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Abstract:  

Since the early 2000s, the New Cinema History has resulted in a growing interest in 

historical audiences and the socio-cultural dynamics of cinemagoing.  A major impetus 

behind this move towards a social history of film culture was Richard Maltby’s call for an 

integration of cinema history and the general history of which it is part. In line with Maltby, 

this article proposes milieu-analysis as a method to situate research on film circulation and 

consumption more firmly in an analysis of its societal context. After a brief methodological 

reflection, it examines film culture in the Dutch Bible Belt to illustrate the benefits of such 

approach. The Orthodox Protestant milieu represents a fascinating case because of its 

idiosyncratic recreational patterns, including a near total rejection of the cinema as an 

entertainment and educational medium. Before 1940, this self-imposed abstinence from 

watching movies was widely respected and rarely questioned. However, in aftermath of 

World War Two and in the context of rapid (rural) modernization, traditional Orthodox 

Protestant leisure culture came under increased pressure from the inside and outside, 

causing strong ideological tensions between advocates of liberalization and defenders of the 

‘true Christian faith,’ between church elites and grass-roots authorities. As a result, the 

cinema contributed in a powerful way to the social identity formation of post-war Dutch 

Orthodox Protestantism.   
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Introduction 

The subject framing my contribution to this special issue about Audiences, Cultures, 

Histories is the question how to gain better insight in the ways in which publics in the past 
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made meaning of the cinema and the experience of cinemagoing. Although there is certainly 

much more to say about the movies themselves, underpinning my work on film culture has 

always been the notion that if we want to understand how the cinema shapes the lives of 

people, we should put the audience at the centre of our research projects; not the films. In 

that sense, my work aligns itself with what is now widely referred to as the ‘New Cinema 

History.’ This new direction within film historiography emerged in the early 2000s and is 

methodologically characterized not only by a strong tendency towards multidisciplinary 

approaches, but also by a more radical shift away from the film text and theoretical analyses 

of spectatorship than the New Film History of the late 1980s and 1990s.1  In retrospect, the 

turning point for the New Cinema History (NCH) was Richard Maltby’s 2006 article ‘On the 

prospect of writing cinema history from below,’ in which he proposed to make a clear-cut 

distinction between the ‘history of textual relationships among films’ (film history) on the 

one hand, and ‘a socio-cultural history of the economic institution of cinema’ (cinema 

history) on the other.2 What Maltby envisioned was a socio-historical approach of film 

culture inspired by the work of E.P. Thompson: research that would restore the agency of 

ordinary people and situate their everyday (and not-so-everyday) experiences in the context 

of broader societal processes and transformations.  A key motive behind this proposition 

was to enhance the relevance of film scholarship for other disciplines. Significantly, the 

question ‘How Can Cinema History Matter More?’ became the title of a second article, 

which Maltby published in Screening the Past in 2007. His answer was bold and clear: ‘for 

cinema history to matter more, it must engage with the social history of which it is a part.’3  

However, until now the NCH is primarily perceived as ‘exhibition studies,’ a subfield of film 

history that focusses on questions concerning the circulation and consumption of films – 

often on the local level without addressing larger macro-historical issues.4 Altogether, this is 

a much more restricted and limited endeavor than envisioned by Maltby, which implied 

giving up the medium-specific approach of film studies. That is obviously one step too far for 

most cinema historians.5 And yet, as I have argued elsewhere in more detail, the passage 

from cinema history to general history does entail more than new methods and a shift away 

from the film text. It imposes new research questions as well as a conceptual change of 

scale that is embedded in the research design right from the start.6 

 

Looking through the lens of community or social milieu 

What might be helpful in developing a genuine social history of cinema is to look at 

potential models from social history. Maltby’s ideal was a ‘Montaillou of cinema history’7  – 

a reference to Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie’s 500+ page multi-layered study of everyday life in 

a small French village in the early 14th century, one of the greatest works of French 

historiography. I prefer to consider somewhat less overwhelming examples to illustrate how 

an analysis of specific historical audiences can benefit from integrating the wide range of 

socio-economic, cultural, demographic, and spatial factors at play in shaping everyday life 

and social identity formation.   
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 For my earlier work on film culture in Jewish New York,8 the main inspiration came 

from the so-called ‘community studies’ written by American social historians in the late 

1970s and 1980s, when working-class leisure became a subject in its own right within labour 

history.  Influenced by E.P. Thompson and Herbert Gutman (among others), a new 

generation of social historians broke away from a strictly economic perspective on American 

working-class life to explore its cultural and political dimensions in one particular city, town 

or neighbourhood. As Francis G. Couvares explains, the aim was ‘to read in popular culture 

the imprint of class and other kinds of social experience and, conversely, to recognize the 

ways in which belief, custom, and ritual shape responses to the socioeconomic order.’9  His 

research on Pittsburgh merits to be read by anyone interested in the transformation of 

working-class culture under the impact of industrialization. For our purpose, however, Roy 

Rosenzweig’s Eight Hours for What We Will: Workers and Leisure in an Industrial City, 1870-

1920 and Cheap Amusements: Working Women and Leisure in Turn-of-the-Century New York 

by Kathy Peiss represent more relevant examples.10  Both studies demonstrate how local 

histories of leisure can provide building blocks for understanding the emergence of mass 

culture, the concomitant transformation of working-class life, and cinema’s specific role in 

this complex process. More importantly, Rosenzweig and Peiss are able to do so precisely 

because they do not focus on one single medium or recreational activity, but compare a 

range of commercial and non-commercial entertainments, such as saloons, amusement 

parks, movie theatres, dance halls and Fourth of July celebrations. Tellingly, until the early 

2000s, their work was a must-read for film scholars working on historical audiences and 

reception (including myself), but it has been largely overlooked since then.11   

 A second and partly overlapping approach that I find helpful for research on cinema 

audiences is the notion of social milieus.12 Milieu-analysis had its first heydays in late 19th 

and early 20th German sociology.  Almost simultaneously with the new social history in the 

United States, it re-emerged in West-Germany – first in sociology and then in history - as a 

paradigm to explore in the interrelationship between cultural, political, social and economic 

aspects of collective behaviour from a bottom-up perspective. In the 1980s, milieu-analysis 

gained popularity as an alternative for the top-down social stratification approaches of the 

1960s and 1970s, which looked primarily at class belonging and status-group affiliation 

(Standen) to explain the ways in which people think and act. Milieu-analysis, on the other 

hand, takes into account a much broader spectrum of factors, including the ‘subjective’ 

interpretations of everyday life and society.13 In fact, its proponents often foreground 

consumption and leisure practices (live style) rather than more ‘objective’ socio-economic 

characteristics (e.g. occupation, income, formal education) to delineate a specific milieu.14 

Stephan Hradil, one of its most prominent advocates, broadly defines social milieus as:  

 

Groups of like-minded people, each with similar values, principles of life, 

relationships with fellow human beings and mentalities. […]  Those who belong 

to the same social milieu interpret and construct their environment in a similar 

way and thus differ from other social milieus.15  
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However, milieus should not be seen as completely static or fixed once and for all. On the 

contrary, as Hradil points out, boundaries between milieus are elastic and subject to change.  

They can overlap, merge or disappear altogether. Within a particular class (vertically-defined 

in socio-economic terms), different milieus typically coexist next to each other. Along a 

more horizontal axe, social milieus often distinguish themselves by their relationship to 

modernity, ranging from various degrees of resistance (traditional/conservative milieus) to 

more openness and ‘liberal’ attitudes.16 

 In the 1980s, the concept of social milieu also made an inroad into European history 

departments, especially among German social historians who sought to understand 

working-class attitudes towards National Socialism and the ultimate failure of the workers’ 

movements to resist Hitler. The milieu concept helped them to better understand what had 

happened by looking at the grass-roots level, whereas until then the dominant approach 

had been to examine the institutional history of left-wing party politics during the Weimar 

Republic. Characteristic of the milieu approach among German historians was that their 

research was often spatially confined to a particular town or city - similar to the American 

community studies approach. A classic example is Klaus Tenfelde’s study of the political 

radicalisation and anti-Nazism among the working-class population of Penzberg, a small 

mining town in Bavaria.17  

 While milieu-analysis does not necessarily imply working on a specific locality, what 

makes it a particularly attractive concept to add to the tool box of the new cinema historian 

is that its sociological conceptualization can be combined with its use by geographers. The 

latter’s interpretation of milieu draws our attention to the fact that film culture as a social 

practice is also shaped by the physical environment and material conditions: the buildings in 

which movies were screened, their geographical location, the landscape or the 

transportation infrastructure (roads, railways, bridges) that enable or limit the circulation of 

films and the opportunities for audiences to watch them.  Viewed in this light, the milieu-

concept can fulfil an analytical function similar to Doreen Massey’s conceptualization of 

space and place,18 which in recent years has increasingly influenced the ways in which new 

cinema historians explore the spatial dimensions of film culture and the complex 

relationships between sociality and spatiality.19 The advantage of milieu, however, is that it 

is less abstract and provides a wide range of concrete parameters and perspectives for 

empirical investigations of the lived experience of the cinema in its societal and historical 

context.  Moreover, approaching historical reception from the perspective of social milieus 

may help to overcome the ultimately self-defeating choice between doing cinema history 

and doing general history. On the one hand, it allows the cinema historians to keep 

audience practices at the centre of their research. On the other, the milieu concept is an 

incentive to contextualize these practices by looking beyond the confines of cinema and to 

include in the analysis a range of contextual factors that shape the experience of 

cinemagoing.     

 To explore what such an approach can yield, I will discuss the first findings of a new 

research project on cinemagoing in the Orthodox Protestant milieu in the Netherlands 
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during the immediate post-war decades.  Research on Dutch film history has amply 

documented the negative impact that Protestants had on the film exhibition business 

because of their deep suspicion of the film medium, which was particularly strong among 

the members of the most conservative denominations.20 Hence, it may seem an odd choice 

to focus on the ways in which the Orthodox Protestants experienced the cinema. But with 

Robert C. Allen, I believe that it might be productive to ‘pay attention not only to avid movie 

fans, but also to social groups that resisted the incorporation of moviegoing into everyday 

life and groups whose access to moviegoing was limited or denied.’21 For most of the 

twentieth century, Orthodox Protestants (Gereformeerden in all sorts of varieties) made up 

about 10% of the Dutch population and they were overrepresented in rural regions and the 

agricultural sector.22 Despite a number of important New Cinema History publications on 

Dutch film culture, we know altogether very little about where, when and how these publics 

encountered the cinema in their lives.  

 The case study will zoom in on the ‘long fifties’ (1945-early 1960s) – a period in 

which cinema attendance in the Netherlands peaked as never before.23  In the post-war 

years, the growth of the film exhibition business was particularly strong in the countryside, 

especially in regions that were predominantly Protestant. Many multipurpose halls which 

before the war had occasionally been visited by a travelling film exhibitor were turned into 

weekend-cinemas, while existing weekend-cinemas switched to daily screenings to fulfil the 

increased demand. We also see new venues opening in Protestant towns and villages where 

there was no evidence of commercial film exhibition in the 1920s and 1930s.24 Did the 

religious milieu no longer have such a great influence on how people spent their leisure 

time? To what extent did attitudes towards the cinema change as a result of post-war (rural) 

modernization?  What new meanings did Orthodox Protestants produce for and through the 

activity of cinemagoing? Answers to these and related questions may well complicate our 

assumptions about the cinema’s role in Dutch society in the long 1950s – a period that 

historians have characterized as highly paradoxical. At first sight, the traditional hegemonic 

formations in Dutch society had successfully re-established their power positions, which 

they had lost during the German occupation. In many respects, they had effectively 

tightened their reins in the realms of politics, religion and culture. But beneath the surface, 

at the grass-roots level, there was a growing dissatisfaction with the traditional order and its 

institutions. From this perspective, cultural and social historians have understood the 

popularity of the movies and other forms of commercialized popular culture as the first 

steps in a broad process of social modernization – a sort of warming up for the ‘liberation’ 

that characterized the late 1960s.25  So to begin with, we need to understand something 

about the way Dutch society was organized and how this influenced film culture, especially 

for Protestants. 

 

Dutch Protestantism and the Cinema  

From the late nineteenth century, public life in the Netherlands was structured by the 

phenomenon of pillarization (verzuiling), that is, the breakdown of society into a Protestant, 
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Catholic, socialist and liberal ‘pillar,’ or ‘compartment.’ Each pillar had its own institutions: 

political parties, newspapers, social clubs, schools, radio stations and so on – to assure 

internal conformity to the pillar’s world view. The socialists and to a lesser extent the liberal 

pillar rallied their members on the ground of a shared class interest. The other two pillars 

derived their coherence from religious affiliation and were, so to say, ‘vertically-integrated’ 

in socioeconomic terms.  Catholic and Protestant leaders in particular sought to conceal 

class differences within their respective pillars. Whereas the elites of the respective pillars 

maintained close and friendly contacts, the lower classes were strongly encouraged to 

organise their lives from birth to grave exclusively within one’s pillar and to keep apart from 

people and institutions belonging to other pillars.  In other words, pillarization functioned 

first and foremost as a hegemonic system of control.26 Inevitably, however, alternative or 

even ‘unauthorized’ forms of social behaviour develop in the margins of pillarized culture, 

notably in the realms of consumption and commercialized leisure. Hence, a milieu approach 

can be helpful to reveal bottom-up practices and perceptions, and examine how these 

shaped everyday life in interaction with the hegemonic forces at work in Dutch society. 

 Karel Dibbets was the first to point out that unlike radio and television, the cinema 

was never integrated into the system of pillarization.27 Each pillar had its own response. In 

line with their political ideology, the liberals left film exhibition to the market. For a brief 

period during the 1910s, the socialists tried to open so-called ‘red cinemas,’ but these 

attempts were soon given up and after that they more or less ignored the cinema as a 

potential instrument to raise political awareness or address social evils. The religious pillars 

took the medium far more seriously, albeit in very different ways.  The Catholics never 

opposed the medium itself, only specific films. In the 1910s, they set up a national network 

of ‘white cinemas,’ which only showed films that were formally approved by the Church. 

Eventually this attempt also failed.28 Henceforth, the Catholic pillar sought to minimize the 

‘moving picture danger’ by way of censorship, taxation and age restrictions.29 

 The Protestant pillar was highly fragmented due to many schisms,30 but all 

denominations – from the moderate Hervormden to the Orthodox Geformeerden and 

including the Dutch Lutheran churches – fell back on Calvinist iconoclasm and anti-

theatricality to define their attitude towards the new film medium.  Cinematography was 

rejected on theological grounds because of its visual nature, dramatic quality, and 

illusionism. Under strict conditions in terms of the exhibition context, however, exceptions 

could be made for scientific films, documentaries that gave a purely photographic 

representation of reality or historical events (without the use of professional actors), 

animation films and fairy tales (again on the condition that no professional actors were 

used). Like other sites of commercial entertainment, movie theatres were perceived with 

suspicion and condemned on religious, moral and social grounds.31 

  A preliminary study of the reception of the cinema of attractions suggests that as 

long as non-fiction dominated the program and many shows took place in non-theatrical 

venues, most Dutch Protestants did not worry about the new medium.32 However, their 

neutral attitude changed radically after the breakthrough of narrative cinema and the 
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opening of the first permanent movie theatres. Henceforth, the cinema was rejected 

outright like the theatre and this wholesale rejection strongly hampered the development of 

film culture in Protestant regions and towns in the Netherlands.33 Although there are no 

detailed attendance statistics until the 1940s, it is safe to say that in the early decades of the 

twentieth century, most observant Protestants avoided movie theatres on their own behalf. 

Of course, on the individual level, attitudes towards filmgoing could be more relaxed, in 

particular among members of the Nederlands Hervormde Kerk, which since the late 19th 

century wrestled with substantial secularization.34 

  

         
Figure 1: Map showing all movie theatres in the Netherlands on 1 January 1956.  

Based on data provided by the Netherlands Cinema Alliance (NBB) and concerning all permanent 

venues that offered at least one screening per week. Source: CBS, Vrijetijdsbesteding in Nederland 

Winter 1955/’56. Vol. 3, 27.  
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Because Protestants and Catholics were geographically clustered, cinema culture varied 

greatly across the different Dutch provinces (see Figure 1). One found hardly any movie 

theatres in the so-called Dutch Bible Belt, a strictly Protestant area that stretches from the 

northern part of the province of Overijssel in the North-East of the Netherlands to the 

province of Zeeland in the South-West.  The film exhibition sector was also underdeveloped 

in the predominantly Protestant North (Friesland, Groningen, Drenthe). Outside the largest 

urban centres and some industrialized rural towns (characterized by a high rate of 

secularization), there were hardly any permanent movie theatres in these provinces. The 

cinema was not totally absent, but small towns and villages were mainly served by travelling 

showmen who used multifunctional halls for their screenings. The local demand was simply 

too low to build a permanent movie theatre.35 Moreover, when Protestant parties 

dominated municipal politics, local authorities were often inclined to impose restrictive 

measures upon film exhibitors (e.g. Sunday closings) since the overall policy of the 

Protestant pillar was directed towards curtailing cinema attendance. However, under the 

German Occupation things began to change. The available data show a remarkably rapid 

expansion of (semi-) permanent film exhibition outlets in the Protestant provinces between 

1941 and 1944 and this development continued after the Liberation.36 By the mid-1950s, 

the taboo on cinemagoing had considerably weakened among members of the moderate 

Protestant churches. Screenings of ‘cultural’ and ‘educational’ films in non-commercial 

settings were actively promoted in this milieu as an alternative to the commercial movie 

theatres.  In sharp contrast, the Orthodox churches (Gereformeerde Kerken and other 

conservative Protestant denominations) continued to reject commercial film screenings and 

watching fiction films more generally.  Although my evidence suggests that on the national 

level most Orthodox Protestant institutions began to acknowledge that the total ban on 

watching movies was an anachronism and might actually have a contrary effect on the 

younger generation, we will also see that on the local and grass-roots level the resistance 

towards the cinema was resilient.  

 

The Orthodox Protestant lifestyle 

Dozens of internal surveys and reports document the leisure practices of Dutch Protestants 

in the post-war era. Anxiety about the growing participation of Protestant youth in modern 

entertainment media explains this abundance of evidence.  In particular among community 

leaders - from local ministers to General Synods and across the Protestant spectrum – there 

was an ongoing debate about the ‘opening up to the world’ which this new leisure culture 

implied and its impact on moral values, religious identity, and in-group conformity. From the 

late 1940s and well into the 1960s, local, regional and national Protestant bodies produced 

a range of studies, many of which are based on some kind of audience research (albeit 

rarely of a type that would meet today’s scientific standards).37  These are important 

sources to gain insight in the social dynamics of film culture in Protestant milieus in relation 

to other leisure practices. At this juncture, it is important to point out already that 

Protestants were not alone in worrying about the ‘corrupting’ influences of commercial 
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entertainment. Throughout the 1950s, there was a widespread concern among the nation’s 

established elites about the emergence of an American-style leisure culture, especially 

among the younger generation.38  

 Although well-informed about these wider debates, the reports by the General 

Synod of the Reformed Churches (Generale synode van Gereformeerde Kerken) and field 

work by local Orthodox Protestant organizations focus almost exclusively on cinema 

attendance and other leisure activities by young adults from their own constituencies. 

Tellingly, the Synod’s first national investigation into the ‘leisure-time question’ (1950) was 

primarily driven by its ambition to protect the young from the ‘appalling dangers’ of 

unlimited cinema attendance and other forms of leisure activities that were considered 

incompatible with a ‘truly Christian lifestyle.’39 It is worth discussing this first investigation in 

more detail as it set the format for future investigations in Orthodox Protestant circles. The 

report opened with a 25-page theological discussion of the church’s ‘ethical-pedagogical 

responsibility’ in the realm of leisure.40 Bible citations are frequently used to make a point. 

Clearly, the authors expected that their readers were intimately familiar with ‘the 

Scriptures.’ The carefully argued critical reflection concludes with a number of practical 

recommendations, including the advice to church members to keep avoiding the cinema 

because the ‘average films that are shown in the cinema constitute a serious danger for the 

spiritual and moral welfare of our people.’41  

 By contrast, the second part of the report offers a sociological analysis of the ‘leisure 

problem’ based on quantitative survey data, including a solid discussion on the validity of 

the empirical research.  Some 2,000 unmarried young men and women (age 18 or 22) were 

asked to give insight in their leisure-time patterns by filling in a questionnaire. The list also 

included more general questions to contextualize their leisure-time behaviour, such as their 

family situation (notably: the atmosphere at home), education, satisfaction with working 

conditions etc.  The first series of questions was mainly concerned with the social behaviour 

that evidently qualified the Protestant Orthodox milieu according to their own internal 

criteria:  going to church twice a week, regularly attending Catechism, reading the bible at 

home every day (alone or with other family members), reading Christian weeklies, 

participation in the Christian youth movement and membership of the federation of 

Christian unions. The remainder of the survey address their participation  in what could be 

qualified as secular lifestyle activities:  listening to the radio (how often? with the option: 

‘we don’t have a radio’), going to evening school (yes/no), listening to music (differentiating 

between classic, light and Jazz), theatregoing (sometimes/never), playing card games 

(yes/no), dancing (yes/no for social dance and folk dances), hanging out on the streets 

(like/not like), going to a restaurant or pub (often/sometimes/never), cinemagoing 

(never/sometimes/1x per months/ 1 x per week), and sports (including watching soccer on 

Sundays).42   

 The analysis of the survey data revealed that young men went more often to the 

cinema than young women43 and that urban youths went more often than their rural 

counterparts.44 On the whole, however, the data were reassuring as they suggested that 



Volume 16, Issue 2 
                                        November 2019 

 

Page 445 
 

cinema attendance in the Orthodox Protestant milieu was rarely a regular habit. Yet the 

Synod understood very well that this outcome was probably more favourable than the 

actual situation. About half of the youths who were invited to fill in the form had not done 

so and those who did may have given socially-desirable answers, under-reporting their visits 

to the cinema because it was considered bad behaviour.45 Indeed, 46.5% of the respondents 

claimed that they never went to the cinema, whereas only 3.5% answered that they went to 

the cinema once a week. Not surprisingly, there was a negative correlation between 

churchgoing and cinemagoing: youngsters who went frequently to the movies were rarely 

seen in church.46  

 In the winter of 1955/56, the Central Bureau of Statistics (CBS), a government 

agency, carried out a large-scale, nation-wide study of leisure patterns in Netherlands.47 This 

survey also showed a negative correlation between churchgoing and cinemagoing.  It was 

the case among Protestants as well as among Catholics (see Table 1). However, in no other 

denomination was the effect as strong as in the Orthodox Protestant milieu. The CBS-survey 

also revealed that the people who did not belong to any church were the most frequent 

moviegoers. Ten percent of them went more than twice per month to the movies (see Table 

2). For many Orthodox Protestants, statistics like this confirmed that there was no other 

option but to totally reject the cinema. Those who could not resist the attraction of ‘Satan’s 

peep show’ were lost for ever.48 

 

   Cinemagoing  

Men 

cinemagoing 

women 

 A b a b 

Roman Catholics 58% 59% 57% 64% 

Moderate Protestants (Hervormden) 51% 58% 46% 57% 

Orthodox Protestants (Gereformeerden) 34% 56% 34% 51% 

Table 1: Percentage of men and women (12+) going to the cinema for the three main 

denominations in the Netherlands. Source: CBS, Vrijetijdsbesteding in Nederland Winter 

1955/’56. Vol. 9: Kerkelijke gezindte en vrijetijdsbesteding (1959), 21.  

a = observant (went to church at least 1x in the three weeks prior to the survey); 

b = non-observant (did not go to church in the three weeks prior to the survey) 

 

Comparative perspective 

Because the data gathered by the CBS allow for a comparison between different social 

formations, they reveal the milieu-specific characteristics of the Orthodox Protestant 

lifestyle in more detail than the internal survey by the Synod.49 From a comparative 

perspective, the Orthodox Protestant recreational patterns and preferences stood out when 

it came to the cinema and other ‘forms of leisure that they reject for reasons of principle.’ 50 

Gereformeerden went to the theatres and the movies (see Table 2) far less than members of 

other denominations and the secularized part of the population. They shunned card games 

and social dancing too, whereas attending a sport event on Sunday was also considered 
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inappropriate behaviour.  On the other hand, in the categories of churchgoing, reading, 

playing musical instruments and participation in religious and political organizations they 

scored significantly higher than the rest of the Dutch population. In sum, Orthodox 

Protestants showed a preference for leisure-time activities ‘with a certain intellectual 

inclination,’ according to the CBS.51 In their view, this recreational behaviour was anchored 

in ‘the Calvinist philosophy of life,’ which postulated an ‘intense experience of religious 

values in all areas of life and therefore also in the field of leisure-time activities.’52  

 

  Percentage of 

cinemagoers  

Percentage of cinemagoers 

attending > 2x per month 

Average annual 

attendance per capita 

Roman Catholic 59% 8% 9 

Moderate Protestants 

(Hervormden) 

49% 2% 6 

Orthodox Protestants 

(Gereformeerden) 

37% 2% 3 

Other denominations 61% 3% 6 

No religious affiliation 70% 10% 11 

Total population 57% 7% 8 

Table 2: Key figures about cinema attendance in the Netherlands for people of 12 years and older 

according to religious affiliation.  Source: CBS, Vrijetijdsbesteding in Nederland Winter 1955/’56. Deel 

3. Bioscoopbezoek (1957), 55. 

 

Going to the movies might not have been part of the Orthodox Protestant live-style, but the 

1955/56-survey showed nevertheless that the taboo on cinemagoing was no longer as 

powerful as it had been. About a third of the Orthodox Protestants (37%) went to the 

cinema every now and then: on average three times a year (Table 2). However, these 

averages hide important differences. For one, the salaried middle-class, professionals and 

the higher classes were more likely to be found in a movie theatre than workers (especially 

farmhands) and farmers.53 Education was unquestionably a factor at play and its effect was 

probably reinforced by the geographical environment in which people lived (rural versus 

urban).  While there was also a correlation between socio-economic position and cinema 

attendance in other denominations and among the secularized population, it was nowhere 

as strong as in the Orthodox Protestant milieu.54  

 As might be expected, age was another important variable (Table 3). The most avid 

cinemagoers were young men and women in the age group 18-28. 55 For all youths 

regardless of their social or religious background, this was a phase of life in which parents 

had less control over their children, many of whom worked and hence had an income of 

their own. What made the cinema particularly attractive for these youngsters, as Richard 

Maltby points out, is ‘the fact that it offered a public privacy to groups who have no other 
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Age group Percentage of  male 

cinemagoers   

Percentage of female 

cinemagoers   

Average annual 

attendance per capita 

12-17  35% 40% 3 

18-28  61% 53% 6 

29-59  32% 32% 2* 

 60+  16% 26% 

* separate data not available 

Table 3: Cinema attendance among members of the Gereformeerde Kerken according to age.  

Source: CBS, Vrijetijdsbesteding in Nederland Winter 1955/’56. Deel 9: Kerkelijke gezindte en 

vrijetijdsbesteding (1959), p. 28-29.  

 

legitimate access to a comfortable, unchaperoned space.’56 Put differently, the cinema was 

not only a place where they went to watch movies, but it was also ‘a prime site for courtship 

rituals.’57 The CBS data also hint in this direction:  cinema attendance among Dutch youths 

increased at the age of fifteen and declined when they reached their mid-twenties, which 

coincided more or less with the average age for marriage.58  In this respect, young Orthodox 

Protestants did not stand out compared to their peers, except that cinemagoing was a 

recent phenomenon in the Orthodox Protestant milieu and still very controversial.    

 

Cinema and the social ‘feralization’ of youth  

In the post-war era, the deep anxiety about the effects of cinema attendance was unique for 

the Orthodox Protestant milieu.59 At the same time, as I noted before, it was part of a more 

widespread fear about the growing popularity of mass entertainment media and their 

influence upon the Dutch youth. This is not surprising if we take into account that the 

memory of the abuse of mass media by the Nazis was still fresh.  Moreover, in the context 

of post-war restoration, any threat to the recently re-established democratic order was met 

with great concern. In October 1948, in response to growing public alarm, the Dutch 

Ministry of Education, Arts and Sciences initiated a three-year nation-wide investigation into 

the ‘mental state’ of the so-called ‘mass youth’ (massajeugd).60  Public opinion in the 

Netherlands positioned these mass youths as irresponsible and ‘wild,’ because they 

allegedly showed a strong tendency towards extreme individualism, self-indulgence and 

antisocial behaviour.  From the point of view of the nation’s political leadership, these 

juveniles were considered unfit for good citizenship and thus formed a potential danger for 

the stability of the emerging welfare state. Perhaps what worried them most was that the 

new mass youth culture cut across all layers of society (pillars and class) and thus subverted 

the position of vested authorities – from parents to priests, from teachers to politicians. By 

better understanding the conduct of the massajeugd, the government hoped to be able to 

prevent further ‘Vermassung’ (creating of a mass) of the younger generations.61   

 Between 1949 and 1952, researchers from six institutes for social science produced a 

total of 106 (!) reports, ranging from large-scale neighbourhood surveys in Rotterdam to 

small studies of the social conduct of working girls at a dairy factory and office girls at the 
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national railway company.62 From reading the final summary and some of the surviving local 

reports, one gets the impression that the investigators were obsessed with the lack of 

middle-class propriety and the diminishing influence of religion. For one, there was 

consensus that the social ‘feralization’ (verwildering) of adolescents manifested itself most 

prominently in working-class urban milieus and the industrialized countryside, notably in 

rural regions that were in an early phase of industrialization. In search of possible 

explanations for this behaviour, some reports pointed to the lack of traditional law and 

order during the Occupation and the frenzied period after the Liberation. Other researchers 

believed that it was an effect of the rapid industrialization of peasant society, which 

destabilized rural families and undermined patriarchal power.  Most observers, however, 

blamed the increasing sway of mass culture in post-war society for the breakdown of 

parental control and guidance. Time and again, the cinema and the dance hall were singled 

out as commercial contexts that fostered ‘feral behaviour’ – from unwise expenditures on 

‘luxury’ consumer goods such as sweets, make-up, and fancy clothes to promiscuous 

relationships between boys and girls, including premarital sex. The reports frequently noted 

that participation in commercialized popular culture was fostered by peer pressure and the 

growing economic independence of working youths.63 But the danger was not limited to 

working-class youngsters. On the contrary: the main summary emphasized that even at high 

schools (a strong signifier of a middle-class upbringing), a minority of students already 

showed mass youth behaviour albeit in a ‘polished’ form.64   

 At stake was not only a fear for a widespread decline of middle-class norms and 

values. Investigators were often equally troubled by the fact that religion had not regained 

the authoritative power that it had before the war.  Tellingly, a remarkable high number of 

local case studies focussed on ‘deviant’ juvenile behaviour in the Dutch Bible Belt and the 

rural North. That even in ultra-conservative families, a growing number of parents were no 

longer able to control their children and impose their religious value system clearly rang 

alarm bells well beyond the Orthodox Protestant milieu. In many respects, the changes 

occurring in the Bible Belt epitomized the dangers that all pillars faced in their encounter 

with mass consumer society.  

 It comes as no surprise that the investigations into the ‘feralization’ of the Dutch 

youth evoked wide interest, but also critical responses and even outright anger. Critics 

rightly condemned the lack of objectivity and the moral judgments inherent in many 

reports.65  They pointed out that their observations about youths and popular culture were 

often heavily determined by the experts’ middle-class notions of morality, respectability, 

and good manners. However biased, these local and regional studies remain an important 

source of qualitative evidence to gain insight in the concrete ways in which Orthodox 

Protestant youngsters spent their leisure time as they tell us more than statistics  what 

these youths were actually doing.   
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Far away and out of view 

The most striking aspect of the leisure culture of Orthodox Protestant youths is that they 

preferred to go to the movies and other entertainments in another town, village or urban 

neighbourhood than where they lived.66 Time and again investigators commented on this 

phenomenon, for which I also found ample evidence in the individual stories that 

respondents told during an oral history project on cinemagoing in the Protestant Orthodox 

milieu.67 What was the rationale behind this idiosyncratic practise?  

 In general, Dutch people went more frequently to the movies when there was a 

permanent movie theatre in the vicinity than when one had to travel to get there.68 In the 

cities, the average attendance per capita ranged between 8 and 12 visits per year (statistics 

for age 12 and older). In the rural small towns and their hinterlands, the average annual 

attendance per capita was six visits.69  Put differently, distance discouraged cinema 

attendance. And because many Orthodox Protestants lived in (semi)-rural localities, this 

reinforced the effect of the religious taboo upon filmgoing. But for the younger generation, 

the reverse was true: a larger distance between home and cinema was an incentive to go to 

the movies rather than a hurdle. Considerable distances were covered to go to the movies. 

Biking trips of ten to twenty kilometres (single way) were no exceptions.  Even in the 

countryside, this was often a deliberate decision because by the late 1940s, many small 

towns and larger villages in rural regions had a semi-permanent cinema, typically a 

multipurpose hall that belonged to a hotel-restaurant or café, where films were shown 

during the weekend and on Wednesday.70  However, for youngsters who came from 

Orthodox Protestant families this was often too close to home. The rationale to seek 

entertainment elsewhere was that in another town or village, they could sneak more easily 

into the cinema without being discovered by relatives and neighbours, or worse yet: the 

local minister or one of the elders. The most zealous defenders of a strictly Calvinistic way of 

life sometimes kept watch near the entrance of local movie theatres. 71 Social control was 

fierce, especially in the smaller towns and villages. The report about youth culture in 

Veenendaal (circa 14.000 inhabitants in 1950), an Orthodox Protestant bulwark in the 

province of Utrecht, explained: 

 

Unlike for urban youngsters, the cinema still remains a ‘strange’ novelty, 

where you only go once in a while.  […] of course, social control also plays a 

part. And youngsters are susceptible for this. According to local opinion, one 

should not go to the cinema regularly. This is why young people often bike to 

Ede or Wageningen [small towns situated at a distance of circa 12 km]. 

Sometimes they go to a café or cinema, but usually they just go to cycle 

around, to watch girls and for the ‘action.’72 

 

Veenendaal had a cinema, the 400-seat Luxor Theater, which was located on the outskirts of 

the town.73 But even so, locals preferred to go elsewhere to watch a film. For the same 

reason, the Luxor attracted patrons from surroundings villages and towns. Its owner was 
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well aware of the specific sensibilities of his Orthodox Protestant clientele. He used to 

switch off the lights as soon as the people began to enter the auditorium because many 

patrons preferred to remain invisible.  ‘People felt ashamed when an acquaintance saw 

them in the cinema,’ his son explained.74 We have to realize that the weight of the taboo 

against cinema attendance was still so strong in the Orthodox Protestant milieu that 

marginalization and stigmatization of a person who had been caught going to the movies 

usually extended to include his or her family.  

 Moreover, it was not just a matter of avoiding to be seen at the cinema.  Other 

forms of commercial entertainment were equally condemned and led to out-of-town traffic. 

In the study of working-class youths in Ede (44.000 inhabitants in 1950), we read:    

 

They like watching soccer games and movies and strolling around in groups. 

Three nights per week there are social dances in three different venues. On 

Tuesday night, cinema attendance drops because people listen to the ‘Bonte 

Dinsdagavondtrein’ [a popular radio program].  Many of the 18+ year olds 

also go to Arnhem [a city at 20 km], where they make new friends. During 

lunch-time and in the evening, there is a lot of loafing about near the railway 

station, where there are ice cream vendors and an automatic snack bar. 

Groups of boys are lying in the grass on the roadside, they jeer after girls and 

are bored (one is forced to do nothing on Sunday). Youths from Veenendaal 

and Wageningen also gather there, while the youth of Ede goes to the 

surrounding villages.75 

 

All reports about youth culture in Orthodox Protestant communities make observations 

about youngsters hanging around on the streets in mixed-sex groups, preferably in the next 

village or town. The investigators also note that it was a habit that was strongly tied to 

courtship and mainly took place during weekends and on summer nights.76 While not 

explicitly discussed, the evidence suggests that boys travelled longer distances than girls. 

And they not only met on the streets, but also in cafés and cafeterias (snack bars).  Many 

Protestant parents disapproved of such places, which they considered too ‘worldly.’ More 

importantly, in their eyes, these venues offered the wrong kind of company and 

amusements such as playing cards or billiards, listening to pop music on the juke box, and 

drinking beer. Even going out to eat French fries or meatballs in a cafeteria was condemned 

by some as conspicuous consumption and decadent behaviour.77 The fiercest criticism was 

reserved for the cinema and for social dancing. In fact, the latter was considered even worse 

than going to the movies because the dances supposedly fuelled ‘sexual passions.’78 Hence, 

for the overwhelming majority of Orthodox Protestants, but also for many moderate 

coreligionists, it was completely out of the question to go to a social dance (see Table 4). In 

the Orthodox Protestant milieu, this was even the case when people did not go to church 

regularly (an indication of estrangement from their faith). Put differently, the taboo on 

social dancing was more effective and long-lasting than on cinemagoing (cf. Table 1). What 
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probably helped was that it was easier to offer ‘safe’ alternatives like folk dances or dances 

at Protestant social clubs under the watchful eyes of older church members.  

 

 social dancing 

men 

social dancing 

women 

 a b a b 

Roman Catholic 33% 29% 40% 34% 

Moderate Protestants (Hervormden) 14% 25% 21% 35% 

Orthodox Protestants (Gereformeerden) 4% 11% 6% 15% 

Table 4: Percentage of men and women participating in social dances for the three main 

denominations in the Netherlands. Source: CBS, Vrijetijdsbesteding in Nederland Winter 1955/’56. 

Vol. 9: Kerkelijke gezindte en vrijetijdsbesteding (1959), 21.  

a= observant (went to church at least 1x in the three weeks prior to the survey);  

b = non-observant (did not go to church in the three weeks prior to the survey) 

 

Father, may I go the cinema? 

Oral history interviews conducted among Orthodox Protestants suggest that there were two 

modes of the ‘out-of-town’ pattern of cinemagoing: an occasional variant, in which a person 

went to the cinema rarely or even only a single time to see what it was like. And a variant in 

which going to a cinema elsewhere was more or less a routine. The elderly people who 

Herma Beuving interviewed in 2015 all grew up in strictly observant families and hence in a 

social context in which the ban on cinemagoing was strictly maintained.79  At some point in 

their youth, however, most of them became so curious about the movies that they decided 

to find out for themselves what it was all about.  It was rare that they asked for their 

parents' permission and an even greater exception that they actually obtained it. Fathers 

seem to have been the strictest in their resistance to modern leisure practices, especially 

when their daughters were concerned. Some mothers would look the other way as long as 

their husband would not discover the illicit outings.80 However, most youngsters wisely kept 

their mouth shut.  Manda S. (born in 1942), who grew up in Hardinxveld-Giessendam, a 

small town with a high number of ultra-Orthodox Protestants, remembered that one Sunday 

afternoon she skipped church to go to the movies with a friend: 

 

Secretly [we got] on the bus and then dived under the couch, so no one from 

the village saw you sitting. And then to Sliedrecht [a nearby town]. And then 

to the cinema. I really don't remember the movie anymore. I think I sat there 

with my buttocks squeezed. [...] And then... Then make sure you got back on 

time, before the church was out. And then hope that you would meet 

someone whom you could ask what the minister had preached. And then tell 

at home, ‘well, the minister preached about this or that.’81 
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When cinema expeditions took place secretly, the stories about these outings are typically 

intertwined with memories of fear. It was not only the fear of being discovered, but also 

about what would happen ‘if you would die in the cinema’82 or ‘if Jesus returned to earth at 

that very moment …. and would find you in there [….] after all, it was the place of the 

Devil.’83 Would hell and damnation be your fate?84  

 Collectively-devised cover-up manoeuvres were sometimes part of the experience of 

moviegoing. Henk Berg, who gave Sunday screenings in a multifunctional hall in the harbour 

district of Heijplaat on the South bank of Rotterdam, recalled that many of his customers 

were boys and girls from the rural hinterlands.85  The local dockworkers and their families 

rarely went to these shows because the hall was owned by the Rotterdam Dry Dock 

Company for which they worked. They preferred to spend their leisure time and money in 

the city centre. But for the youngsters from the strictly Protestant villages in the 

surroundings, it was a popular destination – not least because around the block there was 

an Orthodox Protestant church. This was a perfect pretext for a Sunday bike trip to 

Rotterdam. They all had a fairly watertight story to cover up their ‘sinful’ behaviour upon 

their return as long as one member of the group actual attended the service and could 

summarize the sermon. Since this was a widespread practice among these village youths, it 

is likely that quite a few parents knew very well what was going on, but turned a blind eye 

on these cinema outings as long as it happened outside of their view and that of their 

neighbours and relatives.  

 In fact, most studies on ‘mass youths’ in the Bible Belt pay a lot of attention to the 

indifference and passivity of the parents. Typically, the investigators blame them for 

teaching their children a formalistic relationship to faith based on rules and the need to 

keep up appearances, rather than one rooted in an authentic experience of ‘God and his 

world.’  Regarding parents of mass youth in Veenendaal, the report notes: 

 

The religious rearing is dominated by notions of temporality and formalism. 

[…] If it goes wrong [with their children], if they want to do wrong, there is 

nothing that can be done. Only God can intervene. Even churchgoing and 

catechism are merely outer, not essential means of education. They [the 

parents] take the way of the least resistance. They remain passive. […] As a 

result, there is no initiative, no perseverance or sense of responsibility on the 

part of the youngsters either. [….] 

 

No wonder then that, in addition to honest obedience, one finds in these 

families the worst hypocrisy, the most cunning deceit. If you want to go to a 

cinema, pretend that you are a regular. Then you won't stand out and your 

father won't find out. If you're not allowed to cycle on Sunday, park your bike 

at a friend’s and go from there to Ede or Wageningen to go out.86 
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Comments like this are no exception. Superficial religious observance was frequently 

brought up to explain the deviant and asocial behaviour of Orthodox Protestant youngsters. 

Obviously, the investigators considered themselves superior Christians compared to these 

‘mass youths’ and their parents. Their tone is often condescending or even outright 

arrogant. In whose name were these investigators speaking? Did they belong to the most 

conservative forces within the Protestant pillar or to the more progressive and liberal 

factions?  We don’t have their names, which makes it difficult to determine their position in 

the overall debate on Protestantism and modernity. But one thing is clear: by the 1950s 

there was no longer a consensus within the Protestant pillar about the ‘leisure-question’ 

and about what constituted proper recreational behaviour for observant Christians, young 

or old.  

 As a matter of fact, in the post-war era, almost all Orthodox and moderate 

Protestant denominations in the Netherlands were struggling to find a way to accommodate 

members who went to the cinema, theatre and other commercial entertainments once in a 

while.  In the upper echelons of the Protestant pillar, the elites were inclined to be more 

lenient towards this growing group, especially as far as young people were concerned. In 

their view, sticking firmly to the old dogma of avoidance was a scenario that was doomed to 

fail. Rather than alienating the young any further, they considered it wiser to give them a 

proper film education so that they could judge for themselves which films were right and 

wrong.  Thus progressive forces within Dutch Protestantism began to set up film education 

programmes and a Protestant screening circuit: the Christian Film Action (CEFA). This 

collaboration of various Protestant churches, which was launched up in 1946, organized 

screenings outside the framework of the commercial film exhibition business.  CEFA films 

were often documentaries, a genre that most Protestants still preferred above fiction films. 

But from the perspective of many observant Orthodox Protestants, there could be no such 

thing as a Christian cinema. Fiction or non-fiction, the cinema was evil– an instrument of 

Satan, regardless where the films were shown and by whom. Even educational films 

especially developed for Protestant schools could meet with fierce resistance. ‘Film is film! 

... It's an antechamber of hell,’ as one Orthodox alderman put it in an appeal against the use 

of films in the classroom.87 

Where Orthodox Protestantism dominated everyday life and local politics cinema 

attendance continued to be a practice that was not only disapproved verbally, but also 

actively contained by extremely high amusement taxes (up to 50% on the gross receipts), 

age restrictions (no entrance under 14 or 18 year) and efforts to ban Sunday screenings or 

the screenings of particular films.  For instance, in 1952, when the news spread in 

Veenendaal that the Luxor Theater would show Cecil B. DeMille’s blockbuster Samson and 

Delilah (Paramount, 1949), it triggered strong protests and calls for a ban on films that 

‘offended the Christian part of the population.’ One member of the town council described 

the film as ‘profane, satanic and seductive.’ Another councillor feared: 
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When the Devil is given free rein, films like David and Bathsheba [Henry King, 

1951] and Deluge [Feist, 1933?] will be screened as well. The result of all this 

will be easy to guess, namely: the downfall of Christian culture and indeed an 

acceleration of the end of the world.88   

 

The mayor also received a letter from a local farmer who asked him to prohibit films that 

‘dramatized stories from God’s precious Word to mock the public.’ ‘Wasn’t it already bad 

enough that there was a movie theatre in the municipality?’89 As it turned out, the mayor 

did not have any legal means to stop the film exhibitor from showing Samson and Delilah or 

any other film that had been approved by the national board of censorship because there 

was no local law regulating film exhibition. So despite all the protests, the film was shown. 

However, a few months later a new municipal law stipulated that the local cinema could 

only show films and use publicity materials that had been approved by the newly-installed 

municipal censorship committee.90 The decision to program Samson and Delilah had clearly 

backfired. Moreover, in addition to ensuring local censorship, the council also decided that 

no children under age 14 were allowed to go the movies. 

 This ultimately successful fight for strict censorship is just one example of the 

continued opposition to the cinema on the grass-roots level, which we can witness in the 

Bible Belt and in outlying Orthodox Protestant towns. It suggests that many ordinary church 

members simply did not go along with the modern ideas of the synodic authorities. Others 

simply were confused and looked for straightforward answers and explanations in sermons, 

lectures, brochures and the advice columns in Orthodox Protestant magazines. For some 

ultra-conservative ministers it became almost a mission in itself to oppose the synodic 

concessions to the profane world. One of the fiercest opponents of a more tolerant attitude 

to cinemagoing was Leendert Vroegindewey (1901-1969). Until this day, he is remembered 

as a very gifted preacher with a talent to explain complex issues in simple words, using 

‘graphic examples drawn from everday life.’91 He was frequently invited to speak at youth 

conferences,  had his own ‘question and answer’ column in De Vaandrager, an ultra-

Orthodox youth magazine, 92 and he wrote a booklet with the tantalizing title Father, may I 

go the movie theater? On the value of the cinema for young and old.93  The title is a trap. 

Right away it is evident that his answer is ‘no’ – and indeed under all circumstances it should 

remain ‘no,’ according to Vroegindewey.  Evidently his readers wanted to know why.  Using 

ample examples from film history (he is amazingly well-informed!), Vroegindewey explains 

in great detail why the cinema is the ultimate danger for Orthodox Protestantism (‘worse 

than the fairground, the theatre, the dance hall’) and why ‘the Church’ should oppose it 

with all its force.94 The brochure was published in 1948 and reprinted at least four times, 

indicating a continued demand for persuasive arguments against cinemagoing.  

 

Conclusion and reflection 

Vroegindewey’s anti-cinema pamphlet along with numerous newspaper articles, magazine 

stories, surveys and youth conferences put the ‘cinema-question’ (bioscoopvraagstuk) into 
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the forefront of the debate about what it meant to be an observant Orthodox Protestant in 

post-war Dutch society. As a result, the anti-cinema attitude developed into a highly 

significant identity marker both within and without the Orthodox Protestant milieu. The 

politics of inclusion and exclusion surrounding film consumption fostered bonds between 

members of different Orthodox Protestant churches, but also reinforced their collective 

status as outsiders in a society which was increasingly shaped by mass media and consumer 

culture.95 At the same time, even in this traditional milieu we can witness signs of the 

cautious modernization and grass-roots emancipation that characterized Dutch society in 

the long 1950s and in which popular culture played a central role. On the level of everyday 

life, the cinema functioned as a liminal space between the Orthodox Protestant milieu and 

the outside world.  For the minority of Orthodox Protestants who regularly crossed this 

threshold, the movie theatre offered an escape from suffocating religious rules and social 

control, and a temporary glimpse of the ‘man-made world’ that Calvinist Protestantism so 

strongly condemned. The cinema where they went was usually a place far away enough 

from home to feel a sense of freedom and liberation, but also close enough not to feel 

totally out-of-place as there were often others with a similar background in the auditorium.  

Most first-time visits to the movies, on the other hand, were unsettling. The excitement of 

venturing into an utterly unknown world, often secretly and hence without the reassuring 

company of parents or siblings, was often overshadowed by fear. Fear to be caught doing 

something bad, but also a deeper existential anxiety about going to hell because of this 

sinful behaviour.   

With this case study, I hope to have demonstrated that the new cinema 

historiography would benefit from a much firmer integration into the broader histories of 

which it is part. How far a cinema historian should venture into the context depends to a 

large extent on the research questions one seeks to answer.  If I had primarily focussed on 

the dynamics of film exhibition and consumption in the Dutch Bible Belt, without further 

investigating the surrounding leisure landscape and broader social and religious context, it 

would have been difficult to define the importance of the cinema for Orthodox Protestants 

– for the minority who regularly went to the movies, but even more so for the large majority 

who rarely or never passed the threshold of a movie theatre. The advantage of approaching 

the context through the lens of milieu is that it helped me to bring out the different 

meanings and multi-dimensionality of cinema practices within the boundaries of the 

Orthodox Protestant mentalité. At the same time, I realize that the Orthodox Protestant 

milieu (and Dutch pillarized society more generally) may seem an exceptional case, which 

requires a non-medium specific approach. Yet I am convinced that the milieu-concept can 

be equally productive to reveal the multiple meanings of cinemagoing in other social and 

historical contexts. Let me briefly illustrate this with a critical look at my research on the 

emergence and reception of cinema in New York’s immigrant Jewish community. It is a very 

different historical context and concerns a social group who embraced the medium with 

great enthusiasm and frequently went to the movies.  
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 The central question which I wanted to answer with my research on Jewish 

immigrant film culture was how cinemagoing contributed to the Americanization of these 

newcomers. In the footsteps of Roy Rosenzweig and Kathy Peiss, I also examined other forms 

of popular entertainment to determine cinema’s specific position in the broader cultural 

landscape.  In a nutshell, what I found out is that the central dynamic at work in the 

community was a hegemonic struggle between the Jewish workers (who constituted the 

bulk of the audience for popular entertainment) and left-wing immigrant intellectuals, who 

sought to help these ‘uneducated masses’ to integrate in America. For the first group, going 

to the cinema, a Yiddish vaudeville show or a spectacular melodrama represented a way to 

liberate themselves from traditional Jewish society in which social status and authority 

depended on (religious) erudition. However, much like the traditional elites, the secularized 

intelligentsia valued education over entertainment. Hence, they rejected cheap amusements 

as the wrong kind of Americanization and democratization.96  While this picture is not 

incorrect, it is nevertheless incomplete. In line with most scholarly literature on the Eastern 

European Jewish immigrant experience in New York City, I marginalized a considerable part 

of the community: Orthodox Jews. By doing so, I missed out the continued importance of 

religion as a factor shaping the immigrants’ relation to modern life in the United States. And 

because small independent entrepreneurs played an important role the Orthodox milieu, I 

also overlooked the middle-class aspirations of many immigrant Jews, including most 

workers.97 A milieu approach would have ‘forced’ me to start out by mapping the different 

milieus within the Jewish immigrant community before starting to examine attitudes 

towards the cinema and other forms of popular entertainment. I still could have singled out 

the working-class milieu for my case study, but I would have been more sensitive to the 

interaction with (overlapping) milieus – and not only that of the left-wing radicals.    

 More generally, then, the milieu concept can help to gain a deeper insight in the 

tensions between traditional views and modernity, which often come to the surface in 

debates about mass media entertainment. We have to bear in mind that such tensions are 

still at work in many parts of the world, especially in migrant communities and in post-

colonial societies. Comparing across time and space, we may well find more similarities than 

differences in the ways in which traditional and progressive milieus respond to the cinema. 

Publics et spectacles cinématographique en situation colonial, a ground-breaking volume 

about cinema audiences in colonial situations edited by Morgan Corriou explicitly adopts 

such a comparative socio-historical approach. Individually and together, the contributions 

offer a deep insight in the complexity of issues surrounding the responses of colonized 

publics precisely because the authors situate the socio-cultural experience of cinemagoing 

in the wider historical context.98 Much to my surprise, I was struck by the parallels one 

might draw between the meanings of cinemagoing in urban Muslim milieus in colonial 

France and insights from my own research on film culture in the Jewish immigrant New 

York. A transnational milieu-analysis might focus on the question to what extend people in 

traditional and progressive milieus resist, adapt, or embrace modern media in similar ways, 

regardless of the local context. Put differently, a milieu approach could form a solid basis for 
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a comparative analysis of film consumption along a synchronic and diachronic axe. And by 

doing so, cinema historians (and others) may be able to break away from the latent 

narrowness of the local case study approach and engage with patterns of historical 

continuity rather than concentrating primarily on local singularities and difference.  
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