown,’ in order to
refer to a spe cific group in ra cial, eth nic, or cul tural terms. “For many
people, Black re flects a shared sense of iden tity and com munity. White car‐ 
ries a dif fer ent set of mean ings; cap it al iz ing the word in this con text risks
fol low ing the lead of white su prem acists.” (Laws 2020).

2  Films like Noth ing But a Man (Mi chael Roe mer, 1964), shot in Chicago
though set in Alabama, and Blue Col lar (Paul Schrader, 1978), set in De troit’s
auto in dustry, stand out for cen ter ing the Black work ing class. These films
do not merely in clude Black work ers as ex tras or sec ond ary char ac ters, as is
often the case; rather, they place their ex per i ences at the heart of the nar ‐
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rat ive. To my know ledge, the first film to focus ex pli citly on the Black work‐ 
ing class in Pennsylvania is Fences, Den zel Wash ing ton’s 2016 ad apt a tion of
Au gust Wilson’s 1985 play.

3  Miriam Hansen poin ted out how the tramp fig ure—a lower- class char ac‐ 
ter who did not ne ces sar ily rep res ent the work ing class per se—be came a
staple of si lent shorts at the turn of the 20th cen tury, as seen in films like
The Tramp’s Dream (Siegmund Lubin, 1899) and Weary Wil lie in the Park
(Thomas A.  Edison, 1901). She ar gues that “while shar ing in the sad istic
pleas ures oc ca sioned by the so cial other as either ex po nent or vic tim, view‐ 
ers could put a safe dis tance between them selves and a lower- class back‐ 
ground from which many of them were at best one or two gen er a tions re‐ 
moved” (1991� 58). Hansen also notes that these films were screened in
vaudeville pro grams (prior to the rise of the nick elodeon in 1905) and were
there fore aimed at a middle- class audi ence: “The comic dis play of class,
eth nic, and ra cial ste reo types might have ful filled a two- fold func tion for
such audi ences. It offered a nos tal gic pot pourri of older folk tra di tions, as
de riv at ive and ec lectic as any thing in vaudeville” (59). This helps ex plain how
race and class ste reo types be came nor mal ized in pre- Hollywood si lent
cinema.

4  Using the South ern se greg a tion ist rhet oric, which played a great part in
the re sur gence of the Ku Klux Klan, the film ima gines the al li ance of North‐ 
ern and South ern whites against African Amer ic ans who are de pic ted as
pred at ors.

5  The tim ing given cor res ponds to the first oc cur rence of each word in the
ver sion of the film that is avail able on You Tube via: https://www.you tube.co
m/watch?v=a8qwvgn2WZI. Con sul ted 25 Au gust, 2025.

6  The film’s qual ity was praised by lead ing schol ars like Don ald Bogle: “Me‐ 
lo dra matic but ef fect ive, The Scar of Shame was an elo quent state ment on
the color caste sys tem and the di vi sions that exist among black Amer ic ans.
(The girl’s father is very dark; so, too, is the rack et eer. Al most all the other
char ac ters are fair- skinned. The girl is clearly a vic tim of her ‘dark’ bio lo‐ 
gical back ground.) This movie was pos sibly the finest product of the en tire
in de pend ent move ment.” (Bogle 2001 [1973]: 107) But its mes sage raises
class- related ques tions: “The Scar of Shame ar gues that the African- 
American com munity is di vided by class but it of fers no solu tions for bring‐ 
ing the race to gether. In real ity, the upper class (Mother Hil l yard) and the
lower ele ments (Eddie) both at tempt to frag ment the com munity even fur‐ 
ther with their selfish ac tions and be ha vi ors.” (But ters 2002� 214); it also
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raises race- related ones: “Un for tu nately, the pic ture stumbles when it asks
the Negro to rise above the life of the streets be cause it draws a veil over
the ex ternal forces that made the slum what it is. Thus the hero, Alvin Hil‐ 
liard [sic], can end his suf fer ing only by opt ing for white cul ture and re ject‐ 
ing black. Hil liard’s de cision, be cause he is a mu si cian, is cast in mu sical
terms: in order to es cape the ghetto he must be come a teacher of stuffy
‘white’ music. His land lady smugly pre dicts he will be ‘the lead ing com poser
of our race.’” (Cripps 1993 [1977]: 196) These are crit ical as pects of the film
that shouldn’t be over looked as they cer tainly high light the price of as sim il‐ 
a tion (that is in ternal di vi sion based on class and skin color).

7  This shift from films pro duced in Pennsylvania to a studio- made film set
in Pennsylvania is due to the mono poly im posed by Hol ly wood from the
1930s on ward.

English
This art icle ex plores the his tor ical in vis ib il ity of the Black work ing class in
early Amer ican cinema, fo cus ing on Pennsylvania between the 1890s and
1930s. Draw ing on African Amer ican stud ies, film stud ies and labor stud ies,
it ex am ines how films from this period re in forced ra cial ized con cep tions of
the work ing class by ex clud ing or dis tort ing the image of Black laborers.
From Siegmund Lubin’s ra cially coded com ed ies to the race film The Scar of
Shame (1929) and the pre- Code clas sic Baby Face (1933), the study traces
how cinema shaped pub lic per cep tions of race and class. It high lights the
per sist ent ab sence of Black working- class prot ag on ists, es pe cially in nar rat‐ 
ives rooted in North ern in dus trial re gions, and ar gues for a re gional ap‐ 
proach to film his tory that re- centers mar gin al ized voices. Ul ti mately, the
art icle re veals how early film cul ture con trib uted to a dom in ant vis ion of
the work ing class as white—an ex clu sion still echoed in con tem por ary rep‐ 
res ent a tions.

Français
Cet ar ticle étu die l’in vi si bi li té his to rique de la classe ou vrière noire dans le
ci né ma amé ri cain des dé buts, en se concen trant sur la Penn syl va nie entre
les an nées 1890 et 1930. S’ap puyant sur une sé lec tion de tra vaux en études
afri caines amé ri caines, ci né ma to gra phiques et sur la classe ou vrière, il ana‐ 
lyse com ment les films de cette époque ont contri bué à ra cia li ser la re pré‐ 
sen ta tion de la classe ou vrière en ex cluant ou en dé for mant l’image des tra‐ 
vailleurs noirs. De Sieg mund Lubin et ses co mé dies sté réo ty pées à The Scar
of Shame (1929), film à cas ting afro- américain, jusqu’au pré- Code Baby Face
(1933), l’étude re trace la ma nière dont le ci né ma a fa çon né les ima gi naires
so ciaux au tour de la ‘race’ et de la classe. L’ar ticle in voque une ap proche ré‐ 
gio nale de l’his toire du ci né ma qui va lo rise les voix mar gi na li sées et montre
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que cette ex clu sion des ou vriers noirs a contri bué à nor ma li ser l’image
d’une classe ou vrière blanche – une re pré sen ta tion en core do mi nante au‐ 
jourd’hui.
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