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Abstract
This history of the Writers Guild of America focuses on how it facilitates the labor market for
writers and the market for ideas, scripts, and treatments for film and TV. The Article, which is
based on research in the archives of the Writers Guild not available to the public, argues that the
Guild has survived conditions that might lead to de-unionization because of the value it provides
all types of writers and all types of employers in managing markets for labor and ideas. In
particular, the Guild administers two private intellectual property rights systems – the screen
credit system and the script registry – that facilitate transactions between writers and producers.
The experience of the Guild suggests that under the right circumstances unions can support
innovation by addressing structural problems in labor markets for talented short-term workers
and the start-up enterprises that hire them.
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Introduction
When you watch a movie or TV show and the title card says it was “written by” or
“created by” so-and-so, you’re witnessing the product of 75 years of work by a labor union: the
Writers Guild of America (WGA or Guild). The WGA – the labor union of TV and film writers
-- designates authorship of this most ubiquitous and lucrative of creative work. The Guild plays
no role in determining who gets hired or what gets written, but it does determine who is credited
for writing. Credit determinations, in turn, affect what writers get paid and who controls their
work in the future. Credit establishes a career; many people will work for free on a small-budget
independent film simply to get screen credit to establish themselves as credible in the industry.
Through residuals tied to credit, the Guild plays a substantial role in the allocation of the stream
of revenues associated with copyright ownership, even though writers, as a condition of hire,
sign away the copyrights in their work and their legal rights as authors.1 Credit also influences
the judgments of film critics, agents, producers, and knowledgeable consumers. It affects how
studios evaluate ideas and how they attract investment capital to finance production. Through
controlling the allocation of credit, the WGA manages the most vexing labor market and
intellectual property issues in the knowledge economy. 2 Much has been written about the
transformation of labor markets, especially in knowledge work, and the regulatory gap left by the
decline of private sector unionism.3 This Article shows how the Writers Guild has turned
attribution (credit) into a valuable private intellectual property right; it thus suggests a way that
unions can appeal to both employers and employees in the knowledge economy.
As significant as is the Guild’s role in determining the nature of authorship of movies and
TV, it operates in a space constrained by the fact that the writers do not own the copyright to
their work and thus have little control over what becomes of it. The owner of any copyrighted
work that is created as a work for hire has all the rights that copyright owners have. Thus, the
owner of a screenplay has the right to decide whether to produce it into a film for theatrical
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Determining credit has long been reported as one of the most important things that the WGA does. See, e.g.,
Charles Schreger, Screen Credits: Who Gets What – and How, LOS ANGELES TIMES, Apr. 16, 1979 (quoting the
WGA Executive Director on the importance of credit determinations). While many cinema scholars have written on
the authorship of motion pictures from the standpoint of interpreting them, only recently has there developed a body
of literature in media studies focusing on the labor of film and TV production. See, e.g., JOHN THORNTON
CALDWELL, PRODUCTION CULTURE: INDUSTRIAL REFLEXIVITY AND CRITICAL PRACTICE IN FILM AND TELEVISION
(2008); VICKI MAYER, MIRANDA J. BANKS & JOHN THORNTON CALDWELL, EDS., PRODUCTION STUDIES: CULTURAL
STUDIES OF MEDIA INDUSTRIES (2009). Legal scholars have also paid relatively little attention to the labor issues
underlying authorship of motion pictures and television. The best work on the topic is F. Jay Dougherty, Not a
Spike Lee Joint? Issues in the Authorship of Motion Pictures Under U.S. Copyright Law, 49 UCLA L. REV. 225
(2001), which, as the title suggests, focuses mainly on the copyright issues surrounding motion picture production
and not on the labor issues.
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release, directly for DVD, for television, or not to produce it at all. Authors have long been
frustrated when studios allow scripts to languish without producing them, chagrined when their
stories are changed, and irate when they receive no credit for their work. For example, the
bloody denouement of Chinatown was not in the script Robert Towne wrote and it was not the
ending he wanted. Yet he won an Oscar and made his name on the film.4 Blacklisted writer
Michael Wilson received no credit for his 1957 film Friendly Persuasion, which was nominated
for Academy Awards and won the Palme d’Or at Cannes; the film was credited to no writer
because the studio refused on account of Wilson’s political views.5 In short, because of
copyright’s work for hire doctrine, legal authorship of a motion picture is not factual authorship
and is often a legal fiction in every sense of the term. As one screenwriter put it: “We regularly
sign our names to work we have not written…. Behavior that would be a disgrace for a novelist
and grounds for dismissal of an academic is business as usual for us. Our defense is that we do it
openly, and everyone knows it’s being done. It’s part of the lore of the movie business.”6
Between 1940 and 1990, a profound transformation in enterprise organization associated
with the decline of the studio system created high-velocity markets7 for both creative labor and
new ideas.8 It altered not only the employment status of writers but also the regime of
intellectual property rights for new film and television formats, as the idea generation process
was no longer contained within the context of relatively stable employment relationships. In
today’s post-industrial Hollywood labor market of free-lancers and single project enterprises, the
effort of talent is rewarded through bonuses, reputation enhancements, residual payments, and
separated rights tied to screen credit.9 The Writers Guild, which has represented writers in their
4
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collective negotiations with film and television production companies since 1938, is a crucial
labor market and an idea market intermediary.10 The WGA facilitates the labor market for film
and TV writers by negotiating and enforcing minimum compensation and other protections for
writers on an industry-wide basis. It is a clearinghouse for information about employment in the
industry, franchising agents and facilitating deals and it offers trainings in the art of writing and
affords networking opportunities. It is a collective rights organization that reduces transaction,
monitoring, and enforcement costs in the idea development process and in the sharing of profits
from distribution of content.11 It has created and administers the script registry, a system of
private intellectual property rights akin to copyright registration that facilitates the sharing of
ideas, stories, treatments and scripts between writers and prospective buyers or employers
without fear of unauthorized use of the idea.
Most important, the Guild determines screen credit. Credit enables both the fair
attribution of work – which is necessary to assess talent for future projects – and profit-sharing
for successful work in a market in which it is extremely difficult to predict which works will find
success in the market. Screen credit supports a system of revenue-sharing (residuals) and of
unbundling the rights encompassed in a copyright (separated rights) that compensates writers
during period of slack employment, thus keeping their human capital in the industry. The Guild
has thus used the power it has under labor law as the exclusive representative of writers in
collective negotiations with production companies to modify the effects of the work for hire
doctrine in copyright law. It survives because it performs a valuable role as a market
intermediary for both writers and their employers in managing complex financial and human
capital issues.12
Although screen credit, residuals, and separated rights operate according to elaborate
procedural and substantive rules, they represent a system of privately negotiated and privately
enforced law. Courts play virtually no role in this all-important area of “law.” This is not a
system of “order without law,”13 this is a system of law without the state. It is a system of law
10
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that workers develop and enforce for themselves through their union, and it is only the existence
of the union that enables the writers and producers to overcome the considerable collective
action problems that would otherwise prevent the negotiation of mutually beneficial
arrangements.
Oddly, given the financial and cultural significance and legal novelty of screen credit and
the script registry, neither the WGA nor the screen credit regime has received much attention
from historians or legal scholars.14 This paper is based on research in the archives of the WGA
from the 1940s to the 2000s, a rich trove of previously unavailable documents revealing how
people claimed credit as writers, how disputes were resolved, and how screen credit shaped the
Hollywood labor market. The article will also show the constructive role that a labor union can
play in managing some of the labor market issues that have proven most vexing for both
employers and employees in the contemporary knowledge economy of free-lancers, short-term
projects, and single-project enterprises. This article addresses questions of interest to scholars of
intellectual property and innovation and to scholars of labor law and labor markets.
Part I of this Article shows that accurate screen credit determinations was one of the core
goals of writers who organized the Guild in the 1930s. The Guild’s management of the screen
credit system enabled the union to survive the transformation of Hollywood. Part I also shows
how the WGA used its control over credit determinations to negotiate various forms of profitsharing for writers, including separated rights and residuals, and to protect the rights of television
writers as TV production became more entrepreneurial and more free-lance. Part II of the
Article explains how the credit system and the rights the flow from it shape the labor market for
writers. Part III examines the impact of the Guild control of credits – particularly their reliability
and the democratic way in which the rules are derived – on the markets for ideas and for the
products that the ideas generate. The conclusion reflects on what the WGA’s experience can
teach about the role of collective action and private IP regimes in the contemporary knowledge
economy.
I. The Origins and Evolution of the Writers Guild and Screen Credit
Film and television production is a densely unionized industry. While there are
substantial non-union sectors in non-drama cable and reality television, a very substantial
percentage of all motion pictures and television shows (both episodic and made-for-TV movies)
are produced by workers where everyone from the director and the writers to the gaffers, grips,
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and drivers belongs to a union.15 The labor market structure and working practices of film and
television differ in significant ways, and have changed over time. In film – whether theatrical
motion pictures or made-for-TV movies -- many writers work as independent contractors or
short-term employees, and they often work at home. In television drama series, writers are likely
to work on for a sustained period and often in a single location as staff writers. In TV comedy
series, there are writers’ rooms. Yet the WGA represents all of them.
Legal rules and legal processes are deeply involved in defining authorship of motion
pictures and television shows. The predominance of legal rules and legal processes in
determining who will be deemed the author of a screenplay or a teleplay has existed almost since
the Guild gained control of the determination of screen credit for writers in the 1940s. The
predominance of law (both detailed substantive rules and an elaborate and regular process) in
credit determinations is the result of the fact that the union controls it. That is, it is the Guild that
brought both the content and the processes of law to the definition of authorship in film. Law
defined authors once it was the author/workers rather than the studio/employers who controlled
the designation of screenplay authorship.
The collectively bargained Minimum Basic Agreement (MBA) between the WGA and
the Alliance of Motion Picture and Television Producers states that “credits for screen authorship
shall be given only pursuant to the terms of and in the manner prescribed in” the Theatrical
Schedule A, a thirty-page addendum to the basic agreement.16 Theatrical Schedule A specifies
the criteria for awarding screen credit for writers. 17 Its provisions are supplemented by the
Screen Credits Manual, which is drafted by the WGA and adopted by vote of WGA members.18
Under Schedule A and the Screen Credits Manual, credit determinations are both procedurally
and substantively very complex. They consume a significant amount of the time of the WGA
professional staff. In addition, the union has elaborate processes for studying and evaluating its
current substantive and procedural rules governing credit, including standing committees of
members charged with the task, periodic polls of member preferences, other processes for
soliciting input from the membership about proposed changes, membership meetings to debate
proposed changes, and periodic votes.
Although individual hiring contracts supplement the MBA on scores of issues and tend to
be quite lengthy and detailed, on screen credit they are very short: credit will be determined
15
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according to the MBA.19 Credit and things tied to it, especially separated rights and residuals,
are the one area covered in the MBA for which writers cannot negotiate individual deals. Even
hiring contracts for writers on projects not covered by the MBA stipulate “credit per WGA.”
Writers worked hard to achieve this state of dominance in determining writing credits.
A. Why and How Writers Unionized : The Role of Credit
It took Hollywood writers two decades of struggle to form an effective union and obtain a
collective bargaining agreement. 20 One of the most hotly contested issues was control over
screen credit. In the 1920s and 1930s, many film writers were employed on a weekly salary by
the studios.21 The studios were “vertically integrated motion picture factories – large,
hierarchically organized firms engaged in the development, financing, production, distribution,
and exhibition of feature films.”22 While some writers had the market power to force the studios
to acquiesce in their desire to work at home, many worked from 9 to 6 – or longer, and on
weekends -- in offices on the back lots just like any other employee, churning out stories,
screenplays and treatments, adapting stories and novels, and polishing plots, characters, settings,
and dialogue.23 Producers and studios would buy the rights to large numbers of books, plays,
songs, and vaudeville sketches with familiar or catchy titles and then pay writers a flat rate of
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about $200 per week to spin a story around the title or the idea.24 As one described it in 1939,
screenwriters “punched a clock, sat in cubbyholes, writing to order like tailors cutting a suit.”25
From the beginning, writers at all levels of pay and prestige were frustrated by three
issues: compensation, creative control, and credit. As to the first, many writers wanted to be
paid a sum for their writing services in addition to a percentage of returns on the film, but only
some writers were able to negotiate such arrangements. Each individual negotiation involved
difficult questions, such as whether the studios should calculate the writer’s share as a percentage
of gross returns or net and how royalties should be calculated and paid.26
As to creative control, many accepted that the pace and budget of production and the
collaborative nature of filmmaking meant that writers could not expect to control their own
creative process or its results as if they were novelists or playwrights. Nevertheless, the amount
of rewriting and the absence of creative control frustrated even successful and highly paid
writers. Famed screenwriter Frances Marion complained in the 1930s that writing a screenplay
had become “like writing on sand with the wind blowing.”27 Writers at Paramount described as
an “assembly line” run by producers “who doled out dramatis personae, one each to a team of
five writers – the writer was then instructed to supply ‘his’ character with lines of dialogue but to
avoid consultation with other members of the team: the idea, so far as anybody understood it,
was that the producer would ‘assemble’ the five contributions, jigsaw style, into a final script.”
One writer later quipped that he “considered himself fortunate to be given ‘a sailor with a
parrot’: at least his character had someone to talk to.”28 In the negotiations between the Writers
Branch and the Producers Branch of the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences in 1931,
writers asked for greater responsibility for their work “from its inception to its ultimate
presentation on the screen,” and to be given “a hand and a voice in the actual production of the
picture.”29 They got nowhere.
24
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The absurdity of the effort to transform collaborative writing into a factory model could
be laughed off. But once a script was finished and a film was made, it was worse than
exasperating for a writer to discover that she got no screen credit for a script she wrote, for the
denial of credit made it hard for the writer to get hired by another studio or to get a pay raise.
During the 1930s, the granting of writing credits was entirely up to the studio, and stories abound
about the arbitrariness and corruption of studios in granting credit to someone who hadn’t
worked on the script, including producers, writers whose names had marquee value, and the
family or friends of studio moguls.30 Not surprisingly, writers schemed and fought over credit;
as one recalled:
The first thing you had to learn as a writer if you wanted to get screen credit was to hold
off until you knew they were going to start shooting. Then your agent would suggest you
might be able to help … . It was the third or fourth writer that always got the screen
credit. If you could possibly screw-up another writer’s script, it wasn’t beyond you to do
that so your script would come through at the end. It became a game to be the last one
before they started shooting.31
Abuses of screen credit became one of the major issues driving the campaign to form a writers’
union.
In 1927, the producers and several leading actors and other talent formed the Academy of
Motion Pictures Arts and Sciences.32 Although the Academy is known today primarily for the
Oscars, it was founded with a broader set of purposes, including representing writers, directors
and actors in collective negotiations with producers. Membership in the Academy was by
invitation and was conferred only on the basis of distinguished accomplishment in film
production. The Academy obtained a few concessions for writers in 1932, including one week’s
notice before termination of a writer’s employment and an agreement that producers would give
all the writers who worked on a film 24 hours to decide on screen credit.33 But the agreement
empowered producers to decide screen credit for writers in the event that they could not reach
unanimous agreement on one or two names.34 Moreover, the Academy acquiesced in 1933 to the
studios’ demand that talent take a huge pay cut. For these and other reasons, the Academy was
perceived, at least by the left among writers, actors, technicians, and others, as a company union,
30
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A STRUGGLE

and several writers formed the Screen Writers Guild in 1933 as an independent union to
represent the interests of writers.35
In 1935, the same year that the National Industrial Recovery Act was declared
unconstitutional36 and the National Labor Relations Act was enacted,37 the producers renewed
their effort to revive the writers’ branch of the Academy.38 The Academy drew up a new basic
agreement and writer-producer code of practice. Among the most galling provisions to writers
was the proposal for credit. The pact gave producers a right to tentatively determine credits
based on an assessment of substantial contributions. A writer who disagreed could appeal to the
Writers Adjustment Committee of the Academy, but even if that body found that the producer
had improperly allocated credit, the producer was not obligated to change it.39 This among other
issues convinced many writers that the Academy would not protect writers’ interests, and 1936
proved to be a pivotal year in the struggles to establish the SWG as an independent union.
Screen Writers Guild members boycotted the 1936 Academy Awards, and Dudley Nichols, one
of the highest-paid writers in Hollywood, whose script for The Informer won the Oscar for best
screenplay, turned down the award in a letter that rebuked the Academy for failing to respect the
writers’ choice of bargaining representative.40 The Guild’s top demands in its fight with the
producers included, in addition to protection against pay cuts, blacklists, and dismissal without
notice, the “right to accept other employment” when idle at one studio, “an equitable practical
deal on credits,” “an end to the system whereby the writer gives up every idea even if it’s unused
that comes into his head while under contract,” and “not to give up every conceivable
undiscovered right in the sale of original material.”41
As writers left the Academy in favor of the Guild, conflict between the left and the right
within the Guild flared.42 The dispute came to a head in 1936, when a rival faction formed a
separate union, the Screen Playwrights (SP), with the support of the producers.43 The producers
agreed to give the SP power to determine screen credits, and some writers believed the SP used
that power to enhance the status of SP members at the expense of Guild members. In 1939, for
example, an SP member, Malcolm Boylan, disputed the proposed grant of shared writing credit
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to him along with two SWG members, Sy Bartlett and Olive Cooper, on the film The Lady’s
From Kentucky. The SP arbitrated the dispute and awarded exclusive credit to Boylan, the SP
member.44
In 1937, the SWG sought recognition from the NLRB as the union of Hollywood writers.
After a prolonged struggle culminating in a 17-day hearing before the NLRB Regional Office in
Los Angeles, and then an appeal to the NLRB in Washington, DC, the Board determined in 1938
that screenwriters were employees within the meaning of the NLRA.45 The studios had argued
that the writers were not employees because the services they performed were “creative and
professional in character, whereas the Act applies to the more standardized and mechanical
employments.”46 Further, the studios argued that the protections of the NLRA were intended for
“wage earners in the lower income brackets” and that screenwriters “receive high salaries.”47
Most important, the studios insisted that the writers were not required “to observe regular office
hours or to maintain office discipline; that they are not required to produce any fixed amount of
work; and that they are free to develop screen material in accordance with their own ideas.”48
The studios’ argument was, in today’s doctrinal terms, that writers were independent
contractors and professionals and, therefore, not entitled to unionize and bargain collectively. At
the time there was no explicit statutory basis for excluding them; the NLRA simply provided that
an “employee” included “any employee,” and during the drafting process Congress omitted a
proposed provision requiring that a worker must be under the continuing authority of the
employer to qualify as an employee.49 Nevertheless, the NLRB exercised discretion to conclude
that independent contractors were not employees and sometimes used the right of control test
that is used today. But it did not apply that discretionary exception to writers.
In finding writers to be employees, the Board emphasized the power of producers to
dictate the content of writers’ work, to assign parts of stories, to stipulate where writers were to
write even if rules with respect to hours and location of work were not observed.50 The Board
also emphasized the terms of individual hiring agreements that – like all boilerplate employment
agreements of that era – obligated the writer to “devote his entire time and attention and best
talents and abilities exclusively to the service of the corporation and/or such other person, firm,
or corporation, as when, and where the Corporation may direct for the term of such
employment.”51 The Board also noted language in the individual hiring contracts providing that
the writer was hired “to write and compose original stories …, and generally to perform such
44

SCHWARTZ, supra note __ at 135.

45

Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer Studios, 7 NLRB 662 (1938).

46

Id. at 686.

47

Id.

48

Id. at 686-87.

49

ROBERT A. GORMAN & MATTHEW W. FINKIN, BASIC TEXT ON LABOR LAW 38 (2d ed. 2004).

50

7 NLRB at 687-89.

51

Id. at 689.
11

other services, as a motion picture writer, as the Corporation may direct …, at its studios at
Hollywood, California, and /or at such other studios and/or on such locations as the Corporation
may from time to time designate.”52 The Board noted but found unimportant that some writers
were employed on a “free-lance basis under contracts providing for a week-to-week continuation
of the employment or for the completion of a certain piece of work at a specified aggregate
compensation,” because “there is no essential difference between a free-lance writer and a writer
working under contract for a term in the manner in which they performed their work and that the
only difference between the two is one of length and tenure of employment.”53
Were the Board to decide it today, the result might be different. Under current labor law,
almost all screenwriters and TV writers who are not on the staff of a regular show might be
deemed independent contractors under the NLRA. Although they perform functions that are an
essential part of the employer’s business (writing scripts), they receive no training and almost no
supervision from the production company, they are not generally under the control of the
company as to the manner and means by which they do their work, they have a substantial
proprietary investment in the instrumentalities they use to perform their work (i.e., their personal
computers and software), and they have significant entrepreneurial opportunity for gain or loss
“through their own efforts or ingenuity.”54 In 1938, by contrast, the Board applied a different
test for distinguishing employees from independent contractors which placed greater emphasis
on the contractual power of the employer to control the worker.55
Once the Board determined writers were employees eligible to form a union, it
scheduled an election for employees to decide whether or which union to elect as their
bargaining representative.56 Writers affiliated with SWG and the SP fought hard to convince
eligible writers to vote for their side, and in 1938, the SWG won the representation election.
Litigation ensued about the continuing validity of the SP contract with the studios, and a
particular bone of contention was whether the SP (which some writers believed was a company
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union controlled by the studios) would still have authority to determine screen credits.57 Finally,
in 1940 the SP collapsed and its remaining members joined the Screen Writers Guild.
The SWG fought for another two years to get the producers to accept an agreement. One
of the most important demands writers made in the negotiations was that writing credits should
be determined by writers. In October 1940, the producers agreed to a clause in the collective
bargaining agreement providing that the SWG would handle the allocation of screen credit for
writers, and that disputes over credit would be subject to arbitration. But the provision
languished on the bargaining table as the studios resisted other Guild demands until January
1942 when pressure to mobilize for the war effort prompted the producers, as one said, to “sign
this goddamn contract and make pictures for the boys.”58 The first contract was only five pages
long; it did little other than give writers a minimum wage and control over screen credit
determinations.59
The credit determination process has changed remarkably little since 1942. Under the
MBA, when the film is in post-production the studio makes a tentative determination of writing
credits and sends notice of it to the Guild and to all writers who worked on the film. If no writer
objects, the credits are as determined by the studio. If any participating writer objects, the Guild
arbitrates. Three Guild members read all the literary material, including the final shooting script,
and determine which writers made the most significant contributions to the film as it was finally
shot. The credit arbitration system rapidly became established practice in the industry. Between
November 1951 and November 1952, for example, the Guild’s Credits Committee oversaw 82
arbitrations; 61 were from the major studios (including 4 for television) and 21 from independent
production companies, which included 1 from TV.60
By 1950, the Guild had a relatively stable bargaining relationship with movie studios. It
was reorganizing its own operations in order to unite the various guilds that represented writers
in the west and in the east and in different media, including radio and the emerging television
industry.61 The Guild had negotiated minimum rates of compensation for writers working as
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employees of studios and those working in freelance relationships or under contracts for single
deals.62 When the first television negotiations began in 1950, studios had begun shifting from
the factory model of production to financing and distributing independently produced feature
films, many of which were filmed on location. This meant that even the most successful film
writers became less likely to be employed for an extended period directly by a studio and to
work on a studio lot.63 Television production offered a potentially profitable use for the writing
staff, sound stages, back lots and production facilities and employees that would otherwise have
gone to waste, enabling studios to get some return on fixed costs. So writing for TV became the
kind of semi-stable bureaucratic employment that film writing had once been.64 Moreover, in
contrast to the rise of the blockbuster financing regime, in which expensive independent
productions offered the possibility of huge payoffs but tied up large portions of studio funding
for up to two years of pre- and post-production work, television production offered the promise
of meeting the expenses of studio overhead and improving cash flow.65 The Guild demanded
and, after prolonged negotiations and a threatened strike, eventually secured compensation for
TV writers, including separated rights for writers working in television and revenue percentages
for writers who wrote films that were later shown on television.66
B. Credit and The Blacklist
Perhaps the gravest challenge to the Guild’s existence, and to its control over credit,
began in 1947 when screen credit as a form of symbolic politics became the front line in the
conflict over the alleged communist sympathies of well-known writers. The Guild proved
unwilling or unable to protect its members from discriminatory treatment on the basis of political
62
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ideology. As a result, it effectively ceded for over a decade the power to control screen credit for
suspected communists, even while the machinery of the credit determination process cranked on.
While the Hollywood blacklist has generally been understood by lawyers in terms of whether
exercise of First Amendment and Fifth Amendment rights can be punished by contempt of
Congress or by firing from employment, a major and untold story of the blacklist was the fact
that it operated mainly through the denial of screen credit.
In October 1947, more than two dozen successful Hollywood writers, including Dalton
Trumbo, Ring Lardner, Jr., and John Howard Lawson, were subpoenaed to appear before the
House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC) to answer two incendiary questions: “Are
you a member of the Screen Writers Guild?” and “Are you now, or have you ever been, a
member of the Communist Party?” 67 Because the HUAC chair was militantly anti-union as well
as anti-communist, the question about Guild membership was almost as malign in intent as the
question about Communist Party membership, particularly since he believed that the Guild was a
communist-dominated organization.
Ten witnesses famously refused to answer directly and were convicted of contempt of
Congress and sentenced to prison.68 Although initially the producers and studios had expressed
outrage (or at least reservations) about HUAC’s attempt to pressure the studios to blacklist
suspected communists, after the “Unfriendly Ten” were convicted of contempt of Congress and
pilloried in the press, the studios changed their tune. Fifty top studio executives met at the
Waldorf-Astoria hotel in New York in November 1947 and issued a joint statement condemning
the Ten and promising that they would “forthwith discharge or suspend without compensation
those in our employ,” and henceforth would not “knowingly employ a communist or a member
of any party or group which advocates the overthrow of the government by force or by any
illegal or unconstitutional methods.” 69
In the same month, a fierce leadership battle occurred within the membership of the
Guild. A moderate slate was voted in, purging the Executive Board of any writer who had
communist sympathies.70 But even the moderates on the new Executive Board were appalled by
the Waldorf-Astoria statement and, regardless of their views on communism, feared that a
political test for writers would be disastrous for their membership. In December and January
1947-48, the Guild decided to institute litigation against the studios to challenge the blacklist.
The Executive Board hired Thurman Arnold, the New Dealer, antitrust expert and former federal

67

On the long story of attempts to repress leftists in Hollywood, see LARRY CEPLAIR & STEVEN ENGLUND, THE
INQUISITION IN HOLLYWOOD: POLITICS IN THE FILM COMMUNITY 1930-1960 (New York: Anchor Press/Doubleday,
1980). On HUAC and the Hollywood Ten, see chapters 8 and 10 of that book and also VICTOR S. NAVASKY,
NAMING NAMES chapters 4 - 6 (1980, 3d ed. 2003). See also SCHWARTZ, supra note __ chapters 11 and 12.
68

See Lawson v. United States, 176 F.2d 49 (D.C. Cir. 1949) (upholding the convictions of John Howard Lawson
and Dalton Trumbo). See also CEPLAIR & ENGLUND, supra note __ chapters 8 and 10.

69
70

The Waldorf-Astoria statement is printed in full as Appendix 6 to CEPLAIR & ENGLUND, supra note __ at 445.
See CEPLAIR & ENGLUND, supra note __ at 250-51, 292-97.
15

judge who had founded Arnold, Fortas & Porter, to file a suit against the studios challenging the
Waldorf-Astoria statement as a conspiracy in restraint of trade.71
At the same time, in a series of cases, writers among the Hollywood Ten (then known as
the Unfriendly Ten) challenged the studios’ effort both to discharge them and to deny them
screen credit based on their refusal to testify before HUAC.72 The studios had invoked the morals
clause in their individual employment contracts, arguing that the writers’ contempt of Congress
in refusing to answer questions before HUAC constituted conduct that would tend to degrade
them in society, to bring them into public hatred or contempt, to shock or offend the community,
and to prejudice the employers.73 Counsel for the Guild insisted that the morals clause did not
trump the MBA which did not contain any provision entitling the studio to fire or to deny credit
to writers based on alleged immoral behavior. Among other things, the Guild’s lawyer cited an
August 1951 arbitration decision involving the Radio Writers Guild and CBS, in which CBS had
asserted that the morals clause of an individual hiring contract allowed it to terminate the
employment of writers who did anything to offend the community or reflect unfavorably on CBS
or its advertisers; the arbiters determined that the morals clause was invalid because it gave CBS
a power that the MBA did not.74 The Writers Guild lawyer also pointed out that at one point,
one studio had deleted from its individual hiring contracts the provision that allowed it to deny
71
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credit to writers who allegedly violated the morals clause.75 The writers also protested that their
own political affiliations could not possibly harm the studios because, unlike actors, writers and
their personal lives are unknown to the public.
None of these arguments succeeded. In the case of Ring Lardner, Jr., the Ninth Circuit
found his refusal to state whether he was a communist harmed the studio’s reputation, explicitly
linking his status as credited writer with the studio’s reputation:
The screen writers never have had the publicity buildups as individuals that screen actors
have had. There may have been a tendency for the ten men, all acting about alike before
the committee, to be lost in anonymity as so many screen writers. Yet the conduct of and
the ultimate conviction of Lardner in the circumstances of the case could not help but
hurt Fox and everybody else in the motion picture business. It is true, as the record
shows, that some people supported the ten men. But how could it be said that as a result
of Lardner's conduct the employer sustained a net gain, or even held its own? Fox just
necessarily suffered a net loss in public prestige.76
While some Guild members thought the Guild should do more for the blacklisted writers, the
majority of the Executive Board concluded that to defend suspected or confessed communists
would harm the Guild and its members.77 So it largely sat on the sidelines.
The battle over screen credit for suspected communists was even more threatening to the
Guild and its members than was the battle over their firing. The Guild had long existed in a
world in which studios decided who to hire as a writer and in which the studio could fire writers
at will or at the expiration of their term contracts. There was no just cause provision in the MBA
governing the hiring and firing of writers. But, once hired, writers were entitled to the
protections of the MBA, and one of the most fundamental was the right to screen credit. If the
studios could disregard the MBA provisions on credit for some writers, all writers were at risk.
Some studios had begun to ask writers to sign individual agreements waiving credit as a
condition of hire, and the Guild feared that individual agreements contrary to the MBA’s
minimum protections would undermine the whole collective bargaining system.78
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The conflict came to a head when Howard Hughes, the irascible and reactionary head of
RKO studios, publicly refused to give screen credit to Paul Jarrico, one of the Hollywood Ten,
for The Las Vegas Story. RKO had hired Jarrico in January 1951 at $2000 a week to write a
script for a project then known as The Miami Story.79 At the time he was hired, Jarrico had
already served his prison sentence for contempt of Congress and, like most of the other
blacklisted writers, was still struggling to find work. When principal photography on the movie
was done, RKO advised the Guild and the two other participating writers that it proposed to give
screenplay only to Earl Felton. Its handling of the matter was entirely bureaucratic on the
surface: the notice of tentative writing credits looked just like any of the dozens of such notices
the studios sent to the Guild each year.80 Jarrico objected, as did Jay Dratler and Harry Essex,
the two other writers who had worked on script besides Earl Felton. The Guild, following its
customary processes, appointed three of its members to serve anonymously as arbiters to
determine writing credits on the picture. The arbiters unanimously determined that credits
should read: “Screenplay by Paul Jarrico, Harry Essex and Earl Felton, Story by Jay Dratler.”
This was protested by Felton, who asked the arbiters to read a final version of what was actually
filmed which had not previously been provided to them. When RKO finally submitted the final
version, the arbiters switched the order of Essex and Felton’s names, and the Guild sent its form
letter to RKO announcing the arbitration committee decision.81
Three months later, the Guild learned that RKO intended to omit Jarrico’s name from the
credits. The Guild’s lawyer protested to RKO but received no reply. When advertisements for
the movie appeared without Jarrico’s name, the Guild invoked the conciliation and arbitration
mechanism of the MBA, but RKO refused to participate.82 Then Howard Hughes attacked the
Guild in the press for allegedly trying to force the company “to submit to the demands of
Jarrico” and dared the Guild to strike to enforce the contract.83 Hughes created both a legal and a
public relations challenge for the Guild. The Guild could not risk the loss of all its contract
rights by allowing a producer to defy the MBA with impunity, but it was leery of being seen as
doing anything to support communists. After a tense meeting, an anxious Executive Board
issued a carefully-worded and lawyerly press release insisting that RKO had breached its
contract with the Guild by refusing to abide by the credit arbitration and that matter “does not
involve the political beliefs of Mr. Jarrico, however repugnant they might be to you or us.” The
Guild defended its involvement in the Jarrico suit as a matter of institutional obligation: “By the
terms of our corporate charter, by terms of our agreement with RKO Radio and all major motion
picture studios, we are obligated to extend Guild membership to, and protect the rights of, any
79
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writer you choose to employ. You chose to employ Mr. Jarrico. We have no choice but to
protect his professional rights.”84
RKO then sued Jarrico alleging it was not obligated to accord him credit; Jarrico
counterclaimed challenging RKO’s refusal to abide by the Guild’s contractually-mandated credit
determination. That was litigation that the Guild could not sit out, unlike the litigation over
refusals to hire, for the Guild considered its right to determine screen credit a core protection of
all writers. The Guild filed an amicus brief. Meanwhile, the Guild filed an action in California
state court seeking to compel appointment of an arbitrator, but the courts refused to issue such an
order.
After a bench trial in Jarrico’s individual suit, in which Jarrico’s lawyer had attempted to
prove that the Jarrico had written the substantial part of the final shooting script and was thus
entitled to credit, the court held that Jarrico’s refusal to cooperate with HUAC justified the denial
of screen credit.85 Although Jarrico argued (correctly) that screen credit is determined
exclusively under the MBA, which contained no provision governing a writer’s political
affiliations, morals or any other basis for the studio’s refusal to grant screen credit, the court held
that the refusal to testify violated the morals clause in Jarrico’s individual contract and that the
individual contract’s morals clause trumped the MBA. The court addressed the conflict between
the individual contract’s morals clauses and the MBA with the legally dubious assertion that “the
Guild is without power to prevent that freedom of contract guaranteed by the Constitution.”86
In May of 1952, just before a Guild membership meeting to vote on authorization of the
Guild’s suit in support of Jarrico and credit, fifteen blacklisted writers, including Jarrico and
other members of the Ten, wrote to the members of the Guild urging them to support the Guild
in its opposition to Hughes. “The Guild’s right to determine screen credits is an historic right,
won from the corporations after years of negotiation. If we surrender this right to RKO, we
surrender it to every company in town. Our Board’s efforts to enforce our contract in the courts
will be supported by every screenwriter who remembers the abuses before Schedule A was
won.” The letter then reminded the membership that capitulation to RKO in the case of Jarrico
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would not save writers who thought they could distance themselves from communists, invoking
the primacy of the notion of authorship to oppose the blacklist:
It has been a long time since that producer spokesman appeared at our Guild meeting and
pled with us to accept the blacklisting of ten men. Remember? It was the fall of 1947.
‘Give us these ten men,’ he said in effect, ‘and here it will end.’
The ten became twenty, the twenty fifty, and the fifty became a hundred. Each new
group of blacklisted writers has warned, ‘It will not end with us.’ Yet when the House
Committee on Un-American Activities wound up its sessions here last September, one
could hear again the sigh of relief: ‘Now it is finished.’
Hughes thinks it has hardly begun.
It is in no spirit of we-told-you-so that we now warn again: Blacklisting is aimed not
only at those it excludes from the industry but that those who remain in it. Its purpose is
to intimidate our entire membership. The Blacklist cannot be contained by surrendering
to it….
Our case is strong. Today we preserve our elementary right to have our names on the
screen. Tomorrow our Guild will gain other rights of authorship, not only in TV but in
motion pictures. No matter what the patrioteering pretext of our adversaries, we shall not
yield our goal – the recognition that we, not the corporations, are the Authors.87
The letter sparked concern on the Executive Board that anti-communist writers would feel that
supporting the Guild’s position in the Jarrico suit was tantamount to supporting communists, as
Hughes had insinuated. The Board purchased an ad in the trade papers responding to the letter,
chastising the blacklisted writers for extending “the simple, clear-cut issue of a contract breach
into the realm of politics,” and reminding that “the Guild’s functions are economic, professional
and non-political.”88 The membership passed a resolution at its May 21, 1952 meeting in which
it “reiterate[d] its historic stand against communism and communists within and without the
Guild,” and emphasized that it was “pressing the Thurman Arnold case to establish protection for
those innocent of communist belief or affiliation, who may be carelessly or inaccurately
identified as being in the communist camp.”89
When RKO won both the individual suit against Jarrico and the litigation with the Guild
about whether denial of credit violated the MBA, many Guild members felt the Guild had run
out of options. They were unwilling to challenge the power of studios to deny screen credit to
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blacklisted writers, fearing that any sympathy toward suspected communists would leave them
vulnerable to blacklisting themselves. The fear was sufficiently widespread that some writers
seeking a new employment contract wrote to the Guild asking for a letter certifying that he or she
had not signed petitions supporting members of the Ten for election to the Guild Executive
Board or taken other stances within the union that would suggest communist sympathy.90 For a
time, the Guild talked with other talent guilds and with producers about forming a committee of
the Motion Picture Industry Council (an anti-communist organization of which Ronald Reagan
was the secretary) whose purpose was to decide who was a communist and who was not because
many writers complained about being unfairly labeled communist based on the most innocuous
memberships or activities and others complained about being confused with another writer based
on similar names.91 Although the Guild ultimately voted to oppose the plan, the debate over it
was contentious.92 Thurman Arnold called the Guild’s Executive Secretary to express grave
reservations about any Guild involvement in such a committee: “I am really concerned about the
attitude of your Guild. I have had a feeling every meeting I have attended that the Guild was
getting more and more worried about the public relations involved in this suit. … All I can say is
if you set up some kind of tribunal to protect the innocent, then you can’t complain about the
motion picture companies because that is what they wanted done from the beginning. … [I]f I
had it to do all over again I would not have brought the suit because the Guild is terrorized and I
feel I have no more clients. … That makes it pretty tough as a suit when your clients don’t stand
with you.” 93
In February 1953, the Guild membership voted to settle the Thurman Arnold blacklist
suit based on a statement from the producers that they would not conspire and never had
conspired to blacklist writers. The settlement was, as Arnold himself put it, mainly a face-saving
gesture once the Guild’s membership lost the political will to fight the blacklist.94 As part of the
settlement, the Guild agreed to an amendment to the MBA permitting the producers to refuse
credit to any member of the Communist party or any writer who declines to answer questions
about communist affiliations before federal or state legislative bodies. At the same time, the
Guild also secured an amendment to the MBA that reaffirmed the Guild’s right to make credit
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determinations, which had been called into question by the RKO action toward Jarrico and in
other cases.95
Thus, while conceding the power of the producers to deny credit to communists and those
who refused to testify about it, the Guild insisted on its power to control credits. It considered
the orderly operation of its credit process so important that it conducted credit arbitrations at the
request of writers whom the Guild knew would never be given credit by the studios.96 The Guild
conducted a credit arbitration whenever a writer who had been employed on the picture
challenged the denial of credit, and it made no exception for blacklisted writers. Of course,
because the arbitration process is and was anonymous, the arbiters did not know they might be
deciding to award credit to a blacklisted writer. When the arbiters finished, the Guild’s longtime credits administrator, Mary Dorfman, would translate the arbiters’ decision (“Writer A
should receive Screenplay by credit”) into its usual form letter, stating in a few sentences that the
arbitration committee had decided whom should be given what form of writing credit. After the
Guild approved the MBA amendment allowing denial of credit to suspected communists, the
Guild’s usual form letter to the studio announcing the results of the arbitration simply included
an additional sentence: “We understand that [name of writer] will not be given credit on the
screen pursuant to the provisions of the second paragraph of Article 6 of the Producer-Writers
Guild of America, West, Inc. Amended Minimum Basic Agreement of 1955.”97
In 1956, when the only writer on a film (Michael Wilson, on The Friendly Persuasion)
was blacklisted, the studio informed the Guild that it would give writing credit on the film to the
producer-director’s brother and to Jessamyn West, the author the short stories on which the film
had been based. Wilson objected, and the Guild’s arbitration committee determined that Wilson
should receive sole screenplay credit and that West’s credit should be “From the book by.”98
Immediately after receiving the Guild’s notice of the credit determination, a studio executive
informed the WGA that the film would have no writing credit at all.99 The studio’s strategy
backfired. As Wilson recalled many years later, after the film was nominated for five Oscars,
won the Palme d’Or at Cannes, and won a WGA award for best adapted screenplay, “my
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noncredit on the film gained me more recognition than I would have received had my name been
on it.”100
The blacklist lasted for over a decade, and remained controversial. In 1959, the blacklist
was near the top of the priority list for the Guild’s negotiating team, along with getting paid for
movies rebroadcast on TV and the extension of separated rights.101 In the June 1959
negotiations, the Guild negotiating team tried to get the producers to agree that they would not
invoke Article 6 (the denial of credit provision) when the producers knew that the writer was a
communist. After discussion, it was suggested that the clause should prevent producers from
denying credit when they “knowingly hire” a communist, but the meeting adjourned with the
Guild committee asking for the producers’ negotiating committee’s definitive proposal.102
When the blacklist began to fall apart in 1960, some producers began to buck the
consensus and to credit writers.103 At that point, the law governing credit was an uncertain
amalgam of the formal Guild processes, which continued to govern writing credits for nonblacklisted writers and the reality that producers had the discretion to deny credit to certain
writers regardless of the Guild’s determinations, discretion which they exercised only for
blacklisted writers. The rules governing credit, thus, had an overlay ofof individual contract on
top of the collective agreement. Two entertainment lawyers published a law review article on
screen credit in 1960 that analyzed credit as being primarily an issue of individual contract, with
some collectively bargained rules, and also as raising some issues of fair trade practices and false
advertising.104 The authors asserted that “the public interest against deception” deserved more
attention in determining the existence or validity of a waiver of screen credit. In support of their
argument that denials of credit constituted false advertising, the writers said:
In explaining his intention to give screen credit for Exodus to script writer Dalton
Trumbo, despite Trumbo’s conviction for contempt of Congress in refusing to answer
100
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questions about alleged Communist associations, Producer Otto Preminger is reported to
have said: “I think if someone is employed and that fact is hidden, it constitutes cheating
the public. The honest thing to do is to be explicit about it.”105
Decades later, the Guild retrospectively corrected the record. The Guild formed a
committee of former officers and writers, some of whom had been blacklisted, to conduct
inquiries into the correct attribution of dozens of films produced during the blacklist period. The
process was raised complex issues for the Guild, because correcting credits often required taking
away credit from one Guild member, who had done a favor for a fellow writer by serving as a
front, to give it to another. Reputations and feelings were hurt.106 Moreover, blacklisted writers
and their descendants often had difficulty finding evidence to prove who had really written
which scripts, so the Committee had to balance access to evidence against the desire for
accuracy.107 Committee approval was often the first step in getting studios to change the writing
credit on new prints and video rereleases, which paved the way for the Academy to change its
records. However, since the WGA was loath to re-arbitrate old credit disputes, the author, his
front, or his descendants were required to come forward with definitive evidence of blacklist
credit. For pseudonyms, the Committee recommended a credit change “when there is sufficient
information to identify a writer with a pseudonym and confirm that the writer used the
pseudonym because of the blacklist.” Since the blacklist did not have an official end, some
writers kept using their pseudonyms in the 1960s. For fronts, the Committee relied on
information from individuals with first-hand knowledge and other documentation to support its
recommendations. Ultimately, the Guild issued corrected screen credits for 94 films.108 The
Academy also got on board and bestowed Academy Awards on some writers of screenplays that
had originally gone to writers who had served as fronts. Thus, for example, Dalton Trumbo was
finally recognized as the writer of Roman Holiday (which won an Oscar for best screenplay in
1954) and Trumbo was posthumously awarded the Oscar in 1993.109
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The economic importance of credit in Hollywood was underscored both to the industry
and to the public by the fact that the blacklist operated because of and through screen credit. The
credit regime proved to be as vulnerable as were the civil liberties of the Hollywood Ten and
blacklisted writers; neither the courts, nor the First and Fifth Amendments as we today
understand them, nor the Guildand its screen credit determination process could withstand the
hysteria over communism. Yet the Guild’s insistence on continuing to operate the credits
process for all writers regardless of the blacklist enabled it to retake control of credits quickly
once the producers abandoned the blacklist. The bureaucratic processing of credits for all writers
kept the contract rules alive, preserving the system in an amber of Weberian rationality until the
blacklist collapsed, the amber cracked, and Guild credit determinations were once again regarded
by the studios as obligatory.
C. The Evolution of Credit
The Guild uses the design and administration of credits to achieve three goals. First, it
treats authorship as an historical fact reflecting degrees of creative contribution to be deduced
based on the significance of the various writers’ work. In this sense, authorship designations are
focused on authenticity and are necessary for writing credits to retain meaning to authors.
Second, the Guild concentrates credit on one or two people to create the impression that the
screenplay (and thus the film) reflects the creative vision of one person; this is a strategic use of
the concept of authorship to enhance the status of writers vis à vis directors. Third, the credit
rules – especially the inability of celebrity writers to remove their names from a project if they
have been paid especially handsomely110 – treat authorship as a form of trademark. The author’s
name is attached to a project whether or not the final product represents his or her distinct
creative work because the writer’s reputation is occasionally a commodity that can help sell the
film. The authenticity, status, and trademark meanings of screen authorship exist in tension.
The Guild relies on the legal processes to fudge the conflict among these meanings so that all the
participants in the industry will continue to support the Guild in its effort to protect writers as of
popular culture.
The union’s reliance on law is no accident. Legal rules and legal processes enable the
union to make difficult and extremely high stakes choices about which of its members will get
the considerable financial rewards of credit in an environment in which all participants know that
authorship is collective but credit determinations are individual. A democratic process for
adopting the rules and a regularized process for applying them protect the union. The democratic
and legal processes for determining authorship also protect the various contenders in the
screenwriting process.
Legal rules and processes often play mediating roles in society. What is particularly
interesting about the Guild is that the law that it uses to make author determinations is entirely
privatized. Since the Supreme Court held in Dastar v. Twentieth Century Fox that there is no
trademark or other statutory claim for misattribution of films,111 it has been clear that no
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statutory or common law governs screen credit. Although the Court in Dastar insisted that
copyright should be the sole law to govern screen credit, copyright in reality has little impact on
credit for writers because all motion pictures are works for hire. Because, by contract, the Guild
is solely responsible for credit determinations, the only regulation of credit is litigation under the
union’s duty of fair representation (DFR), which is typically brought also as a hybrid DFRbreach of the collective bargaining agreement against the union and the production company.112
The duty of fair representation simply requires the Guild to avoid arbitrary, discriminatory, or
bad faith conduct.113 At the urging of the WGA’s lawyers, courts have resisted every effort to
add more searching judicial oversight to the union’s administration of the credit system.114 This
had the effect of enhancing the power of the Guild, the seriousness with which everyone takes its
role in credit determinations, and the Guild’s ability to make trade-offs among competing goals.
Perhaps the most significant feature of the screen credit regime is that it is studied
carefully and frequently by those to whom it applies and it is changed through a deliberative
process by majority vote. It is, thus, one of the very few forms of intellectual property in the
modern economy that is designed by workers for workers and without the involvement of the
corporations that control most intellectual property policy. Credits rules begin in the Credits
Review Committee, a standing committee of Guild members charged with overseeing the
system.115 From the 1940s until the institutionalization of the Credits Review Committee as a
standing committee in about 2000, the Guild had relied on ad hoc committees of members to
screen credit to Fox (which had owned the rights to the original TV series) constituted “reverse passing off.”
Reverse passing off is the misrepresentation of someone else’s goods as one’s own. Section 43(a) prohibits the
“false designation of origin, false or misleading description of fact” which is “likely to cause confusion … as to the
origin … of goods.” 15 U.S.C. § 1125(a)(1). The Court held that the failure to grant credit was not a false
designation of origin because the “origin” of the goods, for purposes of the statute, was Dastar (the seller). 539
U.S. at 38. The Court noted that the law of copyright is the sole source of protection for authors of motion pictures,
and that it contains no requirement of designating the actual author except as to the authors of “works of visual art”
under the Visual Artists Rights Act, 17 U.S.C. § 106A(a)(1)(A). The Court further reasoned that to allow the use of
trademark law to force distributors to credit creators of works “would create a species of mutant copyright law that
limits the public’s federal right to copy and to use expired copyrights,” 539 U.S. at 34, and would also be difficult to
administer because so many works are derivative of other works that it would be nearly impossible to decide who is
the “origin” of an idea, id. at 35. The Court gave the example of a video of the MGM film Carmen Jones, after the
copyright expired, might have to be attributed not only to MGM, but also “to Oscar Hammerstein II (who wrote the
musical on which the film was based), to Georges Bizet (who wrote the opera on which the musical was based), and
to Prosper Merimee (who wrote the novel on which the opera was based).” Id.
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study and revise the credits rules. According to the WGA, the Committee is a diverse group
appointed to represent theatrical and TV film writers with differing viewpoints on the roles of the
first writer, subsequent writers, production executives, and the manner in which credit arbiters
should perform their duties. The Committee examines the operation of the credit system and,
from time to time, votes to recommend that the WGA membership approve changes to the
credits rules. As with all union rules, a majority vote of WGA members is necessary to make
any change to the credits rules or procedures. Crafting the rules guiding the arbitration process is
the aspect of the Guild’s work that involves the most unconstrained deliberation about the
meaning of authorship in a collaborative process like a major film.
In contrast with the Credits Review Committee, arbitration committees approach the
determination of credit for a particular film as a technical question of fact. Their job is to
determine which of the many writers who worked on the various scripts, stories, treatments, and
other literary material contributed the most to what ultimately became the final shooting script.116
Under the collective bargaining agreement between the WGA and the motion picture studios, the
studio will send a “Notice of Tentative Writing Credits” and a copy of the final shooting script to
each participating writer and to the Guild.117 If no one protests the company’s proposed writing
credits, they become final. A written protest from a participating writer triggers the arbitration
process. The WGA selects three volunteer arbiters from a list it maintains of WGA members
eligible to serve as credit arbiters, which means that they must have been WGA members for at
least five years or have received three screen credits. At least two of the three arbiters must have
served as credit arbiters at least twice before. Participating writers may peremptorily strike
arbiters from the list before the three are selected, but once the three are chosen, their names
remain confidential. The names of participating writers are not revealed to the arbiters or to the
other writers.
Each participating writer is entitled to prepare a written statement for the arbiters
explaining why he or she should receive screen credit. The arbiters also review all the literary
material, including scripts, stories, and treatments that have been verified by the Guild, the
company, and the participating writers as being part of the project. Each arbiter then reads all
the material and makes a decision based on the Screen Credits Manual guidelines for
determining credit. Each arbiter makes an individual decision, but when the arbiters are not
116
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unanimous, they conduct a conference call to discuss their decisions in an effort to achieve a
unanimous decision. If the arbiters are unable to reach a unanimous decision, the majority
decision prevails. Each arbiter must confirm his or her individual decision in writing with a
summary of the reason(s) for it.
Any participating writer may seek review of the arbiters’ decision within 24 hours by the
Policy Review Board, which is composed of three members of the Guild’s Screen Credits
Committee. The function of the Policy Review Board is to determine whether the arbiters
deviated from the Guild’s policies or procedures; the Policy Review Board is prohibited from
reading the literary material involved for the purpose of judging the writers’ contributions and
may not reverse the arbiters’ decision in matters of judgment as to the participating writers’
relative contributions.118
The elaborate legal process surrounding credit determinations distinguish the WGA and
Hollywood from any other area of cultural production, and are unique in the law. They bring the
ideas of the rule of law – uniform rules, fairly applied, based on evidence and reasoned argument
– to the question of what it means to be the author of a story. Unlike other places in both law
and culture, where authorship is taken as a (relatively) easily discernible fact, credit arbitrations
treat authorship as contestable and as something that can be determined only through a process
designed and administered by and for Guild writers. Everyone in Hollywood knows that
credited authorship is, in some sense, a fiction when multiple writers have worked on a film, but
it is important to writers that it be a legal fiction.
Although credit is occasionally given to creators in other industries, including video
games and open source software, there is nowhere near the amount or the regularity of credit.119
Instead, an assortment of other legal claims has emerged to protect attribution, but without the
involvement of the Guild, most aspects of attribution have been treated as company assets. The
dominance of democratically-adopted, and regularly-applied legal rules to determine screen
credit is a signal achievement of the WGA. It was the unionization of writers that led to the
development of the elaborate body of rules governing screen credit.
II. Credit and the Market for Labor
The Guild’s management of credit enables it to play a unique and little understood role as
a labor market intermediary. Guild credit determinations have two crucial effects on the labor
market in Hollywood that may explain why the Guild survives conditions that in other industries
have led to de-unionization. First, it facilitates the assessment of talent in a high-velocity labor
market. Second, residuals (a form of profit-sharing for successful work) compensate writers
during periods of slack employment, thus keeping their human capital in the industry. As
explained below in section A, these two functions of credit may explain why the union survives,
even though there is a huge surplus of labor that might be willing to work non-union and why
disgruntled writers do not join forces with producers to break the union and drive down labor
costs.
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As explained below in section B, fair and accurate determination of the two fundamental
features of the credit rules -- what kind of credit is given to writers and who gets it – is crucial to
the operation of the credit system and to all the labor market functions that rely on credit. As is
explained in section C, the many forms of compensation that turn on credit – separated rights,
residuals, and bonuses – depend on the WGA’s fairness and rigor in administering credits. But,
as explained in section D, the WGA does other things to protect the status and creative rights of
writers and not all of them involve screen credit.
A. The Guild as a Labor Market Intermediary
The WGA has long been acutely aware that most of its members are not working in
Hollywood at any given time. Some of its retired members are living off of residuals for work
done years or decades ago. Its future members are waiting tables (or working in law firms) and
hoping to sell their first screenplay. Its current members are working as writers, with various
degrees of financial and artistic success. Even among the current members, the kinds of jobs that
writers do varies enormously among segments of the entertainment industry – writing for
theatrical movies and long-form TV is quite different from writing for episodic TV or other types
of programs – and writers specialize by genre and by format. Some writers need to be more
entrepreneurial (pitching and packaging ideas) and others, such as showrunners, more
managerial.120 The WGA survives because it provides something for all of its diverse members
and for the diversity of companies that purchase their services or their finished works.
For the aspiring or struggling writer, the WGA is a clearinghouse of information on
agents, script registration, training and networking.121 It creates a community (or the hope of
belonging to a community) in an otherwise solitary and anomic labor market. Guild membership
is a badge of success that allows access to nontrivial cultural capital of being a screenwriter,
which is particularly important in Hollywood’s free-lance labor market and in the context of the
short-term, project-based nature of filmmaking.122
For the working writer, the WGA negotiates and administers collective bargaining
agreements that guarantee reasonable compensation, plus health and retirement benefits, as well
as residuals. In 1948, the WGA became the first major Hollywood talent guild to offer its
members, both employed and unemployed, complete group health and accident coverage.123 The
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WGA prevents production companies from derailing a career by arbitrarily denying credit. In an
industry in which writers move from project to project, a career is created as people move from
credit to credit.124 Although a writer may be valuable to a project in part because of his past
credits create his “brand” as a successful writer, it is also important to both writers and to their
prospective employers that screen credits accurately reflect the underlying attributes that matter
in hiring decisions.125 Moreover, because gender and other stereotypes may significantly harm
careers when the writer contracts individually with a company, the Guild’s collective strength
may inspire writers who feel vulnerable in individual negotiations to support the Guild even
when they disagree with some of its policies or priorities.126
Even the most successful writers may benefit from the WGA’s administration of screen
credit and residuals, and from the WGA’s constant efforts to enhance the status of writers so that
the continual efforts of directors and producers to gain more credit and creative control do not
eliminate the status and involvement of writers in the development, production, and promotion of
films.127 Occasionally, a hugely successful figure has resigned his or her membership in the
Guild in a fight over screen credit, as George Clooney did in 2008 when the WGA arbitration did
not give him writing credit for Leatherheads,128 but for the most part successful writers remain in
the union even when their market power would enable them to survive on their own.
B.

Types of Credit and Who Gets It

The problem of how many people to credit and for what kinds of contributions has vexed
the Guild since the beginning. There are at least three interrelated problems: How many writers
to credit and whether to give preference to a first writer as opposed to later writers on a project;
how to treat writers who also work as production executives; and how to protect the status of
writers as authors of films when other powerful figures, especially directors, can also claim to be
authors. Most of the controversy over the credit system revolves around these three issues.
1. How to Identify a Writer
Since at least the 1930s, some films have had so many writers work on the script that
individual authorship is difficult to accurately ascribe. Gone With the Wind, for example, was
filmed from a script that “almost every screenwriter in Hollywood” is supposed to have worked
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on.129 Nevertheless, since the early days of motion pictures studios generally credited only one or
two people. As the Academy of Motion Picture Arts & Sciences said of the credits rules created
in the 1932 Writer-Producer Code of Practice, the “central idea” was that “the screen author
should be publicly recognized along with the director and the producer as a co-partner in the
creation of the photoplay. In the screen credits this was to be done by concentrating the
recognition of one or two writers for each picture, by exploiting the term ‘Screen Play’ as a
summarizing phrase to make it the equivalent of authorship of a play or a novel, and by giving
the Screen Play credit a better position on the title cards than the credits of the technicians.”130
When the Guild took over credits determinations, it continued past practice, and since
1948 the Screen Credits Manual has taken the position that “fewer names and fewer types of
credit enhance the value of all credits and the dignity of all writers.”131 The MBA has long
provided that writers are entitled to main title credits (the credits that show before the film) of a
size and type similar to that used for directors and producers. Except between 1948 and 1956,
when there was an “additional dialogue by” credit in the end credits,132 additional writers have
not been listed in the end credits. At various points a writer has proposed a resurrection of the
end credit to acknowledge writers who worked on the script but who do not meet the criteria for
credit. Usually the proposal does not involve further subdividing residuals or separated rights;
the end credit is proposed just for the sake of attribution. The deliberations by both individual
arbitration committees and by the Credits Review Committee recognize that when authorship is
collective there are trade-offs between the benefits of attribution to the many people who worked
on it and the benefits of focusing the financial and reputational rewards and punishments on a
few people whose contributions are most significant.133 The Guild has chosen to focus on the
few rather than the many, although the choice has remained controversial for decades.134 The
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debate about whether to acknowledge additional writers tends to revolve around whether it is
better for writers as a group to concentrate attribution on the few – so as to enhance their status
vis à vis directors and to portray scripts as being the creative product of defined people as
opposed to a committee – or whether it is better to give credit to as many as credit is due. This is
a debate that writers have had among themselves since the 1930s. The view that has prevailed is
that writers will enjoy the status akin to directors as the author of a film only if and when one or
two writers control, and are perceived as controlling, the content of the script and the
construction of the story. Yet a minority has long argued that, so long as multiple writers are
used on projects, it is unfair to credit some while giving others even less public attribution than is
given to the caterers, accountants, and most junior technicians.
A logical outgrowth of the commitment to concentrate credit on the few rather than the
many has been that the Guild prohibits its members from claiming credit contrary to the final
determination, and advises that “it is in the best interest of all writers that certain facts relating to
any particular credit determination should remain confidential.”135 As anyone who has been to a
Hollywood party knows, the rule is observed in the breach; writers often claim to have worked
on scripts for which they received no credit and there are no penalties for violating the rule.
As to the rights of first writers versus subsequent writers, the rules have changed over the
years. The early credits manuals did not offer increased protections for first writers unless the
subsequent writer was a production executive. As the credit system was first drafted, credits
were divided into “top” credits, “joint” credits, and “additional” credits. The top credit would
usually go to the first writer hired. To obtain a “joint” credit, a writer would have to show that
he or she had written 50 percent of the final shooting script. An additional credit would be
awarded to a writer who could prove having written 30 percent of the final shooting script.136
In 1948, to recognize the contribution of writers hired to polish a script, particularly
dialogue, the rules were changed to allow an “additional dialogue by” credit, limited to two
writers and subject to automatic arbitration. In 1956, this credit was eliminated and has never
been revived since, although proposals to re-introduce it, either in front titles or in end titles,
have periodically been made.137 A “screen story” or “adaptation by” credit was also introduced
in 1948 to distinguish when a writer had written an original story from when she had adapted a
story written by another. The screen story and adaptation by credits were originally said to be
interchangeable but were given their current distinct meanings138 in 1956), were for the writer(s)
or fewer types of credits or whether credit bonuses should be prohibited. 54% of respondents said that there should
be more credit for all writers. WGA File: Credits Poll.
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who incorporated more than 75 percent of the work from a novel or play or when the movie was
a remake. The 1948 rules also allowed a “suggested by a story by” credit when the screenplay
did not follow the original story but was unmistakably derived from it. The Guild specifically
objected, however, to a “from an idea by” credit.139
From the start, the number of writers who could get credit was limited by the types of
credits allowed and the contribution a writer must make to the final shooting script in order to get
credit. Thus, for example, “screenplay by” “is appropriate when there is source material of a
story nature … or when the writer(s) entitled to ‘Story by’ credit is different than the writer(s)
entitled to “Screenplay by” credit.”140 A screenplay by credit “will not be shared by more than
two writers, except that in unusual cases, and solely as the result of arbitration, the names of
three writers or the names of writers constituting two writing teams may be used.”141 The
number of eligible writers is limited by the requirement that a writer must contribute more than a
specified percentage to the final script. For example, a writer “whose work represents a
contribution of more than 33% of a screenplay shall be entitled to screenplay credit,” except “[i]n
the case of an original screenplay, any subsequent writer or writing team must contribute 50% to
the final screenplay.” The 33 percent provision has been in the Screen Credits Manual since
1948.142 In 1980, first writers in film received protection through a rule providing that
subsequent writers on an original screenplay must contribute more than 50 percent to the final
screenplay to receive screenplay credit. In the same year, an irreducible story credit for the
writer of an original screenplay was introduced. This provision, as it exists today, provides: “In
the case of an original screenplay, the first writer shall be entitled to no less than a shared story
credit.”143 In addition, the credits manual distinguishes between writers who worked
independently (their names are joined by “and”) and those who wrote as a team (their names are
joined by “&”). As with all other forms of credit, this is a signal about the degree of creative
contribution. And, as with other forms of credit, when writers work as a team they share
the screen story and the adaptation credits in 1948 turned on whether the producer was obligated to give story credit
to the author of the source material in connection with the source’s contract with the studio, in which case the
second writer would be given “adaptation by” credit.
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separated rights and residuals, when writers work independently they divide them. The order in
which writers are credited is another signal of status. In 1948, the manual said that the order of
names was subject to arbitration due to “the tendency on the part of certain studios to give term
contract writers first credit even though another writer has been a major contributor to the
script.” In the early days of television, the credits manual acknowledged that writers might
negotiate individual contracts to provide more credit than the Guild was able to negotiate
collectively. Accordingly, the TV credits manual in 1956 stated that the MBA were minimum
conditions, and that writers might negotiate more favorable conditions such as “audio as well as
visual credit,” “credit to be given next to the producer or director,” or “parity with the producer
or director.”144
This entire regime for parceling out credits rests on subjective determinations about the
significance of various writers’ contributions. The Screen and Television Credits Manuals
specify the criteria arbiters are to use in assessing the degree of contribution. For example, a first
writer must have contributed more than 33% and a subsequent writer must have contributed
more than 50% of the four important elements of the screenplay, which are specified as dramatic
construction, scenes, characterization, and dialogue.145 But the manuals recognize that the
“percentage contribution made by writers to a screenplay obviously cannot be determined by
counting lines or even the number of pages to which a writer has contributed. … It is up to the
arbiters to determine which of the above-listed elements are most important to the overall values
of the final screenplay in each particular case.”146 Arbiters get to decide what measuring device
to use to distinguish between a 33% contribution to a screenplay and a 50% screenplay.
2. The Problem of Writers Working as Production Executives
The history of the evolution of the writing credits rules for production executives reflects
the challenge of writers who also work as producers or directors (“hyphenates”) fairly without
opening the door to the kinds of abuses by production executives that led the Guild to insist on
controlling credit in the first place. Since at least the 1930s, writers have sometimes been
frustrated by their lack of creative control as scripts are rewritten by producers, and/or by
directors. While some frustration is inherent in any collaborative creative process, the power
relations between writers, on the one hand, and producers and directors, on the other, often
exacerbate the tension. Writers who wish to have greater creative control have occasionally
become entrepreneurial as writer-producers or writer-directors, thus leaving, in some sense, the
ranks of labor and joining the ranks of management.
A production executive is one who receives credit as the director or as a producer.147 The
original agreement prohibited production executives from receiving writing credit unless the
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production executive was the only writer.148 The reason for this is obvious, given the history of
the writers’ experience with studio moguls abusing credit for self-aggrandizement, and the
easiest solution to producer overreaching was simply to ban production executives from
receiving writing credit at all. But that rule was unfair to writers who also worked as directors or
producers on their own films. So, beginning in 1948 and continuing over time, the barrier to
production executives receiving credit was steadily lowered, although production executives
have been and still are held to a higher standard to prove they were significantly involved in the
writing. In addition, the Guild has adopted procedural protections, including arbitration in any
case in which a production executive is proposed for credit and a requirement that production
executives notify writers of the intent to claim credit.149 In television, there are no heightened
contribution requirements for production executives to receive credit because directors do not
claim to be the authors of TV series and nor do most producers, except for writer-producers
(showrunners).
3. The Possessory Credit
While cinema scholars have debated the auteur theory of film since the 1960s, for
Hollywood writers the authorship claims of directors and producers predates the auteur theory.
Today the auteur theory provides a framework to understand the status grievances of writers, and
its predominance in film schools may spur young directors to claim credit that they might not
previously have claimed, but it is unclear to what degree, if any, the auteur theory worsened
screenwriters’ working conditions or status within the industry.
The conflict between writers and directors over authorship of films has focused on the
practice in many motion pictures of having a credit at the beginning of a film and in promotional
materials saying it is “A Film By” or a “A __ Film,” usually referring to the director of the film.
This “possessory credit” is among the issues that most exasperates writers. In 1940, the Writers
Guild tried to bar anyone but the writer from claiming authorship of a film, but failed to secure
an express contractual provision limiting the possessory credit. In 1963, the WGA did get a
contract term in the MBA with the Alliance of Motion Picture and Television Producers
(AMPTP) prohibiting use of the possessory credit by anyone who had not written the script. In
1967, the Directors Guild of America (DGA) insisted to the AMPTP that the WGA’s control
over the possessory credit violated directors’ rights, and even instituted inconclusive litigation
against the AMPTP and the WGA over it. In 1970, the WGA agreed to permit some directors to
use the possessory credit, believing that its use was limited to a handful of extraordinarily
accomplished and marketable directors, such as Alfred Hitchcock, but in 1981 the DGA got
AMPTP to agree that directors would be given “a film by” credit in outdoor advertising if the ad
contained more than six credits. As the years went by, the WGA came to believe that the use of
the possessory credit had expanded to, as one irritated writer put it, “any film school grad who
considered part of the managerial part of the company’s business, which includes story editors, story supervisors, or
any other person who represents management in dealing with writers. TELEVISION CREDITS MANUAL III.C.
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could bargain for it.” Worse, from the writers’ perspective, the possessory credit expanded
beyond directors to producers. And once producers (who are management, not labor, and not
represented by a labor union) began routinely to claim the credit, even some directors began to
complain about the possessory credit.150
In the negotiations for the 2001 MBA, the WGA attempted to get the production
companies to agree to limit the use of the possessory credit. They failed. Although the DGA
expressed concerns in the negotiation about the proliferation of possessory credits by producers,
ultimately the WGA, the DGA, and the companies were unable to reach an agreement that
respected the DGA’s desire to institutionalize the use of the possessory credit for directors, to
limit and regulate the use of it by producers, and to sharply limit it, as sought by writers.151 In
2004, the DGA unilaterally overhauled its own credit guidelines to limit when a first-time
director can receive a possessory credit and eliminating the outdoor advertising rules. The WGA
continues to study the use of the possessory credit, attempting through the use of annual studies
showing that between three-fifths and three-quarters of all films under WGA jurisdiction
released over the last 20 years have possessory credits to convince the DGA to rein in the use of
the credit.152
C. Credit and Compensation
Apart from the very great reputational significance of being seen as a credited writer, and
its impact on the job prospects of the writer, screen credit determines the writer’s share of the
copyright’s value in the form of separated rights and residual payments. The WGA fought very
hard to establish both of these potentially valuable rights for its members so that they would
share in some of the value of the copyright that the employer gains through the work for hire
doctrine. Separated rights and residuals are among the most important, and least understood,
aspects of the WGA Basic Agreement with the production companies. In addition, increasingly
writers are hired pursuant to individual contracts that provide a substantial financial bonus if the
writer is ultimately determined to be entitled to sole or shared screen credit. Because these three
very valuable forms of economic benefits turn on screen credit, a system that was originally
designed solely for the purpose of attribution has become a system that affects writers’
compensation in very direct ways.
1. Separated Rights
Separated rights are now part of the bundle of rights encompassed in a copyright. They
are established in the MBA and, under the terms of that agreement, may not be negotiated in a
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writer’s individual contract. The separated rights provision allows the writer of an original story
(or an original story and screenplay) to retain some rights to exploit the story elements other than
through the film or TV show. To be eligible for separated rights, the writer must receive “story
by,” “written by” or “screen story by” credit on a motion picture,153 or “story by,” “written by”
or, in certain circumstances, “television story by” credit on a television movie, or “created by”
credit on an episodic television series.154
The process that led to the WGA’s negotiation for separated rights, and its crucial role in
coordinating and facilitating contracting over them, began in the 1930s when some writers
opposed writers selling the copyright to a script to employers. They thought writers ought to
lease their scripts to the studios so that the writer would have the right to develop a script which
the studio decided not to put into production.155 One legal problem with this strategy was that
studios believed that copyrights were not divisible. Studios feared that purchasing only a license
to use the copyright might void the copyright entirely.156 In the 1951 MBA, the Guild negotiated
the predecessor of the all-important separated rights provisions,157 which allowed writers to seek
to retain book publishing rights in individual negotiations and agreed that separate consideration
would be payable to writers when companies acquired publication, stage and radio rights.158 One
of the chief architects of the regime was Melville Nimmer, who was then the general counsel of
the WGA and later became known for his encyclopedic work on copyright law. In 1960, the
WGA sought and obtained rights in media other than book, stage and radio.159 The separated
rights provision has remained without substantial change since.160
In the 1930s and 1940s, dividing up the rights in ideas and characters in a script was less
threatening to studios than it later became. Although the studios owned the copyrights to the
work, the business model of motion picture production at the time did not demand total control
over the ideas. Motion picture production did not entail possible sequels or tied-in marketing
campaigns of novelizations and merchandising, so the main aspect of controlling a screenplay
was complete at the time the picture was filmed. Similarly, early television production
envisioned a one-time use of the script rather than the series and related series. Some of the
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major writers in both film and television had successful careers writing plays, short stories and
novels.161 They could negotiate to protect their own reputations and the literary rights to the
material they wrote for the movies or TV. A case occasionally arose as to whether a later work
infringed a copyright to a film – a famous example is the litigation over whether a radio show
that Dashiell Hammett created based on the Sam Spade character from his novel The Maltese
Falcon infringed the copyright to the movie based on the novel162 -- but generally sequel rights
and character rights were not considered crucial.
That changed with the rise of the blockbuster, which could be promoted by tied-in
marketing and which could generate the desired return on the massive investment of production
costs through an emphasis on sequels, franchises, novelization, and merchandising. In the same
era, technological change multiplied the number of formats or media through which a motion
picture or television show could be disseminated. These major economic changes increased the
possibilities for mining the ideas in a single script for use in spin-offs. The number of sticks in
the bundle of rights represented by the copyright in a screenplay for a motion picture or a
television show grew, and a corresponding growth in the entrepreneurial opportunities for the
owner of the copyright. Whereas in the 1950s, a television production company might be willing
to allow the writer to keep all rights except the use of the script on a single TV show anticipated
to be shown only once, by the 1980s there were possibilities for conflict between the creator of a
script and the production company over the use of the script or its ideas in multiple different
formats.
Today, separated rights for writers of film scripts include the right to publish the script or
book(s) based on the script subject to a waiting (“holdback”) period.163 The company may
publish a novelization in conjunction with the release of the film but must give the writer the
option to write the novelization and must, in any event, pay not less than the WGA minimum for
the right to publish it. The writer is entitled to produce a stage version of the material, to
payment for any sequels or series made based on the film, to do the first rewrite of a script, and
to meet with a production executive before being replaced as a writer. Finally, a film writer with
separated rights is entitled to buy back the material from the company if the company does not
produce it within five years at the price the writer was paid for the script or the writing services.
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In television, the separated rights provisions work slightly differently and, as in film, are
quite complex. The company has the exclusive right to produce the material for a period of
years, and then the right to produce the material becomes a non-exclusive shared right between
the company and writer. The writer has the right to buy back unproduced material after a period
of years. The writer credited as the series creator has the right to sequel payments for each
episode of a series that is produced (in addition to residuals), and if the company does not
produce a series within the exclusivity period then the series right reverts entirely to the writer.
As in film, a television writer with separated rights enjoys the right to a compensated rewrite,
and the right to produce the material for the stage, for a motion picture, or for radio, to publish a
book, and to create interactive programs. In both film and television, when writers share the
qualifying credit (“written by,” “story by,” or “screen/television story by”), they share the
separated rights.164 Separated rights have been extended to material created for or used in new
media, including the internet.165
One function the Guild plays in simplifying separated rights from the standpoint of
companies is in coordinating which writers are eligible to claim them. If it were not for the fact
that separated rights are tied to screen credit, and screen credit is determined only when a film is
finished and is limited to two writers, production companies would have a very complicated set
of individual negotiations with writers at the time of hiring. Each writer would presumably
negotiate for separated rights. A project that hired multiple authors might find itself very limited
in its ability to attract talent late in the writing process if the separated rights had already been
allocated to an earlier writer. Even if the producer could persuade a sixth or tenth writer to sign
on with the understanding that he or she would be sharing the separated rights with many
previous writers, the various writers (and the production companies that might later contract with
them to exercise the separated rights) would find themselves in a complicated negotiation over
whether or how each one could exercise the right. It is possible that separated rights could be
treated like joint ownership of other copyrights, which allows each joint owner to independently
exploit the copyright so that all the writers could write and sell, say, a novelization of a movie.
But publishers and writers might find the value of the novelization limited both by the possibility
of multiple similar novelizations being published, and also by the possibility that the least
talented or industrious of the joint owners might be the first to market, thus damaging the value
of the “brand” in the eyes of later publishers and consumers.
2. Residuals
Residual payments for re-use of material are more economically significant for most
writers than are separated rights. As with separated rights, the WGA has been indispensable in
designing and administering them. In 1953, the WGA first negotiated an agreement requiring
the payment of for re-use of material written for television, and in 1960 the residuals requirement
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was extended to the re-use of film material shown on television.166 At the time, residual
payments were considered quite novel by lawyers and legal scholars because they are not
royalties for use of a copyrighted work paid to the copyright owner, but are instead payment for
services rendered in making a product that are calculated based on the sales of the product.167
Over time, residuals became an established feature of the industry and are perennially important
in collective negotiations. Residuals for TV was the Guild’s top demand in the 1959-60
negotiations,168 and residuals for new media was the principal issue leading to the 2008 writers
strike.169 As with separated rights, the right to residuals depends on being awarded screen
credit.170
Residuals are foundational to the Hollywood labor market and the system depends on the
WGA to function. By negotiating uniform terms of eligibility, the WGA simplifies individual
hiring negotiations. This is particularly important when multiple writers have worked on a
project because the division of rights among the writers would be a difficult task for individual
writers to arrange in their separate negotiations with the production company. Writers benefit
from the WGA’s calculation and collection of residuals. The Guild investigates claims of nonpayment or under-payment and it arbitrates claims to collect them. Individual writers could not
administer the system on their own because they lack the technical ability to track re-use of their
work. The WGA solves the problem by handling residuals on a collective basis, reducing
transactions costs for the writer and the production company.
In a market in which the earnings on work are likely to be paid out over a long period of
time (as is the case with the re-use of TV programs and movies), it makes good sense to design a
compensation scheme that allows the buyer of the creative work (or the employer) to pay the
creator (the writer) over a long period of time. Moreover, particularly when the buyer/employer
cannot predict whether a work will become popular and generate revenue over the long haul
and/or the buyer/employer does not have enough cash to pay a generous salary at the time the
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work is done, future payments measured by product sales are thus a sensible compensation
scheme.
Equally as important, residuals smooth out the irregularities in income associated with
the fact that few writers are continuously employed.171 While this obviously benefits writers, it
also benefits employers because residuals allow writers to stay in the labor market pool rather
than leaving to take other jobs taking their considerable industry-specific human capital with
them.
3. Credit Bonuses
A third way in which writers receive additional compensation when they receive screen
credit is the credit bonus. A credit bonus is a provision of an individual hiring contract stating
that the writer will receive a bonus if the writer is determined to get screen credit. It in essence
provides that if the script is not substantially rewritten during the production process, the writer
will be paid a bonus.172 The purpose of the credit bonus is to reward the writer whose script is
good enough that it does not need significant rewriting (or who is fortunate enough to work on a
project in which the production executives decide not to drastically revise the script). Unlike
residuals and separated rights, credit bonuses are controversial among writers. But because they
are popular with producers, they exist, and the Guild facilitates their use.
The increase in the size and prevalence of credit bonuses has placed stress on the credit
system. In essence, the more money is tied to credit, the more the various writers on a project
have an incentive to challenge the tentative writing credits. As one writer said in 2002 at a
roundtable held by the Guild to discuss credits issues, if writers knew that the money they
received for writing was not to be affected by the final credit determination, they would have
fewer incentives to arbitrate over credit and no incentive to rewrite unnecessarily or to try to
convince the director to throw out an earlier version of the screenplay.173
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The WGA’s unilateral control over credit determinations shifts responsibility for
maintaining an expensive and controversial system from the production companies to the writers
whose careers are most directly affected by it. It also allows the production companies to shift
the blame for inequities in compensation to the writers. As one writer complained, “The Guild
becomes the bad guy that sits down, looks at all the final drafts and says: ‘This guy won, he got
the most stuff in the script. This guy didn’t do enough; doesn’t matter how hard or long he
worked. … The studios use that to their advantage saying, ‘You’d better do that free rewrite or
maybe you won’t get credit and residuals [and a bonus].’ The Guild gets the blame if they turn
around and fire you anyway and have you completely rewritten. They don’t have to pay you
because the Writers Guild says you don’t deserve credit.”174 Writers have periodically proposed
that bonuses not be tied to credit so that every writer gets the bonus if the film is made, thus
removing the financial incentives for writers to re-write the work of other and providing a
financial disincentive for studios to hire multiple writers.175 The studios obvious oppose such
changes and are reluctant to agree to them in individual negotiations and certainly not in
collective negotiations.
The interaction of screen credit (a collectively-bargained right) with credit bonuses (an
individually-bargained right) illustrates that a union can play a role in facilitating individuallydifferentiated transactions. Writers would not accept contracts from production companies
promising credit bonuses if they did not trust the WGA credit determination process to fairly
protect their interests. If studios determined credit unilaterally, as was the case for all movies
prior to 1942, producers would have an incentive to opportunistically grant screen credit to the
writer with the smallest contractual credit bonus. Writers would figure this out and demand a
larger up-front payment. A producer negotiating with a writer for a script or for writing services
who is uncertain as to the quality of the work or the writer’s abilities would not have the option
of negotiating deferred compensation to be calculated when the work is done. On average,
depending on whether producers or writers were more risk averse or better at predicting the
worth of writers’ work, writers might be paid less or more. Credit bonuses allow both parties a
way to tie compensation to the quality (or utility) of the work.
In sum, the rise of flexible production in Hollywood transformed enterprise organization
and labor relations, but it did not destroy the union because the union adapted effectively to the
change.176 As movies adopted a flexible production model relying on free-lance labor, screen
credit, separated rights and residuals grew in significance for writers. The Guild proved crucial
in administering these forms of intellectual property rights, which enhanced hiring and script sale
transactions for both producers and writers. In addition, the Guild continued to negotiate for
improved compensation for writers, thus shoring up the loyalty of the work force.
D. Credit and the Status of Writers
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Among non-economic issues, probably none has been more important to writers than
being treated as authors at every stage of the process from initial conceptualization to promotion
and publicity. The Guild negotiates over many issues of status and recognition, from the
seemingly trivial (insisting that every author who has worked on a project be listed on the cover
sheet for all literary material read by anyone in the pre-production process,177 or the right to
attend premieres) to the major (such as the tendency of directors and producers to claim for
themselves the mantle of the author of a motion picture).
Beginning in the 1930s, the Guild negotiated terms to protect the status and creative
control of writers. The Guild sought through the 1934 Code and the Academy to oblige
producers to give writers the names of all other writers working on the same material, to prohibit
on writing on spec, to pay first-class transportation and living expenses on location, and to give
writers receiving screen credit an opportunity to see the rough cut and a sneak preview.178 During
the 2001 negotiations over a new Minimum Basic Agreement, the Guild made its most recent
push to enhance the stature of authors in the culture of film and long-form television
production.179 The 2001 MBA requires that for all motion pictures and long-form television,
writers must be listed on the call sheet adjacent to the listing of directors or producers during the
production process and be invited to attend cast/crew events. This is thought to make it more
likely that the writer will be notified when the script goes into production and be recognized by
the cast, the crew, and others in the production process as an important creator of the film.
Directors are obliged to talk to writers before filming and before hiring any other writer. In
addition, the 2001 MBA required that all credited writers be invited to attend (at company
expense) premieres, festivals, and junkets and that companies must provide information about
credited writers in press kits so that the audience and critics might understand “just how crucial
the writer is to the film they are viewing.” All of this was portrayed as essential to allow the
writer to be regarded by the director, the cast, and the public as an author of a motion picture.180
In television, the relationship between screen credit, compensation, and the status of
writers is in some respects more complicated than in film. Lead writers receive authorship credit
of TV series that directors do not (the “created by” credit). Yet, until recently, first year staff
writers on episodic dramatic programs were not eligible for credit. Although the Guild
ultimately relented and now junior staff writers are eligible for credit on the same terms as any
other writer, the Guild initially opposed producers’ proposals to allow staff writers to receive
credit on the grounds that affording screen credit to staff writers would remove the incentive to
promote the writers to positions of higher pay and greater responsibility after the first season of
employment.181
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Both in economic terms and in terms of the culture of film and television production, the
Guild is an indispensable intermediary in a complex labor market. It has enables the operation of
an intricate but mutually beneficial system of profit-sharing between writers and employers. It
has on many occasions waged prolonged strikes to grab a greater share of Hollywood’s profits
than employers initially wanted to give. Yet it has survived both the successful and the failed
strikes without debilitating defections of its members or anti-union efforts from the studios
because of its management of credit is the foundation on which the whole elaborate architecture
of profit-sharing rests.
III. Credit and the Market for Ideas and Products
Screen credit and the rights that turn on it affect the decisions of production companies as
well as the careers and compensation of writers. Hollywood constantly must match investment
capital with human capital in a volatile, unpredictable, and diverse industry.182 There is little
sustained analysis of the relationship between Hollywood labor economics and producer
decisions,183 nor of the market for ideas and its relationship to hiring decisions in Hollywood.184
What is known, however, suggests that the regime of deferred compensation resting on screen
credit aids production companies and investors in deciding which projects to pursue. A number
of features of the WGA facilitate the matching of investment capital to human capital. The
reliability and neutrality of the credits determination process facilitates sharing ideas, getting
investment capital to finance productions, and marketing products within the industry and to
consumers through branding. The WGA thus plays a significant, albeit indirect, role as an
intermediary in the market for ideas that lead to projects and in creating a market for the
completed projects.
A. Sharing
At the first stage of developing a project, when production companies and writers must
share ideas, the WGA operates a private intellectual property system that facilitates trust. The
WGA script registry establishes authorship for thousands of writers who write film and TV
scripts “on spec” (meaning without payment, hoping to sell it to a producer). As Rob Merges
pointed out some years ago, parties sometimes contract in the absence of property rights in ways
that create norms that operate as a form of property rights, thereby facilitating transactions.185
Merges offered the WGA script registry as an example of this phenomenon and argued that
policy makers should embrace private intellectual property systems like the script registry “when
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they work tolerably well and do not have devastating anticompetitive effects.”186 Since then, at
least one scholar has questioned whether the script registry is really necessary, inasmuch as it
largely duplicates the effect of copyright registration and offers less legal protection for writers
than copyright. 187 In my view, the script registry survives because it is widely accepted by the
relatively close-knit community of Hollywood as the way to prove authorship of a work, even
though copyright registration provides more legal rights.188 The registry is valuable to writers
and to producers who fear litigation for misappropriation of ideas and it therefore facilitates the
sharing of ideas that is a foundation of the Hollywood markets for labor and ideas.
The script registry was first established by writers in 1927 to prevent controversies over
which writer had first developed a script, idea, character, story, setting, or dialogue. At the time,
Hollywood was a small and insular community, in which ideas circulated quickly and disputes
over the origin and ownership of scripts and ideas were common. The script registry emerged as
a collaborative solution to a collective problem. Registration of scripts under the copyright
system, which at the time was a slow and cumbersome process involving payment of a fee and
mailing a script to the Library of Congress in Washington, D.C., would not have solved the
problem writers and studios faced in sharing ideas because the mail was slow and neither writers
nor studios wanted to wait for completion of the registration process before discussing ideas and
reading scripts. Moreover, when disputes inevitably arose over who wrote a script or developed
an idea, the Copyright Office was of little help in resolving them. And, then as now, ideas could
not by copyrighted but often it was the idea that had real value. So the script registry was the
fast, flexible, and local alternative to copyright registration. It protected writers against other
writers and against production executives. It also protected production companies against
copyright infringement and idea submission litigation brought by disgruntled writers.
Since 1927, the script registry has worked as a form of copyright registration proving the
date on which a particular version of a screenplay, treatment, or story idea was completed and
registered. For a small fee, both Guild members and non-members may register a script or other
work. Any file may be registered. Scripts, treatments, synopses, and ideas, whether intended for
film, television, radio, commercials, or the Internet, may be registered. The WGA also accepts
stage plays, novels, short stories, poems, commercials, song lyrics, drawings, music, and any
other work that can be digitally stored.189 A registration is valid for only five years; the writer
must renew the registration every five years or the WGA will destroy the records and registration
is useless.
Registration with the WGA establishes that an item existed in a particular form in the
possession the person who registered it the date of registration, but it does not establish
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authorship or originality. Unlike the Copyright Office, the WGA does not check to see whether
a registered script is original or whether the person who registers it is really the author. Anyone
who comes across a script could register it. One coauthor cannot prevent another from
registering a script in solely her own name. Yet the script registry has advantages over copyright
registration. It is faster.190 The item registered need not be copyrightable, so one can register an
idea, whereas copyright registration requires the person registering to claim that the work
registered is eligible for copyright, which ideas are not. Whether or not these advantages really
matter, what is most important is that the script registry is widely accepted in Hollywood as
proof of authorship. Combined with this, there’s an in terrorem effect on non-legally trained
producing personnel – their assumption that registration has protective meaning deters them from
infringing and thereby actually confers meaning on registration.
Unlike copyright registration, which shows priority of creation and is a precondition to
recovering full remedies (in particular, statutory damages and attorney’s fees) in copyright
infringement suits, the script registry establishes only the date on which a particular work was
registered and the exact form of the work on that date. Neither the WGA nor the script registry
offer dispute resolution mechanisms or remedies for copying registered works. Its principal use
in copyright infringement litigation is to show that an allegedly infringed work was complete in a
particular form on a particular date. WGA staff will testify as to the date of registration to offer
proof of the existence of a particular work in a particular form on the date of registration and the
registry has been accepted by courts as evidence of such.191 The plaintiff still must prove that the
defendant had access to the work and that the allegedly infringing work is so similar as to show
infringement. Many frustrated screenwriters who believe that a film copied their script fail to
prove either access or substantial similarity or both.192 So neither WGA nor copyright
registration is sufficient protection against the actual or perceived infringement of a work.
Moreover, because the California law on misappropriation of ideas is not very plaintiff-friendly,
the script registry by itself does not protect writers from idea theft.193
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As copyright registration has become easier and offers more legal rights in the event of
copyright infringement, the persistence of the script registry has mystified some copyright
scholars.194 It is true that WGA registration could be partially supplanted by copyright
registration, but not entirely because ideas are not copyrightable, and it is the idea rather than its
particular expression that often has value in Hollywood. Protection for ideas could in theory be
established by the so-called “poor man’s copyright registration” (the author mails herself a copy
of her work via certified mail and does not open the envelope upon receipt). Because the script
registry is more secure (one can steam open an envelope sent to oneself but one cannot break
into the WGA files), it is more reliable. Moreover, proof of the date of registration and the
content of the registered item does not depend on the testimony of the person who claims idea
theft; a WGA official will testify if necessary.
The real significance of the script registry is in shaping behavior, not in affecting
litigation outcomes for copying ideas. The WGA West receives approximately 50,000 scripts
per year and the WGA East receives another 11,000.195 It is industry custom and practice for the
writer to put “Re. WGA” and the registration number on the cover page of a spec screenplay,
whereas it is not customary to include a copyright notice. Many production companies refuse to
look at a script or treatment that has not been registered.196 Indicators of the norms governing
WGA registration include the content of form contracts and the plethora of how-to guides for
aspiring screenwriters. Form contracts for the optioning or sale of works require that the work
have a WGA registration number.197 Agents tell writers to register their scripts. How-to guides
and entertainment lawyers recommend that writers register the script with the WGA and with the
Copyright Office, pointing out that copyright registration is necessary to recover full remedies in
a copyright infringement suit and that a copyright lasts far longer than the five years covered by
the WGA.198 Many nevertheless suggest reasons to use the WGA registry: it offers some
protection in the credit determination process, many agents and production companies will not
look at a script that lacks a WGA registry number, it allows the author to signal her expectation
of following the WGA rules for ownership and attribution of works.199 Moreover, as one how-to
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guide for screenwriters pointed out, the WGA registry may have one advantage over copyright
registration: because the public can view works registered with the Copyright Office, there is
“the risk that some snoopy person might go through the public files and come across your idea.”
In contrast, “the WGA registration system is closed; persons other than the person who
registered the material cannot gain access to it.”200 Finally, as the formerly somewhat insular
community of Hollywood agents and writers has expanded, new technologies have enhanced
rather than undermined the status of the script registry. Some software designed specifically for
scriptwriting touts compatibility with the WGA script registry and some how-to books
recommend the compatible software.201 Even at the most technical level of software designed to
assist writers, the norm of using the WGA registry appears significant.
Although the script registry began as a cheap and fast local alternative to copyright
registration in the 1920s when Hollywood seemed much more remote from the Copyright Office,
it has persisted for reasons of path dependence and local custom and because it appears to offer
protection for ideas that copyright does not. Because it is the nearly universal practice in the
industry to register a script and to treat registration as proof of authorship, participants in the
market for ideas regard its protections as significant and will negotiate over the sale of ideas or
writing services based on them only after registration. In an industry that depends heavily on the
willingness of writers to pitch ideas to multiple prospective buyers/employers and the
willingness of buyer/employers to seek out ideas from multiple prospective writers, but in which
both writers and production companies fear idea theft and copyright infringement litigation, the
script registry facilitates transacting. Because script registration is so widely accepted, it does
appear to convince authors that they have some protection in their ideas and their expression so
as to encourage them to show their work to others. And, in that respect, it does exactly what it
was created to do and what intellectual property regimes are supposed to do: it encourages
transactions.
B. Investing
Film and television executives have long faced considerable risk in deciding which
projects to pursue to the green light stage and which to pass up on. With the rise of the
blockbuster system in the 1970s and 1980s, the risks for production executives and their
investors grew. The reliability and, especially, the neutrality of writing credits help producers
and investors manage risk. While producers were initially reluctant to relinquish the power they
had in the 1930s by being able to unilaterally determine writing credit, they eventually concluded
that it is in the interest of producers as a group for the Guild the control credits and for credits to
be perceived as neutral, reliable, and not ultimately under the control of producers.
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Production executives use established stars or artists as a form of insurance in the highly
unpredictable effort of producing blockbusters.202 An executive who doubts his own judgment
about the quality of a script or an idea may be reassured that the writer’s last project was
successful. And, even if the next project fails to find an audience, at least the executive can use
the writer’s reputation as a argument to insulate his own judgment from criticism. Production
executives can be fired or demoted or find it more difficult to attract future investors if their
projects fail, so they must analyze not only the prospects of a particular project but also the
effects of success or failure of the project on their own career.203 In this context, it is important
to production companies and to financiers who risk huge sums on expensive productions that
attributions of films to writers be accurate, and be perceived as being accurate. The Guild’s
scrupulous use of legal processes and evidence to make credit determinations makes writing
credits more reliable.
The WGA’s control over credit determinations insulates production companies in other
ways as well. Production companies and agents are repeat players, as are writers, to a lesser
extent. When a film is complete and it is time determine writing credit, a production executive
might prefer not to alienate future contracting partners by being ultimately responsible for the
decision to give credit to one writer rather than another. The producers can use the notice of
tentative writing credits to signal whatever they wish to the various writers or others involved in
the project, but the Guild’s control over credit determinations in the event of a dispute absolves
the producer from responsibility for the final allocation of credit and the impact it may have on
the careers of the writers involved.
C. Branding
The third way in which credit facilitates transactions over ideas is that it creates a reliable
brand for successful writers, which sends signals to prospective contracting partners on future
projects, to critics, to advertisers, and to consumers. Although actors and directors tend to be
bigger names to consumers, some writers receive enough celebrity that their involvement will
help sell a film or TV show to critics and to the public. In this respect, the author’s name is a
form of trademark.
Studios sometimes wish to associate a writer’s name with a project even when the writer
thinks that the project has evolved such that the writer would rather not have his or her name be
the brand that sells the film. Although the writer may want to use a pseudonym, the use of a
pseudonym challenges the trademark function of authorship, which is part of what studios value
when hiring a big-name writer. The MBA and credits manual provisions on pseudonyms grant
what is in essence a form of droit moral that does not exist in American copyright law: writers
can use pseudonyms or withdraw from credit in order to protect their work in the event of
mutilation by others. But when a writer has been paid more than a specified large sum, it is
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presumed that the writer has sold not only writing services but also the use of his or her valuable
trademark name. In that case, the writer cannot withdraw from credit or use a pseudonym. The
Guild has thus negotiated a compromise between the desire of writers to protect the value of their
brand and the desire of studios to license the brand for use in marketing a project.
Since 1948, the Guild has allowed any writer to use a registered pseudonym so long as he
or she is not obligated under an individual contract to use his/her regular name. Registration of
pseudonyms is required to enable the Guild to direct residual payments to the proper recipient
and to prevent the use of offensive pseudonyms. 204 The Screen Credits Manual stipulates that a
writer paid more than $200,000 for his/her writing services may not use a pseudonym or disclaim
credit entirely.205 And producers have periodically negotiated to prohibit writers from
withdrawing from credit in other circumstances.206 In contrast, the Directors Guild has
negotiated for an explicit contractual provision in its MBA authorizing directors to withdraw
from credit; in such cases, the director is listed as “Alan Smithee,” a clear signal to the public
that, in the director’s view, the film is terrible.207
In television writing, the use of pseudonyms to protect a writer’s reputation from the
slings and arrows of the collaborative process was initially more explicitly acknowledged than in
film. The first credits manual for TV (1956) recognized the possibility that writers might wish to
protect their reputation by withdrawing from credit. The Guild also recognized that TV
producers might wish to prevent their withdrawal. The Guild worked out a compromise: A
writer may use a pseudonym not previously registered or withdraw from credit only when later
writers have either mutilated the material or misrepresented the author’s intent.208 The question
of withdrawal from credit will be automatically arbitrated, and the violation of principles or
mutilation must be satisfactorily proven. Today, in TV as in film, a writer paid less than a
certain amount (in the case of TV, three times the contractual minimum) may use a pseudonym;
writers paid more than that cannot.209
In its regulation of pseudonyms, the Guild balances the writers’ desire to protect their
reputations from the unfortunate consequences of failed projects with the employers’ desire to
use the trademark value of authors’ names. In a labor market and product market which places
enormous weight on the signals sent by who is affiliated with which project, collective
negotiation over the competing interests of writers and employers enables both sides to take
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risks. The well-compensated writer will take the risk that a project will turn out poorly and will
harm his or her reputation; the studio that is unwilling to take the risk of paying a writer over
$200,000 cannot get the benefit of a writer’s marquee name if the project is re-written to the
point where its quality suffers. As with the script registry and with the process of attracting
investment capital, the Guild’s rules facilitate contracting between writers and employers in a
speculative and high-stakes market.
Conclusion
The Guild is virtually unique in American letters in having a democratic and workercontrolled process for deciding the meaning of authorship. Hollywood writers sometimes
perceive themselves caught in a squeeze between the work for hire doctrine, on the one hand,
and the director-auteur theory of film, on the other. That is, corporations are deemed the legal
authors of motion pictures and directors are deemed the factual authors. Film theorists have
written critically, especially lately, about the ways in which the auteur theory obscures important
information about the labor of production, and also about how the auteur dynamic enhanced the
power of directors at the expense of other talent, especially below-the-line talent.210Movie and
television production companies have established themselves as the only legal authors of movies
and television programs. They have also sought, in many ways, to be perceived as the factual
authors in the wider culture, except to the extent that acknowledging individual contributions is
good for business in a celebrity-obsessed culture.211 Through control of screen credit and the
compensation that turn on it, the Writers Guild has created a system of private intellectual
property rights that is as important as copyright to the operation of both labor and product
markets in Hollywood. It is a unique system of private ordering that underlies a multi-billion
dollar industry. And it is a system that has operated for decades with virtually no judicial or
legislative intervention.
While the credit determination process had significant procedural and substantive
elements from its creation in the 1940s, it has grown more elaborate both procedurally and
substantively as most writers in Hollywood lost their status as employees of large, verticallyintegrated studios and became (along with most other talent and craft workers) short-term,
project-based employees of one-off production companies. The increase in legal complexity was
a result of the increasing financial significance of credit; the more that came to be at stake in
credit determinations, the more the Guild added procedural protections and substantive nuance.
Legalism offers the union the shelter of procedural fairness as it decides the zero-sum question of
which of its members will receive the considerable financial benefits that flow from credit. And
the very limited judicial review of the Guild’s administration of the system reinforces the
tendency toward legalism. Under the duty of fair representation, the Guild’s determination will
be final and the Guild will not be subject to damages so long as its determinations are not
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arbitrary, discriminatory, or in bad faith, which is a substantial financial incentive for the Guild
to use a process with all the trappings of the rule of law.
Amidst the half-century decline of labor unions, the Writers Guild has remained vibrant
and influential. The rise of flexible production in Hollywood and the transformation of
Hollywood labor and product markets could have destroyed the WGA but did not. Whereas
other United States industries (manufacturing, telecommunications, and raw material extraction
and processing) experienced de-unionization followed by drastic job-restructuring and labor
market change, Hollywood experienced drastic job-restructuring and labor market change
without the de-unionization.212 The Guild survived in part because its governance of the screen
credit system helped it adapt to the changed employment relationship and helped it facilitate
transactions between writers and studios and production companies. As motion pictures and
television programs became ever more expensive to produce in the era of blockbuster films and
television, the individual hiring contracts to provide writing services and contracts to acquire
literary properties became more complicated and more high-stakes. Screen credit and the rights
that flow from it reduced transactions costs and helped to organize a market that might otherwise
have seemed hopelessly diffuse and confusing. The script registry facilitates the rapid and
widespread sharing of ideas in a sector in which fears of idea theft and copyright litigation might
otherwise deter sharing by writers or shopping by companies.
Although it seems clear that the WGA has done a great deal for writers and studios in the
75 years of its existence, it is not at all clear whether it will be able to negotiate the difficult
times ahead. As many have remarked, content creators are in for tough times as new media have
made distribution ever cheaper and easier while content creation remains slow and expensive.213
About half of major motion pictures and a substantial amount of television programming
produced in the U.S. are done outside the WGA’s jurisdiction. The WGA is trying to organize
growth sectors (video game production) but has not yet succeeded. The downward pressure on
production costs generated by the war between content providers and new media distributors can
be expected to increase pressure on companies to produce non-union unless the WGA is able to
adapt.
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The story is obviously not over. What the experience of the past suggests, however, is
that private intellectual property rights regimes have played a substantial and generally
constructive role in the markets for labor and for ideas and that the Guild has been able to solve
the coordination problems necessary to make private IP rights systems function relatively
efficiently. The Guild has both facilitated contracts and provided the institutional support to
enable administration of private rights.
It may be that neither workers nor employers in other similar labor and product markets
(such as video game development, software development, and the development of other new
media products and platforms) would be interested in establishing a union like the Guild. Path
dependence is certainly a big part of the story of Hollywood. Writers unionized in an era when
lots of educated (and uneducated) workers thought that unions were good. The culture of
unionism that they created is easier to hand down to new generations than to create from scratch
among a group of people lacking experience with unions who cannot imagine how a union could
facilitate individual or collective negotiations or administer intellectual property rights. But to
the extent that people think that knowledge workers never want unions and cannot benefit from
them, or that unions have no role to play in the knowledge economy, the history of the Writers
Guild teaches otherwise.
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