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lf you work in a building with janitors, how much do they get paid? ls it enough to decently support a
family? Have you given any thought to the question? | haven't. Ken Loach's "Bread and Roses," a
drama about a janitorial strike in Los Angeles, made me think. lt suggests that the people who
manage your bui lding pay the jani tors as l i t t le as they possibly can, and pass the savings on to your
employers. Here is a stat ist ic:  In 1982, union jani tors in Los Angeles were paid $8.50 an hour,  In
1999, non-union jani torswere paid $5.75. Do they have a health plan? Don't  make me laugh.

Under the tr ickle-down theory, i f  the boss makes mil l ions and the jani tor makes $5.75, in the long run
we all benefit. How does thls work in practice? A simple illustration will suffice. When both parents
have to moonlight in underpaid jobs, that gives their children an opportunity to get in trouble on the
streets, leading to arrests, convictions and millions of dollars pumped into the economy through the
construction of new prisons and salaries for their guards. Right now America has a larger percentage
of its population in prison than any other Western nation, but that is not good enough.

"Bread and Roses" tel ls i ts story through the eyes of Maya (Pi lar Padi l la),  an i l legal immigrant newly
arr ived in Los Angeles. Her sister Rosa (Elpidia Carr i l lo) gets her a job in a sleazy bar,  but Maya is a
good gir land doesn't  l ike i t  " l  want to work with you cleaning the off ices." Rosa gets Maya hired in a
high-r ise, where she has to kick back her f i rst  month's salary. Maya meets Sam (Adrien Brody),  an
organizer for the jani tors '  union, who is try ing to sign up the workers in the bui lding.

For some of my readers, the key words in the previous paragraph are "illegal immigrant." Why, they
are thinking, should such a person have a job in America at al l ,  let  alone complain about the low
wages? This attitude is admirable in its idealism, but overlooks the fact that the economy depends on
workers who wi l l  accept substandard wages. The man who hires Maya certainly knows she is i l legal.
That man's boss, as they say, "knows but doesn't  know." The man above him doesn't  know and
doesn't  care-he's only interested in del iver ing jani tor ial  services to the bui lding management at the
lowest possible pr ice.

lf the janitors were paid a decent wage plus health benefits, there would be no shortage of American
cit izens to take the 1obs, so i t  is better this way, especial ly s ince the i l legal workers have no r ights and
are easily intimidated. lf the Mexican border were sealed, Los Angeles would be a city without
jani tors,  gardeners, carwashes and maids. And in Michigan, who would pick the frui t? Sam the
organizer encourages Maya and her fr iends to organize for the union within the bui lding--secret ly,  of
course. Rosa, the sister,  is not so enthusiast ic:  "We could al l  lose our jobs, and then who would pay
the bi l ls?" There is a juicy scene where the str ik ing jani tors invade the house-warming of a big
Hol lywood agency that has just taken off ices in the bui lding. Do the star cl ients know their  agents are
exploiting the workers? (Credit here to Ron Perlman and other actors who play recognizable extras.)
Sam is played by Brody as a complex character,  f i l led with anger but also with a streak of zany street
comedian. He's trapped in the middle because the union's bosses, l ike al l  bosses, are basical ly
establ ishment.  When his boss argues that a str ike might cost the union too much money, Sam snaps
back: "No more $40 mil l ion to give the Democrats."  Sam and Maya are drawn to each other,  and
there is a shy little love scene, but Ken Loach is not the kind of director to confuse his real story with
the love story; he knows that no matter what happens between Sam and Maya, the janitors are stil l
underpaid and the str ike is st i l l  dangerous. That same stubborn integri ty prevents him from giving the
movie a convent ional happy ending. Just think. l f  he had directed "Pearl  Harbor,"  i t  would have ended
sadly.



Loach, from Britain, is leftwing but realistic. The best scene in "Bread and Roses" argues against
Sam, Maya and the union. lt is a searing speech by Rosa, delivered by Carrillo with such force and
shaming truth that it could not have been denied the Oscar-if the academy voters in their well-
cleaned buildings ever saw movies like this. Rosa slices through Maya's idealism with hard truths,
telling her sister that she worked as a prostitute to pay for Maya's education, and indeed slept with
the supervisor to get Rosa her job. "l 've been whoring all my life, and I'm tired," she says. Now she
has a sick husband and kids to feed, and they take priority over the union and the college-boy
organizer.

The more you think about it, the more this movie's ending has a kind of nobility to it. Loach, who has
always made films about the working class ("Riff-Raff," "My Name ls Joe," "Ladybird, Ladybird"), is
too honest to believe in easy solutions. Will the union get its contract? Will Maya and Sam live happily
ever after? Will the national minimum wage ever be a living wage? Will this movie change anything,
or this review make you want to see it? No, probably not. But when you come in tomorrow morning,
someone will have emptied your wastebasket.

Cast & Credits

Maya: Pi lar Padi l la
Sam:Adrien Brody
Rosa: Elpidia Carrillo
Perez-. George Lopez
Ruben: Alonso Chavez
Simona: Monica Rivas

Lions Gate Films Presents A Film Directed By Ken Loach. Written By Paul Laverty. Running Time:
106 Minutes. Rated R (ForStrong LanguageAnd Brief  Nudity).  In Engl ishAnd Spanrsh With Engl ish
And Spanish Subt i t les.
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FILM REVIEWS ev n i .L  Bar ton

Coming C lean

FILM: Bread and Roses
DIRECTOR: Ken Loach
STARRING: Adrien Brody and Pi lar Padi l la

GRADE: A-

One of the most aggressively political filmmakers at work in world
cinema, British director Ken Loach has been making movies with
a keen social conscience since his debut with 1967's Poor Cow.
His outstanding body of work has included such pictures as Riff-
Raff and the award-winning Land and Freedom- In his current
work, Bread and Roses, Loach shifts focus from the struggles of
the European working class to the plight of contemporary
American immigrants. A mixture of El Norte and Norma Rae,
Bread and Roses is a memorable, affecting work.

Written by Paul Laverty, Bread and Roses is the story of a pretty
and bracingly spunky young Lat ina named Maya (Pi lar Padi l la)
who crosses the border from Mexico to live with the Los Angeles
family of her sister Rosa (Elpidia Carrillo). Eventually, Maya
lands a job alongside Rosa at a jani tor ial  company that c leans
the offices each night in a huge L.A. skyscraper'

Maya's experience, of course, stands for that of so many people
in her circumstances. She is i l legal and thus vulnerable to those
who are strangers to pi ty.  Maya promises, " l  wi l lwork hard," and
she's as good as her word. But her job pays mi l ium wage and
comes with no benefits of any kind, no health insurance, no paid
vacation days, no sick leave accrual. And if that's not bad
enough, Perez (George Lopez),  the jani tor ial  boss in her bui lding,
is a modern-day Simon Legree. He agrees to hire Maya only
after negotiating a kickback of her first month's salary. In his
relat ions to al l  h is employees, Perez is rout inely abusive,
occasionally firing someone for a minor infraction so as to
terrorize the others into meek compliance. Maya is not so easily
manipulated as her co-workers, however, and she responds to
the recrui t ing invi tat ions of a union organizer named Sam (Adrien
Brody).  Eventual ly,  she convinces many of her jani tor ial
colleagues to join in an organizing effort.

Here Loach and Laverty nicely examine the competing
motivations of those Maya and Sam need to convince if they are
to achieve a decent wage and the kinds of minimal benef i ts most
Americans take for granted. Most of the employees are Hispanic,
but other ethnic groups are represented as well' A Russian
woman is afraid of jo ining a union because she bel ieves they are
corrupt and won't really represent the interests of those they are
supposed to serve. A handsome young man named Ruben
(Alonso Chavez) has been asstduously saving his money to
qualify for a university scholarship that requires a 2O-percent
match. Should he go on strike or be fired for union activity, his
dreams could go up in smoke. Saddest of al l ,  Maya's sister Rosa
is simply defeated. Rosa tel ls Maya in denouncing the union,
"We just have to recognize and accept that they are stronger
than we are."

The f i lmmakers also nicelv concede that the union is not a



solution to all the problems that these people face, that the union
itself is made up of entirely fallible human beings. In fact, Sam's
union superiors think he is wasting his time trying to organize the
workers in Maya's bui lding.

Throughout, the picture sustains an important tension concerning
Sam's behavior.  He's an Anglo plying his trade in a largely
Hispanic world.  He's i rresponsible at t imes. And his showboating,
confrontational style remains a debatable, arguably counter-
productive strategy. A key question persists about what Sam will
do i f  the union bosses pul l  the plug. Wil l  Sam protect his own
income, or will he stand beside those he has encouraged to risk
what little they have? ln short, the union preaches an idealism
that it doesn't, perhaps can't, practice without qualifications. To
survive, it must succeed. And in that pragmatic determination it is
different less in kind than in degree from the forces it would strive
to topple.

Ken Loach has always had to work with small budgets and often
with unknown and little{rained actors. The result in Bread and
Roses is the occasionally clunky scene when the players are
simply not up to the demands of their roles. But such moments
are few and limited to those in minor parts. The principals are all
terrific. The decision to include a romantic connection between
Sam and Maya is a mistake that actual ly diminishes, rather than
heightens, narrative tension in that it makes the story feel more
conventional and stagey.

On the whole, though, as almost always with Loach's work,
Bread and Roses is a film of power and insight. A person living
on mil ium wage, one man points out,  spends three-fourths of
what he earns on rent. As anyone who has ever traveled abroad
knows from first-hand experience, America is such a rich country,
we disgrace ourselves by not affording all those in our midst a
real chance for a decent life.
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"Bread and Roses"

Fire Roasted Tonrato & Olive Cil

' l 'he 
problcrn vr ' i th Kcn l-oach's half '-Spzrnish.

isn't the lef iy poli t ics. i t 's that the Brit  l tnor'r 's
Angeles.

hall-Fjnglish f lhn
nothing about Los

By Andrew O'Hehi r

)une 7,2001 | For Ken Loach, the veteran English leftist who
is in some ways the ultimate anti-Hollywood director, to make

a movie about the striking Latino janitors of Los Angeles is an act of admirable bravado. I only wish it wasn't
such a patchy affair. Loach's best ll'ork is his semidocumentary exploration of the desperate fringes of the
British working class, but the Los Angeles of "Bread and Roses" is almost entirely unspecific, a blank screen on
which he can project a predictable drama of class struggle. It's ridiculous to suggest that a fbreigner can't "get"

L.A., since "Sunset Boulevard" and "Chinatown" rvere both directed by Europeans, but Loach, for all his hard
work and boundless good intentions, doesn't have the remotest f-eeling for the place.

Before I had seen *, "rLoach's movies he was described to me as "the other N'like Lcigh." and as unfair as the
comparison may be on a number of levels, to American viewers it's still likely to seem appropriate. Both have
their roots in documentary-style British TV drama, and both are avowed leftists who gained a reputation for
exploring the underside of British life in the Margaret Thatcher years. But u'hile Leigh focused on bittersweet
portraits of sub-bourgeois family life (like "Life Is Sweet" and, of course, "Secrets and Lies"), Loach's world in
fllms like "Riff-Raff," "Raining Stones" and "Ladybird,l,adybird" was the world of crap jobs and their absence,
of the grasping poverly that's a half-step above desperation.

Loach's last film, "N11' Naunc Is .loe ," staning Peter Mullan as a Glasgow alcoholic struggling to rebuild his life,
was brutal and riveting drama, perhaps the best work of his entire career. But throughout that career, Loach's
left-wing, anti-imperialist politics -- which I admire, with certain reservations -- have occasionally lured him
into the doldrums of didactic drama. "Land and Freedom," his long-awaited Spanish Civil War saga, was
somehow less memorable than it should have been, and "Carla's Song," with its peculiar segue from Scotland to
the Sandinista revolution, was an uneasy work, sometimes bitterly etched, sometimes treacly and sentimental.

"Bread and Roses" is clearly a labor of love for everybody concerned, and no doubt its rarv material is a gold
mine of stories: the lives of the immigrant workers, often undocumented,'uvho clean the oflce buildings of
L.A.'s entertainment-industry power brokers. There is also no question that Hispanic life in America is
drastically underrepresented on-screen (unless you count ,Lennit'elLoplz), but after its dynamite first 10
minutes, "Bread and Roses" isn't much more than canned political-organizing drama, "Norma Rae" with a little
norteflo music. (For an immigration drama, try the far superior "El Norte"; as a portrait of Latino East L.A., see
the modest but appealing "Mi Vida Loca.")

We start with a bang as Maya (Pilar Padilla), a spirited young woman from rural Mexico, is fenied across the



border by vicious "coyotes," or smugglers, and must escape from the one who kidnaps her as a sex slave.
Maya finds her beleaguered sister, Rosa (Elpidia Canillo), who gets her a job working for the janitorial
company managed by the loathsome Perez (George Lopez). Then she meets Sam (Adrien Brody), the young
white activist trying to rally the unorganizedjanitors to the union cause, and most of her spirit seems to leach
away into the movie's plodding forrnula.

When her hunky co-worker Luis (Frankie Davila), himself a paragon of virtue who is saving to go to law school
(it's unclear whether he intends to go to college first), quite plausibly suggests that Maya is mainly interested in
the labor struggle because she's sweet on Sam, she denies it. "l'm doing this for the 40 million people who have
no health insurance in the richest country in the world!" she pronounces. Oh.

As that example suggests, Paul Laverty's screenplay is frequently balky, unidiomatic and laden with clichds,
whether in Spanish, English or the territory in between. There are a couple of nicely compact scenes showing
exactly what members of the janitorial staff do when they rvork, always a fascination of Loach's and an invisible
arena in most American movies; and the core group of Latin, Caribbean and Eastern European actors (mostly
nonprofessionals) is undeniably appealing.

But we get few glimpses of their home lives or idiosyncrasies, with the lone exception of Rosa, an embittered,
weather-beaten beauty (wonderfully played by Canillo) and the only one among them who does something
selfish and apparently evil. The explosive scene rvhen Rosa finally tells Maya why she has betrayed her own
sister and her co-workers almost redeems this halting, stuttering movie, and lends its ending an unexpected
sting. What it really suggests is that Loach and Laverfy, on their American adventure, have chosen the wrong
story and the wrong central character.

About the writer
AlclrqrlQ_'Hehir is a Salon
contributing writer.

Sound Off
Send us a l .cttcr to the Editor

] ! s |  Sa lon .com >> Ar ts  &  Enter ta in rnent

Sa-lQl S-e-arch At,! ! t  Sqlst IabETall< NiiysletteG: suOseriDe/unsubscr!be Adyert lse i t  Salon Investor Relat ions

Ar ts  &  Enter ta inment  I  Books  lComics  I  L i fe  I  News I  Peop le
PAli_t.le5 | Sex I Ieeh & Busrres5 and Ihe Free Soflyvarq PJoteCt I Au<lrq

Letters I eo[rluisls I Salalllls | Sa&l G-ear

Reproduc t ion  o f  mater ia l  f rom any  Sa lon  pages w i thout  wr i t ten  permiss ion  is  s t r i c t l y  p roh ib i ted
Copyr igh t  2005 Sa lon .com

Salon ,  22  4 th  S t ree t ,  16 th  F loor ,  San Franc isco ,  CA 94103
Te leohone 415 645-9200 |  Fax  415 645-9204



Beyond our Ken

Film of the Month: Bread and Roses

Ken Loach's  la test  f i lm is  h is  f i rs t  set  in  Los Angeles,  but  th is
expos6 of  labour re lat ions in  the Ci ty  of  Dreams is  no Hol lywood
sell out, argues Peter Matthews

Bread and Roses can' t  be cal led one of  Ken Loach's  greatest  works,  but
the fact  is  that  v i r tual ly  no other  d i rector  would th ink of  at tempt ing a f i lm
abou t  t he  p l i gh t  o f  non -un ion i sed  j an i t o r s  i n  Los  Ange les .  Wh i l e  t h i s  may
not  sound l ike a terr i f ic  inducement  for  popcorn junkies,  the keen sense
of  moral  responsib i l i ty  in forming the product ion makes most  current
c inema look fatuously sel f -absorbed by compar ison.  In  a career  spanning
more than three decades Loach has never  budged f rom his  radical
pr inc ip les,  descr ib ing the everyday t ruth of  the marginal  wi th few
concessions to pol i t ica l  or  aesthet ic  fashion.  His sheer doggedness is
of ten taken for  a species of  naivety -  as i f  he were a Marx is t  country
bumpk in  whose  sen t imen ta l  add i c t i on  t o  t he  p ro le ta r i a t  cons igned  h im  to
the ash-heap of  h is tory.  Yet  in  a per iod of  s ty l is t ic  ostentat ion,  Loach's
modest  t ransparency of  means is  sa lutary.

The re ' s  some th ing  ve ry  B r i t i sh  abou t  a  f i lm -make r  who  tu rns  pa roch ia l i sm
into a st rength,  knowing h is  ar t  depends for  i ts  force on a sodden
fami l iar i ty  wi th those domest ic  inst i tu t ions (such as the socia l  serv ices in
Ladybird Ladybird,1994) that  c i rcumscr ibe the l ives of  ord inary people.  A
Loach f i lm stakes i ts  c la im to authent ic i ty  on the concrete par t icu lars of
c lass,  region and ( to the despair  of  h is  fore ign d is t r ibutors)  d ia lect  -  which
is  why the idea of  h im set t ing up shop in Hol lywood has a lways seemed
a  na thema.

I t  would be easy to b lame the inadequacies of  Bread and Roses on the
di rector 's  rash decis ion to forsake h is  nat ive sources of  inspi rat ion and
test  h imsel f  in  an envi ronment  for  which he was mental ly  unprepared.
Even the most  honourable f i lm ar t is ts  suf fer  at tacks of  hubr is .  The last
t ime for  Ken Loach was in the d isconcert ingly  schizoid Car la 's  Song
(1996),  which connected wi th real i ty  so long as i t  kept  to  the st ra ight  and



But i f  Loach feels  spi r i tua l ly  d ispossessed in T insel  Town,  then so do the
Mexican i l legal  immigrants whose story he te l ls .  I t 's  here that  the prosaic
look of  the movie betrays an eth ica l  d imension -  Loach denies us a
touristic spectacle the characters themselves have scant leisure to enjoy.
Instead he st icks to the immediate v ic in i ty  of  the steel  and g lass tower
where the jani tors work,  f raming them s imply in  anonymous windows and
corridors. It may not even matter that one can't always say where the
protagonists '  a l ienat ion ends and the d i rector 's  begins.  A supposedly
comical  episode in which the explo i ted casuals invade a swank Hol lywood
party with their vacuum cleaners is so poorly staged it suggests Loach
has never  been wi th in mi les of  such an event ,  But  the st i f f ,  unconvinc ing
qual i ty  of  the sequence a lso reveals something -  for  i t  e f fect ive ly  denudes
the show-biz types of  convent ional  g lamour and mimics thei r  squi rming
embarrassment  at  the socia l  contradic t ions star ing them in the face.

Throughout  there are s imi lar  smal l  v ic tor ies of  t ransf igured awkwardness.
An e lder ly  c leaner 's  s t r icken expression when she's  peremptor i ly  f i red for
being la te appears to spr ing as much f rom a non-professional  actor 's
d iscomfor t  as f rom her  character 's  misfor tune.  Yet  th is  f leet ing moment
del ivers the shock of  real i ty  caught  red-handed -  which is  to  say that
Loach remains steadfast  in  h is  commitment  to b lurr ing the boundar ies
between documentarv and f ic t ion.

The f i lm's spar tan mise en scdne is  largely co-ord inated wi th the c leaners '
dul l  b lue uni forms -  muster ing a p ic tor ia l  f lour ish or  two only af ter  they 've
swi tched to red Just ice- for-Jani tors T-shi r ts .  One eDic shot  of  the new
mi l i tants crossing a br idge en masse evokes 20s Soviet  c inema, and the
steal  appears del iberate.  L ike Land and Freedom (1995) and some ear l ier
fi lms Loach made for television (The Big Flame, 7969; Days of Hope,
L975),  Bread and Roses comes near to real is ing the Eisenste in ian ideal  of
a col lect ive hero.  Though the c lass st ruggle in  th is  case remains on the
molecular  level  (as in  Ri f f -Raf f  ,  1991),  the characters are basical ly
emb lems  o f  d i ssen t  ra the r  t han  i nd i v i dua l s  i n  t he i r  own  r i gh t .  The
immigrant  workers spor t  anonymous l ivery,  whi le  thei r  corporate masters
are por t rayed as so many headless sui ts  and shuf f l ing shoes.

Loach could hard ly  be more graphic in  announcing a method based on
group d ia lect ics and socia l  typage.  There 's  a gestura l  hero ine in  the shape
of  fe is ty  Maya (Pi lar  Padi l la) ,  but  she's  a Lat in  spi t f i re  s t ra ight  out  of
centra l  cast ing whose sole narrat ive funct ion is  to  be pol i t ic ised.  Loach
and screenwr i ter  Paul  Laver ty  are so unequivocal ly  on the jani tors '  s ide
they ' re wi l l ing to forego a degree of  moral  subt lety .  T ime and again,  one
feels ambigui t ies have been quashed in the in terest  of  a c lear
revolut ionary sales p i tch.  For  a br ie f  season i t  looks as i f  Sam (Adr ien
Brody ) ,  t he  eage r  l abou r  o rgan i se r  who  haza rds  human  l i ves  a t  l i t t l e
personal  r isk,  wi l l  be ascr ibed a pai r  of  c lumping c lay feet .  But  that  would
compl icate Loach's  pro letar ian hero-worship,  so any l inger ing suspic ion
gets t ransferred on to the h igher-ups ( represented by one of  h is  typ ical ly
caut ious and sel f -seeking union of f ic ia ls) .



-l

lust  about  the only t ime the movie p lumbs murk ier  depths is  in  the
emot ional ly  overpower ing scene where Maya's s is ter  Rosa (Elp id ia
Carr i l lo)  expla ins why she f inked on the act iv is ts  to management and
pours for th her  scald ing resentment  of  the whole fami ly .  Suddenly you' re
torn apart  because you recognise that  everyone has thei r  reasons.  For  a
few precious moments,  Loach achieves the same qual i ty  of  naked
observation he sustained in his 1998 masterpiece My Name fs Joe (and
one is  s imi lar ly  reminded that  real ism can' t  a lways be d is t inguished f rom
melodrama).  Otherwise,  Bread and Roses should do much to p lacate
those cr i t ics who have charged the d i rector  wi th miserabi l ism -  there are
even dol lops of  spr ight ly  ethnic  music to punctuate the jani tors '  merr ier
assaul ts  on the capi ta l is t  order .  Yet  an upbeat  Ken Loach isn ' t  necessar i ly
what  we want .  For  against  the fac i le  solut ions to work ing-c lass decl ine
proposed by the l ikes of Eil ly Ell iot or The Full Monty, Loach's best work
dares to speak an ever last ing nay.
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MOVIE REVIEW

Bread and Roses

The Political Is Personal

By KEVIN THOMAS
TIMES STAFF WRITER

Mav 10.2001

tBread and Rosestin

Friday May I1,2001

It is somehow appropriate that "Bread and Roses," a film depicting the struggle of predominantly Latino
Los Angeles janitors to form a union, was directed by a foreigner. After all, *ho ir beiter equippedio make
such a film than England's Ken Loach, who has spent his entire distinguished career making social,
economic and political issues personal and involving rather than preachy?

Indeed, that this is Loach's first film made in the U.S.--but outside the mainstream Hollywood industry, to
be sure--is undeniably a plus, heightening Loach's identification with his largely immigrant characters."Bread and Roses" begins in a rush ofjagged images as a group of people hasten through a thicket of
foliage to cross a remote spot along the border between Mexico and the U.S. Trvo men swiftly herd the
illegal immigrants into a van, depositing them in a spot in dor.vntown Los Angeles, where friends and
relatives eagerly ar,vait them.

Among the group is Maya (Pilar Padilla, a terrif-rc nervcomer), a young woman who is dismayed that the
men won't release her to her older sister Rosa (Elpidia Canillo), who has been unable to meet the full price
of Maya's journey.

One of the men wins Maya in a toss of the coin lvith his partner, preparing to rape her in a seedy
downtown hotel room. But Maya demonstrates right olf the luck and pluck that will serve her well when she
escapes and makes her way to Rosa's home on the edge of downtorvn and Rosa gets her a job working as a
cleaner in a high-rise where she works.

Maya is as eager to prove herself as she is appalled at the working conditions. Her sister and her new co-
rvorkers live in terror of their boss, Perez (George Lopez), as villainous and tyrannical as a sweatshop boss at
the turn of the last century. The workers are underpaid and have no insurance or job security. Perez fires
people on a whim, with older workers especially vulnerable. Many are clearly undocumented, most have
families either here or south of the border (or both) and therefore have too much to lose to dare stand up to
the abusiveness of Perez, an employee of a large agency for janitorial workers.

Consequently, r.vhen labor organizer-lawyer Sam Shapiro (Adrien Brody) manages to elude the security
guards, with an unhesitating though puzzled assist from Maya, he does not elicit enthusiasm fiom her co-
workers when he finally manages to give them his spiel. They understandably feel they have everything to
lose and cannot believe they have a chance at lvinning. Maya, however, is just naive and idealistic enough to
respond to his message, and she shares with him a fearless, even reckless spirit.

Fver so gradually, the tr.vo of them are able to get their co-workers to stage a demonstration boldly
orchestrated by Sam to embarrass the high-profile law firm that has a 50o/o ownership of the high-rise.
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written by Paul Laverty with broad--sometimes almost too broad--strokes of melodrama and comedy,"Bread and Roses" is imaginatively plotted to intertwine the personal and the political and is well sustainedby Loach's vitality and passion. Theie's much that Maya doein't know about doru, who has a husband (JackMcGee) increasingly endangered by diabetes but withtut insurance and two children. The film builds to anunexpected and stunning moment of truth between the sisters, which reveals Carrillo, a notable pr.rln.. io"Salvador" and "The Border," as a formidable actress,
- It's perfectly natural that the sweet-natured, gangly Sam and the earthy Mayawould be drawn to eachother, just as Maya and Ruben (Alonso chavezi, u i*dro-. co-worker with a law school scholarshipalmost within reach, would be mutually attracted. The strength of this vibrant, stirring film is that it doesn,tget sidetracked by trying to encompass a love story, and fuihermore dares to end on-a note that is decidedlybittersweet.
"Bread and Roses" hits home when o:re of Maya's co-workers observes, "v/hen we put on uniforms, webecome invisible." It's a truth as uncomfortable u, it i, undeniable.

Bread and Roses, 2001. R, for strong language and brief nudity. A Lions Gate Films release. Director Ken
:l:*"t::::f:"1""t:*l ^o,":l:';l*e"util," p.oducer yl.i+ ielsberg. s"r""npruy by paul Lavefi.cinematographer Ba.ry Ackrovd. Editor Jonathan Morris. Music Geoige p"nto. iioiilffi iJrlrliJ; MartinJohnson' Running time: I hour, 50 minutes. Pilar Padilla as Maya. Adiien Brody as Sam shapiro. ElpidiaCarrillo as Rosa' George Lopezas Perez. Alonso Chavezas Ruben. Jack McGee as Bert.l f  you want other stories on this topic, search the Archives at latimes.com/archives.
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Bread and Roses
Di rec tor :  Ken Loach
Cast :  P i la r  Pad i l la ,  Adr ien  Brody ,
{ L i ons  Ga te  F i lms ,  2000 )  Ra ted :  R

by Jonathan Beebe
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Foreign Voices

What I love most irbout Ken Loach's
fi lms are the voices he gives us. It 's
rare to hear in his fihls the stanclard
Itrit ish acccnt rve get in rnost Brit ish
productions- Loacrh is one of the ferv
f i l rnrnakcrs (a long iv i th  Mike Leigh)

Elp id ia  Car i l lo ,  George Lopez

u'ho actually gets his characters spcaking eccurately, in language;'ou rnight hear in
the real r 'r 'orlcl. Since nrost of his protagonists come from the rvorking-class in Britain
ancl Ireland, the:ir irccents are cornpletcll.foreign to rne, anything but the genteel
voices I grerv trp hearing in Martl Poppins ancl l,currertce oJ'Arobia. If you'r'e not
seen a ti lm b1' Ken Loach, ttt '  to retneurber David Niven's or Nec Guinness's voice
rn r l  l l t r ' n  i r t l t g i n . '  t l t t '  exa t  t  opp r , s i 11 ' .

' I.hesc 
accents are imlir.rt ' tant to l,oirch's ti lurs bccause her's nrost concernecl lvith

portraf ing rvorking class l ives in as realistic a \\ 'Av as possibir:. With fi lms l ike
I'achybird Lculybird ancl My i/arttc is .Ioe, hc's trf ing to make r,isible and audible an
ttntlcrclass all too <iften ignore:d itt movies. Consequentll, ' , an American rieu.er l ike
me sees -- ancl hears -- in his flhns sclmething I 'r 'e not been exposecl to befclre. This is
rvhy I r 'r 'as eager to see Loiich's new fi lm, set on u.S. soil. I r,vanted hirn to sho.rv me
sorneth i t ' tg  abot t t  rn1 'couutn '  that  I  rvasn' t  accustomed to hear ing ancl  seeing.  In
Rrcud ot t r l  Ro.ses.  hc c loes just  that ,  a l thorrgh in  a w'av that  I  hacl  not  ant ic ipated.

-l ' irc 
f i lnr centers on a \oung Mcxican, Nlaya (Pilar Padil la), ivho i l legally crosses the

borcler into Sotrthern Califblnia iu order to be u'ith her sister, Rosa (Elpiclia Caril lo),
rvho had come overl 'ears befort:. NIa.1 a stlugglcs to fincl ."vorli rvithotrt official papers,
ancl f lnds herself maniprrlatcd ancl exploite d in job after job. Rosa eventually f inds
Maya a regular position at the cleaning cornpany'ivhere she n'orks, although it cornes
at the price of a full month's salarf '. Soon Sam (r\drien Brody), a representative of the
ttrganization Justice for,lanitors, shou,s up, trying to cclnvince the workers to
tunionize, ancl it 's through this stnrggle that r,ve see May,a come to polit ical awareness.

In manl'rvavs, l l t 'cczcl orrri Roses is not very diffcrcnt f lcim Loach's Brit ish fi lms,
conc'erncd l ' i th t 'epresenting the n orl i ing class ancl the social institutions that sen'e
thetn so inadequately. lVhat I l lncl nrost interesting about the l ihn, though, ollce
again goes back to voice.  In  Br i ta in,  accent  maps onto socia l  c lass in  a much more
systerrratic rvay than it cloes in the States. (This is what drives My Fair Ladg,tor
instance,  rv i th  El iza Dool i t t lc  cont inuor is l l ' repeat ing,  " ' fhe 

ra in in  Spain fa l ls  main ly
on thc plain," as a rvity of advancing social class.)

T
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In the States, accent also has meaning, but in a dift 'erent lvay. It is not as closely tied
to ideas of class as much as it is to geographical region, race, and ethnicity ancl, even
among these categories, different voices mean different things. In the firsi case of
geographical region, an accent is less invested rvith vnlue. This is not to say that
regional acceut never-has anything to say about class, especially as the accelt gets
thickcr. (In Silence of the Lombs, fol instanc'e, Clarice Starling continrrously trics t<r
shed her  sorr th( ' r 'n  t r ' r rng in  ordcr  to h ide the i r rc t  thrr t  she gr t , rv  up on a [ r r  m.)

It 's lvhen w'e get to voices that cocle (according to cufrent stereotl 'pes) as non-rvhite
that class comes tnuch tnore readily into the rnix. And so, when Ken Loach deciclecl
to turn his gaze on the U.S., I think it mahes a lot <-if sense that he chose to sive us
voices that uruch of the tirne do not er.en speak English. Using a Mexican irnrrrigrant
to talk abottt class in America, Loach explores the rvays that rice and ethnicity ire
intt ' icately bound to questions of emporvernrent and wealth. 'fhe 

issue is complicated
even more by the tact that Rosa cannot possibly represent the varieties of
disenfranchised people n'ho find themselves in similar situations in the U.S. She
can't represent Hispanic Americans in a broacl sense, because they corne from
null lerotls backgrounds and cultures. ,Just because she speaks Spanish does not
rnean that she feels mttch in col]unon n'ith people fron other South American
countries. And yet, much of t lre time this is hou'she is looked at b1.the rvhite
characters in the fihn.' l 'he1'see her as "other," regardless of the particularit ies of her
ol.vn situation.

I t 's  th is  t1 'pe of  react ion that  cot t tes c iosest  to  dupl icat ing thc l imi t ing nature of  c lass
in Brit i i in. In the U.S., 1'ou cau be anl.thing vou r,vant to be -- clespite inipoverishecl
beginnings -- as long as you don't look a certain rvar. and as long as you ilon't talk a
t ' t ' r l r t i t t  t va - r ' .  B t ' t ' r t t t s r -  h i s  p ru t l r q r rn i s t  t i o t ' sn ' t  cven  s l ) r ' i l k  I i r r q l i sh  l , , r i r r r o l ' , ' t h i Ln  h r r l l  o f
the fi lnt, Loach t-lnphirsizes that manv Americans are nr-rt l iving in a lancl of "f i eeclorn
ancl  p lent l ' . "  We c lon ' t  e \ ' ( 'n  sP( 'ak th( ,  s . rntp language,  both l i tc ; ; l l l l .ancl  in  thc senscr
that our claily l i i 'ets involve vcr-r clif lerent consiclerations. ' l 'o 

borrorv ltrm the tit ler,
ouc American priptrlation srnells "roses." u.hiler another struggkts for "breacl."

Bet :urrse Loach is  IJ f i t ish.  he isa i r le  to lookat  thc u.S.  rv i t l iout  uranr . 'o f  the
Precoltceived notions most Arlcrican clirectors bu1, into. t{e offers i cornpell ing
picturc of n'hat it tr icans to be bloclted fronr full acccss to the irublic sphere. Being
from the orttsicitr, thorigh. rloes havc its drau'bucks: in sorne senscs, Loach never
rcal lv  gets to l<t rou '  h is  characters.  He observcs the mui t ip l ic i t l 'o f  immigtant
expericnce arnd the exploitation of rvolkcls, but his vision seelrs sinrplif ied at
tt lotnents. The fi lrn doesn't spend a lot of t ime thinking about the way's that unions,
for instance, do trot alwa-vs reprcscnt the best interests of their menrbers. It doesn't
spend enottgh time looli ing at Rosa's resisternce to the union clespite her or,vn stmggl6
to send l.rlone\'-- an\'\vav she can -- back to her farl i lv in Mexicro. Ntost glaringlv, the
f i ln  c loesn' t  th in l i  in  arn '  s l 's tcrnat ic  rvat '  about  the impl icat ions of  i ts  choi t ,e  of  an
il lcgal alien to be thc ltet'o of this Anit:ricun tale. ' l 'he 

fihn neve'r' reall1'explores u,hat
it rneans for N'lay'a to struggle firr represcntation in a country u,here she does not
holcl cit izenship. \Vhile she ernboclies rvhat it e'r.en ureans to refer to sorneone livine
in the u.S.  as " i l legal , "  i t  s t i l l  might  be too easy lor  a v ierver  to d isn i iss the
exploitation Nlava faces, bv attributing it to her "i l legal" 

status. rather than realizing
that legal aliens and full cit izcns ale clisenfi 'ancrhised daiiy.

Despite its occasiortit l  ovcr-simplif ication, hon'evcr, IJrectcl and 1?ose.s is a porverfully
affecting fi l tn. l,oach reveals Atncricun l ive.s that are not ah,vay's secn. For this flrct
alottc. one call l irrgive hin'r the occasional agitprop (trt least I can, .rvhen it 's agitprolr
wi th rvhich I  tend to agree) .  He tnakt 's  arrc l ib lc  vc i ices that  manv Anrel icans a ic
trnn'i l l ing to i istcn to fbr all sotts of complt'x leastrns. It 's rrot jr ist that people tr.eat
N'Iaya the rvay'they clo ltcrcause of racisnr or classisnr ir lonc.

The fi lnr shorvs horv t ' i tcistn cau irecome a typc of classisn. \\rc're uscci to seeing
media ituages of racial or ethnic srrbpopulations associatecl ivith an e conomic
unclerc lass,  whi le  being perpetual l l ' forcecl  in to that  underc lass a l l  the t ime bv any
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number of factors. It 's when you look at any given "other" in terms of the several
discourses out ofwhich it is constntcted that you are able to see the people behind
the preconception. l 'his is primarily what Loach offels us -- a way to understand and
listen to the U.S. populations who are usuallir not welcorne as citizens. Of coulse, he
wants tts to do more than just listen, but his portrayal of Maya's quest to be counted
is a sienificant start.
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