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Abstract: After decades of  oblivion the status of  Lois Weber’s production has emerged as one of  the 
most important in American cinema of  the 1910s. Indeed, recent historical research has made clear 
that by 1915 Weber had become a popular celebrity whose work was as distinctive as that of  Griffith 
and De Mille. In her most famous and successful films, Weber tackled some of  the controversial issues 
of  the period which she treated in a moral fashion. Where Are My Children? (1916) is the first of  four 
films dealing with birth control while Shoes (1916), for example, deals with underpaid female labor. 
In both cases, as in other films, Weber’s social discourse develops along a dual axes, that of  gender 
and class. Though she didn’t consider herself  strictly a feminist, she thought of  her work in line with 
that of  activists and reformers, including feminists such as Margaret Sanger and Jane Addams. It is 
interesting to note that well before current debates around essentialism and anti-essentialism, Weber 
was well aware, like many feminists of  the time, that women’s condition as gendered subjects was not 
unique and universal, but intimately related to their class.  

Lois Weber’s Uneasy Progressive Politics:
The Articulation of  Class and Gender in Where Are My Children?

Veronica Pravadelli

After decades of  oblivion the status of  Lois Weber’s production has emerged as one of  

the most important in American cinema of  the 1910s. Recent historical research has made 

clear that by 1915 Weber had become a popular celebrity whose work was as distinctive as 

that of  Griffith and De Mille. For some she was “the greatest woman director,” for others 

“one of  the top six directors in the entire industry” (Mahar 97), while according to Photoplay, 

in 1917 she was the highest paid director in Hollywood (Mahar 140). In her most famous 

and successful films, Weber tackled some of  the most controversial issues of  the period—

birth control, abortion, capital punishment, underpaid labour, etc.—which she treated in a 

“moral” fashion. Around the mid-1910s, Weber’s peak years, the filmmaker represented the 

industry’s ideal since her films were a perfect example of  cinema’s contribution to the uplift 

movement. As Karen Ward Mahar has argued, Weber “achieved her reputation as a serious 

social uplifter [because] she did not take a simplistic approach. Her films did not talk down 

to the working classes that frequented the movies” and questioned middle-class values and 

attitudes (90). As another critic has pointed out, Weber believed that “social improvements 

could be inspired and implemented by films and that the films could serve as a vanguard to 

develop many necessary social reforms” (Heck-Rabi 55). In the opening title of  Where Are 

My Children? (1916) we read: 

The question of  birth control is now being generally discussed. All intelligent people know 

that birth control is a subject of  serious public interest. Newspapers, magazines and books have 

treated different phases of  this question. Can a subject thus dealt with on the printed page be 

denied careful dramatization on the motion picture screen? The Universal Film Mfg. Company 

believes not … In producing this picture the intention is to place a serious drama before adult 

audiences, to whom no suggestion of  a fact of  which they are ignorant is conveyed.
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While her cinema has been described as a mixture of  realism, melodrama and propaganda, 

I would like to stress Weber’s ability to “investigate” the issue she chooses from multiple 

perspectives. In Where Are My Children? Weber builds up, along with and within the narrative 

logic, a series of  dialectical oppositions which open up the problem of  birth control to 

different “solutions” and judgments. Very much like the public debate that was going on at 

the time, the film gives voice to diverse positions. By introducing an essayistic mode into the 

narrative logic the film inevitably forces the viewer to experience an intellectual process. To 

this end Weber, an extremely talented filmmaker with a penchant for complicated visual 

imagery, uses specific formal and aesthetic devices. In my opinion, in this film crosscutting is 

the most important one. 

Lois Weber on set.
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In this paper I will discuss Where Are My Children? in the attempt to unravel the film’s 

position vis-à-vis birth control, abortion and female agency. Recent research has focused on 

the topic by looking especially at the film’s complex struggle with censorship. Annette Kuhn 

and Shelley Stamp (“Taking Precautions”) have similarly argued that the film was censored 

because its message appeared ambiguous and confusing. Yet they both interpret the film in 

a straightforward way: for Kuhn and Stamp the film supports birth control but is against 

abortion. Differently, I would like to consider the relation between contrasting positions on 

birth control, motherhood and femininity and Weber’s formal articulation of  such materials, 

in order to show that the film may be read in a different way. While to my mind the film’s 

ambiguity stands—the proof  that the film is not propaganda—I would argue that such an 

ambiguity can be explained vis-à-vis competing discourses on women, motherhood and 

sexuality available in the social arena of  the time. In this context, the relation between gender 

and class is a fundamental tenet. Well before recent debates around essentialism and anti-

essentialism, Weber was well aware, like many feminists of  her time, that women’s condition 

as gendered subjects was not unique and universal, but intimately related to their class. 

Lois Weber’s “serious cinema” was very much in line with the work of  activists and 

reformers/feminists such as Margaret Sanger and Jane Addams. After Emma Goldman, 

Sanger became the leader of  the birth control movement in the mid-1910s and influenced 

Weber enormously. Birth control was indeed a key issue both in the social debate of  the 

period and in Weber’s cinema. In 1917, a year after Where Are My Children? was released, Weber 

made The Hand that Rocks the Cradle, inspired by Sanger’s legal troubles for disseminating 

birth control information. No print of  the film is known to exist, but we can gather a lot 

of  information from the continuity script. In the film Weber plays Mrs. Broome, the wife 

of  a physician who refuses to give his patients birth control information. The woman, on 

the contrary, secretly helps out women by informing them on how to limit the size of  their 

family. Like Sanger, she gets in trouble with the police and is arrested.

Similarly, in the opening episode of  Where Are My Children? a doctor is brought to trial 

for disseminating birth control information among the poor. This event is the focus of  the 

first part of  the film. While the overall narrative centres on the life of  Mr. and Mrs. Walton 

and their opposite views on parenthood—Mr. Walton, the DA at the trial, desires to have 

children, but his wife doesn’t—the film also focuses on two more episodes concerning birth 

control and abortion. Besides the opening trial of  doctor Homer, the middle part of  the film 

tells the story of  the seduction, pregnancy, abortion and death of  Lillian, Mrs. Walton’s maid’s 

daughter. The last section of  the film deals with the trial of  doctor Mitlif, who has performed 

the abortion. During the trial Mr. Walton discovers that his wife and most of  her friends have 

also had an abortion. The discovery causes a dramatic fight with his wife to whom he shouts 

“Where are my children?” At the end, the childless couple sits sadly in front of  the fireplace 

“imagining” the children they haven’t had: via spectacular superimpositions—a visual device 

Weber is very fond of—the screen is filled first with infants, than with children and then 
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“‘Where are my children?’ Blocks Broadway Traffic,” The Moving Picture World June 3, 1916.
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teen-agers. 

Critics have tended to read the film mainly in relation to the Waltons’ trajectory. They 

have overlooked the tripartite division of  the film and the relevance of  other characters 

and events. They have privileged the narrative logic and selected the two trials as the key 

to the film’s ideology. Studying the film’s reception in the US and England, Annette Kuhn 

has argued that the theme of  eugenics that runs through the film allows us to understand 

“the apparent inconsistency of  the film’s pro-birth control and anti-abortion stances” (34). 

The lower classes, the unfit, “were breeding at a rate which threatened the extinction of  the 

best elements of  the race” while bourgeois women like Mrs. Walton, the best type, were 

not. “For such a woman to ‘evade’ motherhood by resorting to abortion or other forms of  

birth control was thus doubly reprehensible” (33-35). Shelley Stamp makes the same point 

when she states that “Where Are My Children? appears far less contradictory if  the film is 

seen as an argument for eugenics-based family planning rather than pregnancy prevention 

per se . . . . Where Are My Children? makes the case that poverty-stricken women ought to 

practice birth control in order to limit the size of  their families, whereas women of  wealth 

and good breeding were selfish if  they chose to remain childless” (“Taking Precautions” 

275). Such comments are lacking in two respects: on one hand, they don’t consider the way 

Weber represents her female characters. Mrs. Walton and Lillian’s choice to have an abortion 

is never criticized. The film also promotes female agency and does not simply comment on 

family planning. Second, one needs to consider that the debate over motherhood, sexuality 

and women’s rights at the time presented a whole web of  positions. Therefore the film’s 

supposed confusion is a sign of  the complexity of  the debate. 

As Linda Gordon has shown, towards the end of  the nineteenth century “eugenic 

thought emphasized heredity . . . hereditary arguments explained social problems in terms of  

individual biological inferiority . . . . Beyond suggesting birth control as a means of  abolishing 

existing vice, the same people also suggested that involuntary motherhood produced vice” 

(76). Eugenics also tainted feminist thought as some believed that women’s emancipation, 

especially through voluntary motherhood, education and financial independence, would 

foster “race progress” (80-81). But when motherhood was proved to be weakened by women’s 

higher education—women who had a career had fewer children than poor and uneducated 

women—eugenics became predominantly anti-feminist and anti-birth control. The race-

suicide controversy lasted from about 1905 to 1910 and enlisted among its fiercest exponents 

the President Theodore Roosevelt himself. The demographic changes at the beginning of  

the twentieth century—smaller families were becoming a trend in American society—led to 

an attack on women’s emancipation: women were accused of  selfishness and self-indulgence 

in avoiding their duty of  having babies. Women were thought to avoid conception by using 

birth-control devices without the complicity of  their husbands “or by bamboozling their 

husbands into accepting their selfishness.” Roosevelt wrote, “a desire to be independent, that 

is, to live one’s life purely according to one’s own desires… in no sense substitutes for the 
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fundamental virtues” (Gordon 89). 

Feminists responded to these attacks by rejecting motherhood, something they had never 

done before. In fact, by 1870 the women’s rights movement in the US advocated, first and 

foremost, “voluntary motherhood,” that is, women reclaimed the right to decide when, not if 

to become mothers. Only in the 1910s some feminists started to reject motherhood. While 

the issue was often posed in terms of  the opposition between motherhood and career, more 

radical positions defended childlessness even within marriage. Some said, “some marriages 

ought to remain childless” (Gordon 94). Those who challenged motherhood but accepted 

marriage implicitly separated sexuality from reproduction and defended sexual activity per 

se. These positions seem to explain quite well Mrs. Walton’s attitude: she has an autonomous 

opinion but also loves her husband—the reason why at some point she changes her mind 

and decides she will have a baby—, she likes to indulge in luxury and probably sex (with her 

husband), and she prefers having fun with her friends instead of  taking care of  a flock of  

children like her neighbor. Several times we see her looking at her husband while he looks/

talks to their neighbor’s children or hugs his sister’s baby. Mrs. Walton seems selfish, but she 

also feels guilty towards her husband: she finally decides to have a baby only to make him 

happy. 

If  we consider the representation of  the main female character the argument that the film 

is against abortion is shaky. Mrs. Walton epitomizes, first of  all, the sexual revolution that 

began before WW1 and that revolutionized women’s sexuality, not men’s. Freud’s writings, 

as well as those of  others sex theorists such as Havelock Ellis, were read in the US “against 

the grain,” that is, in order to promote sexual expressiveness (D’Emilio and Freedman). 

Reproductive self-determination was of  course an obvious effect of  this new freedom. While 

the sexual revolution has been associated for a long time with flappers and the jazz age of  

the 1920s, some historians have argued that these cultural changes began earlier (Gordon 

128). I would thus claim that the sexual politics of  the film is not “unclear or confused,” as 

many reviewers and critics have stated. Where Are My Children?’s sexual politics registers the 

inscription of  different and divergent points of  view on these issues. The strategy of  Weber’s 

social problem films was not to end up with a straightforward answer, that is, to solve through 

a narrative solution all the implications that had emerged at different moments of  the film. 

Rather, it seems that the ultimate scope of  Weber’s cinema was to present different cases and 

perspectives on the same problem in order to arouse an intellectual experience in the viewer.1 

Significantly, the continuity script of  The Hand that Rocks the Cradle ends with the title “What 

do you think?” This seems to be also the scope of  Where Are My Children?’s rhetorical structure. 

In this fashion, Weber’s film bypasses the standard representation of  “troublesome” topics 

common at the time. Janet Staiger has argued that in the 1910s the movie industry devised 

rules for talking about women and sexuality. In particular, “the total-picture theory” allowed 

to display “immoral or improper behaviour” provided that the film ends “with a principled 

1 Perhaps the notion of  “progressive text” would be relevant here. On the “progressive text” see Klinger.
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resolution that would teach youth and wayward souls about restitution for good and evil 

actions. This prescriptive, reformist function for storytelling . . . stimulated and directed talk about 

sex, sexuality, and gender characteristics” (78). My contention throughout this paper is that Where 

Are My Children? luckily fails to conform to such a prescriptive model.

Critics have interpreted the film in relation to eugenics by linking the opening episode, 

doctor Homer’s trial for disseminating birth control information among the poor, with Mrs. 

Walton’s decision not to have children. Since the film refers specifically to eugenics, one may 

indeed compare the healthy children of  the Waltons’ neighbors to the sickly ones that we see 

in the slums. While nobody can dispute the fact that the debate on eugenics is inscribed in the 

film, I don’t think that Weber simply supports it. In particular, I disagree that the character of  

Mrs. Walton should be seen only in relation to it. There is no textual cue indicating that we 

should read the opening in this fashion. On the contrary, I think that crosscutting suggests 

that we interpret the episode differently. As in other scenes, editing choices are the key to 

the film’s politics. In those years crosscutting was being popularized by Griffith especially in 

his last-minute-rescue scenes. Yet Weber’s use is significantly different from Griffith’s since 

in Where Are My Children? crosscutting doesn’t have a “narrative” function, but an intellectual 

one. The standard use of  crosscutting requires that two actions, evolving in different spaces 

at the same time, finally converge on the same locale. When Weber crosscuts from the scene 

in the slums where poor women have multiple pregnancies and are unable to support their 

family, to the rich women like Mrs. Walton who know how to avoid motherhood, I read the 

episode as a comparison between women with different options and possibilities. Such a 

difference is connoted in terms of  class: working-class women have no agency, are unable to 

avoid motherhood, while bourgeois women know how to escape it. Class difference implies 

a different degree of  self-determination. In this regard, it is interesting to recall Sanger’s 

account. In My Fight for Birth Control (1931) she states that poor women were aware of  this: 

“‘It’s the rich who know the tricks’ they’d say ‘while we have all the kids’. Then if  the women 

were Roman Catholics, they talked about ‘Yankee tricks’ and asked me if  I knew what the 

Protestants did to keep their families down . . . . They would nudge each other and say 

something about paying me before I left the case if  I would reveal the ‘secret’” (338). 

Weber’s strategy is to confront poor and rich women in order to reveal how gender is 

inextricably intertwined with class. I read her formal choice as an invitation not to condemn 

bourgeois women for refusing motherhood, but as a statement in favour of  those women 

who lack self-determination. Class difference is exacerbated by crosscutting: the viewer 

cannot but empathize with the sufferings of  poor women and advocate birth control. On a 

broader level, a female viewer cannot but support the idea that any woman should become 

the active agent of  her life. The expository style of  the film avoids any judgment on society 

women’s desire not to be mothers. The husband’s desire to have children doesn’t appear 

more legitimate than his wife’s desire not to have any. Mrs. Walton is never condemned 

throughout the film and her choice is not presented as a threat to the race. After all, the 
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Waltons are surrounded by children: their neighbors have four little kids and Mr. Walton’s 

sister has just had her first baby. The ending suggests that in their old age the couple had a 

sad life, but the comment has no real social or ideological value. 

One should note that crosscutting is essential to create the film’s meaning. In other words, 

while Weber’s progressive cinema depends on her use of  sociological studies, journalistic 

exposés of  real events and true-to-life facts, it’s cinematic language that finally decides the 

film’s point of  view on its subject matter. In her study of  Weber’s Shoes, also made in 1916, 

Shelley Stamp has similarly argued that the film’s “address fluctuates between an imagined 

identification with a reformer’s gaze from outside diegetic space . . . and, at the same time, an 

identification with the heroine ‘s own fears, desires, and emotions fostered through narrative 

and cinematic tropes. Even as Weber explicitly aligns her filmmaking eye with Addams’s 

sociological observations, Shoes engages specifically cinematic modes of  identification that 

counteract and complicate this address by focusing on psychological interiority and subjective 

experience” (“Lois Weber, Progressive Cinema” 144). 

Weber’s treatment of  Lillian is also sympathetic. The middle section of  the film 

centres on the seduction of  the maid’s daughter. The episode is also structured around 

class difference. While visiting her mother the girl meets Mrs. Walton’s brother. The man 

is sexually attracted to the girl and seduces her. The iconic and narrative texture of  the 

episode is explicitly melodramatic. The viewer recognizes the typical melodramatic conflict 

narrated in Richardson’s novels, in Schiller and Lessing’s dramas and in the stage melodramas 

studied by Peter Brooks in his famous The Melodramatic Imagination. The male character is 

the “aristocratic villain” who seduces a pure and naïve girl of  a lower class. Predictably, the 

woman gets pregnant. Like in the classic melodramatic plot the male character doesn’t take 

responsibility for his deeds. The girl is taken to a doctor to have an abortion and will die 

for its effects. But before dying she tells her mother the truth. Even though the doctor who 

practiced the abortion will later be brought to trial and condemned (abortion was illegal 

then), the narrative logic of  the episode puts the blame on the villain’s immoral behaviour. 

He is educated and rich, and perfectly aware that he is cheating Lillian. The girl, on the 

contrary, is of  humble origins, totally inexperienced and unaware of  what is going on. When 

she dies, all the protagonists condemn Mrs. Walton’s brother. At this stage, no comment is 

made on abortion. The young woman is presented as the victim of  the man’s vicious tricks. 

In this episode the convergence between gender and class suggests that women of  humble 

origins are victimized by men of  higher social status. Therefore, Lillian is a victim in the 

same way that the poor women visited by Doctor Homer in the slums are. Like in the other 

episode the film spurs the viewer to support female agency. 

To conclude, the rhetorical structure of  Weber’s film, namely the technique of  confronting 

the trajectories and choices of  women of  different social conditions, along with the strategy 

of  exposing a social issue—birth control and abortion—from different points of  view, force 

the viewer to interrogate the “nature” of  women’s role and sexuality. But sexuality is of  course 
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Lois Weber portrait, Photoplay 11.12 (Feb.-Sept. 1917) 
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inherently social. In Gayle Rubin’s words “a sex/gender system is the set of  arrangements 

by which a society transforms biological sexuality into products of  human activity” (106). 

In Where Are My Children? Weber shows that in the 1910s the social apparatus devised by 

patriarchy to “domesticate” women was starting to be questioned. Especially through the 

character of  Mrs. Walton, Weber shows that female agency and desire were devising new 

lifestyles and modes of  behaviour in which sexuality and reproduction were separated. The 

task of  Where Are My Children? was, very much like Sanger’s conferences and seminars, to 

disseminate knowledge, promote reason and increase the social awareness on women’s rights.

The Author: Veronica Pravadelli is Professor of  Cinema at Roma Tre University, where she directs 
the Center for American Studies (crisa) and has been coordinating the Ph.D. Program in Film Studies 
since 2004. She graduated at the University of  Verona under the supervision of  Franco Moretti in 
1989 and then entered the Graduate Program in Comparative Literature, Film Studies and Italian 
Studies at Indiana University. She discussed her Dissertation (on Chantal Akerman) in 1999. Her 
main areas of  research are: classical Hollywood cinema, women’s cinema, Italian post-neorealist 
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