How does Blue Collar Portray the plight working class through its
three main leads?

Blue Collar (1978) directed and written by Paul Schrader serves not only a critique of corporate America and of union practices but also is an extremely honest and brutal depiction of the working class life as seen through its three main leads, Jerry Bartoski(played by Harvey Keitel, Zeke Brown(played by Richard Pryor) and Smokey James(played by Yaphet Kotto). The main plot of the film is that these three men decide to steal money from their union's safe after being constantly mistreated by them and throughout the three men's escapades they soon discover just how deep the union's corruption goes. They discover that the union safe instead of containing money contains the union's ledger which contains links to several organized criminal enterprises, and so the group decides to blackmail the union with this information, especially since the union is lying about how much money was stolen enabling them to claim more money from the insurance companies.

All three characters are integral to the story in their own way and all have important roles to fill to communicate the film's message and ideology. Zeke seems to embody the racial conflict that is present in the film as part of the reason his needs are overlooked by the union is because he is black. This puts him at direct odds with any authority figure in the film and it also motivates him to go along with stealing the money from the union. Jerry starts off very similar to Zeke minus the racial discrimination, his more defining characteristic is his moral compass which is put on display later in the film. Then there is Smokey who is very down-to-earth, but also much wiser to the world he inhabits and is hardened as a result acts as a sort of linchpin for the group especially once they have robbed the Union safe.
 
The portrayal of the government, union, and corporation in this film is also another key element that makes this film not only relatable to the working class but also relevant today. Blue Collar shows us these three institutes through the eyes of the average working-class American, in the film all three leads see the automobile repair shop where they work, the American Union of Autoworkers which represents them, and the government that serves them as this homogenized ruling body with little too nothing that separates them from each other, which is also very relatable to the average viewer who may or not be in the working class. Throughout the movie, we see that there is a failure from all three of these institutes to 
build any positive or even apathetic relationship with Zeke, Jerry, or Smokey, and vice versa as these three men are locked into a life where they are subservient to corporate America and have all grown to be despondent with their circumstances. This becomes a driving point for them to blackmail and rip off the union as they feel they have been ripped off their whole lives. There are however multiple layers to each man's motivation, both Zeke and Jerry have their families to think about as they are struggling financially, the only difference is how both of these men are struggling, Zeke is in trouble with the IRS for coming tax evasion, Jerry who is trying to pay off bills and pay for his daughter orthodontics work. Jerry also has some moral quandaries against their decision but they ultimately decide to proceed as planned.
 
A critical thing to note that is present in the movie is the dynamics between the white Americans and the African Americans. The film portrays both groups as equal under the umbrella of being working class. This is made especially apparent in the scene where Zeke and Jerry sneak out of their houses at night to go to a party at Smokeys house where there will be women and cocaine. There is a mixture of black and white women in this scene but they are not viewed differently because of their race, they are instead equal under the lens of sexual objectification, but this is not done just for the case of voyeurism it is mainly meant to show how integrated this community is that these three men inhabit. This scene also serves as an establishing point for how the race of the characters is treated at the start of the movie and how their race will end up becoming a factor later on in the movie where their conflict with the union worsens. 

Throughout the movie, all three men begin to worry for their own safety especially after Smokey is killed by the union's associates leaving Zeke and Jerry to fend for themselves. Smokeys death is a key point in the story as he was the one who kept the group as close as it was and acted as a leader of sorts, a lot of what this movie considers to be community aspects was also present the most in Smokey and without him, Zeke and Jerry are much more vulnerable to caving into outside interference. Zeke gets approached by the union to make a deal for him to hand over the ledger and be promoted to shop Stewart and get given increased pay and be a part of the union's inner circle. Zeke ultimately accepts their offer with the added encouragement of his corrupt boss promising him that they can change the way black workers are treated in the system from within, but the catch to this is letting the union-murdering Smokey slide. Jerry on the other hand is approached by an FBI agent who is investigating the union's crime to convince him to become a witness against the union in order to protect himself and his family, but this would also brand him as a snitch amongst his co-workers. I believe that in both of these scenes, the director Paul Schrader is trying to communicate that these institutions are causing a divide between Zeke and Jerry as both of their decisions to gain an out from their current situation are influenced by both the government and the union.

The film ends with Jerry going into the automobile plant with federal agents and Zeke and Jerry getting into a heated confrontation where they hurl racial slurs at each other and attempt to get into a fight, once friends they have now been divided due to their respective decisions regarding their situation with the union, then we hear a  Smokey voice over the sentiment that was said earlier in the. “They pit the lifters against the new boy, the old against the young, the black against the white, everything they do is to keep us in our place”. I think one of the most important and occasionally overlooked messages in this film that was foreshadowed by Smokeys sentiment is the death of worker solidarity. Throughout the film we see the three men's friendship be put to the test, especially Zeke and Jerry. Once Smokey is killed and the chances of Zeke or Jerry coming out of this alive the deal that the union made to Zeke seems to him to be the only option, even though Jerry feels that taking the union’s offer is morally wrong. A lot of what leads to Zeke’s decision is fueled by his experiences as an African American, which has shaped his perception of the world and of also how the world perceives him. This is made especially apparent when he is explaining his decision to Jerry in the third act of the film when he says “Your my friend Jerry, but you're thinking white”. This shows that despite them being close friends and both being blue-collar workers and both working the same job at the same automobile plant, there is a disconnect between the two because of their skin color. Zeke feels that Jerry's moral compass is only afforded to him because he is white and feels that Jerry is only seeing their situation from the perspective of a white man. 

To conclude I would say that the film has a cynical but extremely relatable message to say, that the powers at be will always make sure that the people who serve beneath them are divided so they can be better controlled and contained, therefore never being able to stand up to them when the time comes. Some people may feel that this film's message is half-baked because there is no real “call to arms” present in the film, however, Paul Schrader has stated that he did not want this film to be politically biased in any direction. Instead, he wanted to make something that would portray the symptomatic problems that are present in working-class America through the lens of the three protagonists and their journey. I believe this work is in the film's favor, because of the presentation of its themes the audience member can engage with them and come to their own conclusion.  This is why I feel that this film is criminally underrated and not talked about enough as a lot of films with political themes usually have an agenda or ideology to push as opposed to challenging the audience member to decide for themselves what to think.  This is very important in filmmaking as this way different people will come to different conclusions about the film and therefore create a stronger dialogue about not only the film itself but also the messages that are present within it.
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