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Abstract

Over the last two centuries, a succession of childhood pursuits has been blamed for
deterioration in children’s health, morality, education and literacy, as well as

increases in juvenile delinquency, yet there has also been a constant voice in

opposition to these charges. In Britain this debate reached something of a climax 1n
the 1930s, due to the massive growth of cinema and its huge popularity with young
people. This thesis aims to explore all aspects of the controversy surrounding
children’s cinemagoing in the thirties, with a particular focus on the mechanisms

used to try and control or contain children’s viewing, together with an assessment of

the extent to which these mechanisms were successful.

Its main arguments are that while concems about child viewers motivated the
development of film censorship practices in Britain and elsewhere, the debate 1s too
complex and varied to be seen as a straightforward moral panic. In addition, it
argues that, despite the attempts of the BBFC and others, children were essentially
the regulators of their own viewing, as they frequently subverted or circumvented the

largely ineffectual mechanisms of official cinema regulation. Moreover it suggests

that, in a period when school, home and even leisure tended to be strong on
discipline, the cinema was colonised by children as an alternative site of recreation.
Matinees in particular were the birthplace of a new and somewhat subversive
children’s culture, which only started to be ‘tamed’ with the introduction of more
formal children’s cinema clubs towards the end of the decade. Finally, the
productive nature of the debate surrounding children, cinema and censorship 1s

explored in a case study of the 1930s MGM Tarzan films, which assesses the extent

to which issues relating to the child audience may have helped to shape a genre.
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Chapter One
Introduction

Unless it is cleaned up within

this generation, [cinemal] will
undermine every existing agency
for decency and public order.

R.G. Burnett & E.D. Martell
The Devil’s Camera (1932)




In 1937, a new American movie was passed with an A certificate by the British
Board of Film Censors (BBFC) for distribution in the UK. This A certificate — given
the previous year to horror films like The Walking Dead (1936) and Dracula’s
Daughter (1936) — informed cinema managers and patrons that the movie was not

considered suitable for children under 16 years old, unless they were accompanied by

a parent or bona fide adult guardian. The new movie in question was Walt Disney’s
Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs (1937). Thousands of children would flock to see

this film on its first release in Britain and, as will be seen in the chapters that follow,
1t 15 ltkely that they were hardly deterred at all by the BBFC’s attempts at regulation.

During the 1930s, in both Britain and across the world, numerous authorities
struggled with the issue of children’s cinemagoing. At one extreme, moral
watchdogs prophesied the doom of a generation that was being corrupted by the
influence of the silver screen. At the other, champions of the cinema declared its
positive educational and social value to young people. Meanwhile, children became
one of the largest audience segments in cinemas worldwide.

The debate surrounding children and film did not exist in isolation; it simply
represented an important peak in longstanding controversies over children and
leisure which have been endemic across Europe and the USA for hundreds of years.
Some have even argued that this debate dates back over 2,000 years to Plato, who
suggested that poets would be banned from his ideal Republic, so that their stories
about the questionable behaviour of the gods would not damage the vulnerable minds
of children.! Certainly, since at least the eighteenth century, a cavalcade of pastimes
have been deemed undesirable, 1f not dangerous, for children, including penny
magazines, playing in the street, fighting, dancing, gambling, sex, radio, cinema,
television, comic books, rock music, videos, computer games and now the Internet
and virtual reality. All have been cited as threats to children’s safety, health,
morality and literacy, as well as being blamed for increases in juvenile delinquency.

This thesis does not aim to prove or disprove theories regarding the influence

of leisure activities on the young. Rather it seeks to contribute to academic

understanding about the nature and impact of recurring debates over children and
leisure by exploring, from a number of perspectives, the controversy surrounding

children and cinema, which erupted in Europe and the USA during the 1930s.



Literature Review

The linked topics of childhood, youth, media influence and moral panic lie at the
intersection of a number of areas of academic interest and this thesis is therefore

influenced by a range of scholarship from a number of disciplines. Its main

emphasis is on the history of popular culture, including the history of cinema and
film and, more specifically, the social and cultural history of censorship and
cinemagoing (a field not only of interest to historians but also to film, media and
cultural theorists). Secondly, it is located within the growing field of the history of
childhood. And thirdly, beyond the discipline of history, it relates to studies into
children, media influence and moral panic, within disciplines such as sociology,
psychology, pedagogy, and cultural, media and film studies. However, while this
range of influences and references will be apparent from time to time throughout the
thesis, it 1s nevertheless fundamentally based in social and cultural history.

Due to the large range of disciplines involved, further histornnographical

material is included in each chapter and this literature review does not therefore aim
to be exhaustive. However, 1t is still important to consider at this stage the ways in
which this thesis relates to current literature on the topic of children and film history.
Although the field of film and cinema history is large and growing,
surprisingly little has been written about the debate over children and cinema 1n

1930s Britain; in fact there are only a few books that explore this topic at any length.’
The most comprehensive is Terry Staples’ All Pals Together: The Story of Children's
Cinema (1997). The subtitle of this book is a clue to its theoretical standpoint, as

Staples provides a narrative and often nostalgic look at ‘the story’ of children and
cinema in Britain, between around 1900 and 1987. Although his account really lacks

critical or analytical teeth, Staples nevertheless draws on a remarkable range of

material representing a number of perspectives. This includes evidence from
governmental sources, from large production companies, cinema chains, cinema
managers and staff, from censors, local authorities, pressure groups and the media,
and, through oral history and other evidence, from children themselves. A caveat to

this, though, is that Staples’ book covers the 1930s relatively briefly, n fifty pages.

And while he demonstrates a detailed knowledge of the overall debate surrounding

children and cinema, he generally maintains an anecdotal and critically indistinct



tone, rather than questioning the assumptions and motivations that lie behind both his
story and the debate itself.
A second important book is Jeffrey Richards’ The Age of the Dream Palace:

Cinema and Society in Britain 1930-1939 (1984). This valuable and perceptive

exploration of cinemagoing in Britain during the 1930s outlines the development of
the media influence debate in chapters entitled “The Devil’s Camera’ and ‘Our

Movie-Made Children’. Again, the approach is largely narrative, although the book
does have a clear theoretical objective: ‘to explore the ways in which mass culture
can be used to generate ideological consensus, promote it where it does not exist and
confirm 1t where it does’.> Thus, Richards presents a Gramscian analysis of cinema
culture, implying that the debate over cinema and children was part of middle class
attempts to control working class leisure and promote hegemony.

In a similar vein, Stephen Humphries provides an overtly class-based analysis

of debates over children and leisure (including cinema) in Hooligans or Rebels: An
Oral History of Working-Class Childhood and Youth 1889-1939 (1981). Essentially,
Humphnes claims that it is class rather than age that is the key factor in perceptions
of juvenile delinquency. Thus, he eschews ‘generational’ or ‘youth culture’ theories
which, he argues, mask issues of class-consciousness and conflict.* While class is
undoubtedly a significant factor in the cinema influence debate, I will suggest that it
1s by no means the only significant factor. Nevertheless, Humphries’ emphasis on
resistance, and his insistence that working class children were not simply the passive
recipients of social control, are critical 1ssues that will be explored in some detail in
the following chapters.

Finally, the most directly related literature to the topic of this thesis can be
found in John Springhall’s Youth, Popular Culture and Moral Panics (1998). In

addition to giving a detailed overview of controversies surrounding children and

leisure between around 1830 and 1996, the chapters of this book focus on specific
“panics’ relating to certain media, including penny theatres, penny dreadfuls and
horror comics. Notably, Springhall provides a concise yet detailed study of debates

about children and cinema, with specific reference to the ‘panic’ that arose around

gangster films and child viewers in the 1930s, in both Britain and America.” This

appears to be the only historical study which has attempted to relate debates about



children and film in 1930s Britain to wider issues of youth culture and moral panic.

However, as just one chapter focuses on the cinema, and this deals only with
concerns surrounding juvenile delinquency and the gangster film genre, it is

therefore confined in length and scope.

No other historians appear to have directly tackled the subject of British
children and cinema in the 1930s, although earlier periods and older age groups have
received a little attention.® English language studies of the debate in other nations
also appear to be both scarce and limited. For example, Anton Kaes, David Welch
and Gary D. Stark have all assessed the general cinema debate of the 1920s and 30s
in Germany, but none of these authors are more than marginally interested in issues
relating to children.” Similarly, Richard Stites’ work on the history of Russian
popular culture only mentions the subject of children and cinema in passing.®

Some work has been done on the subject in America, particularly concerning

the major research project that dominated the American debate in the 1930s: the
Payne Fund Studies. The key text in this field is the extensive collaboration of Garth

Jowett, Ian Jarvie and Kathryn Fuller, Children and the Movies (1996).° However,
even this volume is not directly concemed with the history of childhood, as its
principal aim is to research the Payne Fund Studies themselves, in order to ‘restore
[them] to a place of honor in the history of communications research.’’® Quite
rightly, in his article on children and cinema in the 1910s and 20s in America,
Richard deCordova has bemoaned the dearth of literature in this field. ‘It seems
odd’, he suggests, ‘that...film history has so completely ignored the obsession with
the child audience, particularly if we admit that it was the dominant feature of critical
approaches to the cinema at the time”’."

A further significant gap in the literature is that there are no studies of this
topic as an international phenomenon. It is inescapably true that cinema was
genuinely interational from the outset, with inventors, financiers, producers, casts,
crews, distnibution networks and audiences ranging and mixing across the globe.
Similarly, there was something of an international consensus regarding concerns over

children and cinema in the 1930s. Common anxieties (along with opposing views of
the educational potential of cinema) recurred across the board in nations with

otherwise starkly different ideologies, from Britain and America to Nazi Germany




and Communist Russia. For example, theories regarding the power of cinema to
imbue children with a sense of political and national identity caused Americans to

rail against ‘fascist and communist influences’ in European films of the 1930s, while

Europeans of all political persuasions protested at length about the ‘Americanising’

impact of Hollywood on their children. However, no research has yet been published
which considers this international dimension of the debate over children and film.

Regrettably, my study will do little to remedy that situation, although an attempt has

been made to maintain an international awareness throughout.

Finally, apart from Springhall’s brief study, little has been done to investigate
the motivation and mechanisms that lay behind attempts to control children’s
viewing in the 1930s. I therefore hope to explore this issue in the chapters that
follow, focusing not only on ‘what happened’, but on how and why it happened.

In this respect, 1t should be explained, my thesis represents a response to

related work 1n media and communications studies regarding controversies over

children and television. For in these fields, although scholars have increasingly
come to recognise the cyclical nature of the debate surrounding children and leisure
and, therefore, the need for historical research, little has yet been done." As David
Buckingham argues, the key to understanding the recurring debate about children
and media influence of all kinds may lie not so much 1n analysing the results of the
empirical research, but in examining its context. Thus, he argues, the research into

children and television may

reveal as much about the tensions and contradictions within society
as it does about either children or television. In this respect, it is
important to locate the concern about the area historically, in the
context both of evolving definitions of childhood and of recurrent
responses to the perceived impact of new cultural forms and

communications technologies.”

This thesis therefore aims to provide some of the historical background needed for an

understanding of the debate as a whole. So far, scholars in media studies have done

little more than map some of the key historical landmarks of the debate from the arr,



with an emphasis on recent scares, such as those concerning horror comics and the
Internet." However, this thesis explores perhaps the single most important of the

historical landmarks from the ground, by providing an extended, detailed case study

of the controversy over children and film in interwar Britain.

Children and the 1930s

Betore embarking on this study, two fundamental questions need to be addressed.

Firstly, why has the decade of the 1930s been chosen? And secondly, how are
‘children’ to be defined?

Moving pictures were introduced to the British public in 1896 and the first

purpose-built cinema in Britain was erected ten years later. Thereafter, rapid growth
occurred; by 1907 there were around 250 picture palaces in Britain, after which the

number virtually doubled annually rising to 1,600 by 1910 and nearly 4,000 in
1911." British cinemas continued to expand in both numbers and size, so that by
1939 the country had over 5,000 cinemas attracting an attendance of approximately
20 million per week.'® Cinema had become the first mass medium to be distributed
simultaneously to audiences of millions and it therefore provoked much debate.
From the outset, defenders of cinema insisted that this was a highly promising
form of self-improving education; an influential force of socialisation, with powerful
potential for good."” However, in reality, film quickly became established as an
extremely popular form of entertainment rather than education, associated from the
beginning with alcohol consumption, as early venues for film included travelling
fairs, music halls and vaudevilles, most of which served alcohol.” Furthermore, as
the medium developed, its content was largely derived from the sensational
narratives of melodrama and cheap literature, rather than worthy literary or
educational alternatives. It was of great significance, therefore, that film became a
cheap and massively attended source of entertainment, rather than improvement.
Moreover 1t was largely frequented by the urban working classes and, despite

concerted etforts to the contrary, it was a medium principally driven by commercial

interests, rather than religious, educational, or otherwise ‘improving’ ones.



Consequently, the cinema had numerous critics, mainly from middle class
religious, educational and social welfare groups, who insisted that 1t represented a
threat to society. Vulnerable, uneducated or uncontrollable viewers were considered
especially at risk — namely, cinema’s most frequent patrons: the working classes,

women and children.” Romantic notions of childhood were invoked and movies
were denounced as violent, frightening, sexually corrupt, addictive and therefore

fundamentally damaging to the naturally curious, vulnerable, naive, imitative and
emotionally susceptible mind of the child. At the same time, concepts of original sin

were evident in declarations that the negative influence of cinema stimulated already
degenerate young minds, leading them into even greater depths of corruption,
depravity and delinquency.” Concerns regarding the possible influences of cinema

on children and adults then motivated various bodies to attempt the imposition of a

regulatory framework, including the establishment of the BBFC in 1913.
Although debates around cinema were evident from its inception, this thesis

focuses on the 1930s because this was arguably the key decade in the history of
cinema and its regulation. Jeffrey Richards has described it as probably ‘the least
known and least appreciated decade in the history of the sound film’.*' Meanwhile
Peter Stead considers 1t ‘the most crucial period in the whole history of cinema in
Britain and America’.? It is an easily identifiable period, beginning with the
introduction of talking pictures and ending with the start of World War Two.
Significantly, it also is the period in which the Hays Code was developed and

introduced, effecting the rigorous censorship of films. Finally, it was the decade in
which cinema was established as the most popular form of communal entertainment
across Europe and the USA, with the children of the 1930s being regarded by many
as the first generation to be fundamentally influenced by so-called mass culture.
Probably the most important facet of the decade for this thesis, though, 1s that
anxiety about children and cinema rocketed with the introduction of talkies 1in 1929,
triggering a profusion of enquiries into the influence of cinema on the young, from

the UK and the USA, to Nazi Germany and Soviet Russia. During the 1930s,

literally hundreds of surveys and reports were generated worldwide, 1n an attempt to
assess and regulate the influence of cinema on children. Most of the ‘players’ in the

British enquiries represented groups such as church and youth organisations, who



were rapidly losing their virtual monopoly on organised children’s leisure. Others
came from the establishments of education and government, while the remainder

represented the commercial might of the cinema industry. Consequently, many of

the projects began with a hidden agenda and the subject quickly became a more or

less blatant battle, within and between a range of powerful bodies, for the control of
children’s culture and the transmission of values.”

But what of children themselves? On the face of it, children apparently had
little more than a symbolic role to play in what was essentially an adult debate,
leading to the organisation, censorship and certification of cinema, as well as the
introduction of children’s cinema clubs and, eventually, the production of movies for
child audiences. However, this thesis will argue that children did in fact take a

central role in the development of cinema regulation during the 1930s.

Ultimately then this period has been chosen for two main reasons. Firstly, it

was a decade in which cinemagoing had become by far the most popular commercial
leisure pursuit in Britain, with children being a very important part of that popularity:.
Secondly, this was the first decade of talking pictures, which prompted an escalation
In anxiety over young people and film and the introduction of new, more stringent
forms of censorship. In fact, the 1930s marked the zenith of all concerns regarding
children and cinema — and, what i1s more, when examining the twentieth century as a

whole, this zenith actually represented the peak of concern over children and media
influence of all kinds.** It is therefore clearly a key decade.

The other fundamental issue to address is the question of defining ‘the child’.
Historians of childhood have increasingly sought to tackle this question in recent
years, interrogating established definitions of childhood, just as other historians have
examined definitions of class and gender. Foremost among these was Philippe Aries,
whose book Centuries of Childhood (1960) argued that perceptions of the nature of
childhood were culturally determined, giving it a flexible, rather than a universally
fixed, definition. Essentially, Aries suggests, the experience of a child in any given
culture is fundamentally affected by that culture’s perceptions of childhood. In other

words, different cultures at different times have different ideas about the nature of
childhood, which inform their views on how children should behave and be treated

and this in turn directly affects children’s experiences.”




Following Aries, a number of historians, psychologists and sociologists have

explored the ways in which definitions and experiences of childhood vary, depending
on a range of economic, social and cultural factors. Even the apparently universal
biological characteristics of childhood can differ, it is argued, depending on factors

such as class, culture and historical period. For example, Michael Mitterauer has
suggested that in the nineteenth century, ‘unmistakable class-related differences’

were apparent in the menarche (first menstruation) rates of girls, so that between

1800 and 1981 the average age of menarche decreased by several years across
Europe, as standards of living rose.

The majority of work by scholars in this area has focused on the history of

discourses relating to childhood.*” By ‘discourses relating to childhood’ I mean the
shifting body of shared language and knowledge, which both creates and is created

by dominant perceptions of what it means to be a child, in any given time and place.

A study of such discourses necessarily draws on Aries’ theory that childhood is a

socially constructed category rather than a fixed reality, examining the ways in which
that category — the ‘child’ — has been constructed through discourse. Iintend to
follow a similar theoretical path, in that I will not be considering childhood as a fixed
biological and psychological state, but rather as a socially constructed category. My
main aim in this respect is to explore the role of this social construction and the
discourses supporting it in the debate over children and cinema in 1930s Britain.
Nevertheless, it is necessary at this stage to consider my own definition of
childhood in terms of age range. This is a tricky issue for a number of reasons.
Firstly, simplistic definitions of children as ‘persons aged under 16°, for example,
belie the fact that ‘childhood’ can cover a long period of extensive mental and
physical change, from infancy and pre-pubescence, through puberty and beyond. As
such, childhood might be better seen as a plural rather than a singular expenence.
Secondly, any age at which one might choose to draw the line 1s inevitably
problematic, not least due to the sheer variety of experiences of different children in
terms of their physical, mental and social rates of development. It can therefore be

seen that a fixed chronological or biological definition of the child is hard to

establish. At what point does a child become an adult? And what is the difference
between the two?




Justification for this basic struggle over definition is easily found, as 1t soon

becomes clear when looking at contemporary sources that those dealing with 1ssues
relating to children and cinema in the 1930s could not reach agreement over their

definitions either. A key illustration comes from a meeting in 1929 of the BBFC’s

Mr Brooke-Wilkinson and Mr Hessey, with Miss Rosamund Smith, Miss Adler and
Mr Greenwood of the London County Council. In discussing the issue of children

and A film regulation, conversation turned to the definition of ‘children’ when they
considered a suggested new certificate for films, which Rosamund Smith described

as ‘suitable for children’. Brooke-Wilkinson took 1ssue with this:

BW:  Is that something different from the young person which is
mentioned in the [A film] regulation?

RS: Yes, I think 1t 1s really children. Technically a child is a child

up to 14, 1sn’t that so? I don’t think we discussed the age, but 1
think we all want really childish films...

BW: At the moment we are dealing with films for young persons, and

a young person 1s someone up to the age of 16 years. Is your
idea that this film 1s for some class of person younger than 16?

RS: Younger than /4.
Miss A: I think we really thought up to 16.

BW:  You are using the word children.

RS: The technical age of a child 1s up to the time that 1t leaves the
elementary school, which at present is 14...

Mr G: It was understood that at present 1t was the school age of 14, but

nothing was decided as to whether 1t should remain at the school
age when 1t was 15...

RS: ...]I personally thought we had 16 in our minds.
BW: Inthe regulation I think it is specific; 1t says ‘no young person’.

RS: ...My view on the question is this — it might not be the view of
others — that a child is a child from 1 to 14 and from 14 to 18 1s

a young person and then becomes an adult. That is my view.
We haven’t discussed 1t as a commuttee.

Mr H: Ithink it is perfectly clear that we deal with young persons up to
16.%°

10



As this extract demonstrates, the problem of defining childhood 1s not easily

solved by looking at primary source material, which is often equally undecided. This
can be further illustrated by a letter to the Home Office in 1934 from a representative
of the Cinematograph Exhibitors Association (CEA), who had been asked to define

‘bona fide adult guardian’. The CEA representative writes: ‘As I personally am not
aware of any decision having been given as to the meaning of the word “adult” |

should be very much obliged if you would kindly let me know what “adult” does in

your opinion mean’.” The Home Office response is not known. However, when
Middlesex County Council had problems with this definition, they took the plunge
themselves and stipulated that adults accompanying children had to be over 21.

Unfortunately, this caused a mother of three children (who was under 21) to be
refused admission to a cinema.” The News Chronicle investigated the story in an
article headed ‘What 1s an Adult?’, which suggested that the basic problem of

defining childhood was simply one of variety: ‘On the railway you must be over 12
and on the trams over 14; to buy cigarettes you must be 16 years old and to enter a
public house you are an adult at 18°.%!

Clearly, therefore, there were considerable problems of definition during the
1930s, yet 1t is still important to make some firm statement about the ways in which
this thesis will define childhood — however fluid that definition may be. As James
Walvin has suggested, the historian who explores childhood as a fluid concept does
best to adapt flexibly to the definitions present in historical discourses.* This is my
intention and therefore, for purposes of clarity at this stage, I will nominally take
‘children’ to mean persons under 16 years of age, as this was the limit set by A film
regulations. However, there will be occasions when the primary source material

suggests an upper age limit of 14, 18 or 21 years old and my definition will therefore

adapt accordingly.

Thesis Overview
The principal aim of this thesis is to explore all aspects of the debate surrounding

children and cinema in 1930s Britain, with a particular focus on the mechanisms

used to try and control or contain children’s viewing, including an assessment of the

11



extent to which these mechanisms were successful. To this end, a wide range of

primary source material of various kinds has been consulted and a different emphasis
and framework has been adopted for each of the main chapters.

Chapters Two and Three look at the history of official film censorship in

Britain, with the former examining the period before the coming of talking pictures
and the latter focusing on the 1930s. Specifically, the introduction of age certification

1s investigated, with particular reference to the application of A and H certificates.

Unlike traditional histories of censorship, which tend to ignore issues relating to
children, these chapters argue that the whole evolution of cinema regulation was
based on concerns regarding the impact of the medium on young people. The main
sources examined are the papers of various bodies involved in official censorship,
including the BBFC, the Home Office and local authorities. Attention is also given

to the parallel development of cinema regulation in other nations, including America.

Chapter Four examines the many enquiries and conferences concerning

children and film which were carried out in Britain and elsewhere during the interwar
period. It focuses particularly on the four main British enquiries of the early 1930s,
conducted in Birmingham, Birkenhead, London and Edinburgh, looking in detail at
the main ‘players’ and their various preoccupations and strategies. This chapter has
two main objectives. First, to examine the terms of the debate as they are presented
in the reports of these enquiries, including an analysis of the language used and the

ways in which children are represented.” Second, to assess the extent to which

concerns over children and cinema in the 1930s might be considered a moral panic.
It is important to question the term ‘moral panic’ here, as it 1s extremely
problematic, having no agreed definition even among those who routinely use it. It
was first coined by British sociologist Jock Young in 1971, when he described
growing public concern over apparently rapid increases 1n drug abuse. It was then
explored more thoroughly as an analytical concept by Young’s colleague Stanley
Cohen, in his study Folk Devils and Moral Panics: The Creation of Mods and
Rockers (1972). Since then, it has been used by various sociologists, psychologists,

historians and journalists, who have employed a variety of definitions and

approaches to the subject, creating a range of theoretical models for the study of
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specific incidents.** This has therefore spawned an array of isolated studies, but little
In terms of a systematic approach.

The meaning of the term ‘moral panic’ is often considered self-evident, yet 1t 1s
a highly equivocal and loaded expression. Essentially, the word ‘panic’ suggests an
irrational and negative response — if not an overreaction — by a naive or ignorant
subject, often being manipulated by the media and others for a variety of reasons.
Meanwhile, the word ‘moral’ implies that those ‘panicking’ consider themselves
morally superior in terms of the problem. The ambiguity of the expression 1s also
evident 1n its broad application, encompassing areas which may not directly involve
morality, but which relate, for example, to food, health and the environment, such as
recent ‘panics’ over BSE, GM crops and foot and mouth disease.

Moreover, as Peter Horsfield has argued, the term ‘moral panic’ can itself be

used as a tool of social control, being ‘invoked by those in positions of power...in

order to discount and defuse legitimate challenges’.”> This alone renders it highly

questionable. However, I would suggest that the major underlying weakness of the
term 1s that it emphasises issues of manipulation and irrational concern, while
obscuring the fact that those involved in ‘panics’ are usually responding in what they
consider a rational way to a genuine threat. Moreover (as will be shown 1n the case
of cinema), these players may be ambivalent rather than dogmatic in their views;

they may be media-aware, rather than the blind subjects of press manipulation; and
they may even be aware of the history of moral panics and their place within it. For

this reason, I will use the term moral panic advisedly when discussing anxieties
relating to children and cinema 1n the 1930s.

One good reason for using the term moral panic, however, 1s that it identifies
this thesis with other studies of a similar nature, including Springhall’s work, as
already described. In terms of approach, this thesis also has much in common with
Kenneth Thompson’s Moral Panics (1998), which provides a long-awaited, carefully
integrated overview of moral panic studies, tracing their history and (like Springhall)

treating panics ‘not simply as separate episodes but in relation to systems of
representation and regulation, and as possible symptoms of wider social and cultural
tensions’.*® Following Thompson, this thesis will adopt a ‘contextual constructivist’

approach, which involves examining not only the construction of a moral panic, but
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also the sociocultural context of that construction. That is to say, it will look

carefully at the perceived threat posed by cinema to children in 1930s Britain, but it
will also consider the ways in which this threat was amplified by interest groups,

institutions and sections of the media.

While some of the material in the first four chapters has been examined by
historians before, Chapter Five represents a radical departure from the literature. For
where traditional histories of censorship detail the mechanisms of cinema regulation,
this chapter questions whether these mechanisms were effective in real terms at all.
Although attempts were certainly made to control children’s viewing in the 1930s,
we cannot assume that these attempts were always completely successful. And in
assessing the effectiveness of adult strategies, in addition to examining the
documents of official censorship bodies, it is essential to engage with the child’s

perspective and sense of autonomy in order to explore a number of questions. To

what extent did children resist adult attempts to control their viewing? How
successful were they? Were children able to exercise power as consumers, including
collective power as audiences? And what were the strategies used by children to
regulate their own viewing?

In an attempt to address these questions, in addition to published primary
source material, Chapter Five uses oral history interviews and correspondence.

As Paul Thompson has argued, ‘in some contexts, oral evidence is the best; 1n others
it is supplementary, or complementary, to that of other sources’.*’ I would argue that

in this case, oral evidence is essential, in that it provides an invaluable opportunity
for assessing the perspective of young cinemagoers of the period, which can then be
used to test the claims of the official documents.

As with all kinds of primary source material, there are problems associated
with oral evidence. Not least, the whole question of memory, which has been the
subject of much psychological research in recent decades. The findings of this
research suggest that memory is largely constructed rather than simply recalled and

is therefore never entirely objective nor wholly reliable. Nevertheless, it has been
found that anecdotal memories generally ‘do not violate the meaning of the recalled

episode; in fact, if anything they seem to emphasize the meaning’.*
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In the case of this thesis, one of the main potential pitfalls is that of nostalgia,
as the topic under consideration is one which often evokes fond memones. However
oral evidence regarding cinemagoing also has two important strengths. Firstly, as
Chapter Six will demonstrate, recollections of cinemagoing are often extremely
vivid, reinforcing the suggestion that anecdotal memories ‘emphasize the meaning’

of recalled episodes. And secondly, many of the statements are relatively easy to

verify as the films themselves provide something of a timeline. Thus, 1f a respondent
born in 1932 recalls that at the age of 5 they went to see Snow White and the Seven
Dwarfs on its first release, the fact that this occurred in 1937 helps to verify their
statement. Similarly, in addition to the release dates of films (which sometimes vary
depending on location) many other known dates help to verify information, such as
the coming of sound pictures in 1927 or the introduction of the H certificate in 1937.

Original oral history research was not conducted for this thesis. Instead,
existing sources were used from three main locations: The Cinema Culture 1n 1930s
Britain oral history project, housed at the Institute for Cultural Research at Lancaster
University; the Oral History Collection at the Scottish Film Archive in Glasgow; and
the Going to the Pictures correspondence project, housed at the Scottish Life Archive
in Edinburgh. This approach had obvious limitations, in that I was not able to frame
questions or witness the interviews at first hand. However, the benefits were that
hundreds of responses from numerous geographical locations could be accessed 1n a
relatively short space of time and, as all three projects used an open style of
questioning (rather than preset questions), there was a great deal of opportunity for
respondents to mention issues directly related to this study (which they did).

Chapter Six also utilises a range of primary source material (including oral
evidence and correspondence) to explore the linked topics of children’s matinees and
cinema clubs and children’s cinema culture. Importantly, this chapter considers the

extent to which debates surrounding children and cinema were productive, as well as
prohibitive in nature. It argues that although historians have tended to portray the

audience as a relatively homogeneous entity (split only by class or gender), many
children in 1930s Britain had a distinct cinema culture of their own, involving

various activities and rituals, both inside and outside the cinema. In a period when

school, home and even leisure activities (such as uniformed youth movements)
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tended to be strong on discipline, the cinema may have been colonised by children as
an alternative site, offering liberating escapism and allowing ‘wild’ behaviour. This
chapter therefore explores the extent to which the cinema was the birthplace of a new
and somewhat subversive children’s culture in interwar Britain. It also examines

attempts to ‘tame’ this culture in the late 1930s, when raucous children’s matinees
were Increasingly replaced by more formal children’s cinema clubs.

Finally, the productive nature of the debate surrounding childfen, cinema and
censorship 1s explored again in Chapter Seven, which draws on approaches from film
studies to provide a case study of four MGM Tarzan films produced between 1932
and 1939. Over the decade, these films changed in character from violent, sexually-
charged adventure pictures to mild family movies and this chapter examines the

extent to which the evolution of this genre was shaped by issues relating to the child

audience. A wide range of primary sources are used, including the original MGM

scripts and production files, the censorship files of the BBFC and the Production
Code Administration (Hays Office), details of press releases and merchandising and

oral evidence and correspondence, including a specially formulated questionnaire.

Conclusion

As previously stated, the principal aim of this thesis is to explore all aspects of the

debate surrounding children and cinema in 1930s Britain. To this end, a wide range
of primary source material has been utilised, together with approaches from a
number of disciplines, in order to assemble as comprehensive a picture as possible of
the ways in which children interacted with attempts to control their viewing. This
therefore involves examining the debate from the perspective of moral watchdogs,
the home office, cinema managers, filmmakers and, perhaps most importantly,
children themselves.

Overall, the children and cinema debate will be represented as an arena of
complex power play, with the key ‘players’ including children, parents, educators,

clergy, cinema managers and staff, social and youth organisations, the film industry,

the press, the censors and the state.
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Ultimately, it is important to consider the ways in which this debate may
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