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Located in the midst of a vibrant and ethnically diverse working-class
neighborhood onNew York’s Lower East Side, the People’s Institute had by 1909
earned a reputation as a maverick among community organizations.! Under the
leadership of Charles Sprague Smith, its founder and managing director, the
Institute supported a number of political and cultural activities for the immigrant
and working classes. Among the projects to which Sprague Smith committed the
People’s Institute was the National Board of Censorship of Motion Pictures.
From its creation in June 1909 two things were unusual about the National Board
of Censorship. First, its name to the contrary, the Board opposed growing
pressures for legalized censorship; instead it sought the voluntary cooperation of
the industry in a plan aimed at improving the quality and quantity of pictures
produced. Second, the Board’s close affiliation with the People’s Institute from
1909 to 1915 was informed by a set of assumptions about the social usefulness
of moving pictures that set it apart from many of the ideas dominating American
reform.

In positioning itself to defend the moving picture industry, the New York-
based Board developed a national profile and entered into a close alliance with the
newly formed Motion Picture Patents Company. What resulted was a partnership
between businessmen and reformers that sought to offset middle-class criticism
of the medium. The officers of the Motion Picture Patents Company also hoped
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to increase middle-class patronage of the moving pictures through their support
of the National Board. The motivation of the reformers at the People’s Institute,
on the other hand, is less obvious and perhaps more intriguing. For while across
America reformers both within and outside the progressive camp found much to
criticize in the moving pictures, those who took charge of the National Board of
Censorship of Motion Pictures championed the moving pictures. What in
contemporary language was referred to as the “uplift of moving pictures” became
to them the cornerstone upon which they sought to rebuild social relations,
particularly within the community and family. That they were also acutely aware
of contemporary debates on the nature of culture only intensified their shared
optimism in the potential of the cinema as a truly “democratic art.””

The decision to sponsor the National Board followed in the tradition of what
Sprague Smith called “working with the people.” Along with his colleagues
John Collier, Sonya Levien and Frederic Howe, Sprague Smith hoped that the
National Board would both allay middle-class anxieties about the power of the
cinema to disrupt accepted mores and encourage better fare and healthier
surroundings for those already smitten with nickel madness. Their interest in the
social potential of moving pictures developed as a corollary to their desire to
expand the leisure time activities especially for the working class. The interest
of these four champions of the democratic art in the possibilities of the motion
picture for solving the “leisure time problem” was rooted in a less than sanguine
assessment of the economic transformation of the early twentieth century and its
impact on the standard of living enjoyed by the American worker. As the clamor
over the ill-effects of saloon life rose around them, they appreciated the important
social function the saloon served as a gathering place where men could talk about
politics. Noting the success of the purity crusaders in closing down the saloons,
Sprague Smith and Collier, in particular, were intent on finding new social centers
to replace the saloons. No one would articulate the dream they held for a socially
responsive cinema more clearly than Collier when he wrote to Levien:

Our present object is to make motion pictures a center of
gravity of the whole leisure time problem.... Inemphasizing
Leisure Time we are trying to force civilization to change
the focus of its attention from production to happiness. The
economic revolution, making possible such a change of
focus is taking place rapidly. Ours is it to help that some
human nature, some social richness, some life exuberance,
survives the present famine and the impending revolution.*

Sprague Smith, Collier, Levien and Howe shared acommitment to American
progressivism that informed their attitudes toward the moving pictures and
toward censorship. Their positive assessment of the moving pictures must be
taken into account when discussing the relationship between politics and culture
in the progressive era. Disagreements within the reform movement on the extent
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to which the state should legislate on moral issues has made it difficult for
historians to talk meaningfully about the complicated relationship between
progressivism and motion picture censorship. Moreover, historians have typi-
cally located the progressive interest in leisure time pursuits in the more general
concern of the middle class to “‘regain its cultural authority over the lower classes
and their own children.”® While this may have been true of many reformers, it
does not do justice to this quartet of progressives who rejected social control
models of reform. Their interest in leisure focused instead on the need to develop
activities that would encourage the building of social and community relations.
They recognized that moving pictures had the potential to create empathy among
different people, to sustain neighborhood sociability, and to contribute to the
general education of society.

The purpose of this paper is threefold. First, it is an examination of why
Sprague Smith, Collier, Levien and Howe, as leaders of the People’s Institute,
thought moving pictures could play a key role in creating an individually and
socially rewarding form of leisure activity. Second, it shows how under their
stewardship the National Board of Censorship attempted to integrate its defense
of the moving pictures with the values of American progressivism. And finally,
it demonstrates how the National Board of Censorship sought to free the moving
pictures from the burden of a repressive scrutiny to which others would force it
to submit.

sk

Founded in 1897, the People’s Institute flourished in the first decade of the
twentieth century as a reform-minded association that promoted a progressive
political agenda. In some ways, it modeled itself after the nineteenth-century
mechanic’s institute, especially in its emphasis on the development of the
individual and its confidence in self-improvement through education. In other
ways, the People’s Institute shared much with the contemporary settlement house
movement, most notably a dedication to community development and a concern
for the social and industrial problems of urban America. What distinguished the
People’s Institute from other community based organizations, however, was that
itconceived of itself in essentially political terms. Above all else, it wanted to be
the political voice of the people it served.

The People’s Institute owed much of its vitality to Charles Sprague Smith,
its founder and managing director from 1897 until his death in 1910. He believed
that the activities sponsored by the People’s Institute should address the most
difficult challenges facing urban America, particularly creating and maintaining
apolitical consensus in a society increasingly marked by class divisions. Sprague
Smith belonged to the social club of “genteel reformers” who in Victorian
America lauded reason and celebrated progress. But, unlike his contemporaries
whose reading of Darwin led them to pit ethnic and racial groups against one
another in a race for human survival, he welcomed mass democracy.® He lacked
patience with social reformers whose class prejudices smacked of patronage and
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superiority. Even as he rose through the ranks of academia as a professor of
comparative language and literature at Columbia University, he faulted the Ivory
Tower for its elitism and decided to be more active in overcoming what he saw
as “the gulf that lay between the university and the people, and in less measure
between the church and the people.™

The founding of the People’s Institute and the subsequent organization of a
People’s Church and the People’s Clubs promised to bridge the gulf that separated
working-class and immigrant families from the arbiters of middle-class Protes-
tant culture. The rich and varied club life at the Institute encouraged educational,
social and civic activities with a particular emphasis on citizenship classes,
theater-outings and concerts. The clubs were autonomous, free to open their
membership to both sexes, to allow alcohol, and to determine how to best finance
themselves.® Activities such as dancing, games and theater were popular. The
People’s Church welcomed all creeds to a weekly lecture by an invited speaker,
usually a clergyman, whose only injunction was to “place himself at the ethical
standpoint common to all religions, so that his address may not offend Jew or
Gentile, believer in a personal God or unbeliever.™

The most popular activity of the People’s Institute was the People’s Forum.
At the historic Cooper Union, the Institute provided a non-partisan forum for free
discussion of political theories to promote good government, social cooperation
and peaceful social evolution. From here, the Institute reached out to the
immigrant and working-class populations of the Lower East Side as well as
Brooklyn and even the outlying suburbs. In many ways the center of intellectual
life at the Institute, the Forum best typified its social, educational and essentially
political character. A wide variety of speakers were invited to address the Forum,
although each had to meet certain criteria. In this way, the Institute sought to
exclude from the forum “preachers of revolution” on the grounds that their ideas
would not pass the litmus test of being intellectually sound.!°

At the heart of the social and cultural activities at the People’s Institute lay
a profound commitment to political reform. Deeply rooted in the fertile soil of
New York politics, the People’s Institute opposed Tammany Hall, lobbied on a
variety of issues of concern to New York’s working classes, and generated non-
partisan solutions to municipal problems that ranged from unemployment to
leisure. Sprague Smith found little to admire in the efficiency of the political
machine at Tammany Hall, even though he understood that the favors of the ward
boss, the lack of competent leadership, and the class-based prejudice of most
social reformers all contributed to the tenacity of Tammany politicians among
working-class families. Intent on creating an alternative to the corruption he saw
in old-style politics, Sprague Smith conceived of the Forum as a response to the
void that the structure of government had failed to fill."! The People’s Forum,
along with other activities at the Institute, would offer “an extra-political
organization where men of all parties and of no party could join hands.”? From
the beginning, the Institute announced that members of its civic clubs would go
“after Tammany with a club and unsightly streets with a broom.”"?
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Sprague Smith’s dedication to fighting Tammany Hall earned him a citation
in George Washington Plunkitt’s popular primer on the urban machine, where he
was singled out as one of the “moming glories” of civic reformers.!* But Plunkitt
underestimated his ability to organize those around him. At the same time that
Sprague Smith struggled against what he saw as corruption in politics, he also
tried to orchestrate a positive program that would increase participation on the
part of the immigrant and working-class populations in the political system
without aggrandizing the power of the machine. As managing director of the
People’s Institute, he devoted himself to the ideals of what he called “progressive
democracy.” Yet while he identified himself with American Progressivism and
publicly affirmed his belief in mass democracy, he never came to terms with
exactly what this meant. When Theodore Roosevelt was inaugurated in 1905,
Sprague Smith sent him a congratulatory telegram on behalf of 1600 New
Yorkers who had gathered at Cooper Union: “Your motto, a square deal to all,
and no favors, especially appeals to us, representing as we do the progressive
spirit of American democracy.”® Several years later, however, he lamented over
the lack of cohesion within Progressivism and hoped to unify the movement
through the creation of the Ethical Social League, another affiliate of the People’s
Institute. Shortly after its creation in 1907, he reported that leaders from “every
church, save the Catholic, the synagogues, the Ethical Society, the settlements,
the philanthropies, organized labor, the intelligent socialists, single taxers, the
professions, leading educators,...the leading professors of sociology” were par-
ticipating. *“The purpose of this organization,” he wrote in a letter to New York
State Senator William Armstrong in 1908, “is to win the control over the
progressive movement for intelligent and consecrated elements of the commu-
nity, not to allow it to pass into the hands of the unintelligent and revolutionary. ¢

Sprague Smith’s devotion to democracy was tempered by his deep-seated
fears of revolution. These fears came to the fore in 1908, a year of social unrest,
massive immigration and severe unemployment. What remained constant in his
political vision was his social idealism. In thisregard, he valued not only political
consensus but also social interaction and dialogue in solving what loomed as a
cultural crisis in urban America. High on his list of priorities was the goal of
uniting “uptown” and “downtown,” of breaking down the barriers between the
“classes” and the “masses,” and of contributing to the regeneration of New York’s
municipal life. By 1908 his naivete about the growing alienation between social
classes had matured into an understanding that “Labor men and women” did not
want to come uptown and that “the world of culture” showed a deplorable “lack
of interest in what Labor thought.” Undaunted, he intensified his efforts to “work
with the people” rather than “for them” and to stimulate confidence in political
and social democracy.!” To this end he envisioned the People’s Institute as a
forum that promoted the free exchange of ideas on the problems of the day, albeit
with an emphasis on the curative powers of social science and history. What was
needed “to promote social progress™, was “for the scholar and the toiler” to work
together by developing a “sane public opinion, informed as to the outcome of past
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and present social experiments, freed from class prejudice and, especially in this
country, inspired with profound faith in democracy...”*®

Buoyed by the success of the People’s Forum, Sprague Smith became
interested in translating other aspects of his social theories into action. He
rejected the idea that culture belonged to the few and constantly sought new
possibilities for the Institute to serve the working-class and immigrant audience
that attended its events so regularly. Such a possibility presented itself to him
early in the spring of 1909. On December 24, 1908, New York City Mayor
George McClellan closed down all the city’s nickelodeons that were operating
under common show licenses on the grounds of danger and immorality.!® Asan
inexpensive form of leisure, nickelodeons had attracted crowds since 1905 when
scores of storefront theaters solicited neighborhood business. Nickel madness
caused reformers, political and religious leaders, and parents to fear that the
moving pictures not only enervated and demoralized immigrant and working-
class Americans but threatened similar damage to their own families.” While the
exhibitors sought relief from the courts and appealed to Judge William J. Gaynor
for an injunction, they also sought help from the People’s Institute. Even before
McClellan’s controversial action, the Institute had expressed an interest in
improving the conditions inside the moving picture showhouses and saw this
request as an opportunity to initiate reforms. Sprague Smith’s willingness to
support the exhibitors in their confrontation with the mayor also reflected, in part,
his antagonism towards Tammany Hall.

The nickelodeon remained among the least expensive forms of leisure in
1908 and its increasing popularity attracted attention from many social critics.
Jane Addams, among others, had faulted the cinema for encouraging desultory if
not delinquent behavior among juveniles and contributing to their estrangement
from family and community. No less concerned about American youth, Sprague
Smith recognized an essential kinship between the cinema and American drama
and saw in the showhouses an opportunity to develop a model theater, a place
where families could attend dramatic presentations. In this way, he stressed the
cinema’s potential for social integration rather than alienation. Above all, he
accepted a nineteenth-century definition of audience that not only tolerated but
encouraged social mingling and that regarded culture not so much as an object of
reification but of shared enjoyment.?*

Three factors converged to bring Sprague Smith to this point in his career.
First,a New England heritage was the most identifiable strand in his background.
Born and educated in Massachusetts, he believed in the political primacy of the
community, seeing it as an evolution from the town-meeting. Second, he had
devoted himself to a career in college teaching, albeit with a strong commitment
to social service. When changes in the university resulted in more highly
specialized and compartmentalized academic areas with less emphasis on com-
munity involvement, he abandoned the Ivory Tower for social work.”? Finally,
he had studied the Icelandic Sagas intensely. This literary form had sensitized
him to seek the heroic in the common man. There is no doubt that he embraced
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a traditional definition of culture that stressed literature, music and drama. Yet,
he also appreciated some of the possibilities the cinema offered for creating a
more democratic culture and for easing, if not erasing, the distinction between the
masses and classes.

Sprague Smith’s vision of American culture and the role that the cinema
might play in expanding the boundaries of that culture underscored the middle-
class character of American progressivism. For although he was dedicated to
social harmony and the fusion of uptown and downtown, he could not completely
escape the contemporary bias that culture was something to be brought to the
masses. While sensitive to the intellectual prowess of the immigrant and
working-class population, he did notimmediately translate this into a clear vision
of how the cinema might be used to display not only the heroism but also the
humanity of the masses. For this reason, what began early in 1909 as a defense
of the exhibitors soon turned into a partnership with the Motion Picture Patents
Company, already the most powerful organization within the dynamic motion
picture industry.?

Preliminary discussions between Sprague Smith and the executive officers
of the Motion Picture Patents Company began early in the spring of 1909. These
discussions followed closely upon the establishment in New York City of the first
Board of Censorship of Programs of Motion Picture Shows, which had been
created by anumber of civic bodies in response to a resolution of the Association
of Motion Pictures Exhibitors of New York. The Motion Picture Patents
Company was only too eager to enter negotiations with Sprague Smith and the
People’s Institute, and by June 1909 the Board had transformed itself into the
National Board of Censorship. The People’s Institute became the main sponsor
of the National Board, sharing with it staff and office space.>* In agreeing to
cooperate with the Motion Picture Patents Company in the formulation of
national standards for the motion picture industry, the People’s Institute sought
to represent as broad a public as possible, heterogeneous and national rather than
local and peculiaristic. For Sprague Smith and the People’s Institute, the creation
of the National Board of Censorship thus provided a new opportunity to close the
gap between the masses and the classes.

sekk

No man was better suited to clarify Sprague Smith’sideas on the cinema than
John Collier. Hired in 1908 as the Civic Secretary of the People’s Institute and
as the editor of its newspaper, The Civic Journal, Collier was serving as a trouble
shooter who identified special problems for the Institute.”® At Sprague Smith’s
request, Collier had agreed in 1908 to conduct a study of cheap amusements on
Manhattan. From observing the audience and talking to exhibitors, Collier
developed asense of the strengths and weaknesses of the moving picture. Indoing
S0, he tried to identify with both the moving picture audience and the exhibitor,
often an ethnic businessman who shared more in common with his customers than
with the manufacturers. Collier’s interest in folk cultures and his affinity for
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observing groups of people sensitized him to understanding how class and
ethnicity influenced definitions of community enjoyment. As an outsider—he
had been born and raised in Atlanta—Collier’s definition of American culture
was never as narrow or intolerant as it was for those who hailed from the bastions
of Yankee conservatism. More deeply attuned to the varieties of cultural
expression, Collier had less trouble looking to the future than to the past.

Lawrence Levine has argued convincingly that many cultural forms such as
drama, music and even photography were being redefined in the later nineteenth-
century to meet elite standards of taste. In the process, culture became more than
ever the possession of the few rather than the many. To redress this imbalance
and to return a dramatic forum to the people, Collier sought to create a model
theater. In this context, he saw great potential in the nickelodeon. First ofall, he
appreciated how the nickelodeon was rooted in the neighborhood and was
intimately related to the daily lives of the people. Second, he valued the moving
pictures for their depiction of various aspects of society and human nature. “In
the nickelodeon one sees history, travel, the reproduction of industries,” Collier
wrote. “He sees farce-comedy which at worst is relaxing, innocuous, rather
monotonously confined to horseplay, and at its best is distinctly humanizing,
laughing with and not at the subject.”?

Collier lamented the passing of other forms of commercial amusement that
had captured the public imagination. In thisregard, ethnic communities provided
better models than did the native-born. Collier cited both the Sicilian marionette
and the Chinese theaters for exciting public enthusiasm and participation. He
believed the cinema was uniquely situated to carry forth the banner of the people
not so much because of price—since street theater too was very affordable—but
because of the technological innovations that made it possible to entertain so
many on a continuous basis. Collierrespected the machine’s ability to reproduce
the play. Moreover, the very size and composition of its audience meant that the
nickelodeon had great potential to help regenerate community life at the same
time that it satisfied the demand for affordable leisure. Through moving pictures
Collier hoped to reaffirm the process of communal celebration, which he, like
others of his day, believed was essential to the survival of culture.?’

Although Collier shared Sprague Smith’s concemn for the leisure pursuits of
Manhattan’s working classes, the formative influences on his thought were
radically different. Collier based his recommendations for the improvement of
leisure on ideas refracted through the prism of his New South upbringing. He was
an outsider to the New York cultural milieu, having returned from an extended
stay in Europe only shortly before assuming the position with the People’s
Institute. Moreover, although he was broadly read in fields that ranged from
philosophy and psychology to biology, Collier lacked an American college
education. Unlike Sprague Smith, who had made the academy his life’s goal,
Collier self-consciously chose social work as an avenue to self-fulfillment.
Although his first forays into social service in Atlanta failed, he was deeply
committed to social reform as a profession.?
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