
Weeping in the Cinema in 1950:  

A reassessment of Mass-Observation material 

 

Introduction 

In August 1950, Mass-Observation asked its volunteer panel of respondents whether they ever cried 

in the cinema, and if so, whether they were ashamed. Three months later it published an analysis of 

its findings in the Daily Herald.1 It reported that most of its mainly middle-class group of respondents 

admitted to weeping, and that even among men, only one in two argued that he never cried. Although 

the range of films which caused tears was considerable, by far the most common theme was that of 

the hurt or dying child. After child scenes came adult death scenes and scenes of parting, although 

happy scenes could cause tears too. Most of the panel, especially the women, were unashamed of 

crying, but many qualified their feelings by taking good care not be caught crying when the lights 

came on. According to the Mass-Observation report, hardly anyone suggested that they would stay 

away from the cinema because the film was a 'weepie'; and two girls who sobbed aloud at the end of 

the main film reported that they stayed to see the whole programme round again in order to repeat the 

process. They were most surprised, however, when they were not as moved the second time around. 

 

Fortunately the original replies to the Directive are still available at the Mass-Observation Archive in 

the University of Sussex.2 On examination, they reveal a wealth of challenging material, which was 

either ignored or played down in the original Mass-Observation report which, like some of its other 

reports, was distinctly misleading. The data provides a fascinating insight into the feeling and 

emotions of a particular fraction of British society who would soon cease to become regular cinema-

goers. 

 

 

The Mass-Observation Panel 

Mass-Observation received 318 replies to its questionnaire, 193 from men and 125 from women. The 

sample was therefore more heavily weighted towards men than the general population of England 

and Wales, as recorded in the 1951 Census.3  

 

Twenty Mass-Observation respondents failed to give their age, so age is only recorded for 184 males 

and 114 females. Of these, all except one female were 20 years old, or over. Most of the respondents 

- 84 % of men and 70 per cent of women - were under 50 and had therefore grown up during the 

twentieth century. [see Appendix 1] The sample therefore privileges the feelings of young adults of 

both sexes and under-represents those of the old, especially the men. [see Appendix 2] 

 

The Mass-Observation Panel was also heavily skewed towards the middle class and administrative 

professions, compared with that of the adult population of England and Wales as a whole. [see 



Appendix 3] Furthermore, the 'unoccupied' population of pensioners and housewives was also 

severely under-represented among both sexes. The sample took very little account of those working 

in the mining, quarrying, manufacturing and building occupations, while over privileging those working 

as administrators for central or local government. The latter included the many respondents working 

in education. The sample also had an unduly large number of male clerical workers, and because of 

its heavy reliance on students, a disproportionate number of unskilled (although not unintelligent) 

respondents. The large number of female respondents working in communications, entertainment and 

the technical professions also significantly skewed the sample. 

 

In statistical terms therefore, the responses of the Mass-Observation panel are only of limited value in 

assessing those of the population as a whole. But even so, the opinions and feelings expressed by 

the respondents did represent the beliefs and sentiments of a large number of people. They are 

representative therefore of the emotional responses to films of the predominantly younger, educated 

audience and those of office workers.  

 

 

Crying or Weeping? 

The act of crying is not easily defined. Although crying, like speaking or laughing, is a distinctively 

human activity, it has only become the subject of systematic psychological investigation during the 

last two decades.4 Prior to 1950, when Mass-Observation conducted its enquiry, the main writings on 

the act of crying were limited to those of Darwin5, Borgquist6 and Lund7. Subsequently, Koestler8, like 

Lund, also insisted on the distinction between weeping and crying, for prior to this, both academic 

writings and common parlance had treated the two words as synonymous. (see Appendix 4)  

 

The semantic confusion between weeping and crying continued for many years. As late as 1972, 

Bindra noted the colloquial acceptance of the word 'crying' for the act of weeping. He therefore used 

the word 'crying' in the questions that he put to the subjects in his study, "even though the answers 

given by the subjects made it clear that they understood 'crying' to mean what is defined as 

weeping."9 Bindra, like Koestler, identified four different degrees of weeping. They were (a) the lump 

in the throat, (b) watery eyes, (c) flowing tears and (d) convulsive sobbing. In the common parlance of 

1950, however, many male Mass-Observation respondents, particularly those over 30, denied that a 

lump in the throat constituted crying. 

 

"I can't remember crying in the pictures and if I did, I should certainly feel 

ashamed of myself for doing so. I will confess to the occasional 'lump in the 

throat'" (insurance clerk, 40) 

 

"No, but I do sometimes gulp." (accountant, 46) 

 

"I cannot recall ever having cried in the pictures though once or twice I think 

a film has brought a lump to my throat." (chartered accountant, 30) 

 



For some men, even watery eyes fell outside their definition of crying, although others were 

reluctantly prepared to admit that they might indeed be a form of crying. 

 

"I have on occasion been moved to a wet eye - but never to tears." (civil 

servant, 28) 

 

"I would never admit to crying in the pictures though I have often had to 

stifle back what were suspiciously like tears." (student, 35) 

 

"I never remember actually crying though I have sometimes been moved - 

very nearly." (vicar, 35) 

 

"If a watery eye is crying, then I have cried in the pictures." (engineer, 68) 

 

"I don't really cry profusely, but I have a lump in my throat and my eyes are 

full of water." (assistant manager, 27) 

 

One of the values of this Mass-Observation survey therefore is that it affords a potential insight into 

the emotional and psychological tensions and conflicts of a skewed, but nonetheless significant, part 

of the cinema audience in the post war period. It may also contribute to debates about the social 

function of films, and the appropriateness or otherwise of the uses-and-gratifications model of 

audience response. 

 

 

Men and Women 

The survey clearly shows that, in 1950, cinematic taste was rigorously divided by gender. A similar 

division already existed in the film audiences of the 1930s and 1940s, but then historical film was then 

the key arbiter of taste; costume films were increasingly recognised as an exclusively feminine 

domain.10 By 1950, the situation had changed. The majority of the male respondents to the Mass-

Observation directive evinced a preoccupation with a broader separation of male from female taste in 

the cinema. Significantly, this was never mentioned as an issue by the women. Time and again, men 

(from a range of occupations) strove to distinguish their interests and responses from those of 

women. A journalist of 22 stressed that "films which often attract the female sex as "weepies" just 

leave me cold." There are many similar comments, mostly from respondents in their twenties and 

thirties, such as: 

 

"I do not cry as a woman does. But my feelings have been aroused by 

chiefly biographical films where the characters have been strongly drawn 

and the motif is 'achievement'." (journalist, 32) 

 

"I know I cry in the pictures - or at least will go as far as a man will before he 

gains control of himself." (civil servant, 39) 

 

"I never cry at the pictures - it's only the Welsh that do that - and a lot of silly 

women." (bank clerk, 22) 

 



"I am a male, you know, and I am sure no grown up man ever cries in the 

pictures." (engineering draughtsman, 27) 

 

"I cannot remember having cried in a film ... I have been educated to regard 

it as rather effeminate." (research economist, 36) 

 

"that was the sort of picture where the womenfolk say 'Eh, it was a luvly 

picture - aa wept buckets." (minister of religion) 

 

"I should feel most 'unmanly' if I cried." (bank clerk, 37) 

 

Many men solved the embarrassment of intense emotionalism by their initial choice of film. Many 

replies echoed that of one town planner who asserted that, "I never cry in the pictures because I don't 

go to pictures that tend to make me cry." Numerous male respondents despised the Hollywood 

product - and indeed melodrama in general - precisely because it might evoke inappropriately intense 

feelings. They made strenuous efforts to distance themselves from their own emotions, fearing that an 

uninhibited response to a weepie would "unman" them in their own eyes - as well as those of others. 

The predominant sensation expressed by men was one of suspicion towards the mass culture 

industry. Three examples will suffice: 

 

"I despise films in general, and feel I should be proof against the wiles of 

producers, directors, and stars." (teacher, 36) 

 

"I don't suppose that the sloppy, lavish, superficial products of American 

studios today could summon a tear from my eyes." (accountant, 34) 

 

"To me, crying should be a genuine, almost sacred, expression of grief, and 

not at the beck-and-call of every second-rate artist who is unable to excite 

the interests of the audience in any other way ... when I cry, I feel like a cow 

licking a dummy calf, or the hen sitting on dummy eggs." (draughtsman, 24) 

 

These male replies frequently coincided with a preference for 'realist', or at the very least, 'quality' 

films. In this manner, some respondents could display their broader cultural competence and distance 

themselves from audience members with lowbrow and low-status tastes. It is clear from these replies 

that, when gender-based preferences coincided with those premised on class-specific considerations, 

an unusually aggressive and unambiguous position could result. Some men went even further and 

rejected as suspect any emotion produced in the cinema, since it was artificially induced by the film's 

director. A 56 year old grocer asserted that: 

 

"One ought not to be caught by the same old cheap tricks especially when 

one reflects that they are created by some bald-headed old coot chewing a 

sopping cigar and saying 'cut', 'retake', 'cut', 'retake', ad infinitum with about 

as much real feeling in his make-up as a boiled codfish."  

 

For many men, their fear of the emotional blandishments of mass cinema led to a radical split 

between the analytical and the emotional sides of their personalities. Most of their replies express an 

extreme detachment while watching films. Time and again, they consciously lower their emotional 



temperature by two means: by imagining how they appear when regarding the screen, and by 

forcefully recalling the artificiality, rather than the intensity, of the cinematic experience. Thus, the men 

frequently converted (a seemingly laudable) awareness of the minutiae of a film's construction and 

composition into an alibi for chronic detachment: 

 

"If I find myself becoming emotionally upset I kill it by thinking 'it's just a 

play'. Admittedly one loses much by this attitude but it's better than making 

an exhibition of one's emotions." (teacher, 38) 

 

"Being critical in my outlook towards films I suppose helps me keep my 

balance in looking at a film which to people who get so totally absorbed in a 

film ('identify themselves' with it) would be really emotional and moving." 

(journalist, 33) 

 

"When this [crying] happens I lose my complete involvement in the film and 

become aware of myself again as a person watching a film ... this self-

consciousness is the only measure of how much I am moved." (student, 22) 

 

"If a poor man is shot and leaves a wife and family I know very well that 

blanks were used and that he'll immediately get up again!! The same with a 

woman sobbing her heart out, her tears are probably glycerine anyway." 

(inspector of weights and measures, 53)  

 

"I'm too conscious of the artificialness of a film to be affected to such an 

extent." (scientist, 29) 

 

"Yes, strangely enough I do occasionally drop a tear in the pictures. When I 

realise it of course I stop ... it is always towards the end (this is no doubt 

clever cutting on behalf of the producer). I shall watch out in future." 

(customs officer, 30) 

 

"I am always bringing myself back to earth with a mental reminder that it is 

'only a film'." (instrument maker, 34) 

 

This 'distancing' phenomenon is entirely absent from the female replies. In general, women were 

much more lightly tuned emotionally than the men. That is to say, they cried more readily, were rarely 

ashamed of it and were very forthcoming on the nature of the emotional release conferred by the 

cinema. Women replying to the Mass-Observation directive clearly judged films according to the 

intensity of their involvement. There are no references to the 'distancing' or alienation paradigm which 

were evident in so many of the male replies, and no attention at all to the minutiae of the films' 

technical virtuosity. Instead, women of every age and class group emphasised, and indeed 

sometimes celebrated, their own identification with events on the screen: 

 

"The first film I ever saw had me in howls and I've never stopped since. 

Ashamed? No, good heavens." (artist, 26) 

 

"I never feel ashamed, and get mad when husband reminds me 'it's only a 

story' and so on. I marvel that people can go through dry-eyed. But I don't 

consider the film satisfying if I haven't had a good cry." (housewife, 48) 

 

"When I get to the stage when I let go I am in a completely remote world - 

I've stepped clear into the picture I watch. One rather amusing incident 



happened when a friend and I went to see To What Red Hell with Sybil 

Thorndike. We had cried bitterly. We called into a shop in the road leading 

from the cinema. The elderly confectioner peered through the window and 

asked, has there been a big funeral? Everyone passing looks as though 

they have been crying. We explained it was the big picture showing at the 

cinema on the corner and she said decidedly 'I must go and see it.'" 

(housewife, 60) 

 

In general the women experienced more emotional arousal from films than the men. They certainly 

were not only interested in the "weepie" genre, as the men so often attested. They looked for 

intelligent dramatisation or an idealised vision of the future. 

 

"films of human conflict and emotion, if sympathetically and intelligently 

treated, do produce a weepy sensation in me." (civil servant, 23) 

 

"They Came To a City made me weep almost uncontrollably, almost audibly, because of 

the picture of what life might be like, instead of what it is." (housewife, 56) 

 

Even so, women respondents were well aware of the disdain in which their crying was held by men. 

For some, the emotional frigidity of their male companion could conflict with their own feelings:  

 

"In Smiling Through I cried enough to wet my face and coat collar. I cried in 

Broken Blossoms, with the little cripple child and the woman loving him so. 

My husband was with me, and I didn't dare cry very much. In Ben-Hur, when 

Ben-Hur finds his mother and sisters are lepers I cried very much. I was 

very young and enjoyed my tears a good deal. In my youth I enjoyed 

anything which gave me great emotional upheaval. It was a safety valve 

which I could let loose and enjoy." (housewife, 38) 

 

"I remember years ago seeing Humphrey Bogart and Ida Lupino in High 

Sierra and being greatly upset. My husband pointed out to me that I should 

be seeing Bogart next week, since he was also in the coming attractions, 

but I could not be consoled." (secretary, 39) 

 

But for other women, a man's emotional response to a film was an important litmus test of his 

suitability as a future partner: 

 

"I don't go unless I think it is going to be a crying sort of film. I saw Rebecca 

three times. In Scott of the Antarctic I remember crying when he left his wife 

on the quay ... I went once with a man I knew, he laughed about it, and I 

knew right away I wouldn't be seeing him any more." (housewife, 24) 

 

The women also appeared to be more directly affected by the feelings of others in the audience. Men 

who found themselves with a lump in their throat or on the verge of tears reported a sense of isolation 

from other people in the audience; and they tried to conceal their own feelings from them. But women 

appeared to be acutely aware of others in the audience, and to some extent to be prompted by the 

emotions of other women. Time and again, women noticed the behaviour of other females in the 

cinema and modulated their own film responses accordingly: 

 



"seeing a film with a sensitive and affinitive type of friend, the emotion I feel 

is intensely enhanced." (secretary, 40) 

 

Thus, not only did men and women have fundamentally different attitudes to crying in the cinema, but 

these attitudes also influenced their behaviour. In addition, they meant that men and women also 

tended to cry over different subject matter. 

 

 

Subject Matter 

The different attitudes of men and women to weeping in the cinema was paralleled by variations in the 

subject matter which made them weep. Their replies can be divided into two distinct but related 

categories. Sometimes respondents specified the subject matter which made them weep in general 

terms. On other occasions, they would cite specific films, or film moments, which had made them 

weep. It is valuable to distinguish between these two types of response, for while the latter may have 

depended on the emotional impact of an individual film, the former gives us an indication of those 

categories of dramatic scenes which respondents knew could bring tears to their eyes, whatever the 

artistic or emotional impact of the film itself.  

 

Some 33 female respondents (26 %) were able to cite specific topics which would move them to 

tears in the cinema. One or two of the younger ones were quite indiscriminate. A nineteen year old 

student confessed that she used to 'cry copiously at everything', while a 25 year old civil servant 

openly admitted that she cried 'usually over the stupidest films which I know quite well are rubbish.' 

But for the most part the women cried at scenes which showed partings, unhappy children or cruelty 

to animals. Others included death scenes and films about refugees in their list of tear-inducing topics.  

 

But some older women had either become more hard-hearted, or fitted their response into a broader 

framework. One 53-year-old admitted that she occasionally wept in her youth "when nobility and 

sentiment was well portrayed. Now age and experience has made me distrust emotionalism."  

 

Not surprisingly, far fewer men were prepared to cite topics which could bring a tear to their eyes. 

Only seventeen (8 %) were able to cite general topics, as opposed to specific film moments, which 

might make them weep in the cinema. Younger men, like the younger women, tended to be less 

discriminating. Some of the youngest would even cry at a happy ending. A twenty year old student 

seemed to get  

 

"just a slight mistiness and a swelling in the throat whenever the film comes 

to a particularly happy ending" 

 



and even though he tried to cover up the traces, a librarian of the same age admitted that "a piquant 

scene or even just some deep happiness will move me to tears." 

 

But as they grew older, the men became more reserved - and more discriminating. Patriotism, self-

sacrifice and heroism could bring tears to those in their twenties and thirties. A 24 year old music 

student had a lump in his throat "with patriotic bravery or when something typically English has 

survived and won through; "while for a 23 year old student,  

 

"Brave but useless actions probably affect me most and the sight of real 

bravery in others sometimes brings a tear to my throat."  

 

For a 36 year-old teacher, the trigger for his tears was 

 

"emotional moments involving strong loyalty and love, and idealistic flights 

of moral and physical heroism." 

 

For some older respondents, who had settled down to more humdrum lives, any recognition of the 

little man seemed to be almost as strong a trigger for tears as was heroism. A 34 year-old mortgage 

clerk claimed that 

 

"a person making a speech on receiving a leaving present would move me 

very much, not only on the screen but in real life"  

 

while a 37 year-old civil servant revealed that he had often wanted to cry in historical films which 

showed 

 

"the honouring or recognition of some humble person by the assembled 

heads of state, occasionally a triumphant return from some great exploit [or] 

to see some odd character unselfishly rejoicing and performing little 

actions." 

 

But it was the tragedies and the great events of the real world that brought a tear to the eyes of other 

men. Newsreels and documentaries (often contrasted with Hollywood films, to the latter's 

disadvantage) were mentioned by a number of men as the film type which moved them most.  

 

"I am only affected by the newsreel shots of the repatriation of the badly 

injured men of both sides while the war was being fought. Probably the 

shots of the reception arrangements and the waiting volunteers. The 

concentration camp pictures had not quite the same stirring effects for the 

human body deformed and shattered evokes far more sympathy while the 

sufferer is alive than dead." (teacher, 24) 

 

"Only war films disturb me, especially present newsreels on Korea, as they 

bring back unpleasant memories which I have been trying to forget." 

(student, 25) 

 



"In fact, now I come to think of it, many of the most moving things in all my 

film-going - and I mean moving almost to the point of tears - are in 

documentary film - not Hollywood tear jerkers." (journalist, 33) 

 

"I rarely go to the pictures. Too much else to do: haven't been this year. If I 

went, it would be documentaries." (civil servant, 28) 

 

Where fiction films are cited, those dealing with war subjects had the edge 

over any others: one respondent noted that  

 

"any war film can 'get me that way', however detached I like to feel, and yet I 

know that if I were engaged in the scenes themselves, no such feeling 

would occur to me." (unspecified occupation and age) 

 

But only war films of a certain type. Those most frequently mentioned as emotionally raw are They 

Were Not Divided, The Hasty Heart, and The Best Years of Our Lives. The aspects selected out for 

comment are not those of comradeship and communal experience, but those of loneliness and 

alienation. The definition of 'realism' being deployed by this male group is thus extremely specific. 

 

There was therefore a clear contrast in the categories of subject matter which moved men and 

women. Almost without exception, those women who admitted to crying placed vulnerable children, 

and often animals, at or near the top of their lists. It was film scenes of childhood desolation which 

elicited the most unambiguous responses from female viewers, whereas for men it was the tragedies 

of war. 

 

Men tended to have a very narrow definition of realism, and preferred documentaries, newsreels or 

explicitly realist films because they most clearly eschewed the excesses of the 'weepie' genre. Not so 

the women. They defined as 'realist' those films which produced tears because they contained events 

similar to those in their own lives, or which accorded with their own emotional tenor. A 35-year-old 

housewife, wrote that "I must be able to picture myself in such circumstances and I must like the 

people." The most intense emotions were produced for female viewers by films which most clearly 

replicated their own family situations. Consider the following from one 63-year-old housewife:  

 

"Escape Me Never produced great shuddering gulps which I could only 

control by keeping as still as possible, when Bergson finds that her baby 

has died. I did not feel ashamed at all, because a few years previously I had 

myself passed through exactly the same bitter experience. I had thought 

that the unhappy memory was well and truly lived down. The scene on the 

film brought it to life again. I consider that in most cases of weeping at films 

it may be because the viewer identifies herself with the incident depicted. 

Not necessarily weeping in sympathy with the sorrows of the characters 

portrayed." 

 

Interestingly, this writer clearly defined the responsive viewer as invariably feminine. For her, the film 

functioned as a sort of memory flash-point; a poignant means of focusing and recalling key events in 



her life. Or consider this meditation from a 53-year-old writer, cross-correlating her own family past 

with selected images from a film: 

 

"I had a tragic time with my mother whose mind went and I looked after her 

for years. In Farrébique, you saw the Grandpère dying and the priest 

clumping through the slush and snow to administer the last rites and the 

little boy in hobnailed boots swinging the censer in front of him. You saw the 

old man in bed and the light centred on his gnarled old hands knotted and 

cracked with years of hard work - his hands made me cry. They were so 

pathetic and symbolic of so many old people's hands; so many belonging to 

lonely old people with no home to die in, no-one near to love them." 

 

In all the male replies, nothing matches this intensity and type of recall. 

 

 

The Respondents and their Weepies 

Even when separated by gender, the responses of the Mass-Observation respondents were by no 

means uniform. Despite its narrow occupational spread, one of the most noticeable results to emerge 

from the Mass-Observation survey is the very wide range of film titles which caused respondents to 

cry. In all, respondents reported that 197 scenes in films had made them cry; the men cited 105 films 

and the women 130.  

 

Perhaps the second most important finding to emerge from the survey is that only eighteen out of the 

197 films cited by the respondents had the power to make more than two of them weep. [see 

Appendix 5] As far as this section of the cinema audience was concerned, only in a few cases can it 

be claimed that the films themselves caused audiences to cry. The wide spread of film titles cited 

indicates that, in most cases, a particular scene in a film released the inner tensions of individual 

members of the panel, rather than that the film was specifically designed to make the audience weep. 

 

At first sight, the list of films which did have a strong effect on the Mass-Observation respondents 

throws up some unexpected results. Scott of the Antarctic was more moving for women, whereas Mrs. 

Miniver was more moving for male respondents. Art-house films, such as Bicycle Thieves and Hamlet 

were equally tear-inducing for respondents of both sexes. Brief Encounter, the film cited most often, 

moved almost twice as many women as men.11 However, these are only rough and ready 

conclusions about gender responses. A closer analysis of what the memories - and 

misremembrances - of specific films can tell us more about the distinct emotional responses of men 

and women to individual dramatic episodes. 

 

The concept of 'reserve' was of paramount importance to male respondents. Many praised it as a 

quality per se. They sought out, and were moved by, films which were diffident about, or inexpressive 

of, the emotions: 



 

"One cries more at the parts where the hero or heroine is putting on a brave 

show and is obviously bracing against emotion." (civil servant, 34) 

 

"I was more moved by the mother [in The Cure for Love] who scarcely 

glances over the her shoulder when her son comes in and, although 

desperately glad to have him home safe, just says, 'how do, son.'" 

(surveyor, 25) 

 

The notion of "reserve", has, of course, a long and class-specific pedigree. In mid-nineteenth-century 

literary culture, it was a key resource for writers wishing to recuperate aristocratic definitions of 

gentlemanliness. In the literature of the 1910s and beyond, it became a key 'enabling device' whereby 

aristocratic figures might gain credibility by avoiding excess. It is interesting to note the survival and 

potency of this phenomenon so late into the twentieth century, and to see how an originally literary 

paradigm had become so widely assimilated by men from a range of class backgrounds.  

Furthermore, "reserve" was also a social phenomenon. From the late nineteenth-century it was 

habitually used as a marker of control by social groups experiencing a crisis of confidence. In the 

Romantic period it was 'natural' for men to cry, just as in the Restoration period it was 'natural' for 

them to express emotion flamboyantly. 

 

During the post-war period, Ealing Film Studios sought to play on this quality of reserve, and two of 

their 1948 productions, The Blue Lamp and Scott of the Antarctic, were cited by M-O's respondents. 

In both films, the male-dominated studio sought to heighten the emotional tension by portraying the 

stoicism and reserve of their principal characters at times of emotional stress. 

 

In The Blue Lamp, a film about the community of a small London police station, the principal 

character, PC George Dixon, played by Jack Warner, is shot half-way through the film. Initially, he 

appears to be making good progress, but a short while later, the police - and thus the audience - are 

told by means of a telephone call that he has died. In the scene which follows, the young recruit PC 

Mitchell (Jimmy Hanley), who had become a surrogate son for Dixon, is deputised to tell Mrs. Dixon 

(Gladys Henson) of her husband's death. In the crucial scene, PC Mitchell is too stunned to tell her. 

Instead she infers it from his demeanour and from the presence of a senior officer. Her immediate 

response is to displace grief into activity by moving towards the sideboard in order to put into a vase 

the flowers which she has just brought in from the garden. Charles Barr describes the scene as  

 

"observed and organised very precisely, finding a balance between 'English' 

restraint and the unembarrassed expression of a grief that cannot be 

contained: the scene does end on an image of weeping. In position and 

feeling alike, it is right at the centre of the film."12 

 

Three respondents, two male and one female, cited The Blue Lamp as a film which made them weep. 

Although the death of George Dixon is unquestionably the central pivot of the film's dramatic 



structure, the point at which the female respondent wept was different to that which brought tears to 

the eyes of the two men. A housewife who failed to give her age, cried "when the policeman was 

shot." But it seems that the two men did not cry until later on. A 46 year-old accountant "gulped when 

Jack Warner died in The Blue Lamp - or rather when his death was implicitly assumed over the 

phone." The other male a 30 year old private secretary and university student with excellent recall, 

remembered weeping at the scene cited by Barr. 

 

"I have been greatly moved by emotion. One recent film was The Blue 

Lamp, when PC Dixon died and his wife was getting some of his favourite 

flowers ready to take to him in hospital, and as she was doing this , the 

young policeman lodger PC Mitchell (played by Jimmy Hanley) came in to 

tell her that her husband was dead and then as PC Mitchell was the same 

age as her own son would have been, had he not been killed in the war, she 

turned to him and began to weep." 

 

There were similar differences in the responses of men and women to the other Ealing film, Scott of 

the Antarctic. Here again, men seemed to weep at moments of reserve, whereas women wept at 

moments of parting and loss. We have already cited the response of the 24 year old housewife who 

wept when Scott left his wife on the quay. Other women wept at this moment too. A widowed 40 year 

old social worker wept "when he said goodbye to his wife." She continued, "it was a tragic moment 

and real." A 35 year old graduate housewife who cried during Scott also had to be able to relate to the 

situation on the screen. She noted that "sad parts of films must have a relation to my own life." 

 

Since Scott was preoccupied with definitions of masculinity, and could even be read as misogynistic, 

it was difficult for most women to relate to it. For most of them, the departure of Scott from his wife 

was almost the only situation in the film to which they could relate. Another moment was the shooting 

of the ponies. A female farmer, who did not give her age, recalled: 

 

"I cried quite outright when the ponies had to be shot in Scott of the 

Antarctic, when really one ought to have felt furious at the inefficiency that 

made that necessary." 

 

Clearly, she was not responding to elements of 'reserve' in the film text. However the two responses 

to the film by men were of a quite a different order. They were both generalised and unspecific. 

 

"The last picture I saw was Scott of the Antarctic which moved me very 

much. ... I felt no shame, only that the picture was a good one. It must have 

been to move my emotions." (insurance agent, 55) 

 

"I have never made any particular note of films or scenes which made me 

cry. Mrs. Miniver, Madame Curie, Scott of the Antarctic, Daddy Long Legs 

as far as I can remember. ... Probably the feeling of loneliness, the 

realisation that in the last resort we each live our lives in isolation and can 

never be fully understood, seems the most expressive of sadness on such 

occasions. In each of these films I remember that in the tragic parts there 

were occasions when one cried for joy or emotional relief." (civil servant, 34) 

 



The last writer clearly responded positively to the general emotional restraint which permeated these 

films, including Scott. For him, the moments for weeping were those of emotional relief, not emotional 

stress. 

 

Similar differences between male and female responses can be discerned in the comments about 

Johnny Belinda, a popular Warner Brothers tear jerker produced by Jerry Wald. The film, which had 

Warners' usual qualities of glossy professionalism in the settings, the score (Max Steiner) and the 

photography (Ted McCord) was also helped by a glowing performance by Jane Wyman for which she 

won an Academy Award. But it lacked the affluent glamour of most other Warners' weepies. The plot 

dealt with a deaf-mute girl, Belinda, played by Jane Wyman, who lives on Nova Scotia's craggy Cape 

Breton Island. After being raped, she gives birth to a son Johnny. 

 

Unlike the two Ealing films, Johnny Belinda was an aggressive tear-jerker which pulled out all the 

emotional stops. Wyman was given several memorable scenes. These included making a rhapsodic 

discovery of music at a village dance, a scene at her dead father's bedside where she recites the 

Lord's Prayer in sign language, and another where she shoots the child's father when he tries to take 

the baby away from her. Not surprisingly, the film was cited by eight M-O respondents, five of them 

men, from the middle class down to the skilled working class. The women all identified with Belinda.  

 

"I cried in Johnny Belinda when the young couple came to take the mute's 

baby away, and also when she got it back again. ... In Johnny Belinda 

practically all the women in the cinema must have been crying and the 

emotion seemed completely natural." (housewife, 34) 

 

"I wept at Johnny Belinda [which was] about a dumb girl unable to cry for 

help. The look in that poor girl's face made my emotions bubble over." 

(typist) 

 

As for the men, the responses varied. However, all were clearly moved to 

tears despite their natural reserve. 

 

"The occasions when I cry in the cinema are exceedingly rare. The last time 

I can recall was Johnny Belinda but I cannot recall which part of the film. I 

think I was a little ashamed of the fact, but I think I was with the majority of 

people in shedding a tear." (schoolteacher, 26) 

 

"I have never cried at the pictures but almost done so on a number of 

occasions. I usually cure myself by saying 'it's only a film.' The last time I 

was moved greatly was Johnny Belinda and the scene was the saying of the 

Lord's Prayer in dumb language. I know this moved many of my friends 

also. The was eighteen months ago. I can't remember the time before 

that ... I ought to add I go about 30 times a year." (Methodist minister, 27) 

 

For a highly disturbed respondent, who traditionally bottled up his emotions, 

the effect of the film was clearly both traumatic and cathartic: 

 

"Yes. I usually go to a film when I simply cannot face the books (of study) 

any longer, or feel particularly lonely, so it's not surprising that the films 



should be the occasion for a rather strong emotional reaction. Emotion is 

usually stifled until the cinema is left, I find myself away from people, out in 

the country if possible, where I may spend several hours wandering around, 

wallowing in my emotion ... [after seeing] Johnny Belinda [and] the heroic 

effort to stop tears through the latter half of the film [which were] obviously 

not merely the result of the film itself, I spent the night walking. The effect 

was comparable to conversions at evangelical mass meetings." (psychology 

student, 27) 

 

The melodramatic power of Johnny Belinda was obviously so strong that it broke through the 

emotional reserve of many male respondents. The evidence about the effects of this film, Scott and 

The Blue Lamp all shows that men and women almost certainly responded to the same films in 

significantly different ways. The films bore no fixed messages for their audiences; or rather, many 

respondents chose to ignore the explicit intentions of those who made the films or marketed them.  

 

Sometimes the men replying to the Mass-Observation directive even co-opted films into particular 

mind-sets of their own. They rewrote the films, as it were, for their own purposes. The interpretations 

of one 30-year-old private secretary are interesting in this regard. He read The Blue Lamp (in 

particular the death of Dixon) as bearing the following message:  

 

"I felt that if such dramatic portrayal could be made to touch the hearts and 

minds of the people who are the cause of it, then we should have 

understanding, from which happy state of affairs we should find that the 

country could be a better place to live in."  

 

Deeply moved by Little Women, the same respondent interpreted its hidden meaning thus:  

 

"It had taught us that do what we may in life, we could not control it or 

anything beyond it, it behoved us then to fill that short allotted span with 

happiness and brotherly love, rather than hatred and wasted energies 

expended upon distrust."  

 

In short, male respondents looked for emotional reserve, a narrowly defined 'realism' and a tendency 

to rewrite films to reinforce their own social views. But the women's replies were of a radically different 

order. They often misremembered a film in such a way as to heighten its emotional profile. In recalling 

Jane Eyre, one woman consigned Mr. Rochester to an excessively Byronic role, and another rewrote 

the ending of The Garden of Allah to make it even more tragic. The following misremembrance of 

Madonna of the Seven Moons is interesting: 

 

"I was very affected. It is the one film which I can remember clearly, that 

made me cry more than any other. At the very end, when the heroine 

realized her dual-personality as she was dying - I was suffering too. And 

when she died and the husband of one side of her life and her lover of 

another, stood together, and placed, respectively a crucifix and a wild rose 

on her breast, I'm afraid I wept unashamedly." (civil servant, 23) 

 



What is significant is that the writer dramatised and intensified the original scene; she also rendered it 

more permissive. In the original film, the lover and the husband are crucially separated. The besuited 

husband is indoors, ratified and speaking aloud; the lover, in carnival costume, is excluded from the 

home in that he stands outside the window. He speaks sotto voce, and throws, rather than places, the 

symbolic rose onto her bosom. This woman restructured the film in such a way as to draw the moral 

boundaries less strictly, and to throw onto the film a more providential gloss. 

 

Female memories of individual films differed from the men in other important ways. The men's pattern 

of intense response was predicated on quite a narrow spectrum of emotions; most of them were 

moved by events of a purely personal or individual nature within families or institutions. The women, 

on the other hand, displayed a broader range of social sympathy and empathy. A 39 year-old actress 

was moved to tears by a film's presentation of national identity: 

 

"Bonnie Prince Charlie was in many ways an atrocious film, but it had 

moments which made me feel affected. The emotions with which he viewed 

the land of his ancestors when he first landed on Scottish soil, and the 

courage and loyalty of the leaders of the clans who at enormous cost to 

themselves were ready to lay down their lives for an ideal."  

 

Women, too, were more inclined than men to weep at the nuance of social isolation: 

 

"Tom Brown's Schooldays where he has a tea-party and no-one comes to 

it." (research worker, 22) 

 

Thus the separate attitudes that men and women brought to individual films shaped their responses 

as much as did the films themselves. Even among the most cited films, gender differences were 

strongly in evidence. Only a few films, such as Bicycle Thieves, Cavalcade, and The Best Years of 

Our Lives, seem to have been successful in eliciting tears equally from both men and women in this 

cross section of the cinema audience. As for the other 'weepies' which moved this sample to tears, 

some were more successful in touching the women, while others mainly affected the men. A set of 

dialectical relationships had clearly been established between each film and the psychological and 

social history of each member of the audience. The principal divide was clearly by gender. In each 

case, the social and psychological mind set of the individual respondent interacted with the dramatic 

scenes portrayed in the film. So much so, that some members of both sexes misremembered films 

such that they reinforced their own social or psychological needs. What is now required is a more 

detailed analysis of gender differences in taste combined with closer attention to aspects of class and 

age.  

 

Social Groups 

Can such clear boundaries in taste be ascertained when the responses are analysed by social class? 

Much hinges on how we allocate or describe class. Clearly occupation is of paramount importance 

here, as is income. A very useful breakdown of both was carried out in the Hulton Readership Survey 



of 1952. It broke down 50s society into five social groups. Group A, who were well to-do and 

constituted 3.75 % of the population, earned more than £1,250 per.annum. Group B, the middle class, 

constituted 7.75 % of the whole, and earned £750-£1,250 p.a. Group C, the lower middle class, 

accounted for 17 % of the whole, and earned between £400 and £750 p.a. The majority, the working 

class or Group D, accounted for 63 % and earned £225 - £600 p.a. Group E, the poor, was 8.5 % with 

an income of less than £225 p.a.[see Appendix 6] This account was admirably full, but there are two 

problems with it. It made no mention of housewives, nor did it consider the relative status of the 

different class groups. Nonetheless it will suffice as a rough working model, to show the narrow social 

base from which the Mass-Observation sample was drawn.  

 

This does not invalidate the significance of the responses, but it does ensure that any findings must 

be inconclusive about the tastes of some social groups. There were no replies at all from social group 

E, and too few from A to draw any firm conclusions. Responses from the D group are difficult to 

assess, due to the paucity of numbers; all that can be said with any certainty is that there was 

considerable resistance to the idea of crying by a substantial proportion of this group. This means that 

the Mass-Observation material can only be of vital use in contrasting the tastes of social groups B and 

C, and of those respondents who straddle the two. 

 

Group C respondents were lower middle class; they belonged to the administrative and lower 

management grades. In the twentieth century, this has traditionally been characterised as an 

upwardly mobile group which is prey to social anxieties and a sense of its own marginality vis-à-vis 

the institutions of power. It is clear from the film tastes and the weeping propensities of both sexes in 

this social class that they evinced extreme unease at the possibility that they might be manipulated. 

The key issue for them seemed to be that of autonomy. If they felt uncomfortably aware that the film 

(or its progenitors) were exerting undue control over them, then their wariness and suspicion took 

precedence over their aesthetic judgement. Nonetheless, group C respondents did cry, and to a 

particular pattern. They foregrounded family relationships in an intense way in their responses to 

films. One woman, a nursery nurse, aged 65, remembered an unnamed film  

 

"in which a little French girl was sent to Switzerland. It was full of scenes 

that brought tears to my eyes; the parting from her mother and the misery 

and poverty of her home in France and later the child's inability to express 

what she felt. Sometimes I think my feelings are too near the surface - too 

easily roused." 

 

What characterised Group C respondents was that such feelings crossed the gender divide. We 

noted earlier that films containing children invariably moved female respondents of every group; but a 

significant proportion of male respondents from Group C also mentioned children (and animals) as 

prompting tears. They were the only male group to do this, and they also emphasised that films 

foregrounding family relationships move them intensely: 

 



"The only specific occasion I can remember was when I saw Dear Octopus. 

That took place towards the end of my 3-year term abroad when family 

gatherings were occupying no small space in one's day to day thoughts." 

(male insurance clerk, 42) 

 

Morning Departure was mentioned almost exclusively by Group C, as was The Best Years of Our 

Lives. In this 

 

"the character with the hooks played the part so well and indeed the whole 

film portrayed post-war life so well that many people experienced emotional 

upsets. I will always remember it was one of the best films about life that 

was ever made." (male clerk, 26) 

 

Interestingly this respondent, like many others, co-opted the favoured film into his own view about the 

post-war situation, effectively rewriting it en route as unproblemmatically "realist".  As we shall see, 

this is directly comparable with the work done on Brief Encounter and Bicycle Thieves by Group B. 

 

The two groups which were placed uneasily between B and C were the students and the civil 

servants. In general the students displayed emotional volatility and a high level of articulacy, but their 

replies were too varied to permit us to see any clear pattern. Those of the civil servants were more 

conclusive. They displayed far more reluctance to cry than B or C respondents. A typical reply was 

this from a 28-year-old: 

 

"I fail to show much emotion about anything. Some films have made me 

experience a tense feeling of pity but they have really effected me so little 

that I cannot call a specific instance to mind." 

 

Finally, Group B, the most significant group in this survey, showed marked differences from the C and 

B/C group. Both men and women wept at a range of films. Only a relatively small percentage never 

cried at all, certainly a much smaller proportion than those in group C. But what often comes through 

in the replies of Social Group B is a continuing concern that their tears should not be wasted on 

inferior films. Many women of this group highlighted the tension between their responses to 

sentimental films which they despised and their considered judgement of a film's quality: 

 

"Alas the sloppiest shoddiest sentiment is the kind that makes me want to 

cry the most ... I haven't cried lately, perhaps because I have only gone to 

some rather good films." (farmer, female) 

 

"I do cry and usually over the stupidest films which I know quite well are 

rubbish. Films like Pinkie make me feel quite miserable." (civil servant, 25) 

 

"I cry usually at the more tripey films, especially films with children who lose 

their parents and get lost." (immunological researcher, 47) 

 

"Perhaps one is ashamed that pure sentiment or sentimentality should affect 

one so much." (retired science teacher, 67) 

 



Many men in this group took the opposite approach to the women. They justified their tears by 

claiming a very high artistic quality for the film itself. Some men accounted for their lack of tears by 

arguing that cinema culture had undergone an irrevocable decline. It seems that for many in Group B 

the high point of British and American cinema had passed: 

 

"I believe that Goodbye Mr. Chips would also arouse in me the deepest 

emotions as it did on each of the five times I saw it. But pictures like these 

are not produced nowadays." (accountant, 34) 

 

"I used to cry sometimes, but as I get older the films are not so well done." 

(architect, 36) 

 

Others, both men and women, argued that a quality film culture could still be redeemed. For some, 

quality arose from the literary origin of a film:  

 

"The pictures which usually affect me are those adapted from well-known 

novels. (eg. Great Expectations, Wuthering Heights, David Copperfield, 

Oliver Twist, etc.)" (accountant, 37) 

 

But for others, it was the art of film-making itself that was the crucial element in generating an 

emotional response. 

 

"The emotional effect is a credit to the directors, technicians and actors. 

Very much in that order." (sales clerk, 29) 

 

"I naturally as a man feel its a sign of weakness to weep at a film - but then I 

do also declare that it's proof of skilful direction that film can be genuinely 

moving to me. I think it may well be this quality of being truly moving that 

makes the difference between being a technically a very competent or 

complex film (I'm thinking of Citizen Kane) and a great film." (journalist, 33) 

 

Group B respondents also expressed considerable discomfort with films produced for a mass 

audience; they felt sullied by the intense emotions evoked by "cheap" films. Significantly, a very large 

number allayed their guilt problems about the pleasures of mass cinema by foregrounding those of 

the art-house film. Whatever the artistic merits of the foreign product, Group B respondents were 

probably using it as means of laundering or purifying suspect pleasures. They could allow themselves 

the luxury of weeping at art-house movies because the status conferred by their consumption 

obviated any sense of guilt. 

 

Group B bracketed together as respectable "weepies" such films as Farrébique, Monsieur Vincent, 

Les Enfants du Paradis, and Le Jour Se Lève. One woman noted that: 

 

"I used to cry at some of the old Russian and French films. These provided 

legitimate opportunities for strong emotion, so I wasn't at all ashamed of it, 

but felt the film was doing a good job." (writer, 52) 

 

Writing of Un Carnet de Bal, another reported that: 



 

"I have seen this film five times. On the fourth visit I wept at the point where 

Christine returned to the scene of her first ball. ... That is the most wonderful 

film ever made. The effect it produces on me is wrought by a combination of 

beautiful settings, superb acting and a moral that an adult can approve." 

(civil servant, 47) 

 

Bicycle Thieves was the film mentioned by far the most frequently in this category. Time and again 

respondents from this group described the end of the film as providing heart- wrenching sensations 

which were morally unimpeachable. The film's appeal seemed to be spread equally between men and 

women: 

 

"I cried in Bicycle Thieves when the child's idealisation of the father was 

visibly shaken." (male research worker, 26) 

 

"I cried in Bicycle Thieves when the small boy and the father were 

convulsively clutching hands and were unable to speak after the release of 

the father who had just made such a desperate attempt to steal the bicycle." 

(woman teacher, 35) 

 

There remains the extraordinary case of Brief Encounter. This film did not appear in the list of box-

office successes in the year of its release, 1945, though it gained considerable critical acclaim. It 

appears with great regularity in the "crying lists" of the Mass-Observation survey, but almost 

exclusively in the responses of social group B, who bracket it together with foreign art-house movies. 

Notice how this film is co-opted into a larger cultural debate by one woman, who is by no means 

isolated in her views: 

 

"I cried at the end of Hamlet for ten minutes solid for its overwhelming 

beauty and power as a complete art form, but most of all because I had 

lived to hear such beautiful English spoken. Please note Brief Encounter is 

the only film I have seen four times ... Anna Neagle's are competent [but] 

not moving. Margaret Lockwood and her ilk make me quite sick." (company 

secretary, 40) 

 

None of those who responded so emotionally to Brief Encounter interpreted it as a repressive or 

morally conservative film: 

 

"I cried when the heroine was recapitulating in her mind her late love affair 

and her husband was watching her with such pain and sympathy." (female 

teacher, 35) 

 

Almost all the respondents who cited Brief Encounter came from class B. They all found it intolerably 

moving, for reasons which had as much to do with its social ambience as its sexual morality. For 

example, 

 

"It was closest to real (middle class) life than any other film yet made." (male journalist, 

33) 

 



Brief Encounter and Bicycle Thieves commanded the strongest responses among Group B. They 

opened up the emotional tensions of everyday civilian life. Music also played a key role in this group's 

response to both films. A 40 year-old widow observed that "I notice great music affects my tear 

ducts ... music is the greatest factor. (e.g. Brief Encounter is the strongest example of music evoking 

intense emotion.)" While the principal of a firm of tutors accounted thus for her tears during the same 

film: "the music was responsible for a good deal here. I would have wept without it, but with that and 

the story to contend with, there was no hope."  

 

A more cerebral approach to the film came from a 33 year-old male journalist: 

 

"by its ability to weave together the emotional impact of sight sound and the effect of the 

("montage") juxtaposition of these - [the film] has such power that nobody, not even a 

hardened film critic, can remain immune to them." 

There were similar comments about the importance of music in Bicycle Thieves. A 40 year-old woman 

from this group luxuriated in the emotional impact of the soundtrack. She recalled  

 

"I wept through Bicycle Thieves, the music was so wonderful, minor key, it 

made me feel the hopelessness of it all." 

 

It is only Group B that is so extensively concerned with questions of artistic quality, with the literary 

origins of a film, or with the emotional impact of the music. Neither the men nor the women in Group C 

refer to art-house films, nor do they appear to be in the business of using film as an index of their 

cultural status. It is only Group B which concerns itself with the artistic standing of film texts; only they 

consider the consonance between a film's quality and their own cultural capital. Group C on the other 

hand, appeared to be roused exclusively by domestic issues in films - threats to children, animals or 

family unity. 

 

 

The Impact of the War 

We noted earlier that there was a general propensity for younger respondents of both sexes to be 

more prone to tears and that older respondents were more stoic in their responses. But it is also 

possible to perceive a significant change in audience responses which occurred during the war. This 

seemed to affect men more profoundly than women. 

 

The Mass-Observation respondents varied in age from 19 to 79, but most of them were aged between 

20 and 40. Of those in this age bracket, both male and female respondents cited approximately 110 

different films which caused them to cry. A few films, such as Orphans of the Storm, The Singing Fool 

and Sonny Boy were made in the 1920s, but most of them were produced in the 1930s and 1940s. 

Appendix 7 gives a more detailed breakdown of the relationship between the age pentile and gender 

of the respondents and the period when the films which moved them were first produced, while 



Appendix 8 expresses the films recalled for each period as a percentage of the total films recalled by 

that age pentile. 

 

The data in the two tables is revealing. At first sight, the responses of men and women seem similar. 

The total number of titles cited by both sexes was broadly the same. So too were the total numbers of 

films produced before, during and after the second world war. But more distinct differences emerge 

with the analysis of each age pentile. 

 

The percentage of pre-war films cited by both men and women rose steadily with each age pentile. It 

is not surprising that the youngest respondents, who were only between ten and fifteen years old 

when the war started, remembered fewer pre-war films than those who were older. One of the most 

moving pre-war films recalled by older M-O respondents of both sexes was Cavalcade, which had 

been produced eighteen years earlier. It had obviously made a lasting impression. A 37 year old bank 

clerk recalled that, "I have never cried at the pictures but I was close to it many years ago as 

Cavalcade approached the end"; while a 40 year old farmer's wife replied: 

 
"I remember vividly my husband and myself seeing the film of Cavalcade. 
We both wept unashamedly and looked awful when we came out. I think it 
was a mirror of one's own life. Not that the story was the same but it 
covered all the period of our two lives, we shared all the same reactions."  

 

However, the broad correlation between male and female responses starts to break down for films 

made during and after the war. Unsurprisingly, women in the 36-40 age pentile recalled three times as 

many film titles that had made them weep as did the men. But what is suprising is that the position 

was reversed for the younger age pentiles. The men in the 31-35 age pentile cited half as many films 

again as the women, while those in the 26-30 pentile cited twice as many. The figures for the 20-25 

age pentile were broadly the same for both sexes. 

 

In part, this discrepancy may be explained by the higher number of men in the M-O sample, but this 

imbalance does not justify the changes between each age pentile. The number of post-war films cited 

by younger men, and the higher number of films cited overall by the older female respondents, means 

that the younger men in this sample, those who grew to maturity - and probably fought - during the 

war years, wept more easily than those who were older. 

 

The two wartime films which were cited most often by M-O's respondents were Brief Encounter and 

Mrs. Miniver. As we have already shown, both the male and female respondents who cited Brief 

Encounter came almost exclusively from social group B, and they liked the film for its artistic quality. 

But although those who cited Mrs. Miniver also came from this social group, they were mostly men. 

Furthermore, their reasons for citing the film were quite different to those they advanced for Brief 

Encounter. 



 

Mrs. Miniver, which was released in 1942, was cited seven times by respondents in these age groups, 

almost a quarter of the total. The film, which was in production at MGM before the Japanese attack on 

Pearl Harbour, was primarily made to increase sympathy among the US people for Great Britain's 

struggle against Nazi Germany.13  When it was first released in Great Britain, it was the top box office 

film for 1942. At that time, it was the fourth most favourite film among Mass-Observation's panel of 

respondents, attracting twice as many votes from women as from men.14 The 1942 responses had 

indicated that the females identified with the heroine. Greer Garson's combination of beauty and 

hauteur was clearly attractive. Moreover, the women were not alienated by the idealised version of 

the war produced by MGM. But the film also attracted critical opprobrium. For many critics it was a 

syrupy Hollywood vision of Britain at war. 

 

Eight years later things had changed. According to the evidence of the 1950 survey, the balance of 

gender response had altered dramatically. Four times as many men as women remembered Mrs. 

Miniver as a film which brought tears to their eyes. This may have been because a Hollywood film, 

which many men affected to despise at the time, moved them more deeply than they were prepared 

to acknowledge. In 1950, many male respondents were still able to recall the tensions between 

mental disdain and affective response which this film had engendered in them. 

 

"An emotionally supercharged film ... will make me cry all the way through, 

but most of all at the end. So did Mrs. Miniver, although I didn't even think it 

was well done." (publisher, 38) 

 

"Mrs. Miniver, Mr. Lucky and Wuthering Heights were three films which I 

enjoyed, which nearly - but not quite - made me cry. I had no shame!" (civil 

servant, 28) 

 

"Before the war, I don't think I ever cried. The first time I cried in a film was 

at the death of Teresa Wright in Mrs. Miniver ... I must add that neither Mrs. 

Miniver nor Gone With the Wind are the kind of film I most admire." (estate 

agent, 39) 

 

The last comment provides a clue as to the impact that the war had begun to have on the traditional 

reserve and sang-froid of the mature British middle class male. A 32 year old teacher noted,  

 

"The war has apparently made me far more emotional, because I find my 

eyes become wet in the pictures very easily. I don't feel ashamed, but the 

war has made me much more emotional, that's all."  

 

This was echoed by a 36 year-old journalist: 

 

"Only since the war have I ever felt moved towards tears by a film. Why, I 

don't know. Since I am interested in art of all kinds, only rarely am I 

unconscious of watching a film, ie losing myself in a story. I watch for good 

production and acting techniques. I can remember being moved, but not to 

tears ... by passages I can't remember exactly in The Weaker Sex." 

 



Women too, had noted a change in attitudes. A 32 year old publications officer recalled: 

 

"I never cried before the war, but I think the war unsettled me emotionally to 

some extent and I started crying in the pictures and still do. I catch it from 

the cinema audience and the general feeling of the auditorium." 

 

None of these respondents seemed to have a clear idea of why they were more prone to weeping. A 

more precise indication came from a 39 year old sales manager who noted that,  

 

"I had a lump in my throat during Mrs. Miniver at the part where Miniver 

returns having been to Dunkirk with his launch during the evacuation."  

 

The war was clearly forcing open a space between the ordinariness of everyday domestic middle 

class life and the violent and unpredictable events in the world beyond. By exploiting this tension, a 

film-maker could bring tears to men's eyes. Many could be made to weep at the point where the 

tensions in the narrative of a film were resolved. A comment on This Happy Breed is worthy of note. 

 

"I may be moist-eyed in e.g. This Happy Breed. This had a very strong 

sentimental appeal through its vivid homely realism, particularly the scenes 

where John Mills approaches Robert Newton with the news that his 

wayward daughter has returned home. (civil servant, married, 29) 

 

The traditional happy ending of the Hollywood film now had more social significance for these 

respondents than hitherto, for the war now threatened the stability of all social classes. A 28 year old 

publisher noted: 

 

"I frequently cry at the pictures (never at the theatre, oddly enough). I'm a 

real sucker and almost any picture will make me cry, provided it has some 

sentimental or emotional episode. A happy ending (however corny and 

however stupid) will make me want to cry." 

 

The emotional impact of the war was to last for several years after the fighting had stopped. The 

tension between the naturalist mode of representation and the emotional structure of the weepie 

could open up the rational and affective responses of the younger members of the audience just as 

much as those of the old. A 36-year-old schoolmaster recalled his responses, and those of a party of 

boys from his school, when they went to see They Were Not Divided, which was not produced until 

1950. 

 

"I seldom go to the pictures and even less do I cry, but I am sometimes 

moved to a point near tears. Traditional British training keeps me from giving 

way to this feeling. The only specific occasion I can remember is the end of 

They Were Not Divided, but any similar incident would have the same effect 

especially if it involved children, i.e. any event which could really happen 

and is not merely Hollywood sob-stuff and which in real life would probably 

reduce the sufferers to tears will, if well acted, move me deeply. I am 

ashamed of this trait because so many films have overdone the sob stuff 

and cheapened this play on the emotions and I feel I should be above this. 

When I saw They Were Not Divided, I was in charge of a party of boys from 

my school. They are all delinquent and many of them like to feel they are 

'tough,' but as the lights went up quite half of them were blinking hard or 



surreptitiously wiping their eyes. I tried to avoid showing I was moved and 

not one of the boys but tried to hide it too. No-one commented on the film 

until we were clear of the cinema and had regained complete control. Then 

though all said it was a 'sad' picture, I did not hear any admit to feeling 

greatly moved and I did not do so myself." 

 

It looks as though the emotional privations and disturbances which took place during the war made 

both men and women more liable to weep in the cinema. But the impact on the traditionally reticent 

males was more noticeable than that on women, who tended to be far less reserved anyway. 

Significantly for both sexes in this sample, it was the combination of a naturalist mode of 

representation with the narrative structure of the 'weepie' that was most effective in bringing tears to 

their eyes. As peace returned and those who had lived through it grew older, the emotional traumas of 

the war years slowly began to fade away. Even so, British film-makers were still seeking to play on 

these tensions by producing films, such as Morning Departure (Rank, 1950) and They Were Not 

Divided (Rank/Two Cities, 1950), which looked back to the war years. 

 

The Issue of Subjectivity 

Much modern research into media audiences has investigated the tension between sociological and 

psychological determinants in shaping individual response. Even at this distance, the Mass-

Observation replies can throw some light on this theoretical dilemma.  Even though the research 

method deployed by Mass-Observation was not perfect, the responses can still inform today's 

debates. 

 

In assessing the broader significance of the 1950 responses two issues must not be ignored - those 

of the selective nature of memory and the psychic dispositions of individual respondents. When 

respondents consigned their experiences to paper, their patterns of recall may have varied widely. 

Furthermore, their powers of narrative expression may not have adequately expressed their intense 

and conflicting emotions. At this distance, there is nothing the modern scholar can do to correct these 

lacunae. 

 

The psychic dispositions of individual respondents, as recorded in the M-O files, may well present 

more significant perturbations to the broad patterns of gender, age and class responses which we 

have outlined above. But we must not overestimate their significance, since we have no way of 

classifying M-O's respondents by their psychological profiles.  

 

At first sight, a number of responses may seem to indicate that they could have been occasioned 

more by subjective factors than by objective social determinants. For instance, the 37 year-old civil 

servant, who wanted to cry when a humble person was honoured or recognised by the assembled 

heads of state, almost certainly considered himself to be undervalued by his superiors. The 30 year-

old male private secretary, who thought that films like Little Women taught us to fill our allotted span 



with brotherly love, was probably expressing his idealist, or even religious, disposition. But even so, 

these subjective attitudes only nuanced and refined the broader patterns based on objective social 

determinants. 

 

After the Mass-Observation directive, there were a few detailed audience surveys. However, those 

carried out in the 1950s and 1960s were all American, and the conclusions which they drew on class 

differences in matters of taste are not appropriate for British audiences.15 Some material on gender 

difference is relevant, but does not provide the same wealth of detail as the Mass-Observation 

material. This new evidence from the period challenges the former findings in a number of important 

ways. 

 

 

Conclusion 

The evidence garnered by Mass-Observation in 1950 provides a rich seam of empirical evidence 

which informs the broader theoretical debate about cinema films and audience response. The replies 

indicate the changing nature of the emotional reactions of this group to films during the post-war 

period. But whereas Mass-Observation sought to extrapolate the responses of its mainly middle-class 

group of respondents to audiences as a whole, for us, the replies afford a narrower, but more 

profound, insight into the feelings of a particular fraction of the British cinema audience in the late 

1940s and early 1950s. 

 

Between 1946 and 1954 the composition of the British cinema-going public changed. In 1946, 

although more than four fifths of the population went to the cinema at least once a year, almost half of 

the over-35s and the upper and middle classes either never went, or only went very rarely.16 Cinema 

audiences were already in decline before the arrival of television in the mid-1950s. The austerity 

measures imposed by the post-war labour government had undoubtedly played their part. In an 

earlier survey, Mass-Observation had shown that its restrictions had fallen particularly heavily on the 

middle classes, who had mainly made economies on clothes and entertainments - including of 

course, the cinema.17 By 1950, one in three cited cost as the reason why they went to the cinema 

less often, but one in five also mentioned lack of time and opportunity for family ties or inconvenient 

working hours.18  

 

But the nature of the middle class dream was also being transformed. The disruptions of the war and 

the uncertainties of everyday life had made both men and women, but especially men, less 

emotionally reserved and more ready to weep when they went to cinema. The middle classes were 

now deserting the pleasures of the silver screen for the new sobriety of the domestic idyll. In 1949, 

when asked by Mass-Observation to describe the alterations they would make to their homes, given 

unlimited possibilities, its respondents went to it with quite startling enthusiasm. Although they did not 



want lavish decorations, they counted on a well-kept abode. People wanted "their homes compact, a 

nice arrangement of convenient doorways and neatly built-in cupboards." As a 40 year-old local 

government officer put it, 

 

"I could eschew suggestions of the voluptuous, vigorously excluding all 

curtains, draping, arrasses and velvet hangings. The house would have to 

be clean neat and aseptic with none of the atmosphere of the gorgeous 

east."19
 

 

It was not just the admission cost that was keeping this fraction of the British public out the cinema, 

but the changes in its material and aesthetic desires. It is probable that the escapist pleasures which 

the cinema had offered in the 1930s, and even during the war, no longer afforded the idyll that this 

fraction of the British public wanted. For them, the new sobriety of a home of their own was almost 

within their grasp. 

 

This tension between the old escapism and the new sobriety can be seen in two films which could 

reduce Social Group B to tears, Brief Encounter and Bicycle Thieves. In both, there was a 

combination of a naturalist mise-en-scène and a heart-rending narrative which was heightened by the 

music. These served an ideological as well as an aesthetic function. The films symbolically 

expurgated the emotional infidelities and uncertainties of the past and replaced them with a new 

bourgeois sobriety. They assuaged the emotional disruptions of the war and cleansed the individual 

psyches of this group in the name of art.  

 

But there are also profound differences between the mise-en-scène of Brief Encounter and that of 

Bicycle Thieves. The former is angular and expressionist, the latter is bleak and seemingly 

uninflected. Many middle class respondents elided these stylistic differences, and instead classified 

both films as 'realist.' The highly regarded critic, André Bazin, took the same position. Writing in 1949, 

he remarked that  

 

"a film like Brief Encounter would probably have been impossible without the 

ten years of preparation by Grierson, Cavalcanti or Rotha. But the English, 

instead of breaking with the technique and history of European and 

American cinema, have succeeded in combining a highly refined 

aestheticism with the advances of a certain realism ... can we imagine a 

more realistic portrait of English manners and psychology?"20 

 

There was a clear consonance between the intellectual and aesthetic judgements of Bazin and the 

reponses of Mass-Observation's middle class respondents. In both their accounts, plot and mood 

were more important than visual style. 

 

In general, there have been two main schools of thought on the issue of the relationship between a 

film and its audience. One, the effects school, takes as axiomatic the notion that film texts directly and 

predictably influence the emotional responses of the audience, often by the application of pleasurable 



stimuli. The other uses-and-gratifications school regards the audience as sovereign. It selects from 

films that which it needs. The Mass-Observation evidence seems to support both models. Although 

the films provided an imaginative framework for cinema audiences, they also allowed respondents a 

degree of freedom and stimulus. 

 

Some respondents seemed ever-ready to concur with the overt intention of the film-maker. Many, 

mainly women, were quite happy with the generic manipulation of the Hollywood weepie. Others, 

mostly men, appeared resistant to its wiles, and attempted to make their tears more respectable by 

only admitting to them during art-house weepies, such as Brief Encounter and Bicycle Thieves. Many 

respondents expressed their individuality, either by actively seeking out or by avoiding weepies. Even 

then, they often chose to interpret the films according to their own world-view. Our findings on gender, 

age and class response clearly demonstrate the greater significance of objective social criteria as a 

way of making sense of the material. 

 

Men and women clearly differed in the topics which made them cry. Time and again, the women 

reported that scenes of children, animals or loss would prompt them to tears. Men were moved by 

'realism' and scenes of patriotism, self-sacrifice and heroism. But while women welcomed the 

emotional involvement offered by the weepies, the men resisted it and attempted to distance 

themselves by concentrating on the techniques of film-making. 

 

Social class was almost as important as gender. With the hindsight of history, it is clear that it was the 

consonance between the artistic status of Brief Encounter and Bicycle Thieves and the cultural capital 

of respondents from Group B which made them so moving. A broader class spread was moved by 

Mrs. Miniver, but it was predominantly male in its provenance. Part of the reason why this film moved 

respondents from Group C, as well as those from Group B, probably had to do with its concentration 

on the fragility of family structures in wartime. The same theme informed other films which moved 

Group C, such as The Best Years of Our Lives and Morning Departure.  

 

The emotional impact of Johnny Belinda, on the other hand, came primarily from its melodramatic 

structure. Even middle class respondents were moved by it, almost despite themselves. Although the 

film affected men and women in almost equal numbers, the two sexes still responded differently to the 

film. As for Scott of the Antarctic, the spread of audience response recorded by this sample was 

unexpected. The moments which were recalled by the female majority were not those which were 

given any prominence by the structure of the film as a whole. Quite the opposite. The events which 

moved them were marginal to the main narrative. 

 

A close analysis of the M-O responses has allowed us to draw clear boundaries between male and 

female preferences in film; and we have suggested that men and women sought out films for different 



reasons and experienced varying gratifications from them. On the class front, the 1950 survey makes 

one thing clear - that different fractions of the middle class were sharply divided in the way they 

deployed film. The lower middle class, habitually preoccupied by matters of status, was most acutely 

moved by films, albeit American, which presented a world in which the hard-won securities of home 

and family might be under threat. The established middle class, on the other hand, was increasingly 

and intensely anti-American; their rejection of American popular culture simultaneously fuelled their 

hatred of Hollywood and their espousal of the notion of a European art-house "quality film."  In short, 

the Mass-Observation survey provides revealing and stimulating insights into the relationships 

between aesthetic taste, class and gender in the late 1940s. 



APPENDIX I:  

Mass-Observation Panel in 1950, by Age and Gender 

 

AGE MALE % FEMALE % TOTAL 

20-29 59 32 24 21 83 

30-39 59 32 29 26 88 

40-49 37 20 26 23 63 

50-59 14 8 21 19 35 

60-64 5 3 7 6 12 

65+ 10 5 6 5 16 

TOTAL 184 100 113 100 297 

 

 

 

APPENDIX 2:  

The Age Profile of the Mass-Observation Panel in 1950 compared with that of the Adult 

Population of England and Wales21 

 

AGE MO PANEL 

 MALES 

(per cent) 

ALL ADULT 

MALES 

(per cent) 

MO PANEL 

FEMALES 

(per cent) 

ALL ADULT 

FEMALES 

(per cent) 

20-39 64 42 47 39 

40-59 28 38 42 37 

60-64 3 6 6 7 

65+ 5 14 5 17 

TOTAL 100 100 100 100 

 

 

APPENDIX 3 

The Occupations of Men and Women in England and Wales, compared with those of the Mass 

Observation Sample in 1950.22 

 

OCCUPATION ALL 

MEN 

MO 

MEN 

ALL 

WOMEN 

MO 

WOMEN 

Agriculture and Fishing 6.0 1.9 0.5 2.6 

Mining or Quarrying 3.7 - - - 

Manufacturing or Building 30.1 5.0 7.5 0.9 

Transport and Communications 8.8 8.8 0.7 2.6 

Selling, Banking and Insurance 7.6 8.2 4.2 - 

Personal Services, Entertainment or Sport 3.4 5.0 8.3 9.4 

Professional/Technical Services 4.5 10.1 2.9 5.1 

Defence Forces or Police 4.3 4.1 0.1 - 

Administrators in Central or Local Government, 

Managers or Directors of Businesses 

2.5 24.5 0.2 24.8 

Clerks and Typists 5.3 12.6 7.1 6.0 

Stationary Engine Drivers, Crane Drivers, 

Warehousemen Storekeepers 

3.6 2.5 1.0 - 

Unskilled or Ill-defined Occupations 7.7 15.7 2.3 3.4 

Total 'Occupied' Population 87.5 97.5 34.8 54.8 

'Unoccupied' Population 12.5 2.5 65.2 45.2 

Total 15+ Population 100 100 100 100 



APPENDIX 4 

 

 

The immediate physiological cause of tears is the secretion of the lacrimal glands on the upper and 

outer portions of the ocular orbital cavity. Like most other parts of the body that are influenced by 

emotional states, they are linked to the cranial and sympathetic divisions of the nervous system. The 

key physiological questions are, therefore, which supply is exciting and which supply is inhibiting the 

nerval flow to the lacrimal glands? Tears are indicative of a mixed emotional state.  Neither sorrow, 

dejection, joy, nor elation in their pure form is very effective, if at all, in producing tears. Typically, they 

appear when a depressing or otherwise unpleasant situation gains a redeeming feature, or when 

tension and unpleasant stimulation are followed by a pleasant or alleviating situation. This accords 

with the finding that the cranial nerve supply, which is usually active in pleasant and euphoric states, 

is facilitating; while the sympathetic supply, which is particularly active in unpleasant situations, is 

inhibitory. However, both systems are probably involved, since action over the facial nerve is more 

effective when it follows a period of sympathetic activity. There is thus both psychological and 

physiological consistency in the apparent inconsistency of "crying from sorrow" and "crying for joy". 

Therefore weeping under dramatic or aesthetic stimulation can be an expression of a conflicting 

emotional state in which pleasure is dominant. 

 

Weeping has two basic characteristics - the overflow of the tear glands and a specific form of 

breathing. It can vary in intensity from a mere moistening of the eye and 'catching one's breath' or 

'feeling a lump in the throat' to a profusion of tears accompanied by compulsive sobbing. Crying, on 

the other hand, is the emission of sounds signalling distress, protest or some other emotion. It may be 

combined with, or alternate with, weeping. Thus a child who cries his head off often has dry eyes; for 

he is not weeping, but trying to communicate, even if the audience is only imagined. On the other 

hand, when a woman has 'a good cry' in the cinema, she isn't crying at all, she is weeping. Thus the 

American showbiz word 'weepie', which has been used since the 1930s to describe a sentimental film, 

or occasionally a story or play, is an etymologically more precise description of the physiological state 

frequently engendered in film audiences. So, when Mass-Observation asked its respondents whether 

they ever cried in the cinema, in fact it was inquiring if they ever wept. Even so, since the word crying 

was used in common parlance, their respondents knew what M-O meant - or at least they thought 

they did. 

 

APPENDIX 5 

Films Cited More than Twice by Respondents 

 

TITLE OF FILM MALE FEMALE TOTAL 

Brief Encounter 7 12 19 

Bicycle Thieves 6 7 13 

Mrs. Miniver 8 2 10 

Johnny Belinda 5 3 8 

Scott of the Antarctic 2 6 8 

Cavalcade 3 4 7 

The Best Years of Our   Lives 3 3 6 

Morning Departure 1 4 5 

Goodbye Mr. Chips 1 4 5 

Dumbo 2 3 5 

Hamlet 2 3 5 

Les Enfants du Paradis 3 1 4 

They Were Not Divided 2 2 4 

This Happy Breed 2 1 3 

The Blue Lamp 2 1 3 

David Copperfield 2 1 3 

The Singing Fool 3 - 3 

Little Women 1 2 3 



APPENDIX 6 

 

The Hulton Readership Survey (1952) contains an extremely detailed breakdown of occupation into 

class groups. They are as follows: 

 

Group A:  

Professional: doctor, lawyer, chartered accountant, headmaster of public school, civil servant in 

upper grade, Town Clerk, Borough Treasurer, university professor. 

Business: company director, insurance manager, stockbroker, owner of large or medium-sized 

factory or shop, manager of large branch of bank, senior executive in large business, farmer of large 

farm. 

Non-earners: people living in comfort on investment or private income, retired people who before 

retirement were in A. 

 

Group B: 

Professional or semi-professional: Church of England minister, journalist, surveyor, senior 

administrative or executive officer in civil service or local government office, headmaster of smaller 

school, older teachers or teachers with special responsibility, some university lecturers. 

Business: owner of small business, factory or garage with small number of employees, manager of 

small branch of a bank or insurance company, shopkeeper, printer, farmer of medium sized farm, 

industrial scientist, qualified engineer. 

Non-earners: people living on investments or private incomes in rather less style than group A, 

retired people who before retirement were in group B. 

 

Group C:  

Professional or semi-professional: bank clerk, civil servant and local government employment in 

clerical or junior executive grades, solicitors' clerks, young teachers, laboratory assistants, dental 

mechanics. 

Business: commercial travellers, managers or owners of small retail shops, commercial artists, 

senior shop assistants, clerks. 

Industry: lower managerial or supervisory grades (not manual). 

Non-earners: retired people who before retirement were in group C, with other means than state 

pensions 

 

Group D: 

Manual: bricklayers, painters, plumbers, fitters, masons, farmworkers, factory workers, bakery 

workers, bottlers, leather dressers, metal workers, foundrymen, toolsetters, pressworkers, riveters, 

miners and quarrymen, textile workers, postmen, policemen, firemen, dock workers, railway workers, 

bus drivers and conductors, charge hands and foremen. 

Non-manual: roundsmen and van salesmen, shop assistants, barmen, waiters. 

Non-earners: retired people who before retirement would have been in group D and who have 

pensions or private means other than the state pension.  

 

Group E  

Earners: casual labourers, some out-workers, women who support a household full-time, casual or 

part-time factory or clerical workers, waitresses, shop assistants, charwomen. 

Non-earners: pensioners, widows (perhaps with pension), unemployed, incapacitated, disabled, 

long-term illness. 



APPENDIX 7 

Number of Film Titles Cited by Respondents Aged between 20 and 40 Years Broken Down by 

Age Pentile 

 

AGE MEN MEN MEN WOMEN WOMEN WOMEN 

 PRE-WAR WAR-TIME POST-WAR PRE-WAR WARTIME POST-WAR 

20-25 1 8 15 3 9 8 

26-30 6 12 20 4 4 11 

31-35 14 9 14 5 9 11 

36-40 7 4 4 13 10 22 

TOTAL 28 33 53 25 32 52 

 

 

 

APPENDIX 8 

Percentage of Total Films Cited by Men and Women in Each Pentile 

 

AGE MEN MEN MEN WOMEN WOMEN WOMEN 

 PRE-WAR 

(%) 

WAR-TIME 

(%) 

POST-WAR 

(%) 

PRE-WAR 

(%) 

WAR-TIME 

(%) 

POST-WAR 

(%) 

20-25 4 33 63 15 45 40 

26-30 16 32 52 21 21 58 

31-35 38 24 38 20 36 44 

36-40 46 27 27 29 22 49 
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