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Above left: 1968, Window washer at work in the aftermath of Martin Luther King’s assassination on 14th Street at Union Square, NYC. Above right:
2017, Fabricator sands surface of a quartz countertop, exposing himself to silica dust due to a lack of water spray dust suppression, Beltsville, MD.

LIFE’S WORK #A20/21
A Fifty Year Photographic Chronicle of Working in the U.S.A
In this classroom module, I will present photo highlights from my LIFE’S WORK retrospective exhibit and book. The images
will begin with photographs published in New York Magazine during its first year of publication in 1968, while I was an
advertising student at the School of Visual Arts in Manhattan. The photographs included in this presentation are drawn from
the fifty years that I have spent capturing images of coal miners, textile, auto, chemical workers, migrant farmworkers,
commercial fisherman, emergency responders, health care workers and public employees, with the challenges they have faced
– and gains they have made – in improving their job safety and health.
I will discuss my pursuit of socially useful photography, my approach to workers as my photo subjects, my early training in
graphic design and advertising that informs the methods I use to this day, and how my work has been used by organizations to
advance occupational safety, public and environmental health.
“Treating subjects with dignity and respect is a consistent value for Earl Dotter as he looks for the common ground between
his subjects and the audience that views his photographs. Earl’s photographs are effective because often he is experiencing the
same hazardous environment as his subjects. He captures these moments, and his images give voice to those intimate stories."
Ann Backus, MS / Instructor in Occupational Safety / Director of the Harvard T.H. Chan School of Public Health Outreach
Program / Coordinator, Occupational & Environmental Medicine Residency / HSPH Visiting Scholars Program.

ESSENTIAL WORKERS in the Time of COVID 19 #B20/21
Including a History of the Use of Personal Protective Equipment

All the subjects in the top row have COVID-19 appropriate PPE and are among the many essential workers employed in the community where I live.
Top left to right: a local periodontist and dental assistant with a patient; my neighborhood recycling pickup hauler and postman. Bottom row: Cotton bale
opening room crew with respirators in dustiest area of mill, Ware Shoals, SC 1979; Post-9/11 Ground Zero perimeter security guard, New York City 2001.

The focus of this classroom module will be on current photographs of essential workers that I have taken locally and in nearby
communities in the midst of the COVID-19 Pandemic. I will discuss the evolution of my outreach methods, strategies that I
have always used to protect myself from workplace hazards and more recently from exposure to the COVID-19 virous.
Throughout my career, many of my assignments have focused on workers performing hazardous occupations with the use of
Personal Protective Equipment, including those in textile, auto, steel mills and other hazardous job sites. My presentation will
also include workers whose employers did not provide the necessary PPE, and the on-the-job adaptations they made to protect
themselves. Emergency responders, farmworkers and public workers will also be featured, as they protected themselves from
pesticides, toxic chemicals, asbestos, infectious disease, and cotton, silica and coal dust.

Top row: Photo ID badges from workplaces that exposed workers to asbestos, with an image of Linda Reinstein, now the Director of the Asbestos Disease
Awareness Organization, whose husband Alan died of mesothelioma contracted while working in a Boston shipyard. Bottom row: A widow of an asbestos
victim who just buried her shipyard carpenter husband in Pascagoula, Mississippi. Packaged Russian asbestos showing manufacturer’s logo with Donald
Trump’s image. Kent brand cigarettes sold from 1952-56 with the “Micronite” filter which contained blue crocidolite asbestos (photo by Tony Rich).

BADGES: A Memorial Tribute to Asbestos Workers #C20/21
This classroom module shows past and present deaths from exposure to asbestos, using photo ID badges and historic photos
to highlight workers who unknowingly were exposed to what the Johns Manville Corporation called “The Magic Mineral.”
Environmental exposure to this carcinogen continues to claim victims today from products containing asbestos still in use.
The legacy of asbestos contamination of workplaces and our environment remains a major public health threat. The annual
death toll in the United States from malignant mesothelioma has leveled off but has not yet declined, in part because exposure
to asbestos continues from industrial demolition sites with improper abatement, and from legacy asbestos products like
residential home insulation.

The ‘BADGES’ exhibit offers to the present generation a window to the unfortunate past for so many from whom
knowledge about the insidious lethality of asbestos was withheld. The photo ID badges personalize individuals in
American industry who trusted their employers to warn and protect them against non-obvious, insidious dangers
such as asbestos. Barry Castleman, ScD, Author: ASBESTOS, Medical AND Legal Aspects

THE PRICE OF FISH #D20/21
Commercial Fishermen Lose Life and Limb in New England

This series was created when I accompanied commercial fishermen on a 7-day trip in December of 2000 to fishing grounds in the North Atlantic, over 100
miles offshore from Portland, Maine. The three-man crew and captain suffered rough seas on their trip on the 80-foot stern trawler. Other photos describe
the crew being hit by a rogue wave, working in the fish icy fish hold, and on photos from other trips a fisherman’s lobster boat capsizing and an image of
the travails of lobstermen Doug Goodale who returned to fishing after losing his right arm in a trap rope winch accident while working alone.

The photographs presented in this classroom module are the product of one of the most challenging projects I undertook as a
Fellow with the Alicia Patterson Foundation and as a Visiting Scholar at the Harvard School of Public Health, documenting the
health and safety of commercial fisherman. While accompanying a fishing crew aboard a trawler in late December, a gale hit,
bringing piercing cold rain and drenching ocean waves onto the deck of the boat where the fishermen worked. Over the course
of the week, I photographed in the icy confined space of the fish hold, and shared bunk and kitchen space with the crew.
On Vinalhaven Island in Maine, I spent time talking with lobstermen about the dangers of their work and their inventive
strategies for making their jobs safer. As I photographed, a fisherman’s lobster boat began capsizing in the harbor behind me,
providing a dramatic and telling image of just how quickly a fisherman’s life can literally be turned upside down.

Photographs presented in this classroom module were taken at the Hospital of the University of Pennsylvania (HUP) as a tribute to the nurses on staff
there to honor them during Nurses Week. In 2007, the hospital engaged journalist Suzanne Gordon and me to prepare an exhibit titled “Just A Nurse.”

JUST A NURSE #E20/21
A Nurses Week Tribute to Nursing Practice
As we view images in this classroom module of nurses performing their vital work, at the Hospital of the University of
Pennsylvania, I will discuss my interactions with them and to my camera and how they described their experiences.
“With approximately 3.3 million registered nurses in the United States, nurses make up the largest segment of the health care
profession. They work in a wide variety of settings, including hospitals, emergency rooms, health clinics, schools, nursing
homes, and factories. Nurses perform a wide variety of services, including assisting in surgery, monitoring vital signs,
administering medications, coordinating patient care, and collaborating with health care teams performing physical exams,
and documenting patients' health history. Nurses often work long hours under high stress circumstances, as they address the
health and wellbeing of patients through many stages of care. In 2017, for the 16th year in a row, respondents to a Gallup poll
ranked nursing as the most trusted profession in the US.” Stephanie Chalupka, EdD, RN, PHCNS-BC, FAAOHN, FNAP,
Professor and Program Coordinator, Master of Science in Nursing Program, Dept. of Nursing Worcester State University

APPALACHIAN CHRONICLE 1969-1999 #F20/21

The photographs in this classroom module contrast the lives and culture of people in the Appalachian Region where coal is found and where it is not.
Images in this set represent a particularly formative and creative era for me setting me on a career path that continues to the present time.

I was about to graduate from The School of Visual Arts in Manhattan when the Farmington Mine in West Virginia exploded
on November 20th,1968, killing 78 coal miners, providing the impetus for me to become a Volunteer in Service to America
(VISTA) in Tennessee as a way to rub shoulders with US coal miners. That explosion led to the formation of the Federal Mine
Safety (MSHA) and the Occupational Health and Safety (OSHA) Administrations, signed into law by Richard Nixon. Those
events mark the beginning of my photography career, at a time coal mining was the most dangerous occupation in America.
I went on to become the photographer for a Community Action Project in Tennessee, meeting many locals who were falling
behind as the younger and better educated headed north to well-paying factory jobs. In 1971, I volunteered to work in a coal
miners' campaign to democratize the United Mineworkers Union, when that campaign was successful I was soon after invited
to join the staff of the UMW Journal, a publication sent to 275,000 UMWA members monthly, position I held for five years.

"Earl Dotter translates his relationship with Appalachians into telling visuals that portray its peoples with dignity,
self-worth and with a humanity worthy of acknowledgment."
Rob Amberg, photographer, author, and recipient of Guggenheim, NEH and NEA Fellowships

In Maine farmworkers are the engine of the agricultural economy. Photos show a migrant worker with his legal documentation, hand-harvesting broccoli,
blueberries, and cranberries. The Maine Migrant Health Program provides low-cost or free health care from mobile clinics at statewide harvest’s sites.

THE FARMWORKER FEEDS US ALL #G20/21
The Labor and Health of Migrants in Maine’s Hand Harvests
Tennessee Watson worked with me as a translator and interviewer for this statewide hand harvest documentation project.
Tennessee had worked with the Maine Migrant Health Program (MMHP) as an outreach worker and was well known and
trusted in the farm labor camps. She coined the title of the exhibit, from the Peter Seeger song “The Farmer is the Man Who
Feeds Us All.” During the early summer months into the fall of 2007, Tennessee and I crisscrossed the state, following the
MMHP mobile clinics to all the major hand harvests, as I photographed and Tennessee interviewed the broccoli harvesters, tree
planters and tree thinners working deep in the Allagash Wilderness and on Pique Island. We continued our work with the
successive hand harvests of blueberries, apples, and cranberries, periodically connecting with MMHP mobile clinics providing
healthcare services for those same migrant farmworkers at labor camp housing nearby.
This exhibit traveled throughout Maine and was eventually presented at the Harvard School of Public Health in Boston, in
Washington DC at a national Migrant Health conference, and at the headquarters of the U.S. Department of Labor. Over the
course of the 2008-10 Maine exhibit tour, thousands of people, including farmworkers themselves, attended the exhibits.
Jamaican farmworker Derrick Dunbar said it best:

“People have to be treated in the right and proper way as human beings because without farmworkers there is nothing.”

RISE GONNA RISE #H20/21
Portraits of Southern Textile Workers

This classroom module addresses the struggles of southern textile workers as they organized in the late 1970's across racial lines to protect themselves
from debilitating exposure to cotton dust. I started in the Mississippi Delta when children still harvested the cotton crop by hand and then focused on
workers in the local cotton gins and then on to cotton mills in the Carolinas. I was able to document how that struggle culminated in OSHA's enactment
of the Cotton Dust Standard. Members of the Carolina Brown Lung Association were in the forefront of organizing the workers at the J.P. Stevens cotton
mills throughout the South on behalf of the Amalgamated Clothing and Textile Workers Union (ACTWU).

In this presentation, I will describe how the textile spinning and weaving industry inflicted hardship on black Americans, and
regimented the lives of impoverished white workers, leading to their effort to organize for safer and healthier work conditions.

"Earl Dotter has captured the industry in a period of extraordinary transition. In the 1960’s and 70’s, the mill
owners were finally, and ever so reluctantly, allowing Black workers into the mills in response to the rebellion
against racism. The cotton mill towns were slowly disappearing as the industry shed its archaic paternalism amidst
a wave of technological modernization (usually from overseas innovators)."
Eric Frumin, former ACTWU/ UNITE Health and Safety Director

WHEN DUTY CALLS #J20/21
A Tribute to 9/11 Emergency Responders on Ground Zero, 2002
On the first day the public was allowed into Lower Manhattan after 9/11, I met office workers returning to their jobs near
Ground Zero, not knowing then if their co-workers had survived. Photographing outside the restricted perimeter, and then
inside through an assignment from the Operating Engineers Union, I was able to photograph the rescue that soon turned into a
recovery of the lost, including 432 firefighters who died in the towers as they collapsed. The photos include the work of these
responders, as well as of the many firefighter memorials erected by the public at the firehalls that suffered grievous loss.

"These photographs reflect Earl Dotter’s presence on one side of the camera and his skill in relating to people on
the other side. Earl’s photographs demonstrate the ongoing trauma the 9/11 attack left in its wake."
Barry S. Levy, MD, MPH, Book Co-Editor: Occupational and Environmental Health; Terrorism and Public Health

THE QUIET SICKNESS #K20/21
A Photographic Chronicle of Hazardous Work in America

Twenty years ago, the American Industrial Hygiene Association (AIHA) Social Concerns Committee invited me
to display this work at their Washington, DC Conference and then to publish a book, THE QUIET SICKNESS,
based on the exhibit. It included my work dating back almost 30 years showing the dangers faced by coal
miners, health care workers, construction workers, farm workers, poultry workers and many other hazardous
jobs. At the exhibit, I remember several people viewing the photos who said to me what I took to be the best of
all possible compliments, “Viewing your photographs remind me of why I chose to be an Industrial Hygienist.”

COAL MINER HEALTH IN APPALACHIA #L20/21
Russell Lee in 1947 Earl Dotter in 2007
Russel Lee’s Boone Report photographs (included in the 1947 Medical Survey of the Bituminous Coal Industry) reflect a
sensitive, compassionate eye toward the miner, his family, and their surroundings. In 2006, Davitt McAteer, Author, and
Former Assistant Secretary of Labor of the Mine Health and Safety Administration, called me to suggest I update this
significant report with an exhibit of my photos on the same subject to coincide with the 60th anniversary of 1947 report. Much
has changed in the sixty years between those Boone Report photos and my 2007 Coal Miner Health in Appalachia images.
Signs the energy industry and miners were at a crossroad were already emerging in 2007 when a growing public awareness of
global warning and the development of fracking for natural gas was already reducing the demand for coal as an energy option.

HOLDING MOTHER EARTH SACRED #M20/21
Honoring Indigenous Beliefs • Conserving Energy Resources • Creating Sustainable Jobs

In 2009, during a roundtable discussion on the health and safety of American Indians and Canadian Aboriginal workers at the
American Industrial Hygiene Association (AIHA) annual conference in Toronto, you could hear a pin drop when Janice
Greene, One Feather, spoke about barriers in the workplace for indigenous peoples. Afterwards, the AIHA’s Social Concerns
Committee and others asked how they could continue the conversation for the next conference in Denver. Someone suggested
Earl Dotter prepare a photo exhibit. Cindy Becnel was outreach Director of the NIOSH Mountain and Plains Education and
Research Center, she contacted me about the two of us preparing an exhibit on tribal energy development, and cultural aspects
described by our Canadian colleagues. This exhibit featuring four tribal communities within the US and Canada resulted.
Diné (Navajo) communities in Arizona and New Mexico addressed worker health and cultural legacies of uranium mining and
coal production. At the same time, the Navajo Nation became the first tribal nation to initiate legislation to create green jobs. In
Manitoba, First Nations, and the Manitoba Federation of Labour (MFL) Occupational Health Centre I was able to photograph
the “Wings of Change” process used workplaces to enhance worker safety and health. With guidance from community
Aboriginal Elders, I was able to show how this process combined sacred teachings and workers’ rights, “building cultural
bridges,” within their nation. The Southern Ute Tribe in southwest Colorado, used waste streams from natural gas gathering,
emanating from coal seams left in the ground, to produce algae oil biofuels in a demonstration pilot plant. And the Lakota
Solar Enterprises, located on the Pine Ridge Reservation in South Dakota, developed vocational training for installing solar
heating systems and wind turbines to provide electricity to isolated tribal member's homes.

IN OUR BLOOD: Coal Miners in the 1970’s #N20/21
Writer,Matt Witt and I met in 1972 when we were in our 20s, helping coal miners who were trying to reform their union to
fight the big coal companies on issues like health and safety. We both had volunteered, Matt as writer and me as photographer
for the Miners for Democracy election campaign, which succeeded in winning the union’s top offices. For the next five years,
we traveled throughout the country as a writer-and-photographer team for the United Mine Workers Journal that provided an
independent news source to 275,000 mining families. It is images from that era that form the In Our Blood exhibit and
presentation series. At our best, were able to highlight miner’s successes so other miners could learn from those efforts.
During that extended period, we had many opportunities to share dinners at the homes of miners before entering the mine the
next day, learning from that exchange what was important to be looking for during the mine visit. We were also invited into
the homes of retired miners to hear their stories. Matt’s interviews gave me picture ideas before I brought out my camera.

OCCUPATIONAL TINTYPES 1859-1900 #O20/21
Learn of The First Miniature Photo Portraits Workers Could Afford

Presentation Photographs are from Earl Dotter’s Workplace Image Collection
Beginning before the Civil War, workers in the Industrial Age flocked to photo studios to have Tintypes made. Previously
pricy Daguerreotype photos, available since the 1840s had been too costly. Most were photographed in their work clothes
with the tools of their trades. Enterprising Tintype photographer set up impromptu studios outside factory and mill gates to
capture their subjects in work garb or advertised, “Tintypes of Invalids Taken on Short Notice at Home.” Prior to the use
of penicillin, if a worker suffered a crushing injury, it often was only a matter of time before infection claimed that life.

Presentation Images are from Earl Dotter’s Workplace Image Collection #P20/21
This set of nearly 300 workplace oriented Stereo View Card photographs has been digitally restored to include brief title
information from the cards produced between 1875 and 1935. This inventive use of photography has been termed that
period’s “parlor TV,” enabling families to see beyond their own lives. Not surprisingly, a major Stereo View Card theme
presented was the workplace of fellow Americans. The focus of my classroom photo presentation can be tailored to fit
current study themes such as immigration in the 19th and early 20th centuries, child labor, Black Americans following
enslavement, or the lack of Industrial Age PPE in hazardous occupations, to name a few possible Zoom module themes.

