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ABSTRACT


The Body That Was Difficult to Censor: Mae West and Censorship in the 1930s



Gabrielle Iorio


	After attaining notoriety for her provocative work on Broadway, Mae West, an actor, writer, and director, rose to fame in Hollywood for her sexy style and memorable one-liners. While Paramount Pictures delighted in West’s financial success during the economic doldrums of the Great Depression, the film censors of the Production Code Administration attempted to minimize West’s sexual style to portray her in a way that upheld society’s morals and expectations of women’s behavior. Correspondence between the Production Code Administration and Paramount Pictures reveals requests to change lines in the script and cover up and deemphasize West’s body. Yet, West’s expert use of sexual innuendo through vocalization and body language typically superseded censors’ attempts. The treatment of West’s curvy body, which did not fit the ideal thin, boyish body type of the time, suggests her association with the grotesque, as defined by Mikhail Bakhtin.  The formation of West’s body as grotesque, when looked upon by the male gaze, facilitated a moral panic about societal norms and expectations of women at the time, leading to West’s decline in fame and the reinforcement of men’s power in the motion picture industry.
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Introduction
In the early twentieth century, American culture marked the female body as both a commodity and a problem. In the case of Mae West, she used her voluptuous figure and flirtatious personality to her advantage for spectacle and humor in her work. Yet, as Hollywood enforced moral guidelines, she lost creative autonomy. Some of these moral guidelines included restrictions on suggestions of interracial sex, crimes that went unpunished, and West’s character of a prostitute who was humanized and likeable.[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  Ramona Curry, Too Much of a Good Thing: Mae West as Cultural Icon (Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 1996), 1-8.] 

At the beginning of the twentieth century, the Mutual Film Corps Vs. Industrial Commission of Ohio decision determined that movies did not have the first amendment right of free speech.[footnoteRef:2] This case led to increased regulation of film in the United States. Discussions about morality in film emerged during broader cultural debates about morality after World War I regarding the control of female sexuality and shifts in understandings of gender with the emergence of “The New Woman.” The Motion Picture Production Code in 1930 further enforced rules of morality in film by policing representations of sexuality, prostitution, crime, and non-traditional relationships such as interracial relationships.[footnoteRef:3] [2:  Lee Grieveson, Policing Cinema. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2004), 9, 203.]  [3:  Ramona Curry, “Mae West as Censored Commodity: The Case of ‘Klondike Annie.” Cinema Journal 31, no.  1 (1991): 57-84.] 

Born in Brooklyn in 1893, Mae West first came to prominence with her work on Broadway. She wrote, coproduced and starred in the play, Sex, between 1926 and 1927 before being sent to jail for violating public decency. But West’s work had always been sexually suggestive, dating back to her teens in 1908 when she was performing in vaudeville and appearing on Broadway in small roles. Her notoriety on Broadway led her to Hollywood in the 1930s, where she starred in several films. From her first starring role in She Done Him Wrong, released in 1933, she became controversial due to her shocking public displays of aggressive sexuality, desire, and sexual humor, which generated her appeal to certain audiences. Her appeal was essential for the film industry that needed money due to the Great Depression. Yet, West’s signature style also drew opposition by more conservative audiences and censors. [footnoteRef:4]  [4:  Ibid, 1-8.] 

In the 1930s, following the progress of women’s rights in the 1920s, films became a cause of moral panic about female sexuality. There was an idea that liberated female sexuality caused the Great Depression, which contributed in part to a craze around the morality of Mae West’s films.[footnoteRef:5] It can also be argued that censors attempted to assert male power in the film industry through the censorship of West. Perhaps the moral panic over expressions of female sexuality in film was more so a panic over women having creative and expressive power. [5:  Curry, "Mae West as Censored Commodity: The Case of "Klondike Annie," 57-84. ] 

These ideas made me interested in working on this topic of censorship of women in film because I want to explore why censorship and morality emerged so strongly at this particular moment in the 1930s during the Great Depression and the growth of Hollywood. By exploring this, I seek to help others understand how powerful institutions like the film industry mark the bodies and the sexual humor of women as sinful and problematic through policy. 
I’m interested in examining the attempts of censors to restrict women’s creative autonomy and bodily autonomy in film by looking at Mae West’s career. Why is the woman’s body so problematic when on screen? What about Mae West’s body in particular? These questions are important because the issue of respect for the body matters for one living in society.
For this thesis, I will examine Mae West’s films and the efforts of Hollywood censors to restrict her work. I will examine films through close readings and archival research of censorship correspondence between Paramount Pictures and the Production Code Administration.[footnoteRef:6] I will argue that the treatment of Mae West as a “grotesque body” and spectacle of the male gaze contributed to the moral panic surrounding her. [6:  Paramount Pictures is still a dominant film production company to this day. Though during the twentieth century it was often referred to as “Paramount Studios,” I’ve decided to call it Paramount Pictures throughout my writing to reflect the longer legacy of the company and to maintain consistency.] 

Mae West’s relevance was made possible due to cultural shifts of women’s behavior, consumption, and their sense of self at the beginning of the twentieth century. In Bad Women: Regulating Sexuality in Early American Cinema, Janet Staiger examines the emergence of new ideas about women and gender at the turn of the century and how this influenced early cinema. For Staiger, the idea of the “New Woman” was a contemporary version of the Victorian ideal of the innocent and nonsexual “Good Woman” in the 1890s, but it was set up in opposition to the “New Bad Woman.” Thus, this new definition of Woman still maintained long-standing binaries of women as good or bad, virgin or whore.[footnoteRef:7] Overall, the New Woman describes a woman who thinks for herself and has agency. She is willing to violate taboos to take ownership of her own life and seek empowerment through individualism, refusing the role of the victim. Focusing on 1907-1915, Staiger argues that the idea of the New Woman was essential for the new labor market and the creation of women as consumers of products such as films. Due to discussions about the New Woman in 1909, the middle class raised questions about the portrayal of sexual morality in cinema because films were easily accessible to women of the middle class. At the time, many believed that story lines should be regulated to represent good taste and morality. Though Staiger focuses on an earlier period than I plan to focus on, I find this longer history of censorship in Hollywood helpful for understanding what laid the foundation for the 1930s. West’s characters epitomize this idea of the New Woman. [7:  Janet Staiger, Bad Women: Regulating Sexuality in Early American Cinema (Minneapolis, University of Minnesota Press, 1995), xiv.] 

In Laura Mulvey’s famous essay “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema,” she theorizes the male gaze in film. According to Mulvey, in film, women become the passive, object of the active male gaze.[footnoteRef:8] In film, women are displayed as spectacle to arouse male desire. The male gaze is important in the discussion of Mae West because the male gaze on her is emphasized throughout her filmography. One will undoubtedly see shots of men staring at her often. Her role in every film is very similar – she’s always an entertainer of some sort. She’s usually a nightclub singer. In I’m No Angel, she’s a circus performer. These roles place West’s characters as objects of the male gaze. As an entertainer, she works as a spectacle for a living. [8:  Laura Mulvey, “'Visual pleasure and narrative cinema' 1975” (London: Afterall, 2016), 16.] 

The male gaze focuses on West’s body in particular. Bakhtin’s idea of the grotesque body sheds light on why Mae West’s body became problematic for film industry censors. For Bakhtin, the grotesque refers to “exaggeration, hyperbolism, excessiveness.”[footnoteRef:9] Michael Denning wrote of the grotesque with reference to Billie Holiday’s vocalization of the song, “Strange Fruit.” She drew out the vowels of the lyrics to exaggerate the horror of a song about lynching.[footnoteRef:10] The grotesque body implies a body of unconventional dimensions, with curves and imperfections. Bakhtin wrote about bulging eyes and protruding body parts.[footnoteRef:11] The curvaceous dimensions of West’s body fit into this category, particularly due to the fact that her body transgressed ideals of the female figure, exaggerating its inappropriateness.  [9:  Mikhail Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World, trans. Helene Iswolsky (Cambridge: The M.I.T. Press, 1968), 303.]  [10:  Michael Denning, The Cultural Front: The Laboring of American culture in the Twentieth Century (London: Verso, 1996), 123.]  [11:  Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World, 303] 

Kathleen Rowe wrote about the grotesque in her discussion of women in comedy in The Unruly Woman: Gender and the Genres of Laughter. Based in the grotesque, Rowe defines the “unruly woman” as, “too fat, too funny, too noisy, too old, too rebellious.” The “unruly woman” transgresses societal norms of women’s behavior in an excessive fashion, making her grotesque. This trope exists most often in comedy. Still today, we often see female comedians with unconventional body types – typically heavier set.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Kathleen Rowe, The Unruly Woman: Gender and The Genres of Laughter (Austin, University of Texas, 1995) 3,4,19] 

The reception of Mae West’s body emerges as essential to understanding her. In “When I’m Bad, I’m Better” Mae West, Sex, and American Entertainment, Marybeth Hamilton discusses how Mae West’s curvy body type drew associations to negative stereotypes of prostitutes and burlesque dancers.[footnoteRef:13] Pamela Robertson expands on this in Guilty Pleasures: Feminist Camp from Mae West to Madonna writing that West’s sexualization also derived from her appropriation of Black cultural styles of singing and dancing, which drew negative stereotypes of Black sexuality.[footnoteRef:14]  [13:  Marybeth Hamilton, “When I’m Bad, I’m Better.” Mae West, Sex, and American Entertainment (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997), 54-55.]  [14:  Pamela Robertson, Guilty Pleasures: Feminist Camp from Mae West to Madonna (Durham: Duke University Press, 1996), 35.] 

These negative stereotypes due to the appearance and movement of West’s body influenced a moral panic about her. Stuart Hall engaged with Stan Cohen’s definition of moral panic, which involves an anxiety in which leaders of communities such as religious leaders, political leaders, or the mass media suggest that a group of people are a threat to moral standards, using stereotypes, and demand that the issue must be fixed. The craze could start from something new or from a longstanding issue that happens to cause concern at a certain point in time for a particular reason. Stuart Hall applied this concept of moral panic to fears of mugging provoked by the media due to the perception of Black neighborhoods as having high crime rates.[footnoteRef:15] In this case of Mae West, the power in question stirring up the moral panic is the censors of the Production Code Administration, who attempted to police her body on screen to reinforce moral standards of women’s sexual behavior. [15:  Stuart Hall, “The Social History of a ‘Moral Panic,’” in Policing the Crisis (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 1978), 20, 24.] 

Hazel V. Carby applied the concept of moral panic to fear of Black women’s sexuality in urban spaces in the early twentieth-century in the essay “Policing the Black Woman's Body in an Urban Context.” Carby utilized the concept of moral panic to describe an instance when individuals or institutions label a group of people or behavior as a social problem that must be fixed to restore morals in society. Carby described how struggles caused by Black women’s migration and difficulty in finding well-paying jobs was blamed on stereotypes of Black women as possessing wild sexuality. Due to this, Black women received blame for all urban vice and immorality that was seen as threatening to Black men’s citizenship in the United States. Reformers targeted dance halls and nightclubs where Black women performed in attempts to police the Black woman’s body for the uplift of Black men in American society.[footnoteRef:16] West was subject to some of these same stereotypes of Black women’s sexuality due to her appropriation of Black culture. American society typically associated the sexualized style of West with African-Americans due to these stereotypes. Though, unlike Black women, West, a white woman, was able to escape these stereotypes if she so chose.[footnoteRef:17] [16:  Hazel V. Carby, “Policing the Black Women’s Body in an Urban Context,” Critical Inquiry 18, no. 4 (1992): 740-746.]  [17:  Robertson, Guilty Pleasures, 35.] 

It’s important to discuss how women held dominance in the film industry in the 1930s. In Go West, Young Women!, Hilary A. Hallett explores the influence of the motion picture industry’s development out west and how the rise of Hollywood influenced the sexual revolution. Hallett discusses how by 1900 Hollywood paid women, at all levels, typically more money than their male counterparts, which led to work in Hollywood being seen as a good opportunity for women who were not well educated.[footnoteRef:18] Yet, after World War I, there was a greater push for the morals and manners of women largely due to the popularity of movies with heroines who engaged with new social and sexual customs popularized before the war and drastic changes in women’s clothing. Thus, reformers often blamed Hollywood for corrupting youth with risqué images. In the early 1900s, there were several new laws and court decisions that required “prior restraint censorship” of films, necessitating prescreening and cutting of films before releasing them to the public. These actions were largely based on assumptions that movies influenced immoral behavior, such as promiscuity, particularly in women. This may have been assumed because at the time of change bringing new rights, such as suffrage, and new work opportunities for women, women wanted to see films that represented “their ambition of sex.” Hallett argues that the narrative of the formation of Hollywood should center on women because female spectators allowed for the fame and success of female movie stars in the thirties. Hallett explores contradiction in Hollywood during this time. For example, the film industry wanted to target women as consumers of movies and offered many opportunities to women within the industry, yet also sought to restrain women’s creative autonomy through the use scripts with moral storylines – criticizing their desire for sex. These changes in the film industry at this time lead to the decline of stars like the controversial Mae West and the rise of stars like child star Shirley Temple, who provided an innocent feminine ideal.[footnoteRef:19] This moral panic over Mae West seems to have facilitated this change in Hollywood. [18:  Hilary A Hallett, Go West, Young Women! (Berkeley, California: University of California Press, 2013),15.]  [19:  Ibid, 106, 16, 19, 14, 219, 212.] 

With regard to censorship, Pamela Robertson discusses the contradictions involved with Mae West’s introduction to Hollywood. While Hollywood’s initial interest in West stemmed from her success and notoriety in theatre in New York, West also received push back for being too “censorable.” A debate emerges in this field about whether or not Mae West was the catalyst for the Legion of Decency, a group of Catholic film reformists, and the 1934 Production Code, which laid out film industry moral guidelines. Regardless, it seems that most agree West did play an important role. Interestingly, oftentimes censorship focused on dialogue and written scripts rather than performance allowing West to get away with jokes like double entendres, which rely on spoken delivery to be effective. Yet the Production Code Administration, the group that enforced the moral guideline of every film released, still had their eye on West as being problematic.[footnoteRef:20]  [20:  Robertson, Guilty Pleasures, 33-34, 47, 49-51.] 

	A large focus across the field is the importance of audience reception, particularly the female spectator’s power as a consumer of film. Due to progress for women’s rights, more open discussions about sexuality, and access to new work opportunities in the 1920s, Hallett argues that female spectators enjoyed seeing women on the screen that affirmed their desires for sex.[footnoteRef:21]  Ramona Curry also argues for a reading of Mae West as a lens to learn about female viewership.[footnoteRef:22] These discussions about spectatorship and female consumption of film help shape an understanding of why Mae West was popular and commodified by Hollywood in the first place, yet censorship may have changed the trajectory of her career. [21:  Hillary A. Hallett, Go West, Young Women! (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2013),14.]  [22:  Ramona Curry, Too Much of a Good Thing: Mae West as Cultural Icon (Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 1996), 150.] 

	Additionally, debates emerge about Mae West’s influence on the work of censors in Hollywood and how censors affected the decline of her career. Hallett suggests that the strict leadership of Joseph Breen, of the Production Code Administration, led to regulation of women’s independence and enforced sexual double standards in film that influenced the direction of the industry.[footnoteRef:23] For Hallett, this change led to the decline of West’s career and fame in favor of a younger, desexualized feminine ideal.[footnoteRef:24] Robertson raised questions about whether Mae West was the definite catalyst for the enforcement of censorship in the 1930s. Censorship of film has a longer history than just the 1930s, though the 1930s seem to be a uniquely strict period of censorship that could be partially due to West.  [23:  Hillary A. Hallett, Go West, Young Women! (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2013), 211.]  [24:  Ibid, 212.] 

	This thesis has two chapters. My first chapter will discuss censorship and moral panic surrounding Mae West. The second chapter will discuss more deeply how the moral panic occurred, focusing on the concept of censorship of the body with regard to Mae West’s films. 
	The first chapter will focus on Mae West’s first starring role in She Done Him Wrong and how censors attempted to minimize the film. The censors came to realize, however, that censoring Mae West proves very difficult. West’s humor derives from sexual innuendo, which is suggestive and rarely explicit. One cannot censor innuendo by simply cutting lines from a script because it operates through vocalization and body language. A tension emerged between censors and the film studio, Paramount regarding attempts to control and limit West’s sexuality on screen coinciding with the desire to exploit her talent for financial gain, respectively. A moral panic over West erupted due to attempts to establish men in a dominant role in the film industry, which was dominated by women at the time. 
	The second chapter examines a later West film, Klondike Annie, to explore the censorship of West’s body, which led to this moral panic. Censors deemed West’s body problematic to display on screen due to her curvy body and large chest, emphasized more by her costumes, body language, and dancing. The view of West’s body as grotesque due to its curves and association with sex led the moral panic by censors. Censors attempted to control West’s body through her appearance and behavior. They wanted to represent West as a heterosexual, monogamous woman with a white male love interest, following societal norms. They also wanted her body concealed. These attempts at censoring reveal the power of institutions to inject white, heterosexual, monogamous norms into society.
	At large, this thesis considers questions about social norms for women’s behavior and the politics of the female body.
	 
















Chapter 1
When Mae West was first hired in 1932, Paramount was almost bankrupt.[footnoteRef:25] Coming from notoriety in New York, Paramount needed someone like Mae West, provocative and progressive, to stimulate audiences’ interest. West’s breakout role in the successful film She Done Him Wrong saved Paramount from its economic troubles. Yet, the film’s sexual innuendos raised concerns from the Production Code Administration – the censorship body of the film industry.[footnoteRef:26] Sexual innuendo proves difficult to censor because it relies on stylized performance to succeed, rather than words alone.[footnoteRef:27] [25:  Ramona Curry, "Mae West as Censored Commodity: The Case of "Klondike Annie"." Cinema Journal 31, no. 1 (1991): 57-84. ]  [26:  Kathleen Rowe, The Unruly Woman: Gender and The Genres of Laughter (Austin, University of Texas, 1995), 116.]  [27:  Angela Failler. “Excitable Speech: Judith Butler, Mae West, and Sexual Innuendo” International Journal of Sexuality and Gender Studies 6, no. 1-2 (April 2001): 57. 
] 

In She Done Him Wrong, Mae West plays Lady Lou, a woman adored by all the men in the film. She’s a nightclub singer and models for paintings and photographs. She lives lavishly and loves her diamonds. Lou is incredibly flirtatious with lines like “Why don’t you come and see me sometime?” She seductively invites men to spend time alone with her. It is clear in the film that Lou holds the power over these men. Though she has a relationship with Gus in which he gives her diamond jewelry and gives her a place to live, it is clear she has several other relationships with men. When another female character expresses distress over a relationship with a married man, Lou says of men, “I happen to be smart enough to play it their way.” Lou outsmarts men. She sees men and dating as a game to be exploited for her own pleasure. Yet, in the end of the film, she weirdly gets engaged to one of the men she has been seducing. He puts an engagement ring on her finger and says, “You’re my prisoner.” This ending seems out of place as Lou does not seem to care much about the various men in the film.[footnoteRef:28] [28:  She Done Him Wrong, directed by Lowell Sherman (1933; Hollywood, CA: Paramount Studios), DVD.] 

From its initial proposal as a film in Hollywood, She Done Him Wrong was controversial. She Done Him Wrong was based off of the Broadway play, Diamond Lil’, written by Mae West.[footnoteRef:29] Diamond Lil’ was on the banned list by the Motion Picture Producers and Distributors of America (MPPDA) because of its depictions of nightlife and vice in New York. Despite its banning, Paramount Pictures decided to produce Diamond Lil’ but only with the agreement that it would be subject to restrictions by the Studio Relations Committee. These restrictions included minimizing the film’s relation to the play, thus changing the title and West’s catch phrases. West lost autonomy over her script due to this and John Bright wrote the film’s screenplay adaptation of West’s play and Lowell Sherman directed the film.  [29:  Marybeth Hamilton, “When I’m Bad, I’m Better.” Mae West, Sex, and American Entertainment (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997), 173.] 

Correspondence to the Hay’s Office from September 1, 1932, writes of Diamond Lil’ being “considerably cleaned up” for the film. Yet, a letter to William Hays from Sidney Kent suggests outrage over She Done Him Wrong for staying too closely to the story of Diamond Lil’. Kent wrote, “It is far more suggestive in word and what is not said is suggested in action.”[footnoteRef:30] Here, Kent refers to West’s body movements and vocalization of her lines that contribute her signature style and flavor to her characters. She brings the script to life in a way that gives it a deeper, sexier meaning. [30:  She Done Him Wrong, Paramount Pictures, 1933. Reel #7, History of cinema. Series 1, Hollywood and the Production Code [microform]: selected files from the Motion Picture Association of America Production Code Administration collection, Butler Library.] 

As Pamela Robertson describes in Guilty Pleasures: Feminist Camp from Mae West to Madonna, West’s sexualized style derives from her personal experience with the burlesque as well as from African-American nightclub culture. Throughout her career, beginning in vaudeville, West appropriated the sexuality of the burlesque in her performing. Burlesque performers transgress traditionally feminine norms with a directness and ownership of one’s own sexual objectification. Additionally, West utilized the style of the “dirty blues,” appropriated from African-American culture in her vocalization and performance of songs she sung in her films. To the public, West’s use of the blues style associated her with the uninhibited sexuality typically attributed to African-Americans by mainstream society.[footnoteRef:31] This racialized reception of her work likely contributed to her style being understood by censors as more inappropriate and sexualized. [31:  Pamela Robertson, Guilty Pleasures: Feminist Camp from Mae West to Madonna (Durham: Duke University Press, 1996), 29, 34-35.] 

	In the context of censorship at the time of this film, the displaced romantic ending of She Done Him Wrong makes more sense. Censors in the film industry sought to concretize certain norms and morals through films of the time. These norms and morals included expectations of gender roles and marriage.[footnoteRef:32] Some argue that censors in Hollywood were influenced to restrict “immoral” content in films due to advocacy by moral and religious groups who opposed what they thought of as obscene imagery in entertainment.[footnoteRef:33] For example, The Legion of Decency, a Catholic film reformist group, spoke out against films. [32:  Lea Jacobs, The Wages of Sin (Madison: The University of Wisconsin Press, 1991), xi.]  [33:  Lori Amber Roessner, “The Sinners and the Scapegoat: Public Reaction in the Press to Mae West’s Adam and Eve Skit,” American journalism 30, no. 4 (January 2013), 521.] 

	Yet, censorship had already begun earlier in the twentieth century and the late nineteenth century. Anti-obscenity reforms such as the Comstock Act in 1873 influenced sexuality and gender norms.[footnoteRef:34] In 1915, the Mutual Film Corps Vs. Industrial Commission of Ohio case determined that movies did not have the right to free speech.[footnoteRef:35] The Motion Picture Producers and Distributors of America (MPPDA) began committing to tasteful films in the 1920s.[footnoteRef:36] By the 1930s, seven states had created censorship committees.[footnoteRef:37]  [34:  Ibid. ]  [35:  Lee Grieveson, Policing Cinema: Movies and Cesorship in Early-Twentieth-Century America (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2004), 9]  [36:  Ibid, 175.]  [37:  Hamilton, “When I’m Bad, I’m Better,” 174.] 

	Interestingly, before She Done Him Wrong, in 1931 and 1932, all major studios released “sex films” as named by Will Hays’ office. This name derives from the content of the films, which featured women living lavishly and recklessly, yet instead of this behavior leading to their doom, they were rewarded for it. The women often manipulated men for their own monetary gain. These films include Back Street, Possessed, Blonde Venus, and Red-Headed Woman. In a time of economic hardship during the Great Depression in the 1930s, it made sense that the figure of the female gold digger who lives for fun and pleasure would be romanticized and admired by film audiences.[footnoteRef:38] It appears that these films in many ways set the stage for Mae West’s career in Hollywood, yet they also stirred up a crisis among moralists.[footnoteRef:39] Later in the thirties, the MPPDA wanted the female protagonists of films like this to be punished for their behavior, or settle for true love, thus enforcing moral and sexual norms.[footnoteRef:40] [38:  Jacobs, The Wages of Sin, 151-152.]  [39:  Hamilton, “When I’m Bad, I’m Better,” 178.]  [40:  Jacobs, The Wages of Sin, 152.] 

	Censorship documents discussing She Done Him Wrong reveal concern for sexual activity and monogamy. James Wingate, the Director of the Motion Picture Division of the State of New York, wrote a request to Paramount to eliminate references of Lou having a number of men in her life. He also requested cutting a kissing scene between Lou and one of her many love interests, Chick. In another letter to Paramount, he suggests that it ought to be clear that no other man has ever lived with Lou other than Gus. It appears that the censors wanted to suggest Lou as a monogamous character. Later correspondence also calls for explicit deletions of certain lines in the script such as, “You know it takes two to get one in trouble.”[footnoteRef:41] It’s interesting that in 1933 after progress for women had been made in the past decade – getting the right to vote in 1920, changes in fashion, changes in acceptable behavior – that the censors wanted Mae West to portray a more traditional woman in terms of her sexuality and romantic choices on screen. Despite the idea of The New Woman, the censors wanted to move away from this idea and suggest that even a New Woman like Lou in She Done Him Wrong will ultimately settle down, get married, and live a traditional, monogamous life. These requests by the censors likely led to Lou’s engagement at the end of the film. [41:  She Done Him Wrong, Paramount Pictures, 1933. Reel #7, History of cinema. Series 1, Hollywood and the Production Code [microform]: selected files from the Motion Picture Association of America Production Code Administration collection, Butler Library.] 

	This censoring seems indicative of moral panic at the time surrounding sexuality and societal expectations of women. Interestingly, there seems to be a contradiction in the early twentieth century about ideas of sexuality. While there were increased discussions about sexual behavior, leading to a more positive view of sex for some, there was also increased restriction and taboo. For example, the Social Hygiene movement in 1906 educated the public about sex and sexual diseases for the purpose of eliminating the problem of prostitution. The movement increased conversation and information surrounding sex, which led to more open feelings about sex for some.[footnoteRef:42] Additionally, gender roles underwent change at this time with the concept of the “New Woman,” a term used by the American middle class, signifying a woman with agency and desire.[footnoteRef:43] Yet at this time of what seems like progress for more open feelings about sexuality for women, there was also tremendous backlash particularly from religious groups, like Catholic Church groups. There was a public idea among these moralists that the uncontrolled women’s sexuality of the 1920s brought about the Great Depression.[footnoteRef:44] [42:  Janet Staiger, Bad Women: Regulating Sexuality in Early American Cinema (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1995) 49-52.]  [43:  Ibid, xiv.]  [44:  Curry, "Mae West as Censored Commodity," 57-84. ] 

	Between 1907 and 1915, the concept of being a woman in society changed in terms of the woman’s role as a consumer. Women proved essential to the expansion of the economy to markets of pleasure and leisure such as shopping at department stores and going to the movies.[footnoteRef:45] It seems that the movies referred to as “sex films” were an attempt to serve the New Woman, to provide a story that would appeal to her, and thus stimulate box office earnings. In the early twentieth century, women became the target audience for movies. Women wanted to view depictions of women owning their sexuality on screen.[footnoteRef:46] Women’s fashion changed in part due to the influence of the women in movies wearing shorter dresses and clothing more revealing of the shape of the body, allowing the female body to be sexualized.[footnoteRef:47]  [45:  Staiger, Bad Women, 179.]  [46:  Hilary A. Hallett, Go West, Young Women!, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2013), 14.]  [47:  Ibid, 106.] 

It is through this history that Mae West became attractive to Hollywood filmmakers. But at the same time, she was controversial in the industry. Moralists blamed films and actors for influencing women’s interests in sexuality.[footnoteRef:48]  There were fears of movies corrupting young-women moviegoers.[footnoteRef:49] Perhaps because of the outrage and protest of religious and moral groups to these depictions on screen. Nonetheless, She Done Him Wrong proved tremendously successful in terms of theatre attendance and critical acclaim.[footnoteRef:50] It appeared that bringing Mae West to Hollywood was a smart commercial decision given the trends of society and the market, but she also had to be minimized to avoid outrage. Yet, it is a question how much the film industry felt influenced by the moral groups, or if they too wanted to diminish depictions of female sexuality for their own reasons.   [48:  Ibid, 107.]  [49:  Ibid.]  [50:  Hamilton, “When I’m Bad, I’m Better,” 186.] 

	She Done Him Wrong features allusions to sexuality and feminine pleasure through scenes of Lady Lou hugging and kissing male lovers and requesting time alone with them. Additionally, Lady Lou’s costumes in the film accentuate West’s curvaceous physique. The costumes are typically dripping in sequins with low necklines, emphasizing her cleavage. Yet the film’s resolution with her engagement provides a moral ending. Though she lived lavishly with many lovers before, the film resolves with her about to live a monogamous and conventional life. The engagement seems contradictory to Lady Lou’s character as a seductress and free spirit of sorts.
	Interestingly, while scripts can be censored, it proves more of a challenge to censor one’s acting or expression of the script. West’s performance proved erotic and sexual in style. West’s body emerged as a spectacle on camera and her vocal inflections suggested innuendo that may not have come across solely in text.[footnoteRef:51] Though in the genre of comedy, more transgressions of social norms and taboos are permissible, debates emerged among institutions about whether West’s humor should be acceptable.[footnoteRef:52] Joseph Breen, a censor for the MPPDA, believed that West’s vocal techniques added more sexual meaning to her words.[footnoteRef:53] In She Done Him Wrong, West says her catchphrase, “come and see me sometime” with a seductive twang and rhythm.  [51:  Ibid, 185.]  [52:  Ramona Curry, Too Much of a Good Thing: Mae West as Cultural Icon, (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1996), 78.]  [53:  Ibid, 79.] 

	Subsequent to the release of She Done Him Wrong, Mae West’s next film I’m No Angel premiered in October 1933. An Inter-Office Memo sent from V.G. Hart of Paramount Pictures to Maurice McKenzie of the MPPDA highlights the fame and box-office success of West’s film. Hart writes of West’s catchphrases in I’m No Angel and She Done Him Wrong, “I am sure, her line, ‘How am I doin,’ and ‘When I’m Good I’m Good, but when I am Bad I’m better,’ will become as famous, as the C’m up some time.” Hart illustrates the excitement of the studio with West’s fame. Later in the memo Hart writes, “This picture in my opinion, which may receive some objection, will [be] one of the biggest box offices of the season. I’m for it, irrespective!”[footnoteRef:54] Hart’s remarks suggest how the studio believed in West as a sellable product. Paramount believed it would make money off of the film. Interestingly, Hart acknowledges the threat of “objection” from perhaps censors or moralists or controversy in general, but brushes this aside due to the potential for the financial success of the film. Unlike She Done Him Wrong’s screenplay, which was adapted from West’s play but written by another writer, West wrote the screenplay for I’m No Angel. Hart writes in the memo: “this picture will be box office to the nth degree. It is a typical Mae West picture, she have written [sic.] the dialogue, and story herself, and she puts it over in a way only Miss West can.”[footnoteRef:55] Again, Hart suggests West’s talent as a writer and performer and her financial value to Paramount. This memo suggests that West had support from Paramount, as the studio wanted to make money off of her talent, but the problems began with the censors. Given that both of these films were released during 1933, and thus during the Great Depression, it makes sense that Paramount would be motivated to provoke and excite audiences with West’s films. Perhaps censors had different interests outside of financial motivation, perhaps more cultural and moral motivations. [54:  I’m No Angel, Paramount Pictures, 1933. Reel #7, History of cinema. Series 1, Hollywood and the Production Code [microform]: selected files from the Motion Picture Association of America Production Code Administration collection, Butler Library.]  [55:  Ibid.] 

	The Moral Panic by moralists and censors over films like West’s appears facilitated by a pushback on the changes in women’s lives in the early twentieth century. Hilary A. Hallett writes of moral panic taking place about movies as part of a larger crisis about social regulation after World War I.[footnoteRef:56] Reformers believed that Hollywood was corrupting youth, particularly women as women began wearing make up and changing their style of clothing to align with that of the women in film. White women, who wanted to see women on screen taking ownership of their own sexuality, became the target demographic for movie audiences. Hallett also suggests that censors wanted to present fans with proper gender roles and sexual standards characteristic of the middle-class. Hallett notes the stark transition in the late 1930s from Mae West to Shirley Temple as the ideal female of Hollywood – younger, not sexualized.[footnoteRef:57] [56:  Hallett, Go West, Young Women!, 156.]  [57:  Ibid, 167.] 

	As Hollywood was more female dominated during this time with many women working behind-the-scenes, working in Hollywood was a good opportunity for women who were not educated, bringing many women moving to Los Angeles.[footnoteRef:58] This moral panic over women on screen served as an industry initiative to reinforce men’s power in the film industry.  [58:  Ibid.] 

	Another important shift was from Mae West to Marilyn Monroe in the forties and fifties. While West was known for her wisecracks in her films, Monroe typically played characters who were “dumb blondes,” lacking the intelligence and agency of West’s characters.[footnoteRef:59] While both West and Monroe were sexualized and objectified due to their bodies, West had the ability to assert more agency with a big personality on screen, whereas Monroe struggled to present a firm identity due to the fetishization of her body.[footnoteRef:60] This idea of Monroe suggests that it’s not only Mae West’s body that was problematic, because Monroe also had a curvaceous and sexy physique, but that West asserted herself with intelligence and power over men. She displayed this power in her character personas but also as signified by her role as an experienced and successful writer and director. [59:  Rowe, The Unruly Woman, 119.]  [60:  George Lipsitz, Rainbow at Midnight (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1994), 31.] 

	This issue of the woman’s body on screen is essential to understanding the moral panic over Mae West. Now that we have introduced this concept of the moral panic over Mae West, I will discuss the issue of the female body on screen in the next chapter. 














Chapter 2
Throughout history, women have faced scrutiny for the appearance of their bodies. Marilyn Monroe hated the constant judgment she received regarding her appearance during her career in the 1940s. Monroe, popular in the Black community, felt that Black women related to her for this reason, resenting the visual stereotypes held against them.[footnoteRef:61]  Mae West’s body was also subject to stereotypes. Her body drew associations with burlesque dancers and prostitutes due to her full, curvy body, presenting her as grotesque to censors. [61:  George Lipsitz, Rainbow at Midnight (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1994), 33.] 

As West’s career continued, the Production Code Administration became stricter. The initial script of Klondike Annie, released in 1936, was subject to intense editing because of its suggestions of interracial sex and unpunished murder. In Klondike Annie, just as in her other films, West utilizes her sexuality for material gain.[footnoteRef:62] [62:  Ramona Curry, "Mae West as Censored Commodity: The Case of "Klondike Annie"." Cinema Journal 31, no. 1 (1991): 57-84.
] 

Klondike Annie, with screenplay and dialogue by Mae West, begins in San Francisco with Mae West portraying Rose Carleton, also known as Doll, a nightclub singer at a Chinese club. She lives with her lover interest, more of a “sugar daddy” of sorts, Chan Lo, a Chinese man who forbids her from dating white men, but finances her lifestyle. At the beginning of the film, Rose murders Chan Lo and escapes on a boat where the captain Bull Bracket becomes completely enamored with her. While on the ship, she meets a woman named Annie, a moralist who is spreading the Christian word to those on the Gold Rush. Annie attempts to persuade Rose to be good and resist temptations. Later on, Annie dies and Rose steals her identity to protect herself from the police searching for her after the murder. Stealing Annie’s identity means Rose must move into a settlement house that was expecting Annie upon the ship’s arrival in Nome, Alaska. Rose, disguised as Annie, helps the settlement house draw more visitors to their religious meetings and become financially stable. During this time at the settlement house, she has another love affair with Jack Forest, before deciding to go back to Captain Bracket, claiming she wants to now live a better life, inspired by Annie.[footnoteRef:63] [63:  Klondike Annie, directed by Raoul Walsh (1936; United States: Paramount Pictures), DVD.] 

With regard to Klondike Annie, Joseph Breen sent a letter to John Hammell of Paramount Studios on October 22, 1935 about whether the film was appropriate under the Production Code. Breen expressed that production of the film appeared mostly “acceptable” with a few exceptions. The exceptions mostly dealt with suggestive dialogue, suggesting revisions about West’s lines about inviting men to her place. Interestingly, another exception refers to Mae West’s body. Breen wrote, “We wish again to repeat our general caution, as set forth in our letter to you of October 19, regarding the photographing of Miss West’s breasts. We again remind you that there is a definite Code provision which ordains that the breasts must never be exposed, either in whole or in part – nor should these be emphasized in the costume.” The letter from October 19, 1935 from Joseph Breen said, “In this and in all other scenes throughout the picture we wish to caution you regarding the photographing of Miss West’s breasts. You will have in mind that these must never be exposed, either partially nor should these be emphasized.”[footnoteRef:64] The repetition of the complaint over West’s body suggests the importance and weight of the request. It’s interesting how the Code explicitly calls for the covering of West’s body because it highlights how her body was deemed problematic.  [64:  Klondike Annie, Paramount Pictures, 1936. Reel #12,  History of cinema. Series 1, Hollywood and the Production Code [microform]: selected files from the Motion Picture Association of America Production Code Administration collection, Butler Library.
] 

By 1935, West had already released several movies, which raises the question if her prior films caused outrage over the showing of her body. It appears her body has a notorious reputation. Would they say this of any other actress? Or only because Mae West is known for having a bodacious body adorned with costumes that accentuate the body rather than cover it? For example, in West’s first appearance in the film, I’m No Angel, she walks out on a runway wearing a floor length, form fitting dress dripping in sequins and crystals. The fabric of the dress appears as though it could be sheer from the torso up, or is at least a very thin, slip-like fabric. At her chest are two circles of sequins and crystals outlining her breasts, with a crystal in the center of the circle, imitating a nipple.[footnoteRef:65] A crystal and sequin design also accentuates her hips on either side. On stage, she struts down the runway and later shakes her hips, singing seductively in front of an all-male audience. [65:  “I'm No Angel (1933) -- (Movie Clip) Sister Honky Tonk” TCM Media Room, accessed May 7, 2018. http://www.tcm.com/mediaroom/video/459043/I-m-No-Angel-Movie-Clip-Sister-Honky-Tonk.html] 

[image: ]Mae West in I’m No Angel.

In film, the woman’s body is simultaneously a space of exploitation and censorship. Many of Mae West’s characters are glamorous entertainers. Part of the essence of each character is being sexy and having a curvaceous body with seductive body language when she speaks. Paramount sold this sexualized character of Mae West to produce its movies. Yet, censors had a different goal in mind. It’s interesting how the women’s body becomes problematic when displayed for some, but is lucrative for others. It appears that the censors wanted to use the woman’s body to teach about morality, which perhaps involves some sort of modesty or concealment of the woman’s body. Due to this, the censors were motivated to police West’s body. Yet, Paramount wanted to use the spectacle of West to make a profit. I argue that the male gaze on the grotesque body in film created the moral panic about Mae West.
	Marybeth Hamilton writes of issues of respectability of body type in the early twentieth century. While slim and boyish figures, often with flat chests, on trend due to flappers, could dress in more revealing ways, it came off as “sporty” and chic, rather than erotic. West, however, with a thicker, full figure, came off as licentious to the public. A full figured body was typical of women in burlesque shows and women who were prostitutes. Heavier set bodies suggested aggressive female sexuality of the lower class. This association facilitated the public view of West’s body as scandalous and promiscuous.  Due to her figure, feminists understood West’s body as a site of resistance to the norm of the thin, coy Hollywood ingénue. She was still able to make her body visible and notorious despite negative stereotypes.  Her physical appearance came off as deviant and unapologetic to societal standards of beauty and respectability. Despite not aligning to the societal norms, she still achieves what she wants and still appears desirable to men. This appealed to feminist audiences who saw West as a rebellious and powerful hero.[footnoteRef:66]  [66:  Marybeth Hamilton, “When I’m Bad, I’m Better.” Mae West, Sex, and American Entertainment (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997), 54-55, 24,192,12.] 

	In Mikhail Bakhtin’s Rabelais and his World, he discusses the grotesque image of the body. Bakhtin characterizes the grotesque as the epitome of exaggeration and excessiveness. He writes, “The grotesque is interested only in protruding eyes…It is looking for that which protrudes from the body all that seeks to go out beyond the body’s confines…to all that prolongs the body and links it to other bodies or to the world outside.”[footnoteRef:67] The grotesque refers to the curves of the body and its imperfections. The grotesque includes anything that is exaggerated. The main acts of the grotesque body are sexual intercourse, death, and birth.[footnoteRef:68] [67:  Mikhail Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World, trans. Helene Iswolsky (Cambridge: The M.I.T. Press, 1968), 303, 306, 316-317.]  [68:  Ibid, 353.] 

It appears that to censors in the film industry, Mae West’s body appeared grotesque due to her curves – her wide hips and large breasts. Additionally, her costumes that exaggerated her curves augmented her grotesque appearance.  The grotesque also includes, “the tendency to transgress all limits” and “the exaggeration of the inappropriate.”[footnoteRef:69] Mae West’s characters often transgressed social norms and engaged in inappropriate dialogue and gestures making her body appear grotesque. Her dancing and movement emphasized her body. In the aforementioned scene of I’m No Angel, she dances holding a large sheer scarf in front of her body, slowly revealing her face and torso. Later, she wraps the scarf around her torso and hips and she shakes her hips.[footnoteRef:70] She uses her movement to accentuate the shape of her body even more – this exaggeration creates the association with the grotesque. [69:  Ibid, 306.]  [70:  “I'm No Angel (1933) -- (Movie Clip) Sister Honky Tonk” TCM Media Room, accessed May 7, 2018. http://www.tcm.com/mediaroom/video/459043/I-m-No-Angel-Movie-Clip-Sister-Honky-Tonk.html] 

	The movement of West’s body also came off as particularly sexy. Writers in 1928 discuss her “plump” figure and twisting of her torso, her strutting, and swiveling of her hips when performing on stage in New York. Percy Hammond wrote in the New York Herald Tribune, “She is a plump…blonde whose ample figure overflows her girdles.” Charles Brackett in the New Yorker said of West’s, “pushing hip after hip.” John Mason Brown said in Theater Arts Monthly, “She plays with a controlled slow-paced undulation that extends from her head to her hips.” The swaying of hips derives from West’s background in Vaudeville and burlesque aesthetics. For many who followed West during her plays in New York, she embodied sex and sexiness because of the way she moved her body on stage. A police report said that West danced, “her buttocks and other parts of her body in such a way as to suggest an act of sexual intercourse.”[footnoteRef:71] This association with sex further situates West as grotesque. [71:  Hamilton, “When I’m Bad, I’m Better”, 125-127, 55.] 

	In most of West’s films, she plays a similar character: An entertainer or singer of some sort who is adored by all the men in the story. She is always object of the male gaze. At the opening of Klondike Annie, as West’s character, Doll, comes on stage to sing, the camera shows numerous men staring at the stage. The camera emphasizes the male gaze. Later in the film, Doll’s love interest Captain Bull Brackett looks her up and down unabashedly. Numerous other men look at West’s body up and down throughout the film.[footnoteRef:72] The emphasis on West’s body endures throughout and in many ways is an important part of her character. These scenes of the male gaze appear subversive in a way because they emphasize Mae West’s irresistibility to men despite, but also, because of her curvaceous body. Despite negative stereotypes about Mae West’s body type, it has still achieved visibility on screen. Her body is objectified through the male gaze in film, yet she takes ownership of it, receiving power from its ability to please others. Her body provides her tremendous power over other people, getting people to do what she wants them to do. [72:  Klondike Annie, directed by Raoul Walsh (1936; United States: Paramount Pictures), DVD.] 

	In “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema,” Laura Mulvey writes of the male gaze and the pleasure of looking at and being looked at. Mulvey writes, “pleasure in looking has been split between active/male and passive/female…In their traditional exhibitionist role, women are simultaneously looked at and displayed, with their appearance coded for strong visual and erotic impact.”[footnoteRef:73] Mulvey describes how visual pleasure typically unfolds on screen in films with women as erotic spectacle for men to look at. The editing in West’s films, cutting from images of West to images of the male gaze emphasizes this common presence of the male gaze and men’s empowerment as the bearer of the gaze. Yet, West complicates this relationship a bit. While yes, West’s appearance definitely creates a strong impact; she is far from passive. The camera certainly objectifies her. Yet, she also empowers herself and others by achieving visibility for a non-dominant body type that is powerful. Despite the negative stereotypes of thicker figures, she is able to get people to do what she wants because of her appearance, representing her body as desirable. [73:  Laura Mulvey, “'Visual pleasure and narrative cinema' 1975” (London: Afterall, 2016), 16.] 

	Breen writes of Mae West’s problematic nature. He writes, “Just so long as we have Mae West on our hands with the particular kind of a story which she goes in for, we are going to have trouble...Difficulty is inherent in a Mae West picture. Lines and pieces of business, which in the script seem to be thoroughly innocuous, turn out when shown on the screen to be questionable at best, when they are not definitely offensive.”[footnoteRef:74] This is a common thread in censorship correspondence – that while scripts are approved, West’s gesturing and acting make the script more suggestive. The body became difficult to censor – it’s far easier to cut lines from a script. [74:  Klondike Annie, Paramount Pictures, 1936. Reel #12, History of cinema. Series 1, Hollywood and the Production Code [microform]: selected files from the Motion Picture Association of America Production Code Administration collection, Butler Library.] 

	A major issue in Klondike Annie is West’s interracial relationship with a Chinese man, Chan Lo. Similar to her character in She Done Him Wrong, in Klondike Annie West’s character has a relationship with a man who she lives with and he allows her to live lavishly. In the film, his race is immediately noted in the first scene, with a woman wondering if West’s character is married to Chan Lo.[footnoteRef:75] A letter to Paramount Pictures from the San Francisco Motion Picture Council on May 1, 1936 wrote, “Any picture that presents its heroine as a mistress to an Oriental, then as a murderess, then as a cheap imitator of a missionary – jazzing religion – is not in harmony with the other educational forces of our social set-up.” The letter continued with requests that children be protected from the film. A letter from the Atlanta Better Films Committee wrote a letter calling Klondike Annie “a violation of the codes of decency and a burlesque of religion.”[footnoteRef:76] I argue that the suggestion of West’s character engaging in an affair with a Chinese man further situates her as a grotesque body due to her transgression of societal norms and standards.  [75:  Klondike Annie, directed by Raoul Walsh (1936; United States: Paramount Pictures), DVD.]  [76:  Klondike Annie, Paramount Pictures, 1936. Reel #12, History of cinema. Series 1, Hollywood and the Production Code [microform]: selected files from the Motion Picture Association of America Production Code Administration collection, Butler Library.] 

As Marybeth Hamilton wrote, a racial purity panic grew in the 1920s suggesting a crisis over the cultural changes at the beginning of the twentieth century. While interracial sex between a black man and a white woman stirred up the most controversy, all interracial sex drew outrage. At the most extreme, racial purists believed that interracial sex could somehow result in catastrophic consequences. Given this environment, West frequently denied having ever had sex with a black man as her appropriation of black culture and sexuality raised rumors.[footnoteRef:77] West’s relationship with a Chinese man on screen likely earned permission because of less craze about Chinese men’s sexuality. Additionally, in the film, Chan Lo portrays an ex-lover and more of a villain character – he is never West’s true love and she explicitly expresses desire for white men during her relationship with Chan Lo. Nonetheless, the suggestion of West’s interracial relationship on screen in the 1930s was seen as highly inappropriate. As the grotesque includes, “the exaggeration of the inappropriate,” West portraying a mistress to a Chinese man situated her body as grotesque due to her engagement with a relationship deemed by society to be completely inappropriate.[footnoteRef:78] [77:  Hamilton, “When I’m Bad, I’m Better”, 158-169.]  [78:   Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World, 306.] 

	Klondike Annie caused controversy in the press. A newspaper clipping with the headline “A Filthy Picture” calls Klondike Annie “an affront to the decency of the public.” An article in the Pittsburg Sun-Telegraph on February 22, 1936 says, “The big mystery is how ‘Klondike Annie’ ever got a code production seal.” The article also calls out Paramount for releasing such a dirty picture and requests a recall. A piece in the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette on February 20, 1936 wrote, “It is humiliating that a film of this kind can be presented to the public in the guise of entertainment.” Yet, the film was also expected to perform well at the box-office for being a Mae West film, given her fan base. A review in Film Daily on February 10, 1936 wrote, “If the Mae West fans see this picture as previewed, it should do very well at the box-office.”[footnoteRef:79] Despite apparent horror over the film’s release, it also seemed like the film could still be an economic success.[footnoteRef:80] [79:  Klondike Annie, Paramount Pictures, 1936. Reel #12, History of cinema. Series 1, Hollywood and the Production Code [microform]: selected files from the Motion Picture Association of America Production Code Administration collection, Butler Library.]  [80:  Ibid.] 

	Censorship over suggestive scenes illustrates the moral panic about sexuality at the time. Censorship correspondence from February 10, 1936 referred to a scene in Klondike Annie in which West’s love interest Captain Bull Brackett appears with disheveled hair and a loose tie. Afterwards, West sits on his lap and hugs and kisses him. “This scene, taken with the brief scene on the couch immediately preceding it, quite definitely suggested to us an illicit sex affair. It was to this that we objected.”[footnoteRef:81]  The scene this memo refers to is a suggestion of premarital sex. Censors objected to this scene because it went against the norms they were attempting to represent on screen. This is another example of the censors attempting to police the activity of the body, as represented on screen. [81:  Ibid.] 

	Klondike Annie ends with a moral ending. Doll returns to her love interest Captain Bull Brackett in the end. She tells him that going forward she wants to live a more moral life saying, “I gotta make up for my past.” Inspired by her missionary friend Annie Alden who passes away, Doll comes to a moral conclusion that she wants to live a life of doing good like Annie. The film ends with a kiss with Brackett suggesting that they will end up together.[footnoteRef:82] A letter from Paramount to Will Hays on June 29, 1935 wrote, “The ending of our story will be a romance between West and one of the characters in our picture, and it will indicate for the future a normal life and nothing that will bring condemnation from the most scrupulous.”[footnoteRef:83] It appears that a “normal life” for Hays refers to a life of romantic love for a white heterosexual couple and a turn away from the excitement and adventure of Rose Carleton’s life before as an entertainer. The moral ending of romantic love restricts Mae West’s body to the activities and behaviors of monogamy. In this way a “normal life” for a woman is an attempt to control the woman’s body to certain activities and behaviors. [82:   Klondike Annie, directed by Raoul Walsh (1936; United States: Paramount Pictures), DVD.]  [83:  Klondike Annie, Paramount Pictures, 1936. Reel #12, History of cinema. Series 1, Hollywood and the Production Code [microform]: selected files from the Motion Picture Association of America Production Code Administration collection, Butler Library.] 

	As explained by Dean Spade in Normal Life: Administrative Violence, Critical Trans Politics, and the Limits of Law, the concept of norms contributes to social control and marginalization of those who exist outside of them. With regard to the body, critical disability studies reveal how norms of the body have been established, ignoring those who not fit the requirements. Similarly and differently, with regard to sexuality, Native scholars emphasize how white European culture dominates ideas of proper gender behavior and family structure. The application of these norms has been used to justify violence and apathy towards certain populations throughout history. Spade argues, however, that these norms are in some ways more powerful than violent actions themselves because they operate quietly yet sustain omnipresence in our lives. Spade refers to systems of power and law as having “purportedly ‘neutral’ criteria,” yet this must always be interrogated.[footnoteRef:84] Will Hays and the Production Code Administration, through their censoring, operated invisibly to audiences yet possessed profound power in shaping the norms presented on screen. Hays and the censors request for West to portray a normal life on screen suggests their sense of entitlement and power over her body and sexuality, attempting to manipulate her to following the norm. This meant a white, heterosexual, monogamous relationship.  [84:  Dean Spade, Normal Life: Administrative Violence, Critical Trans Politics, and the Limits of Law (Brooklyn: South End Press, 2011), 23, 24, 30.] 

	The attempt to control West’s body on screen implies a double standard. The display of men’s bodies in Belle of the Nineties, another film written by and starring Mae West, also makes me think about what bodies are acceptable for display and to what extent that is respected. West’s main love interest in the film is Tiger, a boxer. Many scenes of the film are shot in boxing gyms with shirtless men or men in form fitting clothing. Another includes a long boxing match in a boxing ring with two shirtless men in tight pants going head to head, an action scene for the audience’s enjoyment. In this scene, West’s character watches from the audience.[footnoteRef:85] It’s interesting to see West as a spectator rather than an entertainer. For once, the men are the spectacle and she possesses the gaze. Yet it appears as though these men’s bodies are not problematic or to be covered up. The men’s bodies are celebrated for strength and athleticism in the boxing ring, not made to feel guilt for their exhibition of physique and visual pleasure for the audience. Perhaps the athletic man’s body would not be perceived as grotesque because it is long and lean and without the noticeable curves of a woman like Mae West. It seems that male athleticism is glorified, while women dancing and performing is sexualized. [85:   Belle of the Nineties, directed by Leo McCarey (1934; USA: Paramount Pictures), DVD.] 

	The reception of Mae West’s body as grotesque due to her appearance and behavior on screen led to the moral panic surrounding women’s bodies and sexuality on film. For censors, West’s body appeared as something to be policed and controlled so as not to scandalize audiences. This work of the censors situates West’s body as problematic for viewers.











Conclusion
The censorship documents from the Production Code Administration reveal attempts to police Mae West’s body on screen. Mae West’s full, curvy figure, which drew associations to prostitutes and burlesque dancers and her sexual nature, which drew associations to unrestrained Black women’s sexuality was understood by censors as problematic for public viewing. It wasn’t the scripted lines that became problematic, but the way West performed them in her signature, sexy style. Her full figure, exaggerated by adorned costumes, became a grotesque spectacle for the male gaze. The censors view of West’s body as grotesque stirred up a moral panic. The censors, in their position of power, attempted to police West’s body to enforce moral standards to femininity at the time. Due to women’s influence on the film industry at the time, this moral panic served to enforce male dominance in the film industry. 
The stakes of this project return to my initial questions about the treatment of women’s bodies as problematic. Censorship of women’s bodies continues today in modern forms of media like Instagram. Rupi Kaur, an Indian-Canadian poet, posted an image on Instagram of her lying in bed with menstrual blood stained sweatpants in 2015. The photo was removed twice for “violating community standards.” Eventually, after Kaur challenged the removal, Instagram allowed the post, claiming it was removed by mistake.[footnoteRef:86] Kaur and many feminists online discussed this instance with questions about how a fully clothed photo of a woman was deemed problematic by Instagram.[footnoteRef:87] This instance shows how censorship today takes its form on everyday people, not just celebrities, through community policies on social media platforms. Our self-curated representations of ourselves online are subject to guidelines of what is appropriate. [86:  Heather Saul, “Menstruation-themed photo series artist 'censored by Instagram' says images are to demystify taboos around periods,” The Independent, March 30, 2015, https://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/art/menstruation-themed-photo-series-artist-censored-by-instagram-says-images-are-to-demystify-taboos-10144331.html]  [87:  Rupi Kaur (@rupikaur_), Instagram Photo, March 25, 2015. https://www.instagram.com/p/0ovWwJHA6f/?taken-by=rupikaur_
] 

Present day female comedians, descendants of West in many ways, such as Amy Schumer, still receive criticism for unconventional body types. Schumer, who like West is a screenwriter in addition to an actor, is often critiqued for her brazen sexuality due to her appearance as a curvier woman. Schumer’s body goes against gendered expectations of a thin body type, especially for celebrities. In her acceptance speech for Glamour UK’s Trailblazer Award, Schumer began the speech projecting, “I’m not nervous.” She set herself up as confident and unabashed before infamously saying, “I’m probably like 160 pounds right now and I can catch a dick whenever I want.”[footnoteRef:88] With this joke, Schumer pushes against ideas of heavier women being seen as lacking male attention or lacking sexuality, when this is of course not the case. Schumer reveals herself as empowered sexually despite not falling into societal expectations of women. [88:  Ellie Shechet, “Amy Schumer: 'I'm 160 Pounds, and I Can Catch a Dick Whenever I Want,'” Jezebel, June 4, 2015. https://jezebel.com/amy-schumer-im-160-pounds-and-i-can-catch-a-dick-when-1708966494] 

On March 7, 2014, after the porn star known as “Belle Knox” was outed online as a Duke University undergrad, causing a craze of media attention and controversy, she appeared on CNN in an interview with Piers Morgan. She says in the interview, 
To be perfectly honest, if I was just another college girl who does porn, this would have been, like, a day of news. But I think that because I came out in defense of myself and because I really talked about how much porn empowered me and I really told my story, I think that’s what set this story apart.[footnoteRef:89] [89:  “Duke student: My porn career is ‘freeing’” CNN Entertainment. March 7, 2014. https://www.cnn.com/videos/showbiz/2014/03/07/pmt-bts-belle-knox-porn-career-freeing.cnn] 

Policing over women’s bodies continues today, but it seems that it’s women’s empowerment of their own bodies and knowledge of their own power that causes the greatest panic and poses the most serious threat to a patriarchal society. Knox created panic with the idea of a young and intelligent woman at an elite institution taking ownership and pleasure from her own sexuality. As she notes here, in her case, her having sex on camera in pornography may have drawn less outrage than her unapologetic attitude towards such a choice. 
	Perhaps, policing of women is not solely about the politics of the body. It’s about the power that women have when they harness their intelligence and realize that they have power over their bodies and because of their bodies. Mae West was not only an actor and performer; she was also a writer and creative in her own right. Her characters took pleasure in outsmarting men for her own sexual pleasure and for their money and gifts, usually diamonds. She wrote clever wisecracks that made her iconic. 
	Putting Mae West into a longer trajectory of Marilyn Monroe in the 1940s and 1950s reveals that policing of women is not limited to the body. Monroe was sexualized but did not portray witty characters as West did. This raises questions about the policing of women’s creative agency and intelligence beyond policing of the body.[footnoteRef:90]  [90:  Kathleen Rowe, The Unruly Woman: Gender and The Genres of Laughter (Austin, University of Texas, 1995), 119.] 

	





Bibliography
[bookmark: _GoBack]Bakhtin, Mikhail. Rabelais and His World, trans. Helene Iswolsky. Cambridge: The M.I.T. Press, 1968.
Carby, Hazel V. “Policing the Black Woman’s Body in an Urban Context.” Critical Inquiry 18, no. 4 (1992): 738-755.
Chauncey, George. Gay New York: Gender, Urban Culture, and the Making of the Gay Male World 1890-1940. New York: BasicBooks, 1994.
Cohen, Lizabeth. Making a New Deal: Industrial Workers in Chicago, 1919-1939. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008. 
Curry, Ramona. "Mae West as Censored Commodity: The Case of "Klondike Annie"." Cinema Journal 31, no. 1 (1991): 57-84. 
Curry, Ramona. Too Much of a Good Thing: Mae West as Cultural Icon. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1996.
Denning, Michael. The Cultural Front. London: Verso, 1997.
“Duke student: My porn career is ‘freeing’” CNN Entertainment. March 7, 2014. https://www.cnn.com/videos/showbiz/2014/03/07/pmt-bts-belle-knox-porn-career-freeing.cnn
Failler, Angela. “Excitable Speech: Judith Butler, Mae West, and Sexual Innuendo” International Journal of Sexuality and Gender Studies 6, no. 1-2 (2001): 49-62.
Grieveson, Lee. Policing Cinema: Movies and Censorship in Early-Twentieth-Century America. Berkeley: University of California Press, 2004.
Hall, Stuart. “The Social History of a ‘Moral Panic” In Policing the Crisis, 7-31. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 1978.
Hallett, Hilary A. Go West, Young Women!. Berkeley: University of California Press, 2013.
Hamilton, Marybeth. “When I’m Bad, I’m Better.” Mae West, Sex, and American Entertainment. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997.
 “I'm No Angel (1933) -- (Movie Clip) Sister Honky Tonk” TCM Media Room, accessed May 7, 2018. http://www.tcm.com/mediaroom/video/459043/I-m-No-Angel-Movie-Clip-Sister-Honky-Tonk.html
I’m No Angel, Paramount Pictures, 1933. Reel #7, History of cinema. Series 1, Hollywood and the Production Code [microform]: selected files from the Motion Picture Association of America Production Code Administration collection, Butler Library.
Jacobs, Lea. The Wages of Sin. Madison: The University of Wisconsin Press, 1991.
Kaur, Rupi. (@rupikaur_), Instagram Photo, March 25, 2015. https://www.instagram.com/p/0ovWwJHA6f/?taken-by=rupikaur_
Klondike Annie, Paramount Pictures, 1936. Reel #12, History of cinema. Series 1, Hollywood and the Production Code [microform]: selected files from the Motion Picture Association of America Production Code Administration collection, Butler Library.
Leff, Leonard J. & Simmons, Jerold L. The Dame in the Kimono: Hollywood, Censorship, and the Production Code from the 1920s to the 1960s. New York: Grove Weidenfeld, 1990.
Lipsitz, George. American Studies in a Moment of Danger. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2001.
Lipsitz, George. Rainbow at Midnight: Labor and Culture in the 1940s. Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1994.
McCarey, Leo, dir. Belle of the Nineties. 1934; Hollywood, CA: Paramount Pictures. DVD.
Murray, Matthew. "Mae West and the Limits of Radio Censorship in the 1930s." Colby Quarterly 36, no. 4 (Jan 01, 2000): 261-272. 
Mulvey, Laura. “‘Visual pleasure and narrative cinema’ 1975.” London: Afterall, 2016.
Robertson, Pamela. Guilty Pleasures: Feminist Camp from Mae West to Madonna. Durham and London: Duke University Press, 1996. 
Robinson, Cedric J. Forgeries of Memory and Meaning. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2007.
Roessner, Lori Amber. The sinners and the scapegoat: public reaction in the press to Mae West's Adam and Eve skit. American journalism 30, no. 4 (2013): 520-546.
Rowe, Kathleen. The Unruly Woman: Gender and the Genres of Laughter. Austin: University of Texas Press, 1995.
Saul, Heather. “Menstruation-themed photo series artist 'censored by Instagram' says images are to demystify taboos around periods,” The Independent, March 30, 2015. https://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/art/menstruation-themed-photo-series-artist-censored-by-instagram-says-images-are-to-demystify-taboos-10144331.html
Shechet, Ellie. “Amy Schumer: 'I'm 160 Pounds, and I Can Catch a Dick Whenever I Want.'” Jezebel, June 4, 2015. https://jezebel.com/amy-schumer-im-160-pounds-and-i-can-catch-a-dick-when-1708966494
She Done Him Wrong, Paramount Pictures, 1933. Reel #7, History of cinema. Series 1, Hollywood and the Production Code [microform]: selected files from the Motion Picture Association of America Production Code Administration collection, Butler Library.
Sherman, Lowell, dir. She Done Him Wrong. 1933; Hollywood, CA: Paramount Studios. DVD.
Spade, Dean. Normal Life: Administrative Violence, Critical Trans Politics, and the Limits of Law. Brooklyn: South End Press, 2011.
Staiger, Janet. Bad Women: Regulating Sexuality in Early American Cinema. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1995.
Walsh, Raoul, dir. Klondike Annie. 1936; Hollywood, CA: Paramount Pictures. DVD.





38

image1.jpg





Ty T W it o o o b 900

SURMITTED INPARTIAL FULFILLNENT O T REQURENINTS



