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Charlie Chaplin – Modern Times

The Modern Times movie was the last of Chaplin’s silent movies and was released February 5, 1936 during the worst period of the American Depression.  Despite the film’s lack of words, it delivers a poignant and funny satire of industrialization, AI and the Red Scare.  It is a work of genius.

The effect of the conveyor-belt is probably the most famous scene.  As the machine sets the workers’ pace, Chaplin loses his speed by blowing his nose.  To catch up, he eventually gets on the belt and becomes part of the production line and travels through each gear.  When Chaplin comes out from the belt, he can’t stop using his wrenches.  This is genius and very funny.  But the theme of automation and its effect on workers also makes an essential point about regulating a worker’s speed through automation.  I Love Lucy has popularized this scene, but the original is absolutely superior.

Factory Scene https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6n9ESFJTnHs

The scene of the feeding machine is a foretelling of AI.  The machine is an attempt to maximize production potential by automating the lunch period, mechanically putting food in Chaplin’s mouth and wiping it with an automated napkin.  But the machine goes haywire and leaves the lunch in Chaplin’s lap.  It is astonishing that Chaplin could envision the future.

Feeding Scene: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=n_1apYo6-Ow

In another scene, Chaplin picks up a red flag that has fallen from a truck.  As Chaplin attempts to return the flag, he is arrested as a Red.  This scene ironically foretells of Chaplin’s ban from the U.S. in 1952.

This links to the Red Scare:
https://spyscape.com/article/charlie-chaplin-the-blacklist-that-split-hollywood-apart 



