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In the working-class, largely Italian and Puerto Rican neighborhood of East Harlem, New 
York City, the best attended films of the late 1920s and early 1930s included UNDERWORLD 
(1927), ALIAS JIMMY VALENTINE (1928), ALL QUIET ON' THE WESTERN FRONT, (1930), 
CrMARRON, LrTTLE CAESAR, SKIPPY, UP FOR MuRDER (all 1931), and TAXI! (1932).' l East 

Harlem teenagers were among the most avid consumers of these films and others like 
them screened at East Harlem's 16 movie theaters.2l Sometimes they skipped school or 

flouted their parents' disapproval to see them, and sometimes they acted them out on city 
streets, often causing adults to worry about the effects the movies might have been having 
on their upbringing. One East Harlem parent, for example, testified that "in the moving 
pictures they learn all bad things':3l Similarly, New York City police commissioner William 

Mulrooney asserted that the city's second-generation immigrant youth "learned twisted 
things from the movies':4l 

At this time, the anxieties that parents and the police harbored about working-class 
immigrant teenagers and the movies were not limited to New York City. They were spread 

throughout the nation, and were entrenched in larger discourses connecting movies to de­
linquency. As film historians have pointed out, sociological interest in the urban immi­
grant child and his/her relationship to movies and other forms of commercialized leisure 

I) Paul Cressey, 'The community - a social setting for the motion picture' (unpublished manuscript, 1932), 
Hoover Institution on War, Revolution and Peace, Motion Picture Research Council, 162, reprinted in Garth 
Jowett, lan Jarvie, and Kathleen Fuller, Children and the Movies: Media Influence and the Payne Fund 
Controversy ( Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), p. 72. Furt her citations of Cressey's document 
in this essay are all from the original manuscript. 

2) Frederic Thrasher, 'Fina! report on the Jefferson Park branch of the Boys' Club of New York; 1935, The 
Bureau of Social Hygiene Project and Research Files ( 1911- 1940), a Collection of the Rockefeller Archive 
Center ofthe Rockefeller University, North Tarrytown, New York, Series 3.3, Boxes 11 , 12, and 13, p. 232. 

3) 'Interview by Boys' Club study sta ff member with resident of East Harlem; quoted in Thrasher, 'Fina] Report; 

p. 303. 
4) S.J. Woolf, 'Mulrooney talks of youth and crime: the police commissioner says the number of youngsters in 

the line-up shows the city to be in a bad way', New York Times, 15 March 1931, p. 83. 
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intensified in the 1920s and 1930s.5
' This close scrutiny of working-class youth was condi­

tioned by the Progressive-Era truism that mass culture - and particularly movie-going 
and film consumption - was in competition with settlem ent houses, social service agen­

cies, and public schools in their socialization of youth. 6' Such a position posited that mov­
ies offered too much of an unregulated environment, which threatened to foster antisocial 
behaviors such as violence, sexual wantonness, and criminality.7l 

East Harlem teenagers lived in what sociologists deemed an "interstitial'' neighborhood 
- "a kind of urban frontier",8l where the lack of an infrastructure was thought to make 
these young people particularly vulnerable to the influences of mass culture. As such, they 
would become the subjects of three sociological studies on the subject of movies and youth, 
all of which were conducted in the neighborhood in the late 1920s and early 1930s. The first 
of these studies was the New York University Motion Picture Study (MPS), which the socio­
logist Paul Cressey conducted on the movie-going activities of 2400 teenage boys, and which 
was originally expected to become a part of the Payne Fund Studies (PFS).9l Meanwhile, 
640 teenage girls from East Harlem participated in a study on female youth leisure activi­
ties undertaken by the Columbia University educational sociology student Dorothy Reed. 10l 

In a third study, the National Young Women's Christian Association (YWCA) surveyed 
1,045 East Harlem girls on their movie-going habits and other leisure activities. "' These 
studies generated a wealth of documentation, including Reeďs dissertation, the YWCA 

S) Lea Jacobs, 'Reformers and spectators: the film education movement in the thirties: Camera Obscura 22 
( 1990), pp. 29-49; Richard deCordova, 'Ethnography and ex.hibition: the child audience, the Hays Office and 

Saturday matinees: Camera Obscura 23 (1990), pp. 90- 107; Jowett, Jarvie, and Fuller, Children and the 
Movies, pp. 24- 29; Dana Polan, Sce nes of lnstruction: 1he Beginnings of the U.S. Study of Film (Berkeley & Los 
Angeles: University of California Press, 2007), pp. 335- 338; Lee Grieveson, 'Cinema studies and the conduct 
of conduct', in Haidee Wasson and Lee Grieveson (eds), lnventing Film Studies (Durham and London: Duke 

University Press, 2008), pp. 3-37; Mark Lynn Anderson, 'Taking Liberties: in Wasson and Grieveson (eds), 
lnventing Film Studies, pp. 38-65; Mark Lynn Anderson, Twilight of the Ido/s: Hollywood and the Human 
Sciences in 1920s America (Berkeley. Los Angeles, and London: University of California Press, 2011 ), pp. 12, 
68-69, 171- 174. 

6) Sarah Chinn, lnventing Modern Adolescence (Rutgers, N.J.: Rutgers University Press, 2005), pp. 77-102. 
7) Polan, Scenes, pp. 335-338; Grieveson, 'Cinema studies: p. 22; Anderson, 'Taking liberties: pp. 38-65; 

Anderson, Twilight of the Ido/s, pp. 171- 174. 
8) Frederic Thrasher, The gang: a study of 1,313 gangs in Chicago (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1927), 

p. 22; Cressey, 'The community', p. 62; Anderson, 'Taking Liberties: pp. 41 - 42. 
9) The Payne Fund Studie s was a ser i es of twelve soci al science projects researching the effects of the movies on 

children that were conducted across the country from 1929- 1932. The series was underwritten by the pri­
vate foundat ion The Payne Fund, and was overseen by W.W. Charters at Ohio State University. Well-known 
academics including educationalist Edgar Dale, sociologist Herbert Blumer, and the psychologists Frank 
Shuttleworth and Mark May directed other projects in the series. The projects covered a range of movie in­
fluences on children including knowledge acquisition, social attitudes, sleep, and behavior. Cressey used the 
MPS as material for his dissertation 'The Social Role of Motion Pictures in an Interstitial Area' at NYU, but 
he never completed the East Harlem project for the Payne Fund and apparently never submitted his disser­
tation. Meanwhile, MacMillan published nine volumes and a summary of the Studies between 1933 and 
1935. For an overview of the series and its historical significance for mass media studies see Jowett, Jarvie, 
and Fuller, Children, 30, 17- 124. 

10) Dorothy Reed, 'Leisure time of girls in a "Little Italy"' (Dissertation: Columbia University, 1932). 

11) 'Report of the East Harlem Study, submitted by the Industrial Secretary of the City of New York Y. WC.A, 
December 1928, YWCA of the USA Records, 1876- I 970, Microform reel # I 96, 'Lo cal associations in New 
York City; call #689. 
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national records, and the manuscript collection of Leonard Covello, who was the principal 
at the Benjamin Franklin High School that was attended by many of Cressey's male subjects. 

A close analysis of these studies reveals richly textured testimonies that the East 
Harlem teenagers provided on their movie-going activities, as well as on their engagement 
with films and film-related phenomena like stars. 12J Existing scholarship on both the MPS 
and similar studies conducted at this time has tended to focus on the sociologists' discur­
sive construction of the teenagemoviegoer and its imbrications within larger structures of 
power and knowledge. 13

> My research indicates that the documents produced on East 
Harlem youth also offer an opportunity to historicize youth film reception. Accordingly, 
this essay offers a case study of teenage film audiences in the working-class immigrant 
community of East Harlem in the late l 920s and early l 930s. I situate my work within an 
expanding historiography of film audiences that approaches reception as a form of social 
history, and which in so doing considers movie-going and film culture to represent a sig­
nificant way in which individuals and groups perform and craft social identities. To date, 
scholars have tended to centralize the film text when researching historical audiences. 
However, as Richard Maltby has pointed out, such an approach risks using individual 
movies "as proxies for the missing historical audience': 14

> 

Alternate approaches, such as that employed here, ground their analysis on examina­
tions of both primary and secondary sources. 15

> This essay therefore draws upon docu­
ments related to the three East Harlem studies, upon newspapers and academic journals, 
and makes use of secondary sources on US immigrant history in order to analyze the so­
cial role that cinema played in the lives of East Harlem youth. Because it focuses on the 
historical specificity of East Harlem teenagers, the essay also contributes to understand­
ings of the valence of class, race, ethnicity, gender, and/or intergroup relations in the his­
torical formation of youth identity. 16

> In particular, it develops current understandings of 

12) I am grateful to Dana Polan for providing me with this insight. 
13) I am grateful to Christina Petersen and Laura Isabel Sem a for helping me with this insight. See for example 

deCordova, 'Ethnography'; Jacobs, 'Reformers'; Sharon Lowery and Melvin Lawrence Defleur, Milestones in 

Mass Communications Research (New York: Longman, 1994), pp. 31-54;; Jowett, Jarvie, and Fuller, Children; 

Polan, Scenes oj instruction, pp. 335- 338; William J. Buxton, 'From park to Cressey: Chicago sociology's en­
gagement with mass culture: in David W. Park and Jeff Pooley (eds), The History oj Media and Communication 

Research: Contested Memories (New York: Peter Lang, 2008), pp. 345-362; Grieveson, 'Cinema studies'; 
Anderson, 'Taking liberties'; Anderson, Twilight oj the Ido/s, pp. 12, 68- 69, 171- 174; Christina Petersen, The 
crowd mind: the archival legacy ofthe Payne Fund Studies' Mediascape 2013 (Winter). Movies and Conduct 

( 1933 ), <http://www.tft.ucla.edu/ mediascape/Winter2013 _ CrowdMind.html> [ accessed 18 Novem ber 
20 14]. 

14) Richard Maltby, 'New cinema histories: in Richard Maltby, Daniel Biltereyst, and Philippe Meers (eds), 
Explorations in New Cinema History: Approaches and Case Studies (Malden, MA & Oxford: Blackwell, 2011), 
p. 12. 

I 5) For useful overviews of this approach see Philippe Meers and Daniel Biltereyst, 'Film audiences in perspec­
tive: the social practices of film going', in Helena Bilandzic, Geoffroy Patriarche, and Paul J. Traudt (eds), The 

Soci al Use oj Media: Cu/tura/ and Soci al Scientific Perspectives on Audience Research (Bristol: Intellect, 2012), 
pp. 120- 140; Maltby, 'New cinema histories: pp. 3- 40; Eric Smoodin, 'Introduction: the history of film his­
tory: in Jon Lewis and Eric Smoodin (eds), Looking Past the Screen (Durham & London: Duke University 
Press, 2007), pp. l - 34. 

16) As Andrew Diamond points out, the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies projects on "youth subcul­
tures" were seminal to the development of this field. See for example Stuart Hall and Tony Jefferson (eds), 
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the roles that the mass media played in the emergent youth cultures of the early twentieth 
century. 17l I show that cinema played an important role in East Harlem teenagers' psycho­
logical development, serving as a springboard from which teenagers could "try on" or 
"play with" new subjectivities. We know from developmental psychologists and anthro­
pologists that fictional worlds are used throughout life to cope with increased complexity, 
and to imagine alternative outcomes. With these points in mind, this essay considers how 
the psychological investments of East Harlem youth in late l 920's and early l 930's cinema 
are situated both historically and culturally. 

The East Harlem Studies 

In 1929, the year in which the MPS began, East Harlem was bounded by 98th and 99th 

streets on the south, 126th Street and the Harlem River on the north, Fifth Avenue on the 
West and the Harlem and East Rivers on the east. Twenty blocks in length and six avenues 
wide, this urban neighborhood, which is now known as Spanish Harlem and populated 
mostly by Latin@s, was then mainly home to Italian immigrants and their children. In the 
1920s and 1930s, up to 90,000 Italian immigrants lived there, constituting the largest 
Italian American area of the day.18l A smaller although not insignificant number of Puerto 
Rican immigrants also lived in the western area of the neighborhood. By the 1940s, they 
had superseded Italians as the largest ethnic enclave in this part of the city. 19l According to 
a 1930 survey conducted by the Casa ltaliana Educational Bureau, small numbers of 
African Americans, Jews, Germans, Finns, Scandinavians, and Slavs were also resident in 
the area. 20l 

Resistance through Rituals: Youth Subcultures in Postwar Britain (London: Harper Collins Academie, 1976); 

Paul Willis, Learning to Labor: How Working Class Kids Get Working Class Jobs (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1977); Dick Hebdige, Subculture: The Meaning oj Style (London: Routledge, 1979). Andrew 
Diamond, Mean Streets: Chicago Youths and the Everyday Struggle for Empowerment in the Multiracial City, 
1908-1969 (Berkeley: University ofCalifornia Press, 2009), pp. S, 316 n. 12. I am indebted in particular to 
US histories of working-class youth cul ture, including Joseph Kett, Rites oj Passage: Adolescence in America 

1790 to the Present (New York: Harper Collins, 1978); Kathy Peiss, Cheap Amusements: Working Women and 

Leisure in Turn-of-the-Century New York (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1986); Ruth Alexander, 
The "Girl Problem": Female Sexu al Delinquency in New York, 1900-1930 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 
1995); Grace Palladino, Teenagers (New York: Harper Collins, 1996); Joe! Austin and Michael Willard (eds) 
Generations oj Youth: Youth Cultures and History in Twentieth-Century America (New York: New York UP, 1998); 
Randy McBee, Dance Hall Days: Intimacy and Leisure Among Working-Class lmmigrants in the United States 
(New York: New York University Press, 2001); Chinn, lnventing Modem Adolescence; Kelly Schrum, Some 

Wore Bobby Sox (London: Palgrave McMillan, 2005); Mark Wild, 'So many children at once and so many 
kinds: the world of center city children: in Street Meeting: Multiethnic Neighborhoods in Early Twentieth­

Century Los Angeles (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005), pp. 94- 120; Diamond, Mean Street. 

17) See Kett, Rites oj Passage, Palladino, Teenagers; Chinn, Inventing Modem Adolescence; Chinn, Schrum, Some 
Wore Bobby Sox; Wild, 'So many children'. 

18) Simone Cinotto, 'Leonard Covello, the Covello papers, and the history of eating habits among ltalian immi­
grants in New York: Journal oj American History, vol. 91, no. 2 (2002), p. I. 

19) Virginia Sánchez Korroll, From Colonia to Community: The History oj Puerto Ricans in New York City 

(Berkeley & Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1994), 58- 62; Richard T. Schaefer, Encyclopedia oj 

Race and Ethnicity, Vo/ume I (Thousand Oaks, London, New Delhi, Singapore: Sage, 2008), pp. 429-430. 
20) Casa ltaliana Educational Bureau, 'East Harlem population by nationality, nativity, and color - 1930; 
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Figure I. Youth at the New Progress Theatre, 1892 Third 
Avenue (106th Street), East Harlem 

In the 1930s, East Harlem was one of the poorest areas of New York City. Apartments 
were cramped, often lacking centra! heating and baths, and public spaces were few and far 
between.21> East Harlem's Jack of a significant economic infrastructure resulted in eighty 
percent of neighborhood workers commuting.22l The Great Depression hit this communi­
ty particularly hard. In 1930 and 1931, 45 percent of adults were out of work, and 28 per­
cent of residents had relief jobs.23> Many East Harlem youths were, however, employed. 
Around 28 percent of the girls interviewed in Reeďs study held jobs, with almost 11 per­
cent of these positions part-time jobs the girls worked after schooJ.24> A study conducted 
by sociologist Frederic Thrasher and a team of NYU sociologists revealed that of the 
96 percent of boys who were in work, almost twenty five percent held full-time posi­
tions.25> 

To address a Jack of public space for play, and to encourage "wholesome" activities 
among the neighborhooďs male youths, the Boys' Club established a Jefferson Park Branch 
in East Harlem in 1927. Consequently, between 1928 and 1934, Thrasher and his collabo­
rators, who were funded by the Rockefeller Foundation's Bureau of Social Hygiene, con­
ducted a major study of the Boys' Club's role in preventing delinquency.26

> After research­
ing the behavior of 11,190 7- 18 year-old boys, as well as some young men enrolled at the 
dub, Thrasher concluded that the organization <lid not prevent crime. Boys' Club mem-

CP Box 6, Folder 7, and Box 77, Folder 5, cited in Michael Johanek and John Puckett, Leonard Covello and 

the Making of Benjam in Franklin High School: Education as if Citizenship Mattered (Philadelphia: Temple 
University Press, 2007), p. 67. 

21) Gerald Meyer, ' ltalian Harlem: America's largest and most Italian little Italy'. <http://www.vitomarcantonio. 
com/eh_ italian_east_harlem.html#> [accessed 14 November 2014]. 

22) Ibid. 
23) Ibid. 
24) Reed, Leisure Time of Gir/s, p. 30. 
25) Thrashe r, 'Fina! report: p. 881. 
26) Jowett, Jarvie, and Fuller, Children and the Movies, pp. 3, 130- 131. 
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bership was in fact correlated with increased levels of delinquency; members participated 
in extralegal activities at a significantly higher rate than the area's non-members.27

> 

Underwritten by the Payne Fund and charged with studying the effects of movie-going on 
East Harlem Boys Club members, the MPS emerged out of Thrasher's Boys' Club project. 
As noted above, the MPS had originally been projected as one of twelve monographs that 
would comprise what are now known as the Payne Fund Studies. Paul Cressey was princi­
pal researcher of the MPS. From 1931 to 1934, he and his team surveyed 2,400 East Harlem 
teenagers on their movie-going habits.28l Cressey did not share the strident views on caus­
a! relations between movies and youth delinquency held by his former colleagues at the 
University of Chicago and other PFS researchers such as Herbert Blumer and Philip 
Hauser. Nevertheless, much like Thrasher and their mutual mentor sociologist Robert 
Park, Cressey still believed mass culture played a profound and poorly understood role in 
the moral education of American immigrants, and, as a consequence, he felt this relation­
ship should be carefully examined and ultimately regulated.29l 

Cressey's research revealed that East Harlem boys aged 12 to 16 attended movie screen­
ings at an average rate of 83.4 times annually or 1.6 times per week. Cressey pointed out 
that the minimum of 166.8 hours per year these youths spent in theaters was about the 
same as they spent in school. 30

> These data supported Cressey's belief that movies were in 
direct competition with American schools and other institutions for the hearts and minds 
of immigrant youth. In 1933, Cressey lamented to the Ohio State University Professor of 
Education and PFS research director W.W. Charters that 

[ c ]ertainly it is true that if we were to name the most influential teachers of youth 

today we would be forced to include, among others: James Cagney, Robert 

Montgomery, Norma Shearer, William Powell, Joan Crawford and Edward G. 

Robinson - to mention only a few of the contemporary cinema educators of this 

new era.3 1
> 

By studying how forms of unregulated mass culture served the working-class youth, 
Cressey hoped to provide leverage for those elites planning to initiate more wholesome 
and dosely regulated forms of education and recreation, including the development of 
movie curricula at public schools and a series of screenings at immigrant youth agen­
cies.32l Because Cressey conceptualized his study of movie influence within what he and 
Thrasher termed the "total situation" - or the range of social forces shaping the world of 

27) Thrasher, 'Fina! report', pp. 1185- 1186, 1187- 1191. Although it was submitted to the Bureau of Social 
Hygiene in 1935, Thrasher's report was not complete (Jowett, Jarvie, and Fuller, Children and the Movies, 
p. 131). 

28) For a detailed history of the MPS see Jowett, Jarvie, and Fuller, Children and the Movies. 
29) Thrasher, The Gang, 22; Cressey, 'The community; p. 62; Anderson, 'Taking liberties; pp. 141 - 142. 
30) Paul Cressey, 'The motion picture as informal education', Journal of Educationa/ Sociology, vol. 7, no. 8 

(1934), p. 504. 
31) Cressey, letter to W.W. Charters, 05 May 1933, W. W. Charters Papers, Special Collections, Ohio State 

Un iversity Libraries. Cressey file. 
32) Cressey, 'The community; pp. 1- 64; Cressey, 'The motion picture'. For an analysis ofThrasher's and Cressey's 

roles in the sociologically-trained "media expert" in American society see Anderson, 'Taking liberties'. 
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East Harlem boys and possibly contributing to asocial behaviors - Cressey's methods en­
compassed twenty different approaches. These included movie "life histories" of his sub­
jects, face-to-face interviews, and "special investigations" conducted by anonymous re­

searchers who secretly followed boys in their movie-going activities. 33l 

Meanwhile, Columbia University doctoral researcher Dorothy Reed yielded key data 
on the movie-going activities of teenage girls during this period by examining the recrea­
tional interests of East Harlem girls aged around 15 years.34l Almost all of Reeďs 640 inter­
viewees went to the movies twice a week, and nearly 30 percent of them went more than 
once a week; frequent movie-goers were quoted as saying "they went as often 'as we got 

took: or 'whenever we can get money":35l Around 93 percent of the girls whom Reed stud­
ied preferred movies to other leisure activities, including going down to the front step of 
one's apartment building, where girls would occasionally be allowed to watch - although 
not participate in - the world going by. 36> Meanwhile, nearly one third of the interviewees 
in a 192 7 YWCA study of East Harlem girls' leisure activities reported movies were second 
only to family among their "major interests".37

> 

The testimonies of East Harlem youths clearly stood at odds with the sociologists' as­
sumptions. Although Reed sought to establish a link between commercialized leisure and 
delinquency, her study failed to establish a correlation between movie-going and antiso­
cial behavior. Indeed, girls from all the three groups studi~d by Reed ( whom she termed 
"norma!;' "questionable;' and "delinquent") reported similar patterns. Conversely, female 
youths in East Harlem used the movies for what adult elites would have endorsed at this 
time as positive forms of socialization: being with friends in safe outdoor locations, achiev­
ing a measure of independence thanks to expendable income, escaping boredom and 
cramped spaces, and reflective thought. Cressey's MPS meanwhile provided scant evi­
dence that movies were even partially linked to emergent criminal behavior among teens, 
and the nominal data that was produced - such as boys' appropriation of crime tech­
niques that had been shown in gangster films - could not be unraveled from broader dis­
courses that may already have convinced teenagers that movies fostered "twisted ideas': 
One young male MPS subject speculated that he was being interviewed "[s]o you can put 
me in the papers, eh?':38l Instead, the teenage boys who participated in the MPS revealed 
that they had gained many positive things from the movies, including a sense of inde­
pendence, increased self-confidence and self-worth, and inspiration for self-invention. 
These experiences were either a product of the performative roles that they cultivated dur­
ing courting rituals, or of their negotiating of social ranking in the urban environment. 

33) Jowett, Jarvie, and Fuller, Children and the Movies, p. 126. On the aegis ofthis ho listic m ethod in the Chicago 
School of Sociology see Anderson, 'Taking liberties: pp. 47-50. The multiple approaches in the MPS are de­

scribed by Cressey with co-authors Philip M. Hauser, Edgar Dale, and Charles C. Peters in 'The motion pic­

ture experience as modified by social background and personality', Journal of Educational Sociology, vol. 6, 
no. 4 (1932), pp. 240-243. 

34) The YWCA study included no ethnographic data from teenagers themselves. 

35) Reed, Leisure Time of Gir/s, p. 47. 
36) lbid., p. 44. 
37) YWCA, ' Report', Chart IV. 

38) C ressey, 'The community; p. 127. For this insight, I am grateful to Jowett, Jarvie, and Fuller, Children and the 
Movies, pp. 68, 9 1; Anderson, Twilight of the Ido/s, pp. 171- 174. 
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Close analysis of such documents reveals that developmental processes for these working­
class youngsters overlapped with cinema culture, and that their reception of films was 
rooted in their social worlds. 

Movies as the Material of Daydreaming and Subjectivity 

One of the most fruitful debates in Screen Studies concerns the supposedly "immersive" 
effects that audiovisual media exert upon audiences.39

> Although the East Harlem docu­
ments do not record testimonies acquired from subjects during film consumption, it is 
persuasive that a sense of mental reverie and "transport" repeatedly accompanied the 
teenagers' subsequent discussions of film. Their testimony often bore witness to the extent 
to which film appeared in their daydreaming and imaginative role-play. The small amount 
of available ethnographic evidence that emerged from Reeďs East Harlem study of teen­
age girls, suggests that romances - her subjects' preferred genre of film - offered a world 
of escape that provided some relief from experiences of deprivation, as well as from bore­
dom, and from the sense of claustrophobia endured in the cramped spaces common to 
East Harlem life in the l 930s.40

> Statements of this sort included: "I like to see the swells 
and forget we're poor", "I like to see people love each other and be happy", "I like to be di­
verted and forgeť: "[w]e don't get not chance to live that way and you can pretend when 
you sec the pictures that iťs you", and "[t]he movies takes you away from home where 
there ain't nuthin' to do but siť'. 41 > 

The capacity of movie-going and movie-watching to provide a measure of independ­
ence - which is clearly evident from these respondents' anecdotes - seems to be an ex­
perience that was distinct to the young female members of East Harlem's immigrant work­
ing-class community; a community in which parents were especially conservative when it 
came to raising their female offspring. In the YWCA study, researchers found that of the 
758 employed youths surveyed, which included young women up to the age of 25, only 
60 girls and women <lid not require their parents' permission to leave the family home, 
thereby highlighting the close control that ltalian immigrant families in East Harlem sought 
to exert over female children.42

> Robert Orsi's examination of the history and culture of 
East Harlem reveals that family and comrnunity strictures were overwhelmingly focused 
on containing and delimiting young girls' sexuality, by making the "upbringing of female 
children in East Harlem ... exceedingly strict and fraught with anxiety and dreaď'.43> In 

39) For a partial overview ofthe debate, see Laura Rascaroli, 'Like a dream. A critical history ofthe Oneiric met­
aphor in film theory'. Kinema: A Journal for Film and Audiovisual Media (Fall 2002). <http://www.kinema. 
uwaterloo.ca/article.php?id= l41> [accessed 18 November 2014]; Philip Sandifer, 'Out ofthe screen and into 
the theater: 3-D film as demo'. Cinema fournal, vol. 50, no. 3 (2011 ), pp. 66-78. 

40) Reed, Leisure Time oj Girls, p. 47. 
41) Ibid., p. 48. Reeďs transcripts, like those of the M PS, demonstrate the researchers' attempts to replicate East 

Harlem teenagers' non-standard speech. Richard Dyer's analysis of entertainmenťs "utopian sensibility" has 
been helpful to me here. Richard Dyer, 'Entertainment and utopia'. in Bill Nichols (ed.), Movies and Methods: 
Vo/ume II (Berkeley, Los Angeles, and London: University of California Press, 1985), pp. 220- 32. 

42) YWCA, 'Report'. p. 4. 
43) Robert Orsi, The Madonna oj I 15"' Street (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1985), p. 136. 
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this environment, conflicts often turned on the movies. Thus, twenty-year-old "Miss s:' 
who was interviewed by the well-known educator Leonard Covello as a part ofhis doctor­
al research on Italian American culture and families, yearned to attend movie screenings, 

and deeply resented her father's strict dictum on their "demoralizing" effects.44l Still, girls 
and young women <lid find ways of circumventing parental control in order to frequent 
their favorite commercial establishments. Reed discovered that while the girls and young 
women whom she interviewed may have required an escort to attend movie screenings, 
they frequently flouted this rule. Reed wrote that the girls "side-stepped [their parents' 
rules] by going without permission and finding another excuse'~45l 

Diachronically produced histories of young working- and middle-class women's mov­
ie-going in the early twentieth century have demonstrated the influence that film culture 
and other commercialized aspects of culture exerted on evolving forms of public culture 
and self-expression, although not on their feminist agency. 46l In light of this research, the 
significance of the data from the studies of East Harlem girls is deepened. These data sug­
gest that cinema offered a form of independence which enabled young people to circum­
vent strict parental control, for at least part of the time. When they are compared to other 
public and commercialized entertainment, movie theaters may also have offered a "safe 
space" in which to mix with others. Kathy Peiss' history of women and early cinema sup­
ports such an assessment. Peiss argued that a movie culture characterized by interaction 
both with other women and families provided a relative haven for young women, one that 
facilitated hetero-sociality without the social and physical risks of engaging in more direct 
forms of contact with men, as might have been the case with visits to dance halls and 
amusements parks.47l Moreover, although both Thrasher and Cressey worried about what 
Thrasher called "sub-rosa activities" in movie houses,48

) theater attendance in East Harlem 
- characterized by one teenage boy as a "married couples with one or two children, old 
ladies, old men, young girls in groups of from [sic] two to six and young fellows who come 
in gangs of from three to ten" - seemed relatively safe.49

) Teenagers told MPS investiga­
tors about the protocols of courtship that shaped heterosexual interaction at theaters, sug­
gesting boys and girls mutually agreed the limits of sexual contact,50l with unwanted ad-

44) CP, Box 65, folder 14. Cited in Orsi, Madonna, p. 126. 
45) Reed, Leisure-Tirne, p. 46. Notably, these questions were not asked in the MPS study, presumably because it 

was understood that immigrant teenage boys were extended certain freedoms in East Harlem. For an histor­
ical analysis of the conservative attitudes of ltalian famil ies towards their female children in American cities 
of the early twentieth cen tury see Kathy Peiss, Cheap Arnusernents: Working Wornen and Leisure in Turn-oj­

the-Century New York (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1986), pp. 68-70, 73, 51; Linda Gordon, 
Heroes oj Their Own Lives: The Politics and History oj Farnily Violence, Boston, 1880- 1960 (New York: 
Penguin, 1988), pp. IO- I I ; Palladino, Teenagers, pp. 11- 12; Orsi, Madonna, pp. 129- 149. 

46) Judith Mayne, 'Jmmigrants and spectators; Wide Angle, vol. 5, no. 2 (1982), pp. 32- 41; Peiss, Cheap 
Arnusernents; Miriam Hansen, Babel and Babylon: Spectatorship in American Silent Film (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 199 I); Shelley Sta mp, Movie-Struck Girls (Princeton, N .J.: Princeton Un iversity 
Press, 2000); Schrum, Some Wore. 

47) Peiss, Cheap Arnusements, p. 153. 
48) Frederic Thrasher, 'Social attitudes of superior boys; in Kimball Young and Luther Lee Bernard (eds) Social 

Attitudes (New York: H. Holt & Co., 1931 ), p. 247; Cressey, 'The community; pp. 103- 110. 
49) Thrasher, 'Social att itudes; p. 249. 
50) Cressey, 'The community; pp. 108-109, I JO. 
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vances rejected easily by girls and young women. ''A few of the males are so thick-skinned 
that only a good slap in the face will cure them of their 'hand trouble'': explained one 
youth;51 > another suggested that "De girl calls an usher if dey get wise':52> 

For the young immigrant girls of East Harlem interviewed in Reeďs study, movie-go­
ing and film consumption offered a way of temporarily circumventing the difficulties of 
material circumstances, of living in close quarters, of loneliness, and of poverty, as well as 
the possibility of achieving both homo- and hetero-sociality in safe, public spaces. 53

> Reeďs 

study nuances the girls' connection between getting outside to the movie house, and an ex­
pansion of the mind, by which I mean a getting outside of the normative views on teenage 
female heterosexual desire, with romance movies providing them with "ideas'~ Indeed, in 
the one movie testimony from a teenage girl that is in fact cited in the MPS documents, 
the writer asserts that the girl used such fare to try on new states of mind and to explore 
her emotions: 

[T]he best thing about a movie is that iťs like a dream .... [T]he movies give us 

a chance to enjoy things we wouldn't dare do ourselves and to realize what they're 

like second hand .... We wouldn't dare do some of the things we see the movie her­

oines do, but we let the movie heroine do it for us. But we don't know, rea11y. Maybe 

we'd violate the commandment and do those things if we were faced with the situa­

tion shown in the picture. Thaťs why I don't always condemn a movie heroine for 

doing them. In fact, when I see a picture I sort of put aside in my minci what she did 

and how she met her problem, as a sort of reference to myself, in case I might run 

into that problem in the future.54
' 

Although Cressey comments on this girl's "imaginative adjustments': he expressed 
doubts about her and her peers' capacity to deal with "problems in sex conduct which they 
encounter [on the screen]''.55

> Yet, however much Cressey's comments might emphasize 
the need for pedagogical intervention into teenagers' engagement with "love pictures", this 
young girl clearly demonstrates a sophisticated propensity for self-reflection. Her descrip­
tion of making a "reference to myself" suggests she is placing film narrative onto a mental 
bookshelf filled with other stories; one which she may "consult" at a Jater date. In this re­
spect, the girl can "try on" an adult judgment safely without needing to experience that 
story firsthand. 

51) Thrasher, 'Social attitudes: p. 247. 
52) Cressey, 'The community; p. 109. 
53) I am indebted to Annette Kuhn's view of British movie theaters as independent childhood destinations. 

Annette Kuhn, Dreaming oj Fred and Ginger: Cinema and Cu/tura/ Memory (New York: New York University 
Press, 2002), pp. 16- 37. 

54) Paul Cressey, 'Youth looks at the worlď, in Youth Looks at the World: Specific Contributions oj the Photoplays 
to Youth. Unpublished manuscript, n.d., CP Box 65, Folder 14, pp. 9-10. 

55) Ibid., p. 9. Cressey was probably referring to the so-called fallen woman pictures that Lea Jacobs identified 
as a significant source of anxiety and regulation during the 1930s. See Lea Jacobs, The Wages oj Sin: 
Censorship and the Fa/len Woman Film, 1928- 1942 (Berkeley & Los Angeles: University of California Press, 
1995). 
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The girťs anecdote coheres strikingly with what developmental psychologists and an­
thropologists have suggested about the world of play, which includes the spheres of art, 
reading, film consumption and reflection, and other cultural practices. From these per­
spectives, playing with reality - as in the girťs drawing on romantic films as a "reference" 
in her mind - is an essential way of modulating life's complexities and expanding one's 
sense of possibility in the world. 56

) Providing additional perspectives on these theoretical 

concepts is len Ang's and Jackie Stacey's research on women audiences. Both Ang and 
Stacey argue that although media texts like television shows or feature films might express 
traditional patriarcha! values, some women still find the very act of consumption and re­
flection of these media to be liberating, because they use these experiences mentally to 
"transcend" everyday circumstances and hardships, and to consider ideas from multiple 
angles. Similarly, even though the romance films that East Harlem girl teenagers preferred 
<lid not feature liberatory narratives, they <lid offer content and themes that facilitated East 
Harlem girls' consideration of new states of desire - ones that were disavowed in the re­
pressive environment of their immigrant cul ture. 57> These ideas could help girls to test the 
adult worlďs conceptions of sexuality and gender in a non-threatening way- that is with­
out needing, as other commercial establishments demanded, the presence of a real-life 
male partner. In Blumer and Hauser's study, a teenage girl in Chicago summarized the val­
ue of these films thus: "[p] assionate love pictures make me think mosť: ss> 

The Movies and Role-Play 

The MPS contains a wealth of information about East Harlem male teenagers' imitations 
of movie stars, and about their using film to try on new versions of themselves, whether 
privately, among peers of both sexes, or in the wider adult world. Their adult interviewers 
may have sometimes dismissed teens' actions as "dressing up" or as mimicking the idiolect 
of movie stars, but a significant amount of material exists to suggest that the teenagers em­
bodied these characters wholesale by playing them out on city streets. Many instances of 
role-play described in MPS documents revolved around the actors Rudolph Valentino and 

James Cagney, and tended to engage with ethnic and gendered aspects of their respective 
star personae. 

In what is perhaps the richest document on role-play included in the MPS, one teen­
age boy, who is described as "like [Valentino] both in appearance and nationality",59

> re­
counts this star's effect on his fantasy life in the following way: 

56) D.W. Winnicott, Playing and Reality (New York: Routledge, 1971), p. 13; Johan Huizinga, Homo Ludens: 

A Study oj the Play Element in Cu/ture, pp. 11-1 2, 18-27; Roger Lancaster, 'Guto's Performance'. Daniel 
Balderston and Donna J. Guy (eds), Sex and Sexuality in Latin America (New York & London: New York 
University Press, 1997), pp. 24- 26. 

57) I am indebted for this insight to Hansen, Babel and Babylon, p. 120; Janet Staiger, Perverse Spectators: Ihe 

Practices oj Film Reception (New York & London: New York University Press, 2000), pp. 77- 92. 
58) Herbert Blumer and Philip Hauser, Movies, Delinquency, and Crime. Payne Fund Studies Vol. 8 (New York: 

MacMillan), p. 85. 
59) Cressey, 'The community', p. 149. 
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My first yearning to become a movie star was when Valentino passed away. That was 
because my folks and friends were saying that I looked very much like him. I had 
a scar on myself as he had and combed my hair in the same style. Then I <lid not 

think of the fact that I lacked eight or nine inches to be as taJI as he was. I could al­
ready picture myself taking Vilma Banky in my arms and kissing her. Flashing my 

eyes here and there. And whenever I would reach the Grand Centra! Station young 

ladies would beg for my autograph or attempt to kiss me and probably swoon away. 
The idea of running away to Hollywood began to gnaw on my brain but thank heav­

ens I got over it after a few years. 60l 

From a developmental perspective, role-play, whether it is enacted as play or in thera­

peutic contexts, is considered to be a developmentally complex undertak.ing that shows 

a person's ability to stand outside the self and to craft the self differently, even as a possible 

"self" he or she may inhabit one day.6 1
> In the passage cited above, the young man advanc­

es a remarkable narrative of self-transformation that reveals something of his social world. 

He inserts himself into the narrative of Valentino's 1926 film The Son oj the Sheik when he 
talks of "tak.ing [ the actress] Vilma Banky into my arms and k.issing her': even as he relo­

cates this story to a local setting by adding "when I arrived at Grand Centra! Station, the 

girls would swoon': This youth's imagined diegetic and extra-diegetic participation in the 
film is rich in k.inetic and spatial detail, which conveys his connection to Valentino's phys­
icality. The youth's identification with Valentino also overlaps with extra-textual discours­

es that circulated contemporaneously around this star, especially his appeal to both work­
ing-class immigrant and middle-class non-immigrant women fans. Valentino's cross-class 

and cross-ethnic appeal is recast by this youth as the teenager's own magnetism for girls in 
East Harlem and at Grand Centra! Stati on. 62> By invok.ing Valentino's Hollywood success, 

this youth also invokes a public manifestation of the immigrant worker's socio-cultural in­

tegration, financial prosperity, and professional success that were centra! to the American 
Dream.63

> The testimony of this Italian-American teenager supports recent claims about 

the more radical dimensions of immigrant audiences' perceptions of Valentino's star per­

sona, particularly its invocation of the social boundary-crossings offered by contempora­
neous urban life, including mixed-class, racial, and ethnic socialization , as well as its em­

bodiment of a form of male heterosexuality that departed from dominant norms of white, 
middle-class masculinity.64l Valentino inaugurated what Anderson called the "desegrega­

tion of modern cinema", a phenomenon that would be continued by such immigrant stars 

60) Ibid. 

61) Peter Fonagy, Gyorgy Gergely, Elliot Jurist, and Mary Target, Affect Regulation, Mentalization, and the 
Development oj the Seif (New York: Other Press, 2002), unpaginated. 

62) Anderson, TwiliJ;ht oj the Ido/s, pp. 70- 124; Hansen, Babel and Babylon, pp. 245-94; Gaylyn Studlar, This 
Mad Masquerade: Stardom and Masculinity in the Jazz Age (New York: Columbia University Press, 1996), 
pp. 150- 198. 

63) Anderson considers the ambivalent recept ion of this s tory. See Anderson, Twilight oj the Ido/s, 106-109; see 
also Hansen, Babel and Babylon, pp. 258- 259). 

64) Anderson, Twilight oj the Ido/s, pp. 70- 154; Giorgio Bertellini 'Duce/Divo: masculinity, racial identity, and 
politics among Italian Americans in 1920s New York City: fournal oj Urban History, vol. 31, no. 5 (2005), 
pp. 685- 726. 
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as the Mexican-born heartthrob Ramón Navarro and the attractive Polish-born actress 
Pola Negri; Valentino himself opened myriad points of identification for diverse ethnic 
groups.65> Accordingly, Giuseppe Bertellini has heralded Valentino as a new model for 
Italian-American audiences, one marked by youthful, urbanized sophistication and pleas­
ure-seeking sensuality, which working-class Italian Americans could celebrate as a depar­
ture from nativist and Italian middle-class gender norms.66

> In the MPS, East Harlem boys 
frequently referred to themselves and their male peers as "a sheik" (by which they meant 
a lady's man), or they shared Valentino's influence on their own courting practices. A spe­
cial investigator interviewed a youth called "Patsy", reporting that "I ... asked him if he 
knew Big Jack (a youth who resembled Clark Gable). 'Sure, I know that shiek [sic]. He's 
a sucker for de women"'.67

> In another movie life story, a youth recalled emulating 
Valentino's "long kiss" on a first date, and boasted that his date had called him a "man of 
the world" [emphasis in original].68

> This youth's anecdote reveals how Valentino's projec­
tion of a mysterious, sexually-experienced, and exotic persona resonated with boys and 
girls who wished to escape the confines of East Harlem's patriarcha! culture, if only through 
a fleeting kiss.69

> 

As suggested by the first Valentino movie anecdote cited above, the possibilities evoked 
by Valentino's reputation as an adventurous libertine had uses beyond East Harlem. 
Robert Orsi has underlined the importance of the southern Italian "domus" or patriarcha! 
culture in circumscribing immigrant social relations in East Harlem. He argued that im­
migrants were expected to perform traditionally gendered roles of self-abnegation and 
loyalty to family and community, both at home and in public: 

In a very fundamental way, the individua! could not exist apart from the domus and 
remain a human being. He or she could not make plans or take steps apart from the 
priorities of the domus. Ali were expected to forego persona! satisfaction on behalf 
of it.70l 

Orsi explains that this loyalty was translated frequently into indifference and aversion 
to community outsiders - attitudes which contributed to hostility among Italians to­
wards their African-American and Puerto Rican neighbors.71

> 

From an anthropological perspective, role-play is a means of testing of social relations, 
as one group member tries out a role or a social activity that has a bearing on the entire 
group's belief system and culture.72

> For the East Harlem youth who breaks away from the 
neighborhood in his imagined role-playing of the star, Valentino - especially in terms of 

65) Anderson, Twilight oj the Ido/s, pp. 138; Bertellini, 'Duce/Divo: p. 706. 
66) Bertell ini, 'Duce/Divo: p. 717. 
67) Cressey, 'The community', p. 142. 
68) Ibid., p. 145. 
69) I am grateful here to Anderson's subtle analysis of Valentino's "ideological crossing of sexual desire and an 

exotic distant past''. See Anderson, Twilight oj the Ido/s, p. 128. 
70) Orsi, Madonna, p. 82. 
71) lbid., p. I 02. 
72) Nigel Rappaport and Joanna Overring, Social and Cu/tura/ Anthropology: The Key Concepts (London: 

Routledge, 2000), p. 30. 
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his youth and physicality - represented independence, mobility, and a trying on of new 
social relations, notably in terms of forging new intimacies outside the circumscription of 
ethnicity an<l class. Afler all, Grand Centra! represented both the quintessential "centra!' 

station to New York's mixture of cultures and a prime route to the outside world. "[T] hank 
goodness I got over thať: remarked the youth. Such a declaration invites a number of in ­
terpretations: his recognition of the caprice of his Hollywood dream, his comprehension 

of the futility of crossing larger structural boundaries of class and ethnicity, and his resig­
nation to the domus. Although it is impossible to know precisely what this youth is refer­
ring to, his testimony does make it possible to more fully conceive ofValentino's meaning 
for immigrant male youth in East Harlem. Valentino offered a vehicle through which 
these youth could test social boundaries, offering a sense of possibility for otherwise unat­
tainably fluid forms of contact and intimacy. 

Cressey notes in the MPS that in 1930-1931 James Cagney and Edward G. Robinson 
were the "unquestioned 'favorite actors"' of East Harlem.73

> One interviewee noted 
"[a] lmost all the guys imitate Cagney':74

> A smaller survey determined that 50% of the 
20 older teenage boys that were interviewed in this study emulated Cagney. The investiga­
tor wrote that most subjects: 

[Used] Cagney's friendly, 'one, two' punch to the rib, chin, and shoulder. They imi­

tate his little jig. They fake his 'shake hands' and laugh at you as they point their 

thumbs back over their shoulder as Cagney might have done. They develop that big 

Cagney swagger. They smiled a la Cagney with all teeth exposed and two of the boys 

wear the Cagney spear head shirts.75
' 

One MPS interviewer noted that his Italian-American subject had adopted Cagney's 
trademark accent and dialect, encapsulated in the following utterance: 

I ain't going to get in Dutch wid de law [meaning: to get in trouble with the law] 

'cause I'm gonna get protection before I do anything. An' I ain't havin' no broads 

aroun' while dere's work to do. You can't trust 'em and dey get you in trouble. If it 

wasn't for a broad dey never woulda got Little Caesar.76
' 

Cagney's codification of the gangster type in TttE Pusuc ENEMY ( 1931) and later films 
held special significance for second-generation immigrant male youths, who were negoti­
ating the demands of American society and traditional attachments in the 1930s.77

' As well 
as contemporaneous new gangsters played by George Raft, Paul Muni, and Edward G. 

73) Cressey, 'The community', p. 140, n.l. 
74) Ibid., p. 154. 
75) Ibid. 
76) Ibid., p. 136. 
77) Richard Maltby, 'Why boys go wrong: gangsters, hoodlums, and the natural history of delinquent careers', in 

Lee Grieveson, Esther Sonnet, and Peter Stanfield (eds), Mob Cu/ture: Hidden Histories of the Gangster Film 
(New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 2005), p. 55; Lizabeth Cohen., Making a New Dea/: Industrial 
Workers in Chicago, 1919- 193 1 (Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge University Press, 1990), pp. 144-147. 
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Robinson, Cagney's personae signified an explicit confrontation with the larger structural 
order.78l In the MPS interview cited immediately above, Cagney's sartorial and vernacular 
style serves to enhance the content of the interviewee's testimony or to support his claim 
to have figured aut the system, as exemplified by his boast that "I ain't going to get in 
Dutch wid de law because I'm gonna get protection". This teenager's affectation of Cagney's 
style is at least in part a resistance to power.79l It also illuminates gendered power relations 
in East Harlem. Both Robert Sklar and Norman Mailer have pinpointed Cagney's specific 
and inimitable contribution to the tough guy figure, namely what Sklar called Cagney's 
"softie side" - a trait rooted in his characters' dependence on strong women.80l Cagney's 
embodiment of masculine independence, coupled with an attachment to strong females, 
was perhaps particularly appealing to East Harlem's immigrant male youth, on account of 
their need to negotiate what Orsi has called the "public patriarchy" and the "private matri­
archy" of the domus.81 > Orsi writes that mothers in the community were the "hidden cent­
er of the domus-centered society, the fountainhead of the blood which bound together 
members of the domus and connected it to the rest of the community".82

> Compared to 
playing at Valentino, taking on the role of Cagney on the city streets may well have repre­
sented a different and a more complex way of testing social relations. The role of Cagney 
revealed the gender conflicts subtending East Harlem culture, even as it represented 
a challenge to the larger racialized order.83

) In another MPS testimony, a teenage boy ra­
tionalized his emulating of Cagney thus: "Well, it makes me feel big".84

l 

Crucially, however, it was not gangster pictures' narratives - the rise and fall trajecto­
ries of some high-profile films or the redemptive arcs of others - that were naturalized by 
East Harlem youth.85l As Cressey laments with respect to the older teens, "there is a strong 
discounting of the ( outcome) of the underworld pictures': 86

> Such sentiments are apparent 
in the previous Cagney testimony, where the youth asserts that while he likes "Little Caesar 
and Jim Cagney ... daťs de baloney dey give you in de pictures. Dey always die or get 
canned. Dan't ain't true. Looka Joe Citro, Pedro Salami, and Tony Vendatta. Looka de ať 
man•:s7l During this interview, the teenager - and perhaps even more so in his affectation 

78) Giorgio BerteUini, 'Black hands and white hearts: southern ltalian immigrants, crime, and race in early 
American cinema: In Grieveson, Sonnet, and Stanfield (eds), Mob Cu/ture, p. 209. 

79) Kuhn draws similar conclusions about working-class male youth subjects growing up in 1930s England. See, 
Kuhn, Dreaming oj Fred and Ginger, pp. 108- 109). Meanwhile, Chicano poet José Montoya wrote a poem 
entitled "El Louie" about a Northem California pachuco (a Chicano teenager identified by his idiolect and 
zoot suits) who was also an admirer of 1930s gangster stars: "El Louie's" emulation of the gangster stars is 
linked in the poem to the pachuco culture's larger resistance to Anglo power structures. José Montoya, 'El 
Louie: El Sol y Los De Abajo and other R.C.A.F poems por José Montoya (San Francisco: Ediciones Pocho­

che, 1972), unpaginated. 
80) Norman Mailer, cited in Richard Schickel, James Cagney: A Celebration (New York: Applause, 1999, p. 10; 

Robert Sklar, City Boys: Cagney, Bogart, Garfield (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1992), p. 34. 
81) O rsi, Madonna, pp. 120, 131. 
82) Ibid, p. 131. 
83) I am grateful to Cindy DeU Clark for this insight. 
84) Cressey, 'The community: p. 153. 
85) For an analysis of the later, reformist narratives of the gangster genre, see Lee Grieveson, 'Gangsters and gov­

ernance in the silent era'. in Grieveson, Sonnet, and Stanfield, Mob Cu/ture, pp. 13-40. 

86) Cressey, 'The community: p. 136. 
87) lbid. 
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of Cagney's speech and dress - distinguishes between the movie gangster's style and the 
fate of actual local gangsters. The reality of successful extralegal activity in East Harlem is 
encapsulated in an anecdote that he was told by a Boys' Club counselor, and which is 
printed in Thrasher's final report. The counselor, who worked in a male youth reformato­
ry, instructed his students to draft a job application letter. Ail of the students wrote to 
gangsters. Perhaps assuming that the mass media had a negative effect on vulnerable 
youth, the counselor was surprised to find that they were not writing to celebrity criminals 
of the day, but to local gangsters. Extralegal activity was clearly a source of income, surviv­
al, and even deference on the streets of East Harlem. As Orsi revealed, the Mafia was seen 
as a protector and enforcer of East Harlem's patriarcha! culture.88> The community conflat­
ed the mob's extralegal activity with the domus, believing it to be an institution that out­
siders misunderstood and unfairly maligned.89> Thus, the fate of celluloid gangsters had lit­
tle purchase for youth in a neighborhood where gangsters "g[o]t away", ran well-known 
businesses, forged important political connections, and garnered respect from the com­
munity. For East Harlem's teenagers, if not for well-meaning middle-class reformers, it 
was obvious that one's fate was conditioned by structural forces, and not by the influence 
of James Cagney. 

Conclusion 

East Harlem youths of the 1930s viewed movie-going as an act of independence that in­
volved a location to which they returned time and again in the process of separating them­
selves from the adult world.90

' The route to the movies was hewn by these teenagers, often 
with their own income, in pursuit of freedom and breathing room from the home, the 
school, and the street; for aspiring to a future; for imagining and sometimes trying out ro­
mantic intimacy in a safe and secure environment; and for trying on new roles, including 
those that promised to generate visibility and status in the community. In particular, cin­
ema seemed to offer a way for East Harlem immigrant youth to mitigate the strains of ne­
gotiating the polarizing modes of growing up between the patriarcha! strictures of their 
immigrant families and the individualizing and often racializing culture of American con­
sumerism and schooling. In this sense, theatres provided an opportunity to get lost in play 
and to try on new subjectivities, actions which psychoanalyst D.W Winnicott deems nec­
essary to lifelong human development.91

' Just as love stories and fallen woman pictures al­
lowed East Harlem's teenage girls safely to imagine pew states of desiring, so Valentino's 
star persona permitted teenage boys increasingly flexible options for asserting gendered, 
sexual, and class identities, and Cagney provided many boys a conduit through which to 
take a public stance in their neighborhood and in the culture at large. 

Importantly, East Harlem youths' play with filmic worlds also created local culture, as 
teens engaged their movie knowledge in courting rituals, cinema talk, and public perfor-

88) Orsi, Madonna, pp. 103- 104, 127- 129. 
89) Ibid. 

90) Here I am again indebted to Kuhn, Dreaming oj Fred and Ginger, pp. 16- 37. 
91) Winnicott, Playing with Reality, p. 13. 
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Figure 2. East Harlem youth, photograph Helen Levitt, 
c. 1940 

mances on city streets. Crystallizing this phenomenon is a rare Puerto Rican testimony in 
Thrasher's final report on the Boys' Club Study. Entitled "Porto Rican Life in East Harlem': 
this document recounts the separate behavior of different generations of Puerto Ricans at 
a wake. While the elders are described as "immediately gathering to exchange their vari­
ous premonitions before the unfortunate incident occurreď: the youth notes that "[t]he 
younger people gather and discuss the various topics such as dances, movies, parties, etc., 
all of course, with proper decorum':921 The juxtaposition of adult discussion of older Puerto 
Rican folkways related to death, on the one hand, and on the other youth talking about 
movies and other urban leisure activities, underscores how cinema helped to create new 
demarcations of social groups in East Harlem between the generations.93) While their el­
ders looked to the past, the teenagers embrace the present an:d the possibilities of the not­
too-distant future. 

Recent developments in Reception Studies stress that movie-going and movie culture 
can provide deep fonts of social history. Meanwhile, existing histories of twentieth-centu­
ry childhood and adolescence have shed new light on the role that movies and other con­
sumer culture played in helping teenagers to more clearly demarcate the culture of adoles­
cence.94) This essay has developed these two strands of historiography by showing that 
in East Harlem, film and film culture helped teenagers forge youth identities. The East 
Harlem Movie Studies aimed to determine how working-class immigrant youth's con­
sumption of movies was connected to what their writers saw as a failure of culture in that 
community: a lack of tradition, of middle-class morals, of parental control, of schooling. 
What the documents reveal, however, is that cinema was very much a part of East Harlem 
teenagers' own culture, a culture in which issues of class, ethnicity, and gender were both 
salient and deeply intertwined. As I hope this essay demonstrates, East Harlem youth used 
the images and narratives of cinema for vital, creative, and social acts: that is, for making 
themselves subjects in the world. 

92) Unnamed Porto Rican resident, quoted in Thrasher, 'Fina! report: p. 296. 
93) Sarah Chinn's historicization of an earlier generation gap between immigrant teenagers and adult society in 

the first decades of the twentieth cen tury has been helpful to me here. See Chinn, lnventing. 

94) Joseph Kett, Rites oj Passage: Adolescence in America 1790 to the Present (New York: Harper Collins, 1978); 
Palladino, Teenagers; Chinn, lnventing; Schrum, Some Wore. 
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SUMMARY 

The Normals, the Questionables, and the Delinquents: 
East Harlem Youth and the Movies, 1931-1934 

Lisa M. Rabin 

This essay is a reception history of adolescents' encounters with cinema in the working-class and 

predominantly Italian and Puerto Rican neighborhood of l 930s East Harlem. From 1929 to 1934, 

sociologists at the Payne Foundation conducted a "Motion Picture Study" on the allegedly deleteri­

ous effects of Hollywood cinema on the area's male youths, with two similar studies of girls also un­

dertaken at this time. I ·examine the institutional forces shaping these young people's testimonies 

and the ways in which these testimonies show immigrant teenagers' using films and movie-going as 

a means of negotiating both their roles and independence in this urban environment. I also analyze 

the gangster movies and romances they discuss in order to understand the aesthetic and gendered 

influences these films exerted on the formation of new youth identities in East Harlem. 
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