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Although Gilman's vision was far-reaching, her
presentation omitted several points that would prove
more problematic to a less committed audience. She
offered no support for her assumption of the corrupting
influence of film on behavior. Taking this relationship
for granted, she made only passing reference to “the
disastrous results . . . [that] prevail when millions of
our people are dajly being impressed with the apparent
universal disregard for home, church, and govern-
ment.” Perhaps her failure to support her claim about
the effects of film was an extension of her assumption
that proper moral behavior, though undefined, was
clear to all audiences; hence, there was no need to offer
evidence to the skeptical."

On the other hand, she may have believed that
whether proper moral behavior was clear to everyone
was not the issue; her real concern may have been that
the people who did know proper moral behavior had
the means to teach it to others. The assumed link be-
tween immoral film and immoral behavior was funda-
mentally elitist. Reformers who professed 2 desire to see
“the democratic art” fulfill its potential often acted on
a belief that lower-class audiences were uniguely sus-
ceptible to its suggestions. The limits of Gilman’s faith
in the “democratic art” became apparent when she be-
gan to attack values embodied in the Constitution. De-
nying the “constitutional right [of producers] to exploit
youth under the guise of legitimate business,” she ar-
gued that “a constitution permitting such a short-
sighted policy is not worth saving.”

Her attacks were not aimed at the First Amend-
ment; motion pictures were not included as protected
speech until 1952, Gilman viewed the motion picture
industry as a business to be regulated, and her attacks
on the Constitution represented challenges to the legiti-
macy of business practices. Her observation of the pro-
ducers’ lack of understanding or appreciation of Ameri-
can values takes on a new dimension when one
considers that the industry was largely built by immi-
grants, for immigrant and working-class audiences.
When she stated that “a pure democracy in entertain-
ment is as impossible as a pure democracy in govern-
ment, in society, or religion,” her view of the motion
picture became clear. It was a powerful tool to be used
in the perpetuation of proper moral behavior. Federally
enforced standards represented a step in the eventual
wresting of industry control from the hands of its mor-
ally deficient founders and placing it in the custody of
an elite group of community leaders. "

The success of Gilman's proposal, however, rested
upon the problematic assumption of the existence of a
universally accepted, legally enforceable moral stand-
ard, a fundamental weakness of the better films move-
ment. Gilman made a sincere attempt to grapple with
the subjective definition of morality. Recognizing that
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“no one person can decide what anyone else may enjoy
or reject,” she proposed that committees of “educators,
social, civic and religious leaders” assume responsibility
for studying motion pictures and recommending stand-
ards. “Carefully selected committees of educators”
would assure that “only the best in science, art, drama,
and ljterature” would be the subjects of educational
films. Production of religious films would be governed
by standards developed by committees of theologians,
standards “based upon sound theology, untinged with
sectarianism.”™ Gilman's committee network was de-
signed to place the development of standards at the
grass-roots level, allowing for considerable community
input. Nevertheless, the proposal assumed that accept-
able standards were possible, an assumption that ulti-
mately contributed to its failure before a wider and
more critical audience.

Gilman’s audience of like-minded reformers, how-
ever, greeted the speech with enthusiasm. Her 1926 ad-
dress, “A Survey of the Motion Picture Problem,” reiter-
ated her new “hard-line” approach to film reform and
received a similar response. She was again confronta-
tional, calling the industry a “school of crime,” offering
film titles and advertisements as proof of moral deprav-
ity, and detailing the history of the better film move-
ment and the broken promises of the industry. She sup-
ported the Upshaw Bill as the solution to the motion
picture problem. Sponsored by Georgia Representative
William D. Upshaw, the bill incorporated the indus-
try’s own “Thirteen Points” as standards and provided
for federal licensing of films. Gilman seemed to hope
that the use of those standards would silence com-
plaints over subjectivity, and she characterized them as
“a common ground” for all concerned.*®

THE OPENING ADDRESS of the 1926 National Mo-
tion Picture Conference, “A Survey of the Motion Pic-
ture Problem,” generated much interest in film reform.
Cilman reported that the conference resulted in a great
deal of correspondence for the Alliance, as well as fed-
eral interest: “As a result of a nation-wide appeal, and
the Conference . . . in Chicago, a date for the hearing
before the Committee on Education in the House of
Representatives, Washington D. C. has been sent [sic]
for April 14, 1926 Gilman had high hopes for the
hearing. With two bills under consideration, action

" Here and below, see Gilman, “Motion Pictures and
Morals.” 162.

* Burstyn v. Wilson, 343 U.S. 495 (1952); Gilman, “Mo-
tion Pictures and Morals,” 162, 163.

* Gilman, “Motion Pictures and Morals.” 163.

¥ Catheryne Cooke Gilman, “A Survey of the Motion
Picture Problem™ (Brooklyn: Federal Motion Picture Coun-

cil, 1926). 1, 2-3, 7, copy in Motion picture files, general
articles.



seemed a possibility. “This promises to be an epoch-
making occasion,” she wrote. “[O]ne of these bills may
live through the Committee and come up before the
House for a vote.™

Sadly, neither the bills nor Gilman escaped the
committee unscathed. Gilman’s appearance was a
spectacular failure. She toned down her virulent at-
tacks on the industry, using only the description of the
history of the movement to illustrate the bad intentions
of producers. Nevertheless, her combativeness surfaced
in a series of nasty exchanges with committee members.
Her initial statement featured stunningly poor audi-
ence analysis. “I regret very much,” she said, “that all
of us who are here sitting in judgment on this matter
have not worked with this matter as we have for years,
long enough for you to become satisfied that you should
work for the idea of a Federal commission. I believe
that you are listening in the dark and that you don’t
know of what we are speaking.™*

In addition to opening her remarks by calling the
committee ignorant, she appears to have been evasive
and defensive in her answers to audience questions. She
was repeatedly challenged on issues such as the utility
of state censorship laws and the link between film and
behavior. In support of her contention that film could
be a corrupting influence, Gilman claimed that a U.S.
Navy report concluded that motion pictures were “de-
basing to the morals” of servicemen. The shift from
urban workers and immigrants to military personnel as
targets of corrupting films, though calculated to appeal
to patriotism, did not play well in Congress. Represent-
atives Florence P. Kahn of California and Millard E.
Tydings of Maryland challenged Gilman’s interpreta-
tion of the report, suggesting that the Navy’s complaint
concerned aesthetics, not morals: The films “were so
poorly constructed that they did not contain a good
plot or did not have any merit.” Exchanges on this and
other issues became heated, and laughter (noted in the
record at the conclusion of her morning testimony and
at a joke made by the speaker who followed) suggests
that the audience may have been in great need of a
tension release.

The resumption of testimony in the afternoon was
no more relaxed. Challenged to provide the details on

“ WCA, Administrative Department Report, Mar., 1926,
Subject matter files, motion pictures.

& Here and three paragraphs below, see House Commit-
tee on Education, “Proposed Federal Motion Picture Com-
mission,” 69th Cong., Ist sess., April 15, 1926, p. 94, 97-103,
107, 10-112.

‘* House Committee on Education, “Proposed Federal
Motion Picture Commission,” 108, 115. At the time of his
appearance before Congress, Chase was general secretary of
the Federal Motion Picture Commission; Jowett, Film,
167-171.

the implementation of federal regulation, Gilman com-
pared the federal regulation to the meat packers’ bill
and copyright law—both disproven in heated ex-
changes. Her cherished committee plan took the stiffest
lashing. Representative E. Hart Fenn of Connecticut
asked Gilman to explain the meaning of the bill’s provi-
sion that committee members should possess ““a knowl-
edge of the psychology of youth and the Jaws and arts
of dramatic expression.”

Fenn: Will you kindly tell me what the laws of art
and dramatic expression are?

Gilman: Well, those that are very definitely cited in
the—

Fenn: (interposing). Where?

Gilman: Well, in dramatic criticism, of course.

Fenn: That is criticism, that is not the laws and
arts. What are the laws and arts of dramatic expres-
sion?

Gilman: Well, in dramatic criticism, of course.

Fenn: Then your bill is faulty in that respect, that
you set up certain requirements that have not been de-
fined.

Gilman: No, [ am not a psychologist or a dramatic
critic or a teacher.

Fenn: I am not speaking of dramatic critics; I am
speaking of the laws and arts of dramatic expression,
and also what is the psychology of youth?. . . .

Gilman: If there is such a thing.

Fenn: If there is such a thing? That is what I
wanted to find, if there was such a thing.

The exchange with Fenn continued at length and
concluded with Fenn lecturing Gilman on the defini-
tion of a valid law: “My dear lady,” he chided, “whole
laws have been stricken out by the Supreme Court be-
cause of the dotting of an " or the crossing of a ‘" or a
word improperly used.” He suggested that her inability
to define “laws and arts of dramatic expression” or
“psychology of youth” might doom her legislation to a
similar fate. The committee then turned for clarifica-
tion to Canon William Sheafe Chase of Brooklyn, a
long-time leader in the better movies movement. Even-
tually the chairman instructed the committee to return
its attention to Gilman. Clearly rattled by her experi-
ence, she concluded her testimony by reading statistics
on state censorship, expressing her commitment to the
“protection of boys and girls,” and expressing “the most
sincere desire to have this bill made right if it is not
right.”* The conciliatory words probably were too lit-
tle, too late; her poor audience adaptation, defensive-
ness, and inability to provide basic details on the imple-
mentation of federal standards had seriously damaged
her credibility.

Gilman's drubbing from Congress dealt the Minne-
apolis movement a serious blow. Calling the hearings
“interesting, illuminating, and discouraging,” she ap-
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parently severely curtailed her public activities in pur-
suit of film reform, refusing invitations to speak on the
topic for more than two years. Her reception by Con-
gress may have been even less cordial than the record
indicates; correspondence between Gilman and Mary
Caldwell of the Tennessee Women's Christian Temper-
ance Union suggests that the remarks of an NBR attor-
ney who rose at the end of her speech and called her a
“liar” were edited from the record.”

COUPLED with the continuing erosion of local indus-
try support, Gilman's Congressional experience showed
that the better films movement could not rely upon
education and publicity in the Progressive faith that
people would act. The market forces that Gilman ini-
tially had seen as the key to the movement’'s success
ultimately proved to be its undoing. Producers and ex-
bibitors would not handle products that audiences
would not patronize. Furthermore, audiences had de-
veloped a taste for the titillating: “The public in fact
had grown tired of moralizing. . . . Hollywood had
discovered the box-office appeal of sophisiticated ‘sex’
and film makers throughout these years [1922-35] were
in intense competition to find new ways of presenting
old sexual themes to an overeager audience. [t was the
continued prevalence of these themes and their success
with the audiences that most disinayed those who had
hoped that the industry would accede to a workable
form of self-regulation.”*

Gilman wrote and spoke out for film reform
through the 1930s, “clearly and unequivocally” oppos-
ing co-operation with the motion picture industry in
reform efforts. She feared that the involvement of
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women'’s groups was allowing producers to shift the
blame and hold those groups responsible for the con-
duct of the industry. The better films movement may
have failed, but it provided essential direction for Jater
reformers, leading to the development of nationwide
film standards in the form of the Motion Picture Pro-
duction Code and the Catholic Legion of Decency.”

Progressive reformers such as Catheryne Cooke
Gilman and her colleagues in the Women’s Co-opera-
tive Alliance may have fought a losing battle, but their
efforts and experiences were instrumental in the success
of those who followed. Only someone whose idealistic
vision of the potential of film had been bruised by hos-
tile legislators and unco-operative industry figures
could offer the following advice to her fellow re-
formers: “If ever there was a time when co-operation
with the industry to secure better pictures was justifi-
able, that time has long since passed.”®

“ WCA, Administrative Department Report, April,
1926. Oct.. 1927, Aug., 1928, Subject matter files, motion
pictures; Caldwell to Gilman, May 18, June 7, 1926; Gilman
to Caldwell. May 25, 1926, General correspondence files.

» Jowett, Film, 187.

“ Gilman, “Better Movies—But How?" 10; Jowett, Film,
233-259.

* Catheryne Cooke Gilman, “"Are Movies On the Mend?
No.” Parent-Teacher Broadcaster, Mar., 1930, reprint copy in
Motion picture files, general articles.

THE PHOTOGRAPH on p. 206 is from the Wisconsin Cen-
ter for Film and Theater Research in Madison: all other illus-
trations are from the audio-visual and newspaper libraries in
the MHS.
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