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-4'The smoke menace':
Cinema, sponsorship and the social
relations of science in 1937
TIMOTHY BOON

Introduction:
From environment to the history of the representation of smoke
'During the past quarter century, environmental conservation has rocketed from obscurity to a position of world influence. Its network of
observers watch ... Its researchers present embarrassing challenges ...
Its films, television and radio programs, and reports bring into many
millions of homes authentic pictures of the natural world and its
manmade problems ... It is, in fact, very much a part of the action of the
modern world, and has become so during the last twenty-five years .. ."
Max Nicholson, the seasoned environmental campaigner, wrote these words
in r986. His sentiments are of value because it is, one suspects, the current
dominance of 'green thinking' that makes the study of the history of environment so seductive. But Nicholson denies that environmentalism has
more than a 25-year history; he doesn't even want to claim the passing of the
Clean Air Act (1956) for the cause: 'although there was a kind of lobby in
existence by this time, its campaign had not availed until [external factors]
came to its support'.2 If environmentalists do not wish to claim smoke
abatement (campaigning to reduce the burning of raw coal) for their own,
then it would certainly be curious if historians were to ascribe it to them.
Environment is not a unitary theme 'running through history'; the subjects
now contained within environmentalism were discussed within different
scientific and social contexts in the past. We must respect these contexts
I should like to thank Chris Lawrence, Step hen Johnston and Alan Morton for reading and
commenting upon earlier drafts of this paper. Seminar audiences at Manchester and at the
Wellcome Institute and the Science Museum in London have witnessed the evolution of closely
related material and provided helpful criticisms. I owe a debt of gratitude to my family for their
support and forbearance. I gratefully acknowledge my indebtedness to the Science Museum for
supporting this work. Stills from The smoke menace reproduced by courtesy of British Gas plc.
M. Nicholson, The new environmental age, Cambridge, 1987, p. xi.
Ibid. p. 24. The phrase 'kind oflobby' refers to the National Smoke Abatement Society, for
which see below.
I
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whether we are studying smoke abatement, impure water, or whatever. As
a case study of the different contexts of smoke abatement in the late thirties,
I present here a discussion of the 1937 documentary film The smoke menace.
Work on the history of smoke abatement has tended to concentrate on its
political context, and mainly the passing of legislation, but this paper shows
that studying The smoke menace and its context reveals different stories
about smoke abatement from those in the established accounts)
Studying The smoke menace provides a different focus both from the
whiggish distortions of a potential 'environmentalist' account and from the
concentration on parliamentary legislation common in published work on
air pollution. But there are theoretical problems with concentrating on films
or other image artefacts: whilst they promise great potential for studies of
science and the public, the evidence they contain is problematic and ambiguous. This paper proposes that a solution to this difficulty can be found in
treating the film as the product of a heterogeneous alliance, much wider than
simply film-makers, including all interested parties. Within this approach,
The smoke menace, for example, serves as the occasion and site for study of
an alliance gathered around the subject of smoke abatement. By using this
approach it is possible to account both for the choice of the film's subject
and for the precise way in which it is represented, a task which is not
attempted in the established documentary literature.
There are general advantages in paying historical attention to image artefacts such as films. Studying a non-fiction film with a scientific subject may,
for example, provide useful evidence of how groups of historical actors have
sought to influence public perceptions of science. Shapin, in his study of
science and the public suggests:
We need more studies of the vehicles used to communicate between
science and the public, not least because the conventions and distribution

) On smoke see: P. Brimblecombe, The Big Smoke: A history ofair pollution in London since
medieval times, London, 1987; Lord Ashby and M. Anderson, 'Studies in the politics of
environmental protection: The roots of the British Clean Air Act, 1956: I. The awakening of
public opinion over industrial smoke, 1843-1853', Interdisciplinary science reviews, (1976) I,
pp. 279-29°; 'I1. The appeal to public opinion over domestic smoke, 1880-1892', ibid., (1977)
2, pp. 9-26; 'm. The ripening of public opinion, 1898-1952', ibid., (1977) 3, pp. 191-206, also
C. Flick, 'The movement for smoke abatement in 19th-century Britain', Technology and culture, (1980) 21, pp. 29-50, who gives more emphasis to industrial smoke abatement technologies. On water see: C. Hamlin, A science of impurity: Water analysis in nineteenth-century
Britain, Bristol, t990 and J.-P. Goubert, The conquest of water, Cambridge, 1986. On the
history of environmental concerns in general see (although mainly concerned with the nineteenth century): B. Luckin, Pollution and control: A social history of the Thames in the nineteenth century, Bristol, 1986. Also idem, Q!!:estions ofpower: Electricity and power in inter-war
Britain, Manchester, 1990.
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of these vehicles may have had an important bearing upon public perceptions of scientific claims and therefore their careers. 4

It is essential if historians are to gain from studying films - or other media
- that they replace the simplistic model of popularization of science - what
Latour would call a 'diffusion' model5 - with a more sophisticated account
of the processes of communication. Shapin offers such an account by implying that, far from being disinterested emanations from the laboratory 'front',
vehicles of communication used by scientists are a significant tool in the
creation of favourable public opinion and all that follows in terms of funding, prestige and so on. This paper does not directly discuss how The smoke
menace was used as such a tool but, acting on this assumption, looks at its
constitution.
The study of image artefacts of any kind is a moderately new area for
historians of science,6 and raises many serious methodological issues, the
most pressing of which for us here is their status as evidence of the past. If
it is to be worth studying them for anything other than their own sakes in an antiquarian sense, almost - then it must be to provide evidence of
something. But difficulties arise when we scrutinize the question of where
their evidence is reliable. Image artefacts used as illustrations are often assumed to give incontrovertible evidence of the reality of what they picture.
But several authors have convincingly argued that images cannot offer a
privileged window onto the past; the form they take is determined by social factors, and that we must therefore find other ways of talking about
them.7 Jordanova argues that one of the most important implications of this
for historical procedures is the consequent requirement to find 'concrete
4 S. Shapin, 'Science and the public', pp. 990-1007 in R. C. Olby et aI., Companion to the
history of modern science, London, 1990, pp. 1000-1001.
5 B. Latour, Science in action, Milton Keynes, 1987. See also S. Hilgartner, 'The dominant
view of popularization: Conceptual problems, political uses', Sodalstudies of science (1990) 20,
pp. 519-539.
6 Except, perhaps, for areas where visual language is an integral part of basic science, in which
of course the pioneering work is M. J. S. Rudwick, 'The Emergence of a visual language for
geological science [760-[840', History of science, (1976) 14, pp. 149-195. Studies of films from
a history of science or medicine perspective are few; C. J. Lawrence, 'Cinema verite ? The image
ofWilliam Harvey's experiments in 1928', in N. A. Rupke, ed., Vivisection in historicalperspective, London, [987, is one of the few accounts of a non-fiction film. Michael Shordand has done
pioneering work in the study of feature films; M. Shordand, 'Screen memories: Towards a
history of psychiatry and psychoanalysis in the movies', British journal for the history ofscience,
(1987) 20, pp. 421-451, ibid., Medicine and film, Research publications of the Wellcome Unit
for the History of Medicine, 9, Oxford, t989.
7 Methodological issues are discussed in: D. M. Fox, and C. J. Lawrence, Photographing
medicine, New York, 1988; see especially chapters I and 6; L. Jordanova, 'Medicine and visual
culture (review article)', Social history of medicine, (1990) 3, pp. 89-99, is a discussion of some
of the issues raised. The introduction to J. Tagg, The burden of representation, Basingstoke,
1988, analytically surveys many of the theoretical issues involved; see, especially, pp. 1-5.
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occasions when the mediating process can come to the historian's attention'.8 She is suggesting that when we replace the nai've view that 'the camera
never lies', it is helpful instead to concentrate on the process and circumstances of the image's constitution. These arguments can be applied with
equal validity to the moving images of the cinema film as to still photography.
The case of smoke abatement and The smoke menace provides an occasion
to study the mediating process. In the first instance there is the matter of the
selection of the subject of smoke abatement for a film. From the point of
view of public health, it is clear that smoke abatement was a minor subject
in the thirties; for instance, Newsholme does not refer to it at all in his The
last thirty years in public health (1936), whilst the PEP Report on the British
Health Services (1937) devotes only two pages of 414 to the subject. The
only pieces of legislation to touch on the subject, The Public Health Act and
The Public Health (London) Act (both 1936) are not mentioned by Ashby
and Anderson in their historical survey of smoke abatement. 9 In the thirties,
it is clear that smoke, although rarely now conceived as a sign of prosperity,
could be represented as many things; as a cause of inefficiency and
uneconomy both in the home and in industry, or as a danger to architectural
heritage and public monuments. Its impact on agriculture and its interference in aviation were considered. Where it was considered as a public health
issue, there was an implied question about whether more concern should be
shown for the effect on the working classes, and children specifically, or
whether it endangered wider groups. There was no clear agreement over the
relative significance of lung disorders and other illnesses associated with
smoke. No consensus existed over what should be considered the main
locations of the problem - domestic, or industrial, or of whose responsibility it was: industrialists', scientists', or citizens' in general. lO The smoke
menace represents a selection from these possibilities, and to understand the
processes by which the selection was made, we must look to the contexts of
the film's production, contexts which can be shown to have been constitutive of its content.
But historians studying image artefacts frequently lack sufficient archival
documentation on which to base a close examination of the mediating process. We have a choice, either to study only those examples supported by
substantial archives 1 1 and leave many examples beyond the pale of scrutiny,
8 ]ordanova, op. cit. (7), p, 96,
A Newsholme, The last thirty years in public health, London, 1936; Political and Economic Planning, Report on the British Health Services, London, 1937, pp. 47-9, Ashby and
Anderson, op. cit. (3).
10 Freely adapted, with additions, from the headings in; National Smoke Abatement Society,
The case against smoke: The evidence of authorities, Manchester, 1936.
11 As is the case with the Eugenics Society's films. See T. Boon, '''Lighting the understanding
and kindling the heart?": Social hygiene and propaganda film in the 1930S', Social history of
9

'The smoke menace'

[ 6 I]

or else to look for other ways of dealing with the problem. In the case of The
smoke menace, with no contemporary correspondence, scripts, or policy
files extant - even if it could be established that the production of the film
occasioned that formality of communication in the first instance - the production process can only be scrutinized from a distance. 12 The solution to
the problem adopted here is to argue that the film should be seen primarily
to provide historical evidence about itself, about the context of its production and about the social relations under which it was made. We may see it
as the product of an alliance of film-makers, sponsors, scientists and others,
designed to enrol various audiences in support of its representation of the
smoke problem. In other words, we may work backwards from the image
artefact to its constitutive context, illuminating, as a result, some of the
factors involved in the construction of vehicles of communication between
science and the public. Within this approach, the film becomes the source of
references to its constituting context, not only in terms of whom and what
it pictures, but also in its iconography and conventions of representation. I}
A side effect of looking at the wider alliance of interests is slightly to
displace the film-makers from the centre of attention they occupy in most
accounts, but this is entirely consistent with the view of the film's director
that reform, and not film-making, was at the heart of documentary activity.14 Self-consciously reforming attitudes were held by a much broader
community than just documentarists. This wider group was drawn to documentary film, partially because it offered a vehicle for their political and
social views, but also because those views were shared by the film-makers.
Talking of a film as the product of an extended group allows us to see it as
the result of negotiations and agreements between interested parties.
After a brief account of The smoke menace and its iconography, this paper
will turn to look at the members of the alliance of interests associated with
it production: the film-makers, the gas industry who sponsored it, and the
scientists. It will examine the rather low level of association between the film
and the National Smoke Abatement Society (NSAS), and suggest ways of
thinking about this rather surprising aspect of the story.

medicine, (1990) 3, pp. 140-1 (precis of conference paper given to the annual conference of the
Society for the Social History of Medicine, 7-9 July 1989).
12 None of the four organisations involved to varying extents (The Realist Film Unit, Film
Centre, The British Commercial Gas Association and the National Smoke Abatement Society)
has extant correspondence files. One reason for the particularly poor survival of records for this
film lies in the fact that it was one of the first documentaries to be made outside government;
both earlier and later films are well served by files at the Public Record Office.
rJ Though we should bear in mind Jordanva's caveat that conventions should be seen as
actively made rather than passively present; Jordanova, op. cit. (7), p. 96.
!4 J. Taylor, interview with the author, February, 1991.
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The argument of the film The smoke menace is advanced by the use of
caption boards. These divide the film into four sections, the last of which is
followed by a concluding section. The film's introduction puts the subject
into the immediate context of the time by referring to the economic upturn
in industry, and its continued reliance on coaJ.!5 Here, the imagery is of a
type familiar from earlier documentary films; shots of manual workers going to work, as found in Shipyard, of heavy industry, like some in Industrial
Britain, of coal mining, like those in Coal face. 16 The commentary then turns
to criticism of the dirt and inefficiency caused by coal's domestic and industrial use. Here are images of chimneys producing dark smoke (Fig. r), industry swathed in smoke, of housewives toiling, and of industrial waste.
The second section discusses what it describes as 'the dirt trades'; chimney
sweeping, laundering, window cleaning, cosmetics, and the cleaning of public monuments and buildings. Here, once again, the iconography is of 'honest working people' at their employments, typical of the early mode of
documentary. This section includes a short speech from Arthur Warnes, 'the
consulting chemical and structural engineer', on the deleterious effects of
smoke on buildings. 17
The middle section is concerned with public health; J. B. S. Haldane
explains how smoke clouds prevent children from getting the sunlight they
need to synthesize vitamin D and thus avoid rickets. Scenes of Haldane, at
first in front of a curtain (Fig. 2), then walking into a children's ultraviolet
light treatment session are intercut with shots of children playing in streets.
Accidents in fog are mentioned against shots (probably stock footage) of a
ship and pedestrians in smog. A doctor, as if talking to a patient, mentions
asthma, bronchitis, and heightened mortality due to fog.
Then the film discusses the conversion of coal into 'modern fuels'; it
allows a short section on electricity, and rather longer on the scientific basis
of the gas industry and its 'social mission', presented as a lecture to sales
representatives, intercut with shots of industry, smoking chimneys, coal tar,
fertilizer, and so on.
' j Historical contextualization is typical of documentaries of this period; see Swann, op. cit.
(18) pp. 114-5 .
•6 Shipyard, directed by Paul Rotha for the Orient Line, 1935; Industrial Britain, by
Flaherty, Grierson, Anstey, t933; Coal face, by Cavalcanti, Grierson et ai, 1935. The credits for
documentary films are recognised to be rather unreliable; see Swann, op. cit. (18), p. 114.
17 Obituaries for Arthur Warnes (1878-1942) can be found in Q!!arterly bulletin, Institute of
Chemical Engineering, (Oct. 1942) 70, p. 4, and Journal and Proceedings, Institute of Chemistry,
(1942), pp. 181-2. I have not been able to pro\'e or to disprove any links between Warnes and
other members of the alliance. He did, however, contribute an article to the catalogue of the
Science Museum exhibition; National Smoke Abatement Society, Smoke abatement exhibition:
Handbook and guide, Manchester, 1936.
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progressive minds are not satisfied. There are people who say
that coal is too valuable to be burned raw .. .' The iconography of
smoke from the opening of The smoke menace.

FIG. I: ' . . .

The film's conclusion, echoing the opening, gives an account of progress
in 'the battle against smoke', in terms of cleanliness and public health. We are
told that 'far-seeing authorities are winning their battle against dirt and
disease'. Against shots of new flats, mothers and children, we learn that
housewives are happier and that 'children are being given a fair chance to
grow up healthy and strong, because they're no longer shut-away from the
sun by a blanket of darkness' (Fig. 3). Reference is made to improvements in
industry too. The denouement adopts a less assured tone: 'But as more of
these positive results are achieved, it becomes obvious that only the fringe of
the problem has been touched'. The commentary stresses what still remains
to be done, and who might do it: 'above all they ['people fighting waste']
look to the ordinary citizen who can in the home, the office and the factory,
help to build a cleaner and less wasteful order'.
Considering that smoke pollution was acknowledged as being caused by
both industrial and domestic smoke, it is striking that in the end it is the
latter which is stressed by the commentary. The film's mode of address
implies that the smoke problem is a subject for discussion amongst citizens,
but also that the solution is in the hands of those citizens acting responsibly
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FIG. 2: 'I am a public enemy. I live in a house with several open coal fires.'

J.

B. S. Haldane in The smoke menace.

for the 'common good'. Although there are sequences on the work of the
electricity and gas industries, this is not an expose of industrial pollution,
and industry is not being told to 'clean up its act', as might be the angle of
latter day environmental documentaries. This presentation might now be
represented as typical of distortions introduced by industrial sponsorship.
But that would be to miss the different constitution of social problems in
this and associated films, which I will discuss in the next section.

Contexts of 'The smoke menace': Documentary film
The smoke menace is a documentary. Understanding precisely what that
means for a film made in 1937 is crucial to understanding the constitution of
smoke abatement within it, and the film's subsequent career. The documentary film 'movement' is blessed with a large but not uniformly useful literature, unfortunately little of it concerned with the subjects of its films, or the
factors determining them. I8 Equally, few of these accounts are concerned
18 There are now some very good historical accounts; see P. Swann, The British dOC14mentary
film movement, £926-1946, Cambridge, 1989. 1. Aitken, Film and re/onn: John Grierson and
the documentary film movement, London, 1990, is a substantial intellectual biography of docu-
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FIG. 3: 'Children are being given a fair chance to grow up healthy and

strong, because they're no longer shut away from the sun by a
blanket of darkness.' Children on a balcony at Kensal House, from
the conclusion of The smoke menace.
mentary's leading light, but tends to subsume the whole movement to Grierson. Of the standard sources, Paul Rotha, Documentary diary, London, 1973, gives a very vivid account, though
other participants have questioned details of his recollections. This book is usefully supplemented by P. Marris, ed., Paul Rotha, London, 1982. F. Hardy,john Grierson: A documentary
biography, London, )979, continues to be very useful, reflecting Hardy's close knowledge of his
friend. E. Sussex, The rise and fall of British documentary, Berkeley, 1975, and E. Orbanz,
Journey to a legend and back: The British realistiC film, Berlin, )977, are both reports of
interviews with participants in the documentary movement; although useful, they suffer the
usual problems of recollection accounts. R. Low, Documentary and educational films of the
1930S, London, 1979, is indispensable as a catalogue and reference source, though some of her
historical judgements are coloured by the documentarists' rhetoric. A. Lovell, and J. Hillier,
Studies in documentary, London. 1972, is still useful, if superseded in detail by Aitken. Contemporary texts may be found in: F. Hardy, ed., Grierson on documentary, London, 1946 and 1966
(abridged). P. Rotha, Documentary film, London, 1936 (1st edn) and 1952 (3rd edn), is an
indispensable piece of documentary rhetoric. Some of the best early critical work on documentary is to be found in: A. Kuhn, 'Independent' film-making and the state m the 1930S, in C.
Johnston, ed., Edinburgh '77 magazine, (1977), ibid., 'British documentary in the 1930S and
"independence": Recontexrualising a film movement', in D. MacPherson, British cmema: Traditions of independence, London, 1980. R. Coils and P. Dodd, 'Representing the nation: British
documentary film, 1930-45', Screen, (1985) 26, pp. 21-33, usefully examines the ideology of
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with the wider social groups involved in the films' production. Documentary was not the only type of non-fiction film made in the thirties. Newsreels, commercial, educational and propaganda (including health education)
films, as well as political films on the Left and the Right, had all established
support networks and public audiences by the end of the decade, not necessarily in conventional cinema settings. 19 So, what distinguished documentary? British Documentary is commonly described as a movement, and this
can be justified in terms of institutional, theoretical and representational
factors.
In the first place, documentaries may be defined as films made by people
who had their roots in the government film units established by John
Grierson in the early '30S, first at the Empire Marketing Board (EMB) and
subsequently at The General Post Office. Thus we may describe as
documentarists both John Taylor (director of The smoke menace) who remained close to Grierson throughout the thirties, and Paul Rotha, who left
the EMB Unit after only five months and pursued a more independent
career. 20 But the fact that these units were associated with government is also
significant. It has been argued by Paul Swann amongst others, that the rise
of the documentary film is very much a part of the rise of public relations,
itself a response to the increasing power of the state in the first half of the
twentieth century. With the extension of suffrage came the requirement for
government to talk to the public. Within this view, 'the general public' is an
artefact of the modern democratic state. Obviously it cannot be argued that
universally across government all officials in all departments wanted to talk
about all subjects to the public. But it is clear that groups of individuals
within particular types of governmental organization were able to advance
democratic rhetorics based on these types of assumptions. 21 The Empire
Marketing Board is the key example, and therefore it is no surprise that it
was here that the first documentary unit was formed.
The establishment of documentary was accompanied by the publication of
many theoretical articles and books, often vividly rhetorical in tone, and
frequently dedicated to elucidating what distinguished documentary from all
other types of film. Both Grierson and Rotha, with slightly different emphases, made major contributions to this literature. 22 More than anything else,
it was documentary's assumption of a realist rhetoric which set it apart from
documentary, but tends, like some of the older work, to underestimate historical changes in the
form. J. Corner, ed., Documentary and the mass media, London, 1986, is a series of essays on
documentary in the broader sense, also treating media other than film.
19 In general, see R. Low, Films of comment or persuasion of the 1930S, London, 1979; N.
Pronay, and D. W. Spring, Propaganda, politics and film, 1918-1945, London, 1982; for Left
film-making see MacPherson, op. cit. (18); and B. Hogenkamp, Deadly Parallels; Film and the
Left in Britain 1929-39, London, 1986.
20 Low, op. cit. (18), p. 53.
21 Swann, op. cit. (18), p. 2.
22 See references in note 18 above, especially Rotlu (1936), Hardy (1946/r966).
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other types of non-fiction film-making in this period. When many instructional films used a fictional form to put across their content, Grierson advocated a type of philosophical realism which went beyond the world of
appearances to a deeper underlying reality:
In documentary we deal with the actual, and in that sense with the real.
But the really real, if I may use that phrase, is something deeper than
that. The only reality which counts in the end is the interpretation which
is profound.
Aitken gives an example of the intercutting of shots of a herring trawler at
sea with shots of the market place in Grierson's own film Drifters, forming
a sequence which is designed to show their interdependence and the 'interrelation of social practices within a social reality'.2 3 Not all documentarists
were educated in philosophical idealism, and it is not sustainable to argue
that all of them held to the precise view which Grierson articulates here. But
it is clear that for many of them realism did entail a concern with the
underlying social forces associated with a film's subject, whether in the more
abstract sense expressed by Grierson, or in the more political, as often found
in Rotha's work.
It is clear from this example that it is possible to relate the documentarists'
apologetic writings with the appearance of the films. A recognizable documentary style, which Rotha later described as the 'poetic' style, developed in
the first half of the thirties. In these films, as exemplified by Industrial
Britain and Night mail, the documentarists were concerned to show the
dignity and craftsmanship of the worker as a way of educating the audience
in the nature of modern industrial and corporate society.
But both the institutional place and rhetorical style of documentary film
were supported and nurtured within an alliance. Stephen Tallents, secretary
of the EMB, was a key figure in the alliance which sustained the
documentarists. He had previously held a series of semi-official appointments which 'placed him in positions where he was required to work with
public opinion'.2 4 Under his influence, the EMB used innovative publicity
methods including the establishment of nation-wide poster hoardings and,
of course, documentary films. Tallents had facilitated the establishment of
the EMB film unit, but also recruited for the Board people schooled in
public relations work, including Frank Pick, William Crawford, and A. P.
Ryan (who later created the public relations department for the gas industry). On the dissolution of the EMB in 1933, Tallents transferred to the
GPO and took the film unit with him. 2j Waiter Elliot the Tory MP provides
another example of the long lasting alliances underpinning documentary
activity. He had known Grierson at Glasgow University, and was chairman
2)

24

Grierson quoted with discussion in Aitken, op. cit. (18), pp. 109-110.
Swann, op. cit. (18), p. 23.
25 Ibid., pp. 47-8.
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of the EMB film committee when its first films were approved in 1928. He
served on the GPO Unit's film committee and was a consistent supporter of
the documentarists, taking trouble to visit them at their offices. 26 One final
example, that of Ritchie Calder, serves to illustrate the breadth of documentary's sustaining alliance; as science correspondent of the Daily Herald, he
consistently wrote in support of documentary film, and was, on occasion,
involved more substantially in the production process. 27
A series of institutional changes at mid decade encouraged a diversification of documentary activities. When Tallents ceased to be public relations
officer at the GPO in 1935 and was replaced by a less sympathetic official,
it became more difficult for the Unit to make films on subjects other than
GPO services. 28 Increasingly from 1935, film-makers who had started at the
EMB or the GPO began to work under different auspices. 29 The Strand Film
Company operated as a documentary unit from 1935, and The Realist Film
Unit, responsible for The smoke menace, was established in 1937. This diversification of production facilities was accompanied by other consolidating
activities: with World film news, set up in 1936, documentary had a publication from which it could marshal its allies and tease its political opponents.3° Associated Realist Film Producers (ARFP) was formed in January
1936 to serve the function of easing contacts between documentarists and
potential clients)! It provided the institutional base outside government
departments which the documentarists required to further the interests of
their wider alliance. These changes were associated with the arrival of new
members of the alliance, for example the nutritionist John Boyd-Orr, long
an associate of Waiter Elliot,F who appeared in the film Enough to eat? in
1936. Thereafter, and especially during the War, he was associated with
several more films and closely collaborated on Rotha's World of plenty
(1943)·
It is important to note that despite the longevity of this sustaining alliance,
documentary was not an unchanging form. Authors such as Nichols, who
are keen to characterize an overall documentary form, underestimate the
degree of change in the representational styles of documentaries, and do not
see the historical specificity of the alliances of interest embodied in indi,6 Hardy, op. cit. (18), pp. 27, 49, and 73; Rotha, op. cit. 1973 (18), p. 43· See J. Boyd-Orr
and S. Tallems, 'Waiter Elliot', Biographical memoirs of Fellows of the Royal Society, (1958) 4,
pp. 73-80. ElEot also appeared in the film Enough to eat? in 1936.
'7 For example in Peace of Britain (1936) and They met in London (1941). See R. Calder, 'We
must show close-ups oflife', Daily Herald, (7 Oct. 1936) London, plO. Also, E. Sussex, op. cit.
(18), p. 64.
,8 Swann, op. cit. (18), especially pp. 76-7.
'9 Although Rotha had worked with British Instructional on the making of Contact from
1932; Rotha, op. cit. 1973 (18), p. 70.
)0 Swann, op. cit. (18), pp. 111 and 77.
)1 See P. Rotha, Letter to the editor, Sight and sound, 8, 1939, p. 81, and Anon., 'The
documentary film: Consultative body formed', The Times, (10 Jan. 1936).
3' See J. Boyd-Orr and S. Tallents, op. cit. (26).

'The smoke menace'
vidual films,33 Accounts such as these do not always pay due heed' to the
historical circumstances of the 1930S, which wrought enormous changes in
documentary practice, just as, in different ways, they altered other discourses concerned with society and social problems, such as, for example,
eugenics,34
From about 1935, documentary films also began to treat new issues and
subjects, especially social problems and their reform. Some of the clearest
early examples of this are to be seen in Rotha's The face of Britain and Elton
and Anstey's Housing problems (both 1935). A feature of these films, which
became increasingly prominent as the form developed, was the inclusion of
expert opinion, usually deployed in the form of 'camera interviews',35
Where it is scientists who supply this expertise, it is most often to lend
authority to the delineation of a problem. The presence of Arthur Warnes
and J. B. S. Haldane in The smoke menace is typical of this. It is also
characteristic of these films that they represent the social problems they
portray as having solutions; often by means of the benevolent actions of
corporations, or government agencies,3 6 as Grierson enthused in 1938:
In many of the documentary films, the country is shown tearing down
slums and building anew, or facing up to unemployment and reorganising economically: in general passing from the negative to the positive. It
is in this, precisely, that most of us have felt that the strength of democratic Britain is made manifestY
But the expertise which is deployed to demonstrate such progress is typically represented by politicians and not scientists,38
The expansion in subjects was accompanied by changes in representational style. Rotha commented: 'the making of films about the task of social
reconstruction was a great deal harder than the dramatization of the steelworker and the fisherman as symbols of labour',39 The new films experimented with what were all thought of as 'journalist' forms at the time. 40
Housing problems confronted the audience with slum dwellers; Enough to
eat? adopted an illustrated lecture format; and The smoke menace borrowed
its style of reportage from the American social issues newsreel The march of
time, which ran a British office enjoying close links with the British docu33 B. Nichols, 'Documentary theory and practice', Screen, (1976) 17, and idem, Ideology and
the image, Bloomington, 1981.
J4 P. G. Werskey, 'Nature and politics between the wars', Nature, (1969) 214, pp. 462-472;
idem, 'British scientists and" outsider" politics, I 93 I-I 94 5', Science studies, (1971) I, pp. 67- 83;
D. J. Kevles, In the name of eugenics, Harmondsworth, 1986.
H Swann, op. cit. (18), pp. 114-15.
36 Ibid., pp. 115-16.
37 Grierson, The battle for authenticity in F. Hardy, op. cit. 1966 (18), pp. 83-85, p. 85·
38 For example, Waiter ElIiot is seen and Herbert Morrison delivers a speech in Enough
39 Rotha, op. cit. 1952 (18), p. 196, a section written for the 1939 edition.
to eat?
4° Rotha, op. cit. 1936 (18), pp. 224-8.
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mentary film movement from 1936.41 This is how Rotha associated The
smoke menace and the newsreel :
The Fast Moving tempo of The March of Time, with its anxiety to find
an edge to every item, was now to influence the British documentary
film. Trying to put across facts in journalistic style, a film like The smoke
menace showed small care for the visual importance of the medium. It
used the screen as an illustration to its commentary, broken up here or
there by a personal interview. It had nothing of the pictorial beauty of
photography which was normally associated with documentary filmsY

In all these films, subject and style were very tightly bound together, as is
clear from Grierson's recollection:
We worked together and produced ... the poetic documentary [a reference to the earlier style of Night mail, for example]. But ... there has
been no great development of that in recent times. I think it's partly
because we ourselves got caught up in social propaganda ... got caught
up with the problems of housing and health, the question of pollution
... We got onto the social problems of the world, and we ourselves
deviated from the poetic line. 43
The older rhetoric of education in the nature of society became mixed
with a social concern, and the language of citizenship, found occasionally
earlier in the decade, was used with greater frequency. Here is Rotha, writIllg III 1935:
Civilisation today, in fact, presents a complexity of political and social
problems which have to be faced by every thinking person.... it rests
with the ordinary person to act not merely as a passive voter but as an
active member of the State. His political cooperation, criticism and even
active opposition is demanded and must be intelligently equipped to
meet that demand. 44

It is, of course, documentary film that is intended to equip the citizen to
act. 45
As a documentary made in 1937, then, The smoke menace exemplifies
1

Taylor, op. cit. (14); P. ROlha op. cit. 1973 (19) p. 158; R. Low, op. cit. (18) p. 44·
P. Rotha op. cit. 1952 (18), p. 196, a section written for Ihe 1939 edition. Of course, we do
nor have 10 conclude from [his [hat [he imagery of [he film did nor matter [Q contemporary
audiences.
4) Grierson quoted in Sussex, op. cit. (18), p. 79.
44 P. Rorha, op. cit. 1936, (18), pp. 48-9.
45 Rorha quoted approvingly a piece on adult education by Eva Hubbock: 'It should, [hen,
be the aim of education for citizenship 10 equip Ihe citizen for Ihe "choice before him" so Iha[
he may support [he better rather than [he worse general policy. It should, indeed, be possible
... 10 pur before him [he main facts and principles, whether these be moral, economic or political,
which lie behind [he chief questions of [he day'; P. Ro[ha, op. cit. 1952 (18), pp. 50-I.
4

4
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concerns about social problems typical of documentary at that stage in its
development. It embodies representational practices intended to address
those concerns. Associated with the emergence of this new phase of documentary film was the development of a new class of ally; the scientists, and
architects for example who, both on screen and off, developed with the
documentarists mutually advantageous alliances and strategies of publicity.

Contexts of 'The smoke menace'; Sponsorship
The gas industry, sponsors of The smoke menace, named their film catalogue
'Modern Films on Matters of Moment'. It opened with the following assertlons:
The films in this catalogue are offered as dramatic accounts of some of
the problems of modern Citizenship in which the general public and the
Gas Industry have a common concern ... Nutrition, Housing Reform
and Public Health. Films have been made on all these subjects: some deal
with the processes involved in the manufacture of Gas; some with the
domestic problems of Housewifery and Cooking: some outline a
planned approach to home economics and some discuss the National
problems of Smoke Abatement, Nutrition, Housing and Education. We
offer this account of matters of moment in the life of the community in
the hope that it will serve not only to make known the activities of the
Gas Industry and the responsibilities which the Industry has taken upon
itself in matters of Public Health and general welfare, but also help to
articulate the public knowledge in the major social problems. 46
Each year from 1935> at least one high profile film on a social subject
designed to 'appeal to the public conscience' was included in the programme. 47 Other than The smoke menace, the films in the group are: Housing problems (1935), Enough to eat? (The nutrition film) (1936), Children at
school, Kensal House (both 1937) and The Londoners (1939). From this list
the context of The smoke menace becomes clear, for in all these films public
health issues act as the vehicles for reforming social concern; Housing problems and Kensal House are about life in the slums and in the flats built to
replace them; Enough to eat? discusses working class malnutrition; whilst
Children at school reveals the poor state of the nation's schools; and The
Londoners celebrates the work of the London County Council in the alleviation of social ills. Smoke, then, is presented not only as a problem of waste
perpetrated within industry and within the home, but also as a problem of
public health, especially (in terms of the proportion of time devoted) for
46

BCGA, Modern films on matters of moment, London, 1939, p. 3·
H. De Mouilpied, 'The gas industry presents', Co-pal-tners' magazine (Gas Light and
Coke Co.), (Nov. 1937) 27, p. 61I.
47
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children. These problems are presented as having two types of solution: in
the first place, there is a series of technical solutions effected at the corporate
level- presented in the penultimate section of the film. But there is also the
direct address to the audience; that it is through the exercise of responsible
citizenship, and the burning of less raw coal, that solutions to public health
problems can be effected.
For the gas industry, these films were part of what was, for the period, a
highly sophisticated public relations strategy. Gas was in' competition with
the electrical supply industry, especially for large installations in the slum
rehousing schemes of the Local Authorities who, in S. C. Leslie's memorable
phrase 'associated electricity with the Millenium'.4 8 Leslie, the publicity
manager at the Gas Light and Coke Company, and A. P. Ryan before him,
sought to assert the modernity of gas by associating it with urgent public
isues. 49 Hence the film catalogue title 'Modern Films on Matters of Moment'. They achieved this not just through making and showing films but
also in public exhibitions, 50 formal dinners with invited speakers, 51 and
single theme advertising campaignsY Even the building of slum clearance
flats was celebrated as a triumph of public relations. Kensal House - the
estate built by the Gas Light and Coke Company - proved, Leslie argued,
that new accommodation could be contrived to be not just larger, cleaner
and smoke-free, but cheaper to rent than slum properties, and left tenants,
contrary to some arguments,53 enough money to purchase a nutritious
diet. 54
By playing its part in the production of these films, the gas industry served
its interests by keeping gas in the public eye, and especially, addressing those
perceived to be influential members of society. David Milne-Watson, Governor of the Gas Light and Coke Company, in a letter to The Times about
their films stated:
is P. Rotha, op. cit. 1973 (18), p. 155. For the nature of the electrical industry's campaign, see
B. Luckin, op. cit. 1990 (3), especially pp. 9-22.
i9 P. Swann, op. cit. (18), p. 101.
5° For smoke abatement exhibition: Anon., 'Britain's burning shame and the gas campaign',
Journal of the National Smoke Abatement Society, (Nov. 1938), pp. 101-3; For the nutrition
exhibition: Anon., 'Food and national health: Exhibition at Charing Cross Underground', The
gas world, (29 Jan. 1938), p. 97; The gas and coke industry also exhibited at the Science Museum
smoke abatement exhibition; see NSAS, op. cit. (17).
51 The same meeting is referred to in: Anon., 'British Commercial Gas Association 27th
annual general meeting in London', The gas world, (22 Oct. 1938), pp. 338-345, and; Anon.,
'The Minister of Health on smoke: Mr Herbert Morrison on London's problem',journal ofthe
National Smoke Abatement Society, (Nov. 193 8), pp. 111-3.
P See the section below on th~ gas smoke abatement campaign of 1938.
53 Anon., 'The Committee Against Malnutrition', Lancet, (1934) I, p. 1358, G. C. M.
M'Gonigle, and J. Kirby, Poverty and public health, London, 1936.
H S. C. Leslie, 'Kensal House: The case for gas is proved', The gas world, (2 Oct. 1937), pp.
299-3°4·
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we have found here a means of establishing relations of improved understanding and increased confidence between our industry and its public,
and not least in the minds of those more highly critical and influential
sections which are particularly difficult to reach through traditional
channels of persuasion.5 5
This was partially achieved by manufacturing and sustaining a public reputation for laudable neutrality. For example, one of their own publications,
speaking of Enough to eat? asserted that 'Such a film, naturally, contains no
gas propaganda whatever',5 6 a sentiment which is echoed in The new statesman and nation: 'The only aspect which causes any surprise is the absence
of any kind of reference to gas, light or coke'Y
The documentarists actively sustained the gas industry's enrolment in the
alliance of interests by, for example, Grierson attending and speaking at the
1937 annual conference of the British Commercial Gas Association
(BCGA), where he maintained that 'It was not ... the Ministry of Health
which had improved the health of the nation last year, but the Gas Industry
... In his view ... nothing would keep the flag of gas flying more effectively
than films, because they maintained public relations in a manner that no
other method could do.'5 8 Sustaining the alliance with the documentarists,
the BCGA appointed Thomas Baird, formerly at the GPO film unit, as Film
Officer in late 1937. That he was on the Associated Realist Film Producers
lecturers' panel is explicitly mentioned in the press announcement.5 9 Waiter
Elliot took the opportunity to stress the importance of documentary films
when guest of honour at a BCGA luncheon. 6o
Equally, accounts of the production process state both that it was the
industry which chose the subject,61 and that 'early in 1935, the British Commercial Gas Association commissioned Elton and Anstey to produce a programme of five films, inviting their collaboration in the choice of subjects'. 62
If we take it that all those concerned were already members of a longsustained alliance, these accounts are not incompatible.
Once again, as is clearly visible in the catalogue introduction, the common
language of the alliance of interests can be seen to revolve around notions of
55

D. Milne-Watson, 'Utility in public relations (letter to the editor)', The Times, (16 Jun.

1938), p. 12.
56 Anon., 'Mr. Therm - film star: Gas Light and Coke Company's films', Gas journal, (5
August, 1936), p. 325.
57 Anon., 'A London diary', New statesman and nation, (10 Oct. 1936), p. 499.
58 Anon., 'The twenty-sixth national conference of the BCGA' Gas journal, (6 Oct. 1937),
pp. 61-4 and 98, pp. 63-4.
59 Anon., 'BCGA appoints film officer', The gas world, (27 Nov. 1937), p. 487.
60 See The gas world reference op. cit. (5 I), p. 342.
61 H. De Mouilpied, 'Films in the making', Co-partners' magazine (Gas Light and Coke
Co.), QuI. 1937) 27, p. 408.
6, My emphasis. The Arts Enquiry, The factual film, Oxford, 1947, p. 53
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'the problems of modern Citizenship' deployed as the ground for discussion
by the public and the Gas Industry as equal partners with a common concern. This point is expanded in internal publications:
In l~ hours of films th[e] citizen can learn of the numerous activities of
the Gas Industry and of its social significance ... These films are part of
an education in citizenship which will give to the ordinary man a better
understanding of the social problems of the day. To do that is to give
him a new conception of the Gas Industry. These two things are complementary. To raise the question of fuel costs in re-housing schemes or to
discuss the national wastes and ravages of smoke is to bring the place of
the Gas Industry into its true perspective. 63
Or, as the Gas Journal put it: 'This sort of film is good citizenship and
good business too'.64

Contexts of 'The smoke menace'; Social Relations of Science
The last group I want to consider as members of the alliance of interests
responsible for this film is that of scientists. I will argue that The smoke
menace, and certain other films 65 can be seen as cinematic expressions of the
views of scientists active in arguments over the social relations of science.
Once again, evidence of agreement amongst a broad alliance is signified by
the person of Ritchie Calder, whom we have seen was active in support of
the documentarists, but was also involved in debates on the social relations
of science. 66
Certain scientists were very active within the 'Middle Opinion' culture of
the thirties, notably ]ulian Huxley, Lancelot Hogben, Richard Gregory and
J. B. S. Haldane. 67 The documentarists' organization Associated Realist Film
Producers (ARFP)68 provides important evidence of the involvement of
6) H. De Mouilpied, 'The gas industry presents', Co-paHners' magazine (Gas Light and
Coke Co.), (Nov. 1937) 27, pp. 610-611.
64 Anon., 'A review of the Gas Light and Coke Company's films', Gas journal, (14 Oct.
1936), p. 15 8.
6j Notably Enough to eat? (1936) and Peace of Britain (1936), but also several films from the
wartime period, including They met in London (1941) and World of plenty (1943)'
66 W. McGucken, 'The social relations of science: The British Association for the Advancement of Science, 1931-1946', Proceedings of the American Philosophical Society, (1979) 123, pp.
237-264, passim.
67 Several, for example, were on the editorial board of The realist, 'a journal of scientific
humanism', which ran between 1929 and 1930, publishing articles across the scientific, political
and artistic spectrum. For the general point, see: A. Marwick, 'Middle opinion in the thirties:
Planning, progress and political "agreement"', English Historical Review, (1964) 79, pp. 285298. For a somewhat diffuse discussion of documentary in the context of middle opinion, see
I. Aitken, op. cit. (18) especially, pp. 167-183.
68 See above, 'documentary film' section, note 31 ; also P. Swann, op. cit. (18), p. 112.
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scientists within cultural and specifically cinematic institutions. The membership of ARFP contained all the most prominent documentary film-makers, including John Taylor, director of The smoke menace. 69 The biologists
Julian Huxley, J. B. S. Haldane and Lancelot Hogben, along with the architect Basil Ward, the designer McKnight Kauffer and the composer Waiter
Leigh, were all listed as advisers to this group. In the absence of any detailed
records of ARFP's meetings 70 we must turn to other evidence of the ways in
which it acted as a coalition of scientists and film-makers. We can, for
example, look at the activities of scientists in support of documentary film.
Each of them took a more or less active role: Hogben published and lectured,?1 Huxley appeared in many films, lectured, and wrote supportive
letters to The Times,?2 and Haldane appeared in The smoke menace. The
strength of this aspect of the alliance is demonstrated by the way in which,
during a lengthy debacle over what sorts of films should be shown in the
British Pavilion at the 1939 New York World's Fair,73 all three scientists
were amongst only eight signatories from ARFP to a letter to The Times
advocating the choice of documentary films on account of their 'truthful
approach to British life', rather than the 'British Newsreel' which the organizing committee was proposing.7 4
Haldane's presence in The smoke menace is at first a little puzzling; from
a sun ray clinic at the Middlesex Hospital he gives a short lecture on the
deleterious effects of smoke on sun exposure - and therefore vitamin D
production - of children:
I am a public enemy. I live in a house with several open coal fires. But
I am not sufficiently ashamed when I see the smoke coming out of my
69 He is not listed in the membership list printed in World film news in October 1936
(reproduced in P. Rotha, op. cit. 1973 (18), pp. [60 -I), but he was subsequently its Treasurer.
In the credits for The smoke menace, the letters' ARFP' appear after his name, despite the fact
that the film was made during the period when Film Centre (set up in August 1937; see ibid.,
p. 2 I 3) was taking over ARFP's role of acting as broker between organisations wanting to have
documentary films made, and their producers.
7° Rotha records that 'The minute books of the association were scrupulously kept but were
subsequently lost'; Rotha, op. cit. 1973 (18), p. I6r.
7' L. Hogben, 'The new visual culture', Sight and sound, (1936) 5, pp 6-9; he spoke to the
NUT Higher Education conference in December 1936; L. Hogben, 'Films and science: Mathematics', Sight and sound, (1936) 5, p. 150.
7' Most notably Enough to eat? (The nutrition film) in which he is seen speaking the
commentary. He appears on the list of lecturers organised by ARFP to 'give lectures ... about
the social, aesthetic and educational aspects of cinema'; The Times, (30 August 1937), p. 8. He
also spoke in a series at the Royal Institution in January 1937 (two others were R. A. WatsonWatt and B. A. Keen); see 'Films and science: A symposium', Sight and sound, (193 6) 5, pp.
150-1; J. Huxley, 'British films (letter to the editor)', The Times, (22 Jun. 1937), p. 17·
l ) P. Swann, op. cit. (18), pp. 136-143; Rotha, op. cit. 1973 (18), pp. 233-24°.
74 The Times, (7 November 1938), reproduced in part in Rotha, op. cit. 1973 (18), pp.
23 6-7'
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own chimney, and I ought to be ashamed of myself But I know that my
chimney is cooperating with a million other chimneys to make London
not merely dirtier, but less healthy. Growing children need vitamin D, if
their bones and teeth are to be properly formed. Now, vitamin D is
produced when ultraviolet radiation falls on a waxy substance which is
found in almost all living organisms including ourselves. Few children
get all the vitamin D that they need in their food, but they can make all
that is necessary if enough sunlight falls on their skin. If they don't get
enough sunlight or enough vitamin, they will develop rickets and bad
teeth. And my smoke is adding to the pall which hides the children of
London from the ultraviolet radiation of the sun.
Now these children here are getting artificial ultraviolet radiation in
order to protect them from rickets. It may be as good as real sunlight; I
don't know, I'm not sure, but I do know it's a great deal more expensive.
Haldane here is not 'popularizing' his own work,75 but the tone is very
similar to that of his newspaper and magazine essays, for example those
collected and published as Possible worlds and other essays,?6 Here, as in
many of the essays, he mobilizes an easy expertise, aristocratic authority and
self deprecation as instruments of his scientific rhetoric. But, within this
speech, it is Haldane's personal responsibility as a citizen, not as a scientist
that is emphasized. This accords very well not just with citizenship motifs
within documentary, but also with one of the conclusions of the longrunning debates about the social responsibilities of scientists which had
arisen during the depression, in 193°-31. During the I930s, impelled by
doubts about the impact of science upon society provoked by the experience
of economic depression and mass unemployment, and recalling the effects of
novel 'scientific' weapons in the First World War, many scientists had begun
to doubt the traditional positivistic association between the accumulation of
scientific knowledge and the progress of Mankind.77 Whether scientists
should be held responsible for the application of the 'pure' knowledge they
perceived to be produced in the laboratory was the subject of sustained
debate throughout the decade. McGucken argues that amongst the various

7l Judged on the basis of his publications listed in the bibliography to N. W. Pirie, 'John
Burdon Sanderson Haldane, 1892-1964', Biographical memoirs of Fellows of the Royal Society,
(1966) 12, pp. 219-49.
6
7 J. B. S. Haldane, Possible worlds and other essays, London, 1927.
77 See: P. G. Werskey, 'Nature and politics between the wars', Nature, (1969) 224, pp. 462472; ibid., 'British scientists and "outsider" politics, 1931-1945', Science studies (1971) I, pp.
67-83; idem, The visible college,. A collective biography of British scientists and socialists of the
/9Jos, London, 1988 (2nd edn); McGucken, op. cit. (66); P. Collins, 'The British Association
as public apologist for science, 1919-1946', pp. 21 I-23° in R. Macleod, and P. Coliins, eds., The
parliament of science, Northwood, IL, 1981.
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groups of scientists involved in debates about the social relations of science,
those connected with the British Association by 1938 had
concluded that they were responsible neither for the positive nor especially for the negative social uses of science. In a democratic society such
uses, they plausibly concluded, were the responsibility of every citizen,
scientists and layman alike,78
It is intriguing that in the case of The smoke menace it is Haldane, ostensibly one of the most radical of scientists, who is found voicing a sentiment
more typical of the far less radical British Association group, though at this
stage he certainly considered himself to be a Marxist,79 This example shows
both how intricately we must look at the mediation process in examining
vehicles of communication between scientists and the public, but also how
complex are the alliances which underpin them. Certainly, as far as documentary films are concerned, nothing more radical than a meliorist reforming viewpoint, normally deployed around ideas of planning, is ever
expressed regarding any of the public health issues on which they touch. 8o
Of the scientific advisers to ARFP, Hogben was the most actively concerned with issues of citizenship, and its role in relation to both science and
film. By looking at his ideas we can investigate one scientist's view of the
advantage of association with documentary film-makers. In a speech to the
Blackpool meeting of the British Association in 1936, he argued that 'The
cultural claims of science rest on the social fact that the use and misuse of
science intimately affects the everyday life of every citizen in a modern
community'.8! But he went beyond the British Association view, explicitly
arguing that scientists should be active as citizens: 'This nonsense that the
scientific worker has no time to be a socially responsible adult, exercising his
social responsibilities as a citizen, is due to be debunked'.82
Hogben's review of books by Rotha and Grierson in the film journal Sight
and sound, can be seen as his manifesto for ARFP.83 He argues:
The willing co-operation of men of science, the financial support of
persons belonging to different political parties (or to none at all) and the
78

W. McGucken, op. cit. (66), p. 264.
In the Muirhead Lectures on political philosophy delivered in the University of Birmingham in January and February 1938 he commented 'I have only been a Marxist for about a year';
J. B. S. Haldane, The Marxist philosophy and the sciences, London, 1938, p. 13.
80 It is interesting too that scientific research is nowhere the subject of a documentary film
in this period.
8l Printed as L. Hogben, 'Naturalistic studies in the education of the citizen', pp. I I I - I 32 in
J. B. Orr et al., What science stands for, London, 1937. See p. 119.
82 L. Hogben, Science for the citizen, London, 1938, pp. 9-1 I.
8) It was published at very much the time that ARFP was established; L. Hogben, 'The new
visual culture', op. cit. (71).
79
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creative work of film directors with the outlook of Grierson and Rotha
could be enlisted to quicken the social imagination of England.
This is a process he describes, quoting Grierson, as bringing 'the new world
of citizenship into the imagination'.8 4 But for him, the cinema - 'the university of the future' - has a particular purpose in relation to science, and that
is to sweep away the mystification normally effected by popular science,
To make mankind aware that science teaches the possibility of plenty of
the people by the people and for the people, we have got to translate it
into the vernacular.... Education for the age of plenty means shewing
people that science is not a mystery. It is organised workmanship. This
can only be done if you shew people how science has arisen out of the
common experience of mankind to meet the common needs of mankind. 8j
This can be seen in the light of his views on science education in general:
education for citizenship demands a knowledge of how science is misused, how we fail to make the fullest use of science for our social wellbeing, and, in short, a vision of what human life could be if we planned
our resources intelligently.86
Documentary, then, is the means by which education for citizenship, in
which the instrumental potential of a demystified science is crucial, can be
achieved.
It is intriguing, given his views, that Hogben was never more actively
involved in film production; Huxley and Haldane actually appeared in films,
after all. But his clarification of the roles of science and documentary does
give an indication of the function that these scientific advisers to ARFP
might expect film appearances by scientists to play. Within this view, 'camera interviews' by scientists in documentary films, are acts of scientific citizenship.8 7
But there are simpler things to be said about such appearances. At the
minimum, we can argue that for the individual scientist to appear in a film
implies assent to preliminary ideas about how the subject, in this case smoke
abatement, is represented. 88 Beyond this, they assent to add to it a negotiated
84 J. Grierson, Preface to P. Rotha, op. cit. 1936 (18), p. 5: 'Here, in the reporting and
interpretation of fact [i.e. in documentary J, was a new instrument of public influence which
might increase experience and bring the new world of citizenship into the imagination.'
85 L. Hogben, 'The new visual culture', op. cit., (71), p. 8.
86 L. Hogben, op. cit. (83), p. 123.
87 As Hogben wrote to Huxley about Enough to eat?: '{ want to tell you that { think your
part in the Nutrition film was a really courageous piece of active citizenship.' LH to JH (20 act.
1936), Huxley Archive, Rice University, Houston, Texas.
8S Although, a film may change markedly during the production process, as Anstey, directOr
of Enough to eat ?, describes; see E. Orbanz, op. cit. (18), p. 92.
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contribution of their own: a statement of opinion, a display of expertise, or
the presentation of information. Given this, what is Haldane doing in The
smoke menace? It might be anticipated that he would be called upon to give
a scientific definition of smoke, as he did later in a Daily worker column,89
or to speak on smoke and cancer, a topic that he had raised in a magazine
essay in 1925, and which had been taken up with alacrity as pro-electricity
propaganda. 90 Of all the things which might be said about the effects of
smoke on the public health, it is not at all clear that all interested groups
would lay such stress on the prevention of vitamin production. The National
Smoke Abatement Society, for example, in the five and a half pages concerned with smoke and health in their publication The case against smoke:
The evidence of authorities, does not mention it at all. They concentrate on
lung diseases and find space to speak of the psychological gloom induced by
darkness. 91 Yet it is typical of those who championed the use of scientific
method in medicine to stress vitamins, which for them proclaimed the validity of the scientific approach. 92 Haldane, who had spent ten years as a
member of Gowland Hopkins' Department at Cambridge is clearly a member of this group.93 The stress on the scientific approach to medicine and
public health was built into discussions on the social relations of science.
Haldane, Hopkins, Ryle and others were active participants in discussions
which led to the establishment of the British Association's Division for the
Social and International Relations of Science in 1938.94 These scientists were
arguing for an enlarged role for science in the solution of social problems
and, for them, nutrition was a paradigm case. There is clear evidence in the
different uses of science by the Smoke Abatement Society and the alliance
formed around the production of The smoke menace, of scientific expertise
and authority being mobilized within different interest groups for different
89 Reprinted as 'Smoke' in J. B. S. Haldane, Science in peace and war, London, 1940, pp. 199202. He explains: 'A smoke is a collection of particles, either solid or liquid, of a certain degree

of fineness, suspended in air .. .'
9° Reprinted as 'Cancer research' in J. B. S. Haldane, Possible worlds and other essays,
London, 1927; Anon., 'Electricity and cancer (current topics)', The electrician, (30 Jan. 1925)
94,112-3. See: B. Luckin, op. cit. 1990 (3), p. 18.
9' National Smoke Abatement Society, op. cit. (10).
9' See: J. Austoker and L. Bryder, Historical perspectives on the role of the MRC, especially
chapter 4 (pp. 83-108): C. Petty, 'Primary research and public healtn: The prioritization of
nutrition research in inter-war Britain'.
9) R. Clark,j. B. S.: The life and work of]. B. S. Haldane, Oxford, 1984, pp. 63-4- Haldane
was active speaking in public on the nutrition issue, for example he addressed a meeting of the
Committee against Malnutrition in 1934: Anon., 'The Committee against Malnutrition', Lancet, (1934) I, pp. 1358-60.
94 I am referring to the special supplement on the social relations of science published in
Nature in April 1938 (141, pp. 723-42). See also P. Collins, op. cit. (77), pp. 225-8 and Werskey,
op. cit. 1988 (77), pp. 245-7·
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purposes. There are, perhaps, echoes here of the ideological divisions between scientists which had raged over the cause of rickets. 95
We can see, then, that in The smoke menace, the substantial agreement
between particular scientists, film-makers and sponsoring organization came
together to produce a film which laid the stress on responsible action by
informed and engaged citizens. The representational means used to convey
this agreement combined images of industry, domestic life, children, urban
landscape and 'expert voices' to produce a whole which could be received
favourably as a socially-conscious documentary film.

'The smoke menace' and the National Smoke Abatement Society
One group scarcely mentioned so far is the National Smoke Abatement
Society (NSAS), the organization most vocally concerned with smoke abatement in this period. Looking at their relation and reaction to The smoke
menace shows how the interest group we have been following intersected
with others. The NSAS was formed in 1929 by the merger of the Smoke
Abatement League and the Coal Smoke Abatement Society.9 6 Ashby and
Anderson, the historians of smoke abatement legislation, characterize the
first half of the 20th century as one of ' the ripening of public opinion'.97 To
achieve this 'ripening', the Society made use of the full range of media
favoured by propagandist groups in the inter-war period; posters,9 8 exhibitions (including a high profile event at the Science Museum in London),99 a
quarterly journal, and a series of other publications, both on the national and
the local level. It is no surprise therefore that the NSAS also expressed
interest in the use of film. Minutes of the NSAS executive committee reveal
a low-level but continuing interest in the use of the medium from at least
1935, when they were approached by Gaumont British Distributors with a
scheme for a film. 100
95 See D. Smith and M. Nicholson, 'The 'Glasgow School' of Paton, Findlay and Cathcart:
Conservative thought in chemical physiology, nutrition and public health', Social studies of
science, (1989) 19, pp. 195-238.
6
9 National Society for Clean Air, Clean air: 90 years of progress, Brighton, 19 89, p. 3.
97 op. cit. (3).
9 8 Using the Empire Marketing Board poster sites.
99 But mainly Local Authority health exhibitions; these are extensively discussed in the PRO
files (MH82 series) which relate to the CCHE. See also NSAS, op. cit. (17) and Anon., 'Smoke
at South Kensington', Journal of the National Smoke Abatement Society, (August 1936) 7,
pp. 60-61.
100 On 16 October 1935 there is a report of an offer from Gaumont-British Distributors to
make at a minimum cost of £2 50 a smoke abatement film for non-theatrical use, along with a
shortened version for inclusion in the weekly Gaumont British magazine, an educational newsreel which they claimed was seen by six million people. The committee agreed that 'organisations interested in the advancement of smoke abatement' should be approached for help with
the £250 [Minutes of the NSAS executive committee (hereafter 'Minutes'), 16ltolt935l A
month later it was reported that this' ... had not led to any satisfactory result .. .' and' ... It
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The gas industry had a history of support for the NSAS, as is indicated for
example by their regular advertising in the NSAS journal, co-operation over
the Science Museum exhibition and their care in reporting smoke abatement
conferences in gas periodicals. Therefore, it might be anticipated that there
would have been some sort of collaboration between the two organizations
over the gas-sponsored The smoke menace. However, despite the film director's recollection that all the information for the film came from the
NSAS,lol there is no indication in the surviving records of the Society that
any formal approach was made. I02 We may, perhaps assume that the research for the film was more by book than personal contact with the Society; certainly there is nothing within it which could not have been found
either in the NSAS's publications, 1 03 or have come direct from the film's
sponsors in the gas industry. The Society's attitude to The smoke menace is
clear from the minutes of a meeting of the executive committee on 20th
October 1937, fifteen days after its premiere. 104 Their reference to it is less
than enthusiastic, even allowing for the tone of official minutes: 'it should be
seen what use could be made of the film The smoke menace recently made
by the Gas Light and Coke Company'.IOj In the same meeting there is an
implied sense of urgency that the NSAS make their own film; it is stated that
a Society member had agreed that an offer of £ I 00, previously promised for
radio broadcasts, be diverted to the making of a film. In the light of this
activity, the tone of the editorial in the next issue of the Society's journal is
intriguing:
One of the most valuable methods of education and propaganda that a
movement such as ours can possess is the film. Smoke abatement in
particular is a subject that would lend itself magnificently to cinematic
was agreed that it be left to the secretary to make any further inquiries that might be of value
.. .', the last which is heard of this particular project [Minutes, 271r I1r93j].
John Taylor, interview with author, February 1991.
The only unpublished records surviving from the this period of the NSAS at the National
Society for Clean Air are the Minutes of the executive committee. For a complete list, see P.
Basset, A list of the historical records retained by the National Society for Clean Air, Birmingham and Reading, 1980 (Copy held at NSCA). These minutes record several other approaches
by film companies, so we may expect contacts between The Realist Film Unit regarding The
smoke menace also to be recorded there if they occurred.
10) National Smoke Abatement Society, op. cit. (10), or NSAS, op. cit. (17) Certainly this
tallies with Rotha's account of basing his gas-sponsored film of 193 8, New worlds for old on
written sources; 'PEP had just published an independent report on the then fierce competition
between the respective virtues of the Gas and Electricity industries. This report I realized would
be impossible to dramatize in human terms but it provided a mine of statistical information
.. .'; Rotha, op. cit. 1973 (18), pp. 22j-6.
1°4 No evidence has come to light about who attended the premiere of the film, and it is not
at all clear whether, at this stage, anyone from the Society had seen The smoke menace.
1°5 My emphasis, Minutes, 201ro1r937'
101
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treatment and with skilled and imaginative direction a vivid and convincing film of the case against smoke could be made. 106

The smoke menace is not mentioned in this piece, and indeed there is no
reference to it in the Journal for the remainder of the decade. It is not as
though the Society was opposed to documentaries; in the only review of a
film of any kind during the decade it was most positive about Paul Rotha's
The Face of Britain. 107 The Journal presents the problem of procuring a film
as one of finance, tempered by qualitative considerations:
There is only one difficulty which has prevented us from going ahead
with what is almost an essential requirement, and that is, of course, the
problem of cost. An adequate film - adequate that is in both quality and
length - cannot be made under several hundred pounds, and today it has
to be a 'talkie', which adds to the expense. lo8
The editorial continues by referring to the promised £ 100, and appeals for
similar sums to be pledged by 'four or five more members'. This request
only elicited another £100, which they considered spending on a film to be
made by Short Film Productions Ltd.[09 In June,
the question of the preparation of a film to cost £ 300 was further discussed. In view, principally, of the fact that at such a cost a satisfactory
film could not be guaranteed and that at present the film The smoke
menace made a further film largely unnecessary, it was agreed that no
further action be taken on the matter, but that it be considered further in
two years time'.I1O
Finally, in 1939 we find the NSAS executive committee turning to the amateur film-making community, providing the prizes for a competition in the
magazine Home movies and home talkies. I I [
The tone the Society used in its descriptions of The smoke menace, a film
involving them in no expenditure, is rather less enthusiastic than might be
expected of an organization which was complaining of the costs of film
Anon., 'Commentary', Journal of the National Smoke Abatement Society, (Nov. 1937) 8,
(my emphasis).
'07 Anon., "'The face of Britain": A film to see', Journal of the National Smoke Abatement
Society, (May 1936), p. 41.
108 op. cit. (106), (my emphasis).
109 Ibid. The Minutes report a month later that ' ... A further offer of £100 towards making
a film had been received. It was agreed that inquiries should be made regarding the possibility
of a film at a reasonable cost, if possible for commercial exhibition .. .' In February 1938, the
committee ' ... agreed to investigate in detail the proposal for a film costing £200 made by Short
Film Productions Ltd, the final decision being deferred .. .' [Minutes, I I1oz!J938].
110 My emphasis, Minutes, June 1938.
I I I Anon., 'The editor's newsreel / Big prizes for filming smoke I' Home movies and home
talkies, Gun. 1939), pp. 5-8. By this time the NSAS's relations with the gas industry and
therefore the film-makers had changed; see next section.
106
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production. We may gather from this that The smoke menace did not serve
the interests of the Society. Certainly, there is no sign that the Society used
the film in meetings in the way that, for example the Committee against
Malnutrition used Enough to eat?1 12 As we have seen, both minutes of the
executive committee and the Society's Journal make reference to the cost of
making a satisfactory film, which is defined in terms of quality and length:
The smoke menace was obviously deemed 'unsatisfactory' on one or both
counts. Equally, we are obliged to take the implication that they felt that The
smoke menace lacked 'skilled and imaginative direction' and therefore failed
to be 'a vivid and convincing film of the case against smoke'. However, given
that press reviews were positive, their negative response demands some kind
of explanation. 1 '3
One possibility is that they objected to the absence of reference to themselves; the film only refers to 'progressive minds', 'progressive people' and
'people fighting waste'. As we have seen, it certainly did not adopt the same
view on smoke and health as they promulgated. But a more likely answer is
to be found in the care the Society took to balance the commercial interests
of gas and electricity, which they expressed in 1935, in an article in their
Journal, 'Smoke abatement and commercial interests: The position of the
NSAS':
... [The] necessity [to advocate smokeless methods offuel utilization] at
once puts the movement in danger of unfair criticism, for it may easily
appear to the uninformed that it is working on behalf of these particular
industries, and that 'smoke abatement' may, indeed, be little more than
a kind of advertising agency for them. For a long time, because of this
danger, policy forbade the acceptance of subscriptions or other support
from these interests. Finally, however, it was seen that it was justifiable
for us to accept such support, provided that it did not also entail the
acceptance of any form of control, and providing that care was exercised
in maintaining impartiality as between one and another of the smokeless
agents that it was desirable to recommend .
. . . the various firms and associations which believe it is to their
ultimate advantage to assist our work do so in the knowledge that their
help does not entitle them to control the Society in any way. The relations between these subscribers and the Society are friendly but, wisely,
not too intimate. l !4
We can take this idea further. We have seen that The smoke menace can be
Anon., 'Medical news', Lancet, (1936) I, p. 849.
e.g.: Anon., 'Value of documentary film: Life as it really is', The Times (6 Oct. 1937),
Monthly Film Bulletin, (1938) 5, p. 214.
1'4 Anon., 'Smoke abatement and commercial interests: The position of the NSAS',joumal
of the National Smoke Abatement Society, (February 1935), pp. 6-7·
112
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viewed as an outcome of an alliance of documentary film-makers, the gas
industry, and expert groups including scientists. We have also noted that the
NSAS was not closely involved in its production. But equally, they can be
seen as involved in other alliances. Certainly, the impression given by the
lists of affiliates, subscribers and donors published in the NSAS Annual
Reports is of a solid backing in Local Government and in the fuel utilities,
particularly gas and electricity. Vice Presidents (presumably an honorary
position) included the Bishop of London and assorted Knights of the Realm,
including Leonard Hill and George Newman. 115 The NSAS was one of the
active sponsoring organizations of the Central Council for Health Education (CCHE), a semi-official body, itself an alliance of central and local
government, professional groups, social hygiene organizations, medical
officers of health and the insurance companies. II6 As the official conduit of
health education, the CCHE made use of many media of persuasion, including the cinema. But the types of films which they favoured used a mode of
address which differed strongly from that of the documentarists. 117 They are
much more didactic in tone; the viewer is addressed as the potential bearer
of the health fault about which the films seek to educate. For example, in the
Giro the germ series, produced by the Health and Cleanliness Council,
cartoons and rhymes were used to inculcate the habit of frequent washing.
VD propaganda films made for the British Social Hygiene CounciP 18
adopted the structure of melodrama, but also frequently included addresses
from doctors or nurses about appropriate medical and moral behaviour for
those with syphilis or gonorrhoea. In The smoke menace, by contrast, smoke
is presented as a subject for discussion amongst informed citizens who,
perceiving the positive efforts being made by 'progressive people' and corporations, are expected to respond by burning less raw coal, thereby making
their contribution to 'a cleaner and less wasteful order'.

Denouement: The gas smoke abatement campaign of 1938
We have seen that The smoke menace was not received in a markedly favourable spirit by the NSAS, and I have suggested that part of the re"son may lie
in their membership of different alliances with different views from that
National Smoke Abatement Society, Eighth annual report, 1937-8, London, 1937.
Central Council for Health Education, Health education yearbook, 1937-8, London,
1937, pp. 9- 2 1.
117 Although the CC HE distributed a wider range of films than those made specifically for
and by their constituent organisations. For a list, see Central Council for Health Education,
Health edltCation yearbook, 1939-40, London, 1939. The BCGA, adept at making use of
existing organisation had secured distribution of their films through the CCHE, and some of
them are listed here, although they also used the WEA, and several other distributors; see
Anon., 'BCGA 27th AGM', op. cit. (51), p. 341.
118 Such as, for example Trial for marriage (1937) or A test for love (1937)'
115

116
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gathered around the production of The smoke menace. That such alliances
mattered is signified by their attitude to balancing the influence of the gas
industry against those of electricity.
But in 1938, the gas industry made smoke abatement the focus of a large
scale advertising campaign and the Society, whatever their wishes, found
themselves enrolled by the sophisticated public relations strategy of the
industry. A key element in the campaign was the booklet Britain's burning
shame, 119 which uses a vivid photojournalistic approach - redolent of Picture post - to put across the smoke abatement gospel. A few examples will
indicate the style. In one spread we learn 'the story of one girl - and
thousands' whose marital bliss is shattered within six months by the constant labour of cleaning the dirt caused by smoke. Eight pages are given up
to 'an experiment in clean living' in Kensal House, thinly disguised as
'Cleanliness House' for the sake of anonymity. Like the documentary film
Kensal House, this section concentrates on individual experience; large photographs are accompanied by small quotations from the inhabitants of the
flats; '''I save time on washing since I came to 'Cleanliness' House" says
Mrs. Lancashire'.12o This stress, in content and in style, implies very close
involvement by the British Commercial Gas Association in the booklet's
production, and possibly sole responsibility.121
The Society was sensitive to the fact that the style of the booklet was so
radically different from their established publicity:
If, by chance, any of our members should have felt that [it] is too popular
in its method of presenting the smoke abatement case all that need be
said is that it is not intended for the already converted. It supplements,
but in no way displaces, our conference reports, the Journal, or the
invaluable Case Against Smoke. 122
In an extension of the policy of sustaining an air of ' laudable neutrality' in
their publicity, which had been so effective with the films, the BCGA had
agreed that 'It need hardly be said that in the first place it was made clear that
the booklet could not in any way indicate any preference for gas as a smokeless medium'. I2 3 Yet, in fact, the BCGA immediately produced another
booklet, What you can do to get rid of SMOKE which 'has gone into every
room in the house and has said - "Get coke working here - and gas hereLondon, 1938.
IZO Ibid., pp. 2-3,21.
The British Library Catalogue lists it as a NSAS publication, but some of the gas press
(for example; Anon., 'On the selling side', The gas world, (15 Oct. 1938), p. p8) refers to it as
a gas publication; certainly the implication was taken that this was the case. It mentions no
electrical solutions to the smoke problem. The gas industry were experimenting with magazines
as a publicity method at this time; the Gas Light and Coke Co. brought out one called Modern
living in October 1938; see Anon., 'On the selling side', The gas world, (22 Oct. 193 8), p. 35 5.
IU Anon., "'Britain's burning shame" and the gas campaign'Journal of the National Smoke
Abatement Society, (Nov. 1938), pp. 101-3.
12) Ibid.
119
IZI
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and gas here - and coke here'''. They supplied the two booklets tied together; as an internal journal suggested: 'With these two books together in
her hand the over-worked, smoke-ridden housewife will have the problem
and the answer'. 12 4 The intention was clear:
This is the strongest, most realistic sales platform the Gas Industry has
ever had. It ties up gas sales policy with a burning social question that
effects [sic] every home in Britain. The B.C.G.A. has made plans to
support this national propaganda to the hilt, to plug gas and coke as the
complete answer to the home smoke problem, and to turn newly roused
public goodwill into SALES.'12j
This campaign provided a new context for use of The smoke menace, which
they recommended to be shown with Kensal House in 'cinemas and halls,
and to Women's Institutes, Mother's Unions etc.' These were not new audiences for non-theatrical distribution of documentary films, but within this
context, the woman's audience is integrated into a sales campaign which is
addressed at women first and men second.
The NSAS was not entirely happy with this aggressive use of Britain's
burning shame, as the executive committee minutes reveal: 'although its use
by the gas industry had caused much comment in certain quarters, the
booklet appeared to have been very favourably received by members of the
Society'.126 In their Journal they discuss the implications of so close an
association with gas:
We hope that with them it will not be merely the slogan of a season, and
we hope even more earnestly that our other friends will each consider
the ways in which they can each advance smoke abatement. The Society
will willingly co-operate in any way that is consistent with its impartiality and independence. ... Cannot the gas campaign be regarded not as
something that concerns the gas industry only, but as the beginning of an
intense and continuous effort, with the co-operation of all, towards the
realization of the Society's objectives ?12 7
Given the context, this reads as a question inviting a sceptical reply; the
Society's 'impartiality and independence' had been exchanged for an unwelcome alliance. This had been achieved, not at the first stage with the production of the film The smoke menace, but at the second stage when the gas
industry came to apply much larger resources to the issue of smoke abatement. Within this, The smoke menace, with its central idea of concerned
citizens working alongside scientists and corporations to solve a 'national
problem', is put to work as a way of selling gas appliances. The fact that it
"4

Ilj

Anon., B. C. G. Announcer (magazine), (Sept. 1938), London, pp. 1 and 4.
Ibid., p. I.
1,6 Minutes, 16 Dec. 1938.
1'7 Anon., op. cit. (122), p. 103.
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is Haldane's speech which is used to persuade local representatives to incorporate The smoke menace in local campaigns speaks volumes about the
status of scientific expertise within these films, and also of the way they were
pu t to work. 128

Conclusion
The smoke menace served the interests of an alliance of different groups. For
the documentarists it provided the opportunity to turn their reforming gaze
on one of the minor public health discourses of the thirties. For the gas
industry, it was in the first instance an opportunity to sustain their public
profile as a socially conscious industry whilst dealing with a subject in which
they could be seen as reformers themselves. In the second instance, it was
knitted into one of their largest and most daring public relations strategies,
in the campaign of autumn 1938. For scientists it was an opportunity to
increase their visibility whilst demonstrating their social concern. For all
involved it was a small instance of an alliance which was to be sustained into
the war years with increasing influence.
The analysis of The smoke menace presented in this paper has several
implications, in how we consider documentary films and public health, and
for our understanding of the processes involved in scientists talking to the
public. For documentary film it gives evidence that to understand the sorts
of power which are involved in the production of realist representations of
the world, it is first necessary to address the social relations underlying them.
In the case of The smoke menace, the relative degrees of agreement between
members of the alliance responsible for its production contrast clearly with
the views of the NSAS, ostensibly the most powerful body concerned with
smoke abatement in the period. Understanding that the NSAS was accustomed to operate within different alliances, and knowing how cool their
response was, clearly indicates just how contingent an artefact a 'realist' film
can be. The production of The smoke menace and the NSAS's failure to
produce a film of any kind is an instance of the ascendancy of documentary
over other types of propagandist film-making, a phenomenon which became
more significant slightly later. During the second world war, the documentary group with its sustaining alliances, rather than any other single filmmaking group, came into power as the creators of official propaganda of all
kinds, including those which represented public health issues.
Lastly, it gives an instance of a vehicle of communication between scientists and the public, not on the basis of the dominance of either group, but
on the basis of agreement. In this case, agreement is not about the importance of science - perhaps too deeply buried to warrant comment - but
128

Anon., op. cit. (124), p. 6.
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about the need for social reform. Now that environmentalism rather than
social reform is one of the dominant ideologies under which scientists speak
to the public on television and radio, it would be interesting to think about
the levels of agreement and disagreement which inform their appearances,
and what that may imply about the status of expertise in our own society.

