
Film audiences

Why are audiences interesting?

When the hundredth anniversary of cinema was cele-
bra ted  in  1995,  ' c inema'  was  de f ined as  the  screen ing
of  mov ing  images fo r  a  pay ing  aud ience.  The pre-
sence of an audience is, in other words, an essential
part of the very definit ion of the medium. Very dif fer-
en t  k inds  o f  f i lm scho larsh ip  a re  concerned w i th  f i lm
aud iences  or  re la t ions  be tween f i lm and i t s  aud i -
ences. In quanti tat ive terms, scholarly research and
wr i t ing  about  f i lm aud iences ,  o r  some d imens ion  o f
f i lm-aud ience re la t ions ,  c lear ly  ou tnumber  (and ou t -
weigh!) publ icat ions about any other aspect of the
f i lm med ium,  such as  f i lm produc t ion  or  the  aes-
thetics of f i lm.

F i lm 's  ear ly  s ta tus  as  a  parad igmat ic  mass  med ium is
a major part of the explanation for this. l ts colossal
populari ty with working-class people and women and
children of most classes gave various 'responsible'

people reasons to worry about the impact of the
mov ies  on  the  minds  and behav iour  o f  these soc ia l
groups. Given the intense and pleasurable experi-
ences that people seemed to get from the cinema, i t
appeared obvious thatthe inf luence on people's minds
would also be intense. Modern, social-scienti f ic mass
communication research was to a considerable exrent
developed in response to such fears through pro1ecrs
launched to document and substantiate them (even
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though these did not necessari ly del iver the expected
resu lts).

But f i lm's enormous potential for inf luencing the
masses was also central to seminal contr ibutions to
theories of f i lm as a textual form. The leader of the
Bo lshev ik  revo lu t ion  in  Russ ia ,  V  l .  Len in ,  p roc la imed
that f i lm was the most important of al l  the arts since i t
was the most eff icient medium for propaganda, and
Soviet f i lm theory (and that of Eisenstein, in part icular)
was very much concerned with how to move the mass
audiences of f i lm to perceive the world in certatn
ways-and act accordingly. The basis for a long tradi-
t ion in f i lm theory is precisely a Maxist conception of
f i lm as  a  med ium fo r  chang ing  peop le 's  way o f  th ink ing

In quant i tat ive terms, scholar ly research
and wri t ing about f i lm audiences, or
some dimension of f i lm-audience
relat ions, c lear ly outnumber (and
outweigh!) publ icat ions about any other
aspect of the f i lm medium, such as f i lm
production or the aesthetics of film.
Fi lm's early status as a paradigmatic
mass medium is a major part  of  the
explanat ion for this.



in 'progressive' direct ions, or, on the contrary for the
reproduction and dissemination of ideology in the
sense of ' false consciousness'.  The semiotic and psy-
choanalyt ic Screen theory of the 1 970s represented a
part icular development o{ this tradit ion.

A more recent, quite heterogeneous body of work
favours a more pragmatic theory of meaning, accord-
ing  to  wh ich  de terminate  mean ing  is  no t  inherent  in  the
fi lmic signs or texts themselves but is constructed by
spectators in accordance with certain context-depen-
dent conventions. This posit ion can take a variety of
forms, drawing on diverse theoreticaltradit ions such as
hermeneutics, phenomenology, the semiotic theory of
C.  S .  Pe i rce ,  o r  ec lec t i c  fo rmat ions  such as  Br i t i sh  cur -
tural studies. Cognit ivist approaches, focusing on the
'p rocess ing '  o f  f i lm in  the  human bra in ,  have a lso
ga ined some prominence (see K ing ,  Par t  1 ,  Chapter
23).

Al l  o f  the  above approaches to  f i lm aud iences  ano
the  encounter  be tween aud iences  and f i lms  share  the
idea that i t  is through the existence of an audience that
f i lm acqu i res  soc ia l  and cu l tu ra l  impor tance.  The pro-
duction of a f i lm provides a raw material which regu-
lates the potential range of experiences and meantngs
to be associated with i t ,  but i t  is through audiences
that f i lms become ' inputs'  into larger socio-cultural
processes.

The product ion of  a f i lm provides a raw

mater ia l  which regulates the potent ia l

range of  exper iences and meanings to

be associated with it, but it is through

audiences that  f i lms become ' inputs '

in to larger  socio-cul tura l  processes.

The fol lowing overview wil l  largely concentrate on
the tradit ion of research on actual f i lm audiences, as i t
has developed in response to the history of the med-
ium. (For reasons of space, I  have had to exclude the
otherwise very interesting forms of audience studies
conducted by or for the f i  I  m industry. A good overview
is  p rov ided in  Aus t in  1989. )  Th is  emphas is  i s  chosen
part ly because other entr ies in the present volume wil l
cover the other, text-centred approaches, and part ly
because there has been a revived interest in empir ical
aud ience research  s ince  the  ear ly  1980s ,  no t  leas t  in
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studies of f i lm history. Much of the prehistory of such
work has been l i t t le known, however. Empir ical audi-
ence research has often been regarded antagonist i-
cal ly by scholars in text-oriented f i lm studies-and
vice versa. However, creative scholarship can only ben-
efi t  from a broad knowledqe of dif ferent tradit ions.

The movies as a social problem: the
first audience studies in context

The f irst oubl ic comolaints over the moral standards of
f i lms were heard in the 1890s both in the United States
(cf. Jowett 1976: 109-10) and the United Kingdom
(Kuhn 1988:  1  5 ) ,  bu t  pub l i c  reac t ions  aga ins t  the  med-
ium d id  no t  ga in  momentum unt i l  a f te r  1905.  l t  seems
reasonable to assume that i t  was the explosive growth
in  the  number  o f  more  or  less  permanent  mov ie  thea-
tres from about '1 905 that real ly brought the cinema to
the attention of publ ic authorit ies and the social
groups that act ively part icipate in publ ic debates.
lmportantly, the repertoire of the cinemas was also
beg inn ing  to  change a t  about  the  same t ime,  w i th
f ict ion formats such as anarchic farces, cr ime stories,
and melodramat ic  love  s to r ies  becoming increas ing ly
promrnent .

The introduction of censorship which occurred in a
numberof dif ferentforms in mostWestern countr ies in
the  course  o f  jus t  s ix  to  seven years  a round 1910 rs  an
indication of how seriously the 'dangers' of the movies
were perceived. Al l  such measures were preceded by
public debates which to a greater or lesser extent also
involved forms of research on movie theatres and
movie audiences. The f irst f i lm audience research
was, in other words, motivated by anxiet ies about the
soc ia l  consequences  o f  the  med ium's  immense popu-
la r i t y ,  espec ia l l y  w i th  ch i ld ren  and ado lescents .  Numer-
ous attempts were made in many countr ies to estimate
audience numbers and social patterns of attendance
before 1910, often in methodological ly crude surveys
conducted by teachers' associat ions, school authori-
t ies ,  soc ia l  workers ,  and the  l i ke  (see e .g .  Jowet t  1976:
45-6). Such effods characterist ical ly sought to veri fy
the intuit ive feel ings of educators, rel igious leaders,
and many social reformers that movies were for the
most part detr imental to the psychic, moral,  and even
physical health of those who regularly went to see
tnem.

The themes and results of these early studies were to
be repeated again and again in later, and methodolo-
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gical ly more sophist icated, studies. A research tradi-
t ion  was fo rmed in  wh ich  the  med ium o f  f i lm was ( i s )
conce ived pr imar i l y  as  a  soc ia l  p rob lem.  l t  was  seen as
an iso la ted ,  p r imary  cause o f  a  number  o f  neqat ive
effects. This cause-effect (or, rathel st imulus-
response) conception of the relat ions between movies
and aud iences  was drawn f rom mechan is t i c  and b io lo -
g is t i c  psycho log ica l  theor ies  in  vogue in  the  ear ly  oec-
ades of this century. Seeing the movies as a social
problem was also related to widespread theories of
the mass as a characterist ic social form in modern
soc ie t ies .  Ind iv idua ls  who had moved to  rap id ly  g row-
ing  c i t ies  had been cu t  o f f f rom the i r t rad i t iona l  bonds ,
norms, and authorit ies and were now seen to be basi-
cal ly vulnerable to mass persuasion. Moreover, for the
first theorist of the mass, Gustave Le Bon, writ ing in
1895,  the  mass  or  c rowd was 'd is t ingu ished 

by  femi -
nine characterist ics'  as i t  tended to move very easi ly
into emotional extremes (Huyssen 1986: 196). One
might suspect, therefore, that the cinema was con-
ceived as a social problem precisely because central
parts of i ts audiences were experienced as a proorem
for  teachers  and o ther  au thor i t ies .  That  the  prob tem
was in  par t  conce ived as  femin tne  is  h igh ly  s ign i f i can t :
for the threat of the movies was, not least, about a loss
of control and a tendency towards self- indulgence and
weakness.

The c inema became a  pr iv i leged s ign  o f  soc ia l  and
cu l tu ra l  changes wh ich  made e l i tes  wor r ied .  As  such,  i t
played the role of a much-needed scapegoat which
ra t iona l  a rguments  cou ld  hard ly  do  much to  change.  In
1917 the  Br i t i sh  Nat iona l  Counc i l  o f  pub l i c  Mora ls
under took  an  ' independent  

enqu i ry  in to  the  phys ica l ,
soc ia l ,  mora l  and educat iona l  in f luence o f  the  c inema,
with special reference to young people' (quoted in
Richards 1984: 70). A 400-page report,  based on
numerous  sources  o f  in fo rmat ion ,  was  pub l ished,  in
wh ich  the  genera l  conc lus ion  was tha t  'no  soc ia l  p ro-
b lem o f  the  day  demands more  earnes t  a t ten t ion , ,  and
tha t  the  c inema had 'po ten t ia l i t ies  

fo r  ev i l 'wh ich  were
'man i fo ld ' (even 

though c inema cou ld  a lso  become ,a

powerful inf luence for good').  And on the question of
l inks  be tween mov ies  and juven i le  c r ime,  the  commis-
s ion  o f  inqu i ry  conc luded ' tha t  wh i le  a  connect ion
between the cinema and crime has to a l imited extent
in special cases b,een shown, yet i t  certainly has not
been proved tha t  the  inc rease in  juven i le  c r ime gen-
era l l y  has  been consequent  on  the  c inema,  o r  has  been
independent of other factors more conducive to
wrongdo ing '  (R ichards  1989:71) .  S t i l l ,  the  issue was
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not settled, and the same anxieties motivateo new
inquir ies wel l  in to the 1930s.

The movies as social force: the payne
Fund Studies

By the  1920s the  c inema was we l l  es tab l i shed as  the
major form of entertainment for the larger part of the
populat ion in al l  Western countr ies. An 'art '  cinema
was developed in, for instance, Germany and France,
and cinema's increasing respectabi l i ty could also be
seen in many countr ies from the emergence of f i lm
crit icism in major newspapers and magazines. How-
ever, in the United States, especial ly, i t  seems that
the  ear l ie r  mora l  pan ics  over  the  in f luence o f  the
mov ies  were  s t i l l  i n  ev idence.  Un l ike  many o ther  coun-
tr ies, the United States had not establ ished forms of
pub l ic  censorsh ip  wh ich  wou ld  have ca lmed the  nerves
of those most worried. Moreover, as the proh ibit ion of
alcohol between 1920 and 1933 indicates, the so-
cal led 'roaring twenties' was a period when purrtan
moral i ty was part icularly strong, perhaps in reaction
to  the  number  o f  soc ia l  and cu l tu ra l  changes then
cha l leng ing  t rad i t iona l  va lues ,  such as  women!  en t ry
into the labour force and new relat ions between the
sexes, and the emergence and spread of consumerrsm
( invo lv ing  spend ing  ra ther  than sav ing) .

In this situation, the movies were st i l l  very much
suspected of being a primary source of inspirat ion for
de l inquency  and genera l  mora l  decay .  Th is  was so
even i f  a 1925 study of 4,000 ' juveni le del inquency'
cases showed that only 1 per cent of these could in
some way be t ied to movie inf luence. f ihe study was
conducted by Healy and Brommer and referred to rn
B lanchard  1928:204;  c f .  Jowet t  197 6 :216. )  A l i ce  Mi l le r
Mi tche l l  pub l i shed the  f i rs t  ma jor  scho la r ly  survey
ent i re ly  devoted  to  ch i ld ren  and the  mov ies  in  1929,
and conc luded tha t ,  even i f  ' the  de l inquent  does  have
a w ider  c inema exper ience than do  the  o ther  ch i td ren
studied',  the survey did not provide any conclusrve
ev idence fo r  a  causa l  l ink  be tween mov ies  and de l in -
quency (quoted in Jowett 1976: 219). However, such
sensible reasoning was not to deter act ivists who per-
ceived the movie repertoire in much more offensive
and threatening terms.

The most comprehensive and also probably most
inf luential of al l  empir ical research projects on f i lm
audiences-the so-cal led Payne Fund Studies-was
organized in 1928 by the Reverend Wil l iam H. Short,



who was executive director of something cal led the
Motion Picture Research Counci l .  A group of psycno-
logists, sociologists, and educators from a number of
inst i tut ions, directed by Dr W. W. Charters from tne
Bureau of Educational Research, Ohio State University,
began work as soon as a grant of$200,000 was secureo
from the phi lanthropic foundation the payne Fund.
lnvestigations took place between 1929 and 1932,
and the results were published in at least twelve
vo lumes-e igh t  books  in  1933,  th ree  in  1935,  and
one in  1937.  ln  add i t ion ,  a  journa l i s t ,  Henry  James
Forman, wrote a popularized summary of the studies,
Our Movie Made Children (1933). This book focused
completely on results which seemed to support the
view that movies had detr imental effects, and i t
became very inf luential in the public debate which
preceded the much str icter enforcement of Holly-
wood's so-cal led Production Code from the summer
of 1934 on. The actual studies themselves also hao an
undertone of anxiety or concern, but they were far
more nuanced than Forman's outr ight attack on the
movie industry suggested.

The Payne Fund Studies employed al l  the research
methods then avai lable to 'scienti f ic 'studies 

of socro-
log ica l  and psycho log ica l  phenomena,  and deve loped
some of them further. Methods included quanti tat ive
'content 

analyses',  large-scale surveys, laboratory
expenments, part icipant observation, the col lect ion
of writ ten 'movie 

autobiographies'from large numbers
of people, and so on. The studies can be grouped in
two categories. The f irst consists of studies which tr ied
to determine the size and composit ion of movie audi_
ences, and to assess the 'contents'  

of f i lms. The second
category of studies were attempts to assess the varrous
'effects'  of viewing.

One series of studies of this latter sort was con-
ducted by Ruth C. Peterson and L. l .  Thursrone
(1933). They were interested in whether f i lms inf lu-
enced the general att i tudes of chi ldren towards ethnic
or racial groups and certain central social issues such as
cr ime,  the  pun ishment  o f  c r im ina ls ,  war ,  cap i ta l  pun ish-
ment, and prohibit ion. The results were very clear:
even single f i lms seemed to have considerable inf lu-
ence on chi ldren's att i tudes, and the cumulative effect
of several f i lms with a similar view of groups or issues
was even more str iking (Lowery and DeFleur 1995).
Despite their sophist icat ion, these studies, none the
less, displayed a number of severe theoretical and
methodological problems. The very term ,att i tude, 

is
problematic, the methods for 'measuring, 

the phe-
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nomenon are debatable, no so-cal led control groups
were used-and so forth. Sti l l ,  the evidence presented
could well  be seen as quite convincing, part icularly
since the chi ldren had l i t t le or no experience of, or
insight into, the respective areas under investigation.
Very few, i f  any, of these small-town kids had ever
known black or Chinese people, for example. Fi lms
portraying these groups posit ively or negatively, there-
fo re ,  cou ld  be  a l l  the  more  in f luent ia l .  l t  i s  s im i la r ly
unl ikely that they had given much thought to the issues
of war or the treatment of cr iminals. What was demon-
strated, then, was the impact of f i lms in a situation
where other sources of information were more or ress
lacking and opinions and att i tudes were therefore rera-
t ively easy to inf luence.

The most interesting of the Payne Fund Studies,
however, was methodological ly very dif ferent. Herbert
B lumer  co l lec ted 'mot ion-p ic tu re  au tob iograph ies '
f rom over  1 ,100 un ivers i ty  and co l lege s tudents ,  583
high-school students, 67 office workers, and 58 factory
workers, who were instructed to'write in as natural and
truthful manner as possible accounts of their experi-
ences with "movies" 

as far as they could recal l  them,
(B lumer  1933:  4 ) .  In  add i t ion ,  about  150 s tudents  ano
schoolchi ldren were interviewed, and accounts of con-
versations ( ' taken nearly as verbatim as possible,,  11)
between students at dif ferent levels were col lected.
Final ly, questionnaires were distr ibuted to 1,200 chi l-
dren in the f i f th and sixth grades of twelve public
schools in dif ferent areas of Chicago, and the beha-
v iouro f  ch i ld ren  a t  ne ighbourhood c inemas and in  p ray
after these visi ts was observed. The voluminous mate-
r ial gathered in these ways was not primari ly intended
for soph ist icated stat ist ica I treatment. Rather the por nt
was to explore the ways in which cinema audiences
themselves thought and felt  about their moviegorng,
the f i lms they saw, and how they inf luenced them. The
published report,  Movies and Conduct(Blumer 1933),
is ful l  of vivid descript ions of movie experiences and of
how young people picked up t ips on anything from
play, kissing, fashion, and table manners to att i tudes
and daydreams. Just one random example from a
female high-school student's contr ibution :

I  have imagined playing with a movie hero many t imes,
though; that is while l 'm watching the picture. I  forget about
i t  when l 'm outside the theater. Buddy Rogers and Rudy
Valentino have kissed me oodles of t imes, but they don,t
know it .  God bless 'eml-Yes, love scenes have thri l leo me
and made me more receptive to love. I  was going with a
fel low whom I l iked as a playmate, so to speak; he was a l i t t le
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younge r  t han  me  and  he  l i ked  me  a  g rea t  dea l .  We  wen r  r o
the  mov ie -B i l l i e  Dove  i n  i t .  Oh ,  l can , t  r eca l l t he  name  bu t
Antonio Moreno was the lead,  and there were some lovely
scenes  wh i ch  j us t  go t  me  a l l  ho t , n ,bo the red .  A f t e r  t he
movie we went for  a r ide ,n,  

parked along the lake;  i t  was
a  go rgeous  n i gh t .  We l l ,  l j u s t  me l t ed  (as  i t  we re )  i n  h i s  a rms ,
mak ing  h im  be l i eve  I  l o ved  h im ,  wh i ch  I  d i dn , t .  I  so r t  o l  came
to,  but  I  promised to go steady wi th h im. I  went wi th h im , t i l  I
cou ldn ' t  bea r  t he  s i gh t  o f  h im .  .  .  .  l , ve  w i shed  manv  t rmes
that  we'd never seen the movie.  (Blumer 1933:223)

Blumer 's conclusions were re lat ively careful .  now_
ever,  the mater ia l  had convinced him that  , the 

for te
of  mot ion pictures is  in their  emot ional  ef fect , ,  and
tha t  

' t he i r  
appea l  and  t he i r  success  res i de  u l t ima te l v

i n  t he  emo t i ona l  ag i t a t i on  wh i ch  t hey  i nduce , .  A  suc_
cessful  product ion was one which manaqed to draw' t he  

obse rve r ' i n t o  t he  d rama  so  t ha t , he  l J ses  h imse l f ,
and ,  i n  such  a  cond i t i on ,  , t he  

obse rve r  becomes  ma l l e_
ab le  t o  t he  t ouch  o f  wha t  i s  shown ,  and  , deve lops  

a
readiness to certa in forms of  act ion which are forergn rn
some degree to  h is  o rd inary  conduct ,  (B lumer  1933:
198) .  B lumer  a lso  argued tha t  the  mov ies  were  so
emot iona l l y  demand ing  tha t  the  aud ience cou ld  be
left 'emotional ly 

exhausted, and, instead of ordinary
emotional responses, they would experience an emo_
t iona l  and mora l  con fus ion :  , lnso far  

as  one may seek  to
cover rn a srngle proposit ion the more abidinq effect of
-ot i .o.n pictures upon the minds of movielgoers, i t
would be, in the judgement of the writer, in ierms of
a  med ley  o f  vague and var iab le  impress ions_a d is_
connected  assemblage o f  ideas ,  fee l ings ,  vagar res ,
and impu lses '  (199) .  B lumer ,s  conc lus ion  was tha t  f i lms
cou ld  confuse peop le  mora l l y  in  var ious  wavs :  fo r
ins tance,  by  p resent ing  immora l  behav iour  u ,  u* r r . -
t ive even i f  the f i lmi overt moral ,message,was 

impec_
cab le .  In  a  methodo log ica l l y  s im i la r  s tudy  o f  innrares ,
ex-convlcts, and young people in vanous reform
schools and so on, he pointed to the obvious irrrpor_
tance of social-background factors both in the choice
of  f i lms  and in  reac t ions  to  them.  But  he  remained
convinced that movies could , lead . .  .  to misconduct,,
and that this inevitably raised the issue of ,social 

con_
trol '  (Blumer and Hauser j933:2O2).

The Ch icago Schoo l  soc io log is t  B lumer  was thus  no
simplist ic 'hypodermic 

needle, theorist,  even i f  there
are clear traces of the st imulus_response model in his
work, and his conclusion is that movies had a powerful
inf luence on young people s l ives. His observations of
strong emotional experiences, and identi f icat ion as

' losing 
oneself ' ,  have l inks to both previous and tater

scho larsh ip  on  f i lm (and te lev is ron) .  Huoo Munster -
berg's fhe Photoplay: A psychological itudy (1916),
wh ich  Hansen ( '1  983:  154 n .  14)  descr ibes  as  , the  f i rs t
systemattc attempt to theorize spectatorship,, pro_
vided, for example, a sort of theoretical basis for ideas
of  f i lm as  a  ' s t rong 'med ium 

wh ich  cou ld  be  used bo th
for better and for worse. Fi lms could, Munsterberg
argues, be an ' incomparable 

power for remoulding
and upbu i ld ing  the  na t iona l  sou l , ,  even i f  , [ t ]he  

possr_
bi l i t ies of psychical infect ion cannot be overlooked,.'No 

psycho log is t ' ,  he  cont inues , ,can  de termine
exactly how much the general spir i t  of r ighteous hon_
esty, of sexual cleanl iness, may be weakened by the
unbr id led  in f luence o f  p lays  wh ich  lower  mora l  s tan_
dards' (May 1983: 42). With somewhat dif ferenr, ano
far more impressive, theoretical underpinnings, tne
whole theorization of ' the spectator, in cine_psycho_
analyt ic studies from Christ ian Metz onwards is also
centred on the persuasive ideological functions of' identi f icat ion' (see Creed, part 1, Chapter 9). In this
respect, Blumer was probably less bl ind to the impor_
tance of contextual factors in determininq the ,effects,

o f  c inemathan someof  thework  in  the  Sc ieent rad i t ion
appeared to be.

The Payne Fund Studies, however, are al l  qurte
insensit ive to f i lm as a form of art.  They chop up f i lmic
tex ts  in  so  many ' themes '  and ,conten t  

e lements , ,  w i th
total lack of respect for a f i lm,s wholeness and the
jnterrelat ions of a variety of aesthetic means and
potential meanings. This provoked the neo_Aristo_
tel ian phi losopher Mort imer Adler to formulate a fun_
damental cr i t ique of this whole approach to what ne
considered an art form in his Art and prudence (1937),
subsequently popularized in Raymond Moley,s Are we
Movie Made? (1938). Nevertheless, at leasi some of
the Payne Fund Studies were more nuanced and the_
oretical ly ref lect ive than much post_war research.
Sociologist Paul G. Cressey (193g) summarized the
experiences gained in the project as fol lows:

'Going to the movies' is a unif ied experience involving
a.lways a specif ic f i lm, a specif ic personali ty, a specif ic social
si tuation and a specif ic t ime and mood; therefore, any pro_
gram of research which does not recognize al l  essential
phases of the motion picture experience can offer l i t t le
more than conjecture as to the cinemat net,effect, in actual
se t t rngs  and communi t ies .  (Cressey  1938:518)

It  is worth wondering where such insights went in the
fo l low ing  decades.  Research  a long s imi la r ly  in te l l igen t



l ines had in fact been done almost twenty_five years
ear l ie l  in  Germany.  But  fo r  a  number  o f  imag inab le
reasons, i t  remained unknown to Anglo_Americans
unti l  Mir iam Hansen referred to i t  in a i9g3 u.t i . l"  in
Eng l ish .

The cinema as cultural resource: Emilie
Altenloh

The German sociologist Emil ie Altenloh,s doctoral dis_
sertat ion, Zur Soziologie des Kino (1914), which she
wrote at the age of 26,is in fact one of the most rnter-
esttng contr ibutions to empir ical audience studies.
This is part icularly so because of hergeneral approach.
The dissertat ion is marked by a hol ist ic sociological
and historical perspective on the cinema and i ts audi_
ences. Almost half  of i ts 102 pages are devoted to f i lm
production, including the product i tself ,  distr ibutron,
and the legal framework. The second half is about the
audience, and their attendance at the cinema is under_
stood in relat ion to both their other cultural prefer_
ences (theatre, music, and so on) and their genoer,
class, profession, and pol i t ical interests. A hLtorical
perspective runs through the whole text; and both
social developments ( industr ial izat ion, modernization)
and the  changes in  the  domain  o f  popu lar  cu l tu re  a re
brought into her interpretive and explanatory reason_
ing. What also makes i t  str ikingly dif ferent from, say, rne
Payne Fund Studies is that worries over ,harmful

effects'  are hardly expressed at al l .  While the author
open ly  d is t ingu ishes  be tween more  and less  ,p r im i_
t ive' movies and tastes (the genre preferences of
many young male workers were expressed in answers
tha t  ' smel l  

o f  b lood and dead bod ies , ;  A l ten loh  19 .1  4 :
66), the tone is general ly one of sympathy, not
mora l i z ing .

Altenloh's primary material for the audience studv
was movie theatre stat ist ics and 2,400 simple ques_
tionnaires which were distr ibuted via professional
o rgan iza t ions ,  t rade un ions ,  and schoo ls  o f  vanous
k inds  in  the  c i ty  o f  Mannhe im and,  in  par t ,  in  He ide l -
berg. The study provides a detai led picture not only of
the social composit ion of audiences but also of the
differences between various sections of the audience
in terms of genre preferences and the overal l  context of
the i r  go ing  to  the  mov ies ,  inc lud ing  the i r  re la t ions  to
other cultural forms and media. The survev demon_
strated, for rnstance, that male audiences varied quite
a lot in their generic preferences and general att i tudes
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to the cinema, in ways which clearly related to their
membersh ip  o f  par t i cu la r  soc ia l  g roups ,  wh i le  female
movtegoers seemed to be more homogeneous in their
tastes for music, melodrama, and part icular kinds of
documentary material (waterfal ls, waves, ice f loes. .  .  ) .
What  was s t r i k ing  in  a l l  o f  the  ques t ionna i re  mater ia l ,
however, was how l i t t le people could say to explain
why they were so drawn to the movie experience. The
reasons were as many as there were individuals in the
audience; they were, however, al l  out for something
their everyday experiences did not provide. Altenron
thought  tha t  ' the  

c lnema succeeds in  address ing  lus t
enough of those individuals, needs to provide a sub_
sti tute for what could real ly be ,,better,, ,  

thus assuming
a powerful real i ty in relat ion to which al l  questions as ro
whether  the  c inema is  good or  ev i l ,  o r  has  any  r igh t  to
exrst, appear useless'(Hansen 19g3: 179).

Altenloht study suggested that the cinema func_
tioned as a social space for experiences and forms ot
communication that were largely excluded from other
public arenas-not least because central parts of the
audience were in practice excluded from these other
arenas. l t  was, to a degree, a publ ic sphere for the
unspeakable, where those otherwise spoken for with_
out a voice of their own, felt  at least spoken to. And
whatever else one could say about Altenloh,s ques_
tronnaire methodology, i t  did, even i f  withrn strrct
l im i ta t ions ,  a l low c inema!  core  aud iences  to  speak
for themselves-and through a sympathetic inter_
preter.

British observations-and two blank
decades

In Bri tain the early 1930s brought a series of local
rnquir ies into the 'effects, 

of cinema, part icularly on
chi ldren and youth. Most of them sought to just i fy
the hosti l i ty towards the movies which motivatej their
efforts, and were general ly deficient in scholarlv stan-
dards of research and argumentation. While ,"po.,,
l i ke  these p layed an  impor tan t  ro le  in  pub l i c  debates ,
the more interesting work on cinema audiences was of
a dif ferent nature. The stat ist ician Simon Rowson con_
ducted the f irst systematic survey of cinema atten_
dance in  1934 (Rowson 1936) ,  and a  number  o f  o ther
surveys were also conducted throughout the decade.
But the most fascinating of Bri t ish studies of f i lm audi_
ences  in  the  1930s and i94Os were  o f  the  k ind  now

@
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referred to as'ethnographic' ,  i .e. mainly based in var_
ious forms of part icipant observation.

Sociologicalstudies such as E. W. Bakke,s The |Lnem_
ployed Man (1933) and H. Llewellyn Smith et a/. ,s fhe
NewSurveyof London Life and Labour(1935) included
observations of the role of the cinema in the everyday
l ives of ordinary people in part icular social mil ieux, as
did a number of other books and art icles with both
scholarly and other kinds of authors (Richards 19g9,
ch. 1). The interest in an 'anthropological 

study of our
own civi l izat ion' also lay behind the establ ishment of
Mass-Observa t ion  in  1937.  Th is  was a  un ique organt -
zation devoted to the gathering of knowledge about
everyday l i fe in Bri t ish society, and was based on the
voluntary observational work of ordinary ( i f ,  predomi_
nantly, middle-class) people. Mass-Observation grew
out of the same intel lectual mil ieu as the documenrarv
f i lm movement associated with John Grierson, ani
cinemagoing was f irst studied in what was known as
the 'Worktown' 

project-a study of Bolton, Lanca-
shire-which was obviously inspired by Robert Lynd
and Helen Merrellt Middletown: A Studv in Amerrcan
Culture (1929). Survey methodology, tosely struc-
tured interviews, and part icipant observation were
employed in this project, and the material col lected
provides a r ichly detai led picture of moviegoing in
Bolton. Both before and during the war Mass-Observa-
t ion continued to col lect information from its vorun_
teers  a l l  over  Br i ta in  about  c inemago ing  ( inc lud ing  tha t
of the volunteers themselves), reactions to part icular
f i lms during screenings ( laughs, comments, etc.),
favourite stars and f i lms, and so on. Material was arso
gathered through popular newspapers and the f i lm
magazine Picturegoer,the readers of which were asked
to write letters about their cinema habits and prefer_
ences (Richards and Sheridan 1987: l-18).

This last procedure was also used by the sociologist
J. P. Mayer when working on his Bri t ish Cinemas and
their Audiences (1948), which includes sixty of the let-
ters Mayer received from readers of pictureqoer: This
book, however, seems to be the last of i ts kinl to arrrve
fordecades. From the early 1950s on, television largely
took over the cinema's role as the major source of
popular entertainment and, as a result,  became the
object of very similar concerns to those previousry
directed at the movies. Social scientists general ly tost
interest in f i lm and i ts 'effects' ,  whi le an individual ist ic
and consumer-or ien ted 'uses  and gra t i f i ca t rons
approach evolved as a new paradigm in mainstream
communication research. When f i lm studies became

estab l i shed as  an  academic  d isc ip l ine  in  the  1960s,  i t
was as a purely aesthetic discipl ine, devoted to studies
of f i lms-as-texts, of masterpieces and 'auteurs,. 

Havrng
fi lm accepted as a worthy object of study entai led a
quali f icat ion of i t  as 'Art ' .  Sociological studies of the
audience were regarded as irrelevant-as phi l ist ine
activi t ies, which were only of interest to aesthetical ly
insensit ive social scientists, pol i t ic ians, bureaucrats,
and the movie business. When the audience re-
appeared in f i lm theory around 1970, i t  was at f i rst as
a general ized textual construct only. But in 1 978, at the
Centre forContemporary Cultural Studies, Tom Jeffrey
published a paper enti t led Mass-Observatton: A Brief
History. Mass-Observation and empir ical studies of
actual audiences were, in other words, ' rediscovered'

in the context of the ethnographic studies of contem-
porary (youth) culture conducted by the so-cal led Bir-
mingham Schoo l .  The 1980s then brouqht  a  new wave
of  in te res t  in  f i lm aud iences .

From textually derived spectators to
actual audiences

The pol i t ical ly inf lected theorization of spectatorship in
the 1 970s can be seen, to use a psychoanalyt ical meta-
phor, as a 'return of the repressed' after a period of
purely aesthetic approaches. But the pol i t ical interest
in f i lm spectators may also be seen as a kind of ,dis-

p lacement ' ,  in  tha t the  cent ra laud iov isua l  med ium had
for a number of decades been television. From a pol i-
t ica I poi nt of view, i t  is a lso str ikin g that most of the f i l  ms
analysed were made decades before-thev were not
what contemporary audiences went to the cinema to
see. An interest in contemporary movie audiences rs
st i l l  relat ively rare in f i lm studies.

This is not at al l  to say that the theories in question
were irrelevant and that all the efforts of Screen theory
were a waste of t ime and energy. ldeas about 'specta-

tor posit ions'suggested by f i lmic texts are in l ine with
ancient rhetorical theory and also with more recent
phenomenological and hermeneutic theories of l i tera-
ture. However problematic i t  may have been, Laura

An interest in contemporary movie
audiences is st i l l  relat ively rare in f i lm
studies.
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The position of the spectator-a film audience of the classical era

Mulvey 's  1975 ar t i c le  about the  s t ruc tu ra lgender ing  o f
mains t ream f i lm was a  semina l  a t tempt  a t  g round ing  a
feminist theory of f i lm in more fundamental matters
than the simple counting of stereotyped sex roles.
On the whole, psychoanalyt ic theory in the tradit ion
o f  Chr is t ian  Metz  i s  s t i l l  the  on ly  s ign i f i can t  theory
which seriously approaches the 'deeper'  reasons for
our desires for and pleasures in f i lm experiences. l t
dea ls  w i th  phenomena we cannot  expec t  to  exp la in
either through direct observation or through inter-
views, but which st i l l  remain essential.  The tradit ion
o f  empi r i ca l  s tud ies  o f  ac tua l  aud iences  can on ly ,  l i ke
Emi l ie  A l ten loh  in  1914,  conc lude tha t  peop le  have
few and hardly satisfactory answers when asked why
they  go  to  the  mov ies  aga in  and aga in .

The problem of Screen theory was rather that the
issue o f  rea laud iences  was e i ther  d ismissed as  ,emoi r i -

cist '  or postponed indefinitely. This contrasted with
developments in I i terary studies (which f i lm studies

for the most part grew out of),  where studies of histor-
ical,  concrete instances of reception were, so to speak,
booming in  many count r ies  in  the  197Os- insp i red ,  in
part,  by German reception theorists. Fi lm studies only
took a sim i lar tu rn after the cu l tu ra I  stud ies of te/evrsron
demonstrated that textual analysis and audience stu-
d ies  cou ld  be  in te l l igen t ly  and f ru i t fu l l y  combined.
Charlotte Brunsdon and Dave Morley's work on the
programme Nationwide (Brunsdon and Morley 1978;
Morley 1 980) was seminal here. l t  was fol lowed later by
such work as len Ang's inf luential study of the Dutch
recept ion  o f  Da l las  (1985) ,  and in  the  la te  1980s the
'e thnograph ic 's tudy  

o f  te lev is ion  aud iences  was gen-
eral ly recognized as the 'sexiest f ield with in the f ield'  in
the  inc reas ing ly  in te rd isc ip l inary  a rea  where  mass
communica t ion ,  communica t ion ,  med ia ,  cu l tu ra l ,  and
fi lm studies converged. This convergence was also
faci l i tated by a ' ferment in the f ield'  of mass commu-
nciat ion research which opened the way for so-cal led
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quali tat ive (as opposed to str ict ly quanti tat ive and sta-
t ist ical) methods in both textual and audience ana-
lyses, and forms of cr i t ical theory.

It  is characterist ic of f i lm studies, though, that work
on f i lm aud iences  is  s t i l l  l a rge ly  o f  a  h is to r ica l  k ind .
Present-day, actual f i lm audiences get very l i t t le atten-
t ion. Thus, there has been quite intensive research on
the exhibit ion practices, forms of reception, and social
composit ion of audiences between the i  890s and
1960, and research on early f i lm (before 1917), in par-
t i cu la r ,  has  f lour ished,  combin ing  so l id  h is to r ica l  inves-
t lgation of primary sources with consideraore
theoretical sophist icat ion (see Elsaesser 1990 on semi-
nal work here). Ways of theorizing 'spectatorship, 

in a
social context that are new to Anglo-American f i lm
studies have also been introduced in this area, speci_
f ical ly through Mir iam Hansen's use of the concept of
(proletarian) publ ic sphere(s) in her Babel and Babylon
(1  991 )  (see  a lso  Gunn ing ,  Par t  2 ,  Chapter  4 ) .

The genera l t rans i t ion  in  femin is t f i lm s tud ies f rom an
Interest only in a textual ly constructed spectator to
studies which are concerned at least as much with
actual audiences was marked, for instance, bv Annene
Kuhn's 1984 Screen art icle 'Women's 

Genres,, which
cal led for a rethinking of interrelat ions between the
two.  Th is  demand was l inked to  o ther  work  w i th in
feminist f i lm theory which had severely complicated
the notion of ' the spectator '  by, f i rst,  dist inguishing
between male and female spectator posit ions, and
then further deconstructing the apparent unity or srn-
gu la r i t yo f  each o f  these(see Mod lesk i  1988,  in t roouc-
t ion). ln anthologies such as Deidre pribram,s Female
Spectators (1988), the relat ions between textual and
socio-historical approaches were discussed in new,
more open ways, and Patrice Petro's Joyless Streets
(1989) took to non-f i lmic sources (magazines, photo-
journal ism) in an attempt to construct historical ly spe-
cif ic female spectator posit ions in Weimar Germany.

The convergence between previously segregated
approaches has been part icularly str iking in studies of
f i lm stars, previously a phenomenon reserved for fan-
dom and sociology. Richard Dyert book Stars (1979)
in t roduced th is  a rea  in to  academic  f i lm s tud ies ,  and i t
rapidly became a meeting place between historical,
soc io log ica l ,  cu l tu ra l i s t ,  semio t ic ,  and c ine-psvchoana-
ly t i ca l  fo rms o f  scho la rsh ip  (G ledh i l l  j991) .  In  many
respects Jackie Stacey's Star Gazing (1994) represents
a coming-together of al l  of these, integrating (among
other things) discussions of spectator theories, statrs-
t ical information, and the writ ten memories of female

moviegoers of the 1940s and 1950s. She draws on
Mass-Observation material,  and emplovs methods
similar to those of both Herbert Blumer and (oart icu-
larly) J. P. Mayer, thus acknowledging the value of the
historical tradit ion of empir ical,  sociological studies of
movie audiences (even i f ,  signif icantly, neither of tnese
two forerunners are mentioned in her book).

Stacey's book thus indicates that f i lm studies may
have reached a point where theoretical and methooo-
logical orthodoxies have given way to a more produc-
t ive, cr i t ical ly informed rethinking of theoretical and
methodological boundaries. Such reasoned eclecti-
cism is far from unproblematic, however, for there
are, in the current conjuncture, many reasons to sug-
gest the importance of f i lm scholarship which goes
beyond empir ical studies of historical or current f i lm
audiences and their experiences of the movies. Sti l l ,  i t
seems clear that the theoretical and methodological
developments over the last two decades or so have
clearly contr ibuted to making f i lm studies a highly vital,
central f ield within the broader area of media studies.
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