
WORKING GIRLS 
Gender and Labor in American Film 

 
ENGL 4620.001  •  Fall 2022 

 
Professor Nora Gilbert      Tu/Th 12:30 – 1:50 pm 
nora.gilbert@unt.edu      LANG 312 (partial remote) 
 
Office hours:  Mondays 10:00 am – 12:00 pm via zoom (or in-person by appt.) 
  Zoom link:  https://unt.zoom.us/j/86256569550 
 
Zoom link for when class goes remote: https://unt.zoom.us/j/83015543006 
                             
COURSE DESCRIPTION: 
 
From the time the Hollywood film industry arrived on the pop-culture scene in the opening decades 
of the twentieth century, the stories it has chosen to tell have strongly influenced public perceptions 
about the roles that women can, should, and do play in the (paid) workforce. In this class, we will 
watch and discuss a wide range of American films from the 1930s to the 2010s that portray the 
varied, complex experiences of women employed in six distinct labor categories: Office Work, Stage 
Work, Factory Work, Domestic Work, Sex Work, and Women’s Work in the (Dystopian) Future. 
Central topics under discussion will include the films’ treatment of work/life balance issues, 
depictions of labor reform movements, and interrogations of workplace sexism, racism, classism, 
homophobia, transphobia, ableism, and ageism. To help shape these discussions, we will read 
excerpts from a wide range of scholarly articles that take different thematic and methodological 
approaches to the narratives and concepts at hand. 
 
COURSE LEARNING OBJECTIVES: 
 

1. Learn key terms/methodologies of film analysis 
2. Learn cultural history of 20th-21st century U.S. labor movements, especially as they relate to 

women’s employment 
3. Analyze cinematic representations of women in the workforce and consider how those 

representations have influenced wider cultural attitudes/discussions about gender and labor 
4. Improve writing skills by completing (and receiving extensive feedback on) a variety of 

critical writing assignments throughout the semester 
 
GRADE BREAKDOWN: 
 
Participation/attendance: 20% 
Canvas discussion board posts: 25% 
Article explication paper: 10% 
Big talker/explication presentation: 5% 
Close reading paper: 10% 
Comparative film review: 10% 
Final paper: 20% 
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Participation:  This course is discussion-based. Your verbal contributions and active engagement 
are crucial to our collective success. To that end, your participation grade is determined not only by 
attendance, but also your involvement (or lack thereof) in discussion. Excellent course participants 
will make quality contributions, which demonstrate they have completed all readings and viewings 
assigned. They are attentive to the nuances of the text and discussion prompts. They also show 
genuine engagement with others (in other words, they don’t talk “at” people—they talk with them). 
Remember not to conflate participation with domination: excellent discussion participants make the 
space necessary for others to think and to speak. 
 
Attendance:  Regular attendance is crucial to your success and to the success of this course. Class 
discussion (and the ad hoc lecture material provided during class) is not merely supplementary—it’s 
where the learning happens. That said, we are still (unfortunately) dealing with the realities of Covid, 
and I do not want you coming to our in-person classes if you are potentially symptomatic, are 
awaiting test results after coming into close contact with someone who is Covid-positive, or have 
tested positive yourself. Should you find yourself in any of these situations, please let me know 
ASAP (prior to class except in cases of emergency) so I can help you to stay on track. Missing six or 
more class meetings will result in automatic failure of the course unless you have been in proactive 
contact with me and we are on the same page about the seriousness of what has been causing you to 
miss class. The main thing is, in all things course-related: communicate, communicate, communicate! 
 
Canvas discussion board posts:  Each week I will be posting two discussion questions to Canvas 
about the week’s viewings. The first question, about the film assigned for Tuesday, will be up by 
Sunday night and you’ll need to post your response to it on Canvas by Tuesday at 10 am. The 
second question, about the film assigned for Thursday, will be up by Tuesday night and you will 
need to post your response by Thursday at 10 am. You will, however, be allowed to skip THREE of 
the Canvas discussion board posts over the course of the semester, no questions asked. (You may 
either skip watching the assigned movie altogether, or watch the movie and just skip answering the 
discussion prompt for it.) Each response should be about 4-5 sentences long, and should take you 
around 10-15 minutes to write up; you will not be able to see your peers’ responses until you post 
your own, but after you do I would highly recommend reading through your classmates’ posts 
before coming to class, since we will be spending at least part of our class time engaging with the 
day’s discussion prompt. Your response must demonstrate to me that you have watched the film at 
hand, so please be sure to mention specific details from the film as you answer the question. I will be 
evaluating the quality of your response (on a 5-point scale) based on how well it demonstrates both 
your knowledge of the text and your engagement with the question being posed about it. 
 
Article explication paper:  For some of the Canvas discussion questions, I will be pulling passages 
from scholarly articles about the assigned film, and asking you whether you agree with the author’s 
argument or not. All of the articles that I’m pulling these passages from will be posted on Canvas, so 
that anyone who’d like to read the articles in full can (and is encouraged!) to do so. But each student 
will only be responsible for reading one of the articles and writing a 750-1000 word explication of it, 
which will be due on the day we discuss the film the article is about. In this explication, you will 
summarize and evaluate the key points that the author of the article is making, using some brief 
direct quotes from the article itself (properly cited) but putting most of the author’s ideas and 
arguments into your own clear, concise words. At the end of the paper, you must include a final 
paragraph in which you express your opinion of the article, mentioning at least one point that you 
felt was particularly convincing and one that you felt was problematic or faulty in some way. Though 
you will be responsible for writing your explication paper entirely on your own, each article will have 
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2 or 3 students assigned to it, and I will let you know the name(s) and contact info of the other 
student(s) who are assigned to the same article as you so that you can get in touch ahead of time and 
decide how you will divvy up the work of presenting the article to class (more on this below). 
 
Big talker/explication presentation:  While I am sympathetic to the fact that some students are, 
by temperament, much more comfortable speaking up in the classroom than others, I am going to 
even our conversations out a little by assigning each of you one day to be a designated “big talker.” 
The day that you are a big talker will also be the day you turn in your article explication paper; the 
idea is that, since you will have read a full article about the day’s assigned film, you will be more 
knowledgeable about that particular film and will have more to say about it in class. Before we dive 
into our discussion of the film, though, the 2-3 students who have written article explications for 
that day will present to the class a summary of the main argument and key points made in the article 
(ideally by using PowerPoint or another visual presentation tool, but that is up to the group to 
decide). Please be as equitable in dividing up the presentation duties as possible, and contact me if 
you encounter any groupwork-distribution difficulties. After the explication presentation, the big 
talkers will be responsible for guiding the day’s discussion with questions that they have written up 
ahead of time for the class to consider. They can be questions about specific scenes or cinematic 
elements of the film, about the points made in the article that’s been explicated, or broader 
questions about how the topic of “women’s work” is addressed in the narrative. Whatever kinds of 
questions you ask, I want to hear your voice a lot on the day that you’re a designated big talker!  
 
Close reading paper/Comparative film review:  You will write two shorter papers (750-1,000 
words each) prior to the final paper, the first of which (due on 10/7) will ask you to perform a close 
reading of a scene from one of the films that we’ve watched together by that point; the other of 
which (due on 11/4) will ask you to put two of the films we’ve watched into conversation with one 
another in a comparative film review that will focus on a particular issue or element that you see in 
both texts. More detailed instructions for both of these assignments will be forthcoming. 
 
Final paper:  At the end of the semester you will write a thesis-driven essay that answers one of 
several different prompts that I will hand out later in the semester. The paper will be 1750-2000 
words long and will give you the opportunity to think in greater depth about the ideas, images, and 
issues we’ve been discussing throughout the semester. 
 
OTHER COURSE POLICIES/RESOURCES:  
 
Class discussion protocols and expectations: In this class we will be dealing on a regular basis 
with issues related to gender, sexuality, race, ethnicity, class, disability, religion, and other categories 
of social and personal identification. While there will certainly be room for multiple perspectives and 
opinions in our verbal and written discussions of the course materials, what there will be no room for 
is racism, sexism, classism, ableism, homophobia, transphobia, xenophobia, religious intolerance, or 
any other form of bigotry or hate speech, and I will actively work to foster a classroom environment 
that is welcoming and respectful to all. (Content warning: a number of our assigned texts contain 
either implicitly or explicitly disturbing subject matter. If there is a certain kind of material that is 
particularly difficult for you to watch, please contact me privately to discuss viewing options.)  
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Office hours/one-on-one communication: If you have questions or concerns that you’d like to 
discuss with me one-on-one, I’ll be holding virtual office hours from 10 am - 12 pm on Mondays 
(https://unt.zoom.us/j/86256569550). If that time doesn’t work for you, let me know and we 
can find an alternative time to talk; I can also meet with you in person if that is your preference. You 
are also, of course, welcome to email me at any time with questions or concerns and I will always try 
to reply within 24 hours (except on weekends, when I check email less regularly). Please always email 
me directly at nora.gilbert@unt.edu as opposed to sending a message to me through Canvas, since 
Canvas notifications have been known to be delayed or wonky on occasion. Please also be sure to 
check your UNT email and Canvas accounts very often to make sure you’re seeing all updates and 
messages from me!  
 
Course modality: This course has been officially approved as a partially remote course, which 
means that up to 49% of our class sessions may be conducted remotely via Zoom and at least 51% 
of them will be held in person. That said, as of now I only plan to hold classes remotely when I am 
feeling sick myself, when one or more of my children are home sick from school, or when I am 
traveling for a conference (which will be the case on 9/29). I will always try to let you know as early 
as possible if I need to take the class online due to illness, and will notify you through email and on 
the Canvas announcement page. On the days when we do meet via Zoom, you will need to have 
your camera turned ON unless you contact me privately to let me know a specific reason why that is 
not possible for you. 
 
Face coverings/Covid testing:  As much as we all want this pandemic to be over by now, the 
reality is that COVID is still with us and the CDC still recommends masking indoors in 
communities with medium or high transmission levels, which is where Denton County is at now. 
For these reasons, I continue to recommend (though of course can’t require) that everyone wear a 
high-quality mask (N-95s are best, but KN95s and KF94s are both much more protective than cloth 
or surgical masks, too) while we are in class together. I would also, of course, recommend getting 
tested immediately if you show any symptoms of having COVID; UNT continues to offer free PCR 
testing for students, which you can book here: https://book.curative.com/sites/35610 . 
 
Accessibility:  UNT makes reasonable academic accommodation for all students with disabilities. 
Students seeking accommodation must first register with the Office of Disability Accommodation 
(ODA) to verify their eligibility. If a disability is verified, the ODA will provide a student with an 
accommodation letter to be delivered to faculty to begin a private discussion regarding one’s specific 
course needs. Students may request accommodations at any time; however, ODA notices of 
accommodation should be provided as early as possible in the semester to avoid any delay in 
implementation. Note that students must obtain a new letter of accommodation for every semester 
and must meet with each faculty member prior to implementation in each class. For additional 
information see the ODA website (https://disability.unt.edu/). I am deeply committed to facilitating 
your success in this course; please don’t hesitate to contact me about any accessibility issues! 
 
Academic integrity policy:  Academic Integrity Standards and Consequences. According to UNT 
Policy 06.003, Student Academic Integrity, academic dishonesty occurs when students engage in 
behaviors including, but not limited to cheating, fabrication, facilitating academic dishonesty, 
forgery, plagiarism, and sabotage. A finding of academic dishonesty may result in a range of 
academic penalties or sanctions ranging from admonition to expulsion from the University. 
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Sexual harassment and assault:  UNT is committed to providing an environment free of all forms 
of discrimination and harassment, including sexual assault, domestic and dating violence, and 
stalking. If you or someone you know experiences any of these acts, UNT has staff members trained 
to support you in accessing health and counseling services, providing academic and housing 
accommodations, helping with legal protective orders, and more. You can receive immediate 
assistance by contacting SurvivorAdvocate@unt.edu or 940-565-2648. The Denton County Friends 
of the Family 24-hour crisis line at 940-382-7273 might also be of help in cases of emergency.  
 
Student support services: UNT provides mental health resources to students to help ensure there 
are numerous outlets to turn to that wholeheartedly care for and are there for students in need, 
regardless of the nature of an issue or its severity. Listed below are several resources on campus that 
can support your academic success and mental well-being:  
 

• Student Health and Wellness Center (https://studentaffairs.unt.edu/student-health-and-
wellness-center	) 	

• Counseling and Testing Services (https://studentaffairs.unt.edu/counseling-and-testing-
services ) 	

• UNT Care Team (https://studentaffairs.unt.edu/care ) 	
• UNT Psychiatric Services (https://studentaffairs.unt.edu/student-health-and-wellness-

center/services/psychiatry ) 	
• Individual Counseling (https://studentaffairs.unt.edu/counseling-and-testing-

services/services/individual-counseling)	
	

Other student support services offered by UNT include: 	
• Registrar (https://registrar.unt.edu/registration ) 	
• Financial Aid (https://financialaid.unt.edu/ ) 	
• Student Legal Services (https://studentaffairs.unt.edu/student-legal-services ) 	
• Career Center (https://studentaffairs.unt.edu/career-center ) 	
• Multicultural Center (https://edo.unt.edu/multicultural-center ) 	
• Counseling and Testing Services (https://studentaffairs.unt.edu/counseling-and-testing-

services ) 	
• Pride Alliance (https://edo.unt.edu/pridealliance ) 	
• UNT Food Pantry (https://deanofstudents.unt.edu/resources/food-pantry ) 	

	
Academic Support Services: 	

• Academic Resource Center (https://clear.unt.edu/canvas/student-resources ) 	
• Academic Success Center (https://success.unt.edu/asc ) 	
• UNT Libraries (https://library.unt.edu/ ) 	
• Writing Lab (http://writingcenter.unt.edu/ ) 	

 
DISCUSSION SCHEDULE:  
 
8/30:  • Class introduction 
 
9/1:  • Introductory lecture/discussion on American gender, labor, and film 
 • Go over “How to Read a Film” Handout 
 • Watch scenes from His Girl Friday (dir. Howard Hawks, 1940), “read” them together 



 6 

UNIT 1:  OFFICE WORK  
 

9/6:  • Woman of the Year (dir. George Stevens, 1942) – Rent or attend screening (TBD) 
 
 Kathrina Glitre, “Economy and Excess: Katharine Hepburn and Spencer Tracy”  
 
9/8:  • Nine to Five (dir. Colin Higgins, 1980) – https://discover.library.unt.edu/catalog/b7512919  
 
9/13:  • Working Girl (dir. Mike Nichols, 1988) – https://discover.library.unt.edu/catalog/b7512922 
 
 Explication Group #1: Rosie White, “Working Girl and Second-Wave Feminism: Re- 

Viewing the 1980s”  
 
9/15:   • The Devil Wears Prada (dir. David Frankel, 2006) – Prime Video, Hulu, Roku, DirectTV 
 
 Explication Group #2: Lilian Calles Barger, “Backlash: From Nine to Five to The Devil Wears  

Prada”  
 
9/20:  • Hidden Figures (dir. Theodore Melfi, 2016) https://discover.library.unt.edu/catalog/b6820474 
 

Explication Group #3: Courtney L. Thompson, “‘See what she becomes’: Black Women’s 
Resistance in Hidden Figures”  

 
UNIT 2:  FACTORY & MINING WORK 
 
9/22:  • Salt of the Earth (dir. Herbert Biberman, 1953) – https://discover.library.unt.edu/catalog/b7428430 
 
 Explication Group #4: Scott Henkel and Vanessa Fonseca, “Fearless Speech and the  

Discourse of Civility in Salt of the Earth”  
 
9/27:  • Norma Rae (dir. Martin Ritt, 1979) – https://discover.library.unt.edu/catalog/b7512923 
 
 Explication Group #5: Henry A. Giroux, “Norma Rae: Character, Class, and Culture”  
 
9/29:   NO CLASS 
 
10/4:   • Real Women Have Curves (dir. Patricia Cardoso, 2002) – HBO, DirectTV, YouTube 
 
 Explication Group #6: Eliza Rodríguez y Gibson, “Crossing Over: Assimilation, Utopia  

and the Bildungsroman on Stage and Screen in Real Women Have Curves”  
 
10/6:  • North Country (dir. Niki Caro, 2005) – https://discover.library.unt.edu/catalog/b7519917 
 
 Paula McDonald and Sandra Backstrom, “Fighting Back: Workplace Sexual Harassment  

and the Case of North Country” 
 
10/7:  **Close reading paper due at 11:59 pm on Canvas** 
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UNIT 3:  DOMESTIC WORK  
 
10/11:  • Imitation of Life (dir. John Stahl, 1934) – https://discover.library.unt.edu/catalog/b7519930 
 
 Explication Group #7: Kirsten Lew, “From Social Problem to Maternal Melodrama: The  

Lost Lynching Scene in John M. Stahl’s Imitation of Life”  
 
10/13:   • Mildred Pierce (dir. Michael Curtiz, 1945) – https://discover.library.unt.edu/catalog/b7519919 
 
 Explication Group #8: Catherine Jurca, “Mildred Pierce, Warner Bros., and the Corporate  

Family” 
 
10/18:  • The Watermelon Woman (dir. Cheryl Dunye, 1996) – https://unt.kanopy.com/video/watermelon-woman 
 
 Explication Group #9: Clitha Mason, “Queering the Mammy: New Queer Cinema’s  

Version of an American Institution in Cheryl Dunye’s The Watermelon Woman”  
 
10/20:  • Roma (dir. Alfonso Cuarón, 2018) – Netflix only 
 

Explication Group #10: Carla Marcantonio, “Roma: Silence, Language, and the Ambiguous 
Power of Affect” (2019) and Sergio de la Mora, “Roma: Repatriation vs. Exploitation”  

 
UNIT 4:  STAGE WORK 
 
10/25: • A Star is Born (dir. William Wellman, 1937) – https://discover.library.unt.edu/catalog/b7428458 
 
10/27:  • Imitation of Life (dir. Douglas Sirk, 1959) – https://discover.library.unt.edu/catalog/b7519918 
 
 Explication Group #11: Anne Morey, “A Star Has Died: Affect and Stardom in Domestic  

Melodrama” 
 
11/1:  • Dance, Girl, Dance (dir. Dorothy Arzner, 1940) – https://discover.library.unt.edu/catalog/b7519915 
 
 Explication Group #12: Judith Mayne, “Dance, Girls, Dance”  
 
11/3:  • Black Swan (dir. Darren Aronofsky, 2010) – https://discover.library.unt.edu/catalog/b7525812 
 
 Katherine Fusco, “The Actress Experience: Cruel Knowing and the Death of the Picture  

Personality in Black Swan and The Girlfriend Experience”  
 
11/4:  **Comparative film review due at 11:59 pm on Canvas** 
 
UNIT 5:  SEX WORK  
 
11/8: • Marked Woman (dir. Lloyd Bacon, 1937) – https://discover.library.unt.edu/catalog/b7525864 
 
 Explication Group #13: Charles Eckert, “The Anatomy of a Proletarian Film: Warner’s  

Marked Woman” 
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11/10:  • Notorious (dir. Alfred Hitchcock, 1946) – https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7LwPhO2qPcQ&t=2999s  
 

Nora Gilbert, “‘She Makes Love for the Papers’: Love, Sex, and Exploitation in Hitchcock’s 
Mata Hari Films”  

 
11/15:  • Girl 6 (dir. Spike Lee, 1996) – https://discover.library.unt.edu/catalog/b7512924 
 
 Explication Group #14: Anthony Reed, “The Only Way Out Is In: Girl 6, Sex Work, and  

the Color Line”  
 
11/17:   • Tangerine (dir. Sean Baker, 2015) – https://unt.kanopy.com/video/tangerine-0 
 

LaVelle Ridley, “Imagining Otherly: Performing Possible Black Trans Futures in Tangerine”  
 
Putting It Together: 
 
11/22:  • Mahogany (dir. Berry Gordy, 1975) – https://discover.library.unt.edu/catalog/b7519916 
 
 Miriam Thaggert, “Marriage, Moynihan, Mahogany: Success and the Post-Civil Rights Black  

Female Professional in Film”  
 
11/24:  • THANKSGIVING (no class) 
 
UNIT 6:  WOMEN’S WORK IN THE (DYSTOPIAN) FUTURE 
 
11/29:  • Born in Flames (dir. Lizzie Borden, 1983) – https://discover.library.unt.edu/catalog/b7428081 
 
 Jayna Brown, “A World on Fire: Radical Black Feminism in a Dystopian Age”  
 
12/1: • Advantageous (dir. Jennifer Phang, 2015) – Netflix, Vudu (free) 
 
 T. S. Miller, “Precarity, Parenthood, and Play in Jennifer Phang’s Advantageous”  
 
12/6:  • Mad Max: Fury Road (dir. George Miller, 2015) – https://discover.library.unt.edu/catalog/b6775936 
 
12/8:  • Class Wrap-Up 
 
12/12:  **Final paper due at 11:59 pm on Canvas** 
 
 
 


