Generation Z reappraises classic British films through the lens of modern values
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As nostalgia continues to shape our appreciation of cinema, recent explorations of classic British films through the lens of Generation Z reveal a significant cultural chasm. This group, shaped by contemporary dialogues surrounding sexual identity, body image, and self-representation, finds itself grappling with the very foundations of films once held in high esteem. Notable examples include the notorious Carry On series, Come Play With Me, and The Crying Game, all of which prompted critical reflections from young viewers on how societal norms surrounding gender and sexuality have evolved.
The Carry On films, which spanned over three decades from 1958 and remain iconic for their comedic portrayal of British life, present an intriguing case. Caroline Frost, author of Carry On Regardless: Getting to the Bottom of Britain's Favourite Comedy Films, suggests that the humorous undertones prevalent in these films were not intended to be sexist; rather, she argues, female characters often found themselves in positions of power, having to "save the day" amidst male folly. Nevertheless, it's hard to ignore that the sexualised depictions of women and the objectification embedded in many scenes would likely not resonate well with today's audiences. 
When four Gen Z viewers—Emily Cooper, Poppy Gibson, Kirsten Murray, and Martha McCraken—watched clips from these films, they expressed surprise at the humour but found many scenarios still relatable to modern comedies, such as Friends. This reaction underscores a paradox: while they found some jokes acceptable, they also recognised a palpable difference in modern sensitivity to issues of representation. “I think it seemed like it wasn't from as far back as it was—a similar thing could probably still be done,” commented Emily, reflecting on comedic values that endure across generations.
However, as they delved deeper into more controversial films like Come Play With Me—a film emblematic of 1970s softcore pornography—they reacted with disbelief and discomfort. Holding the Guinness World Record for the longest-running screening in Britain, this film, with its explicit nudity and suggestive humour, raised questions about presentation and exploitation. Poppy remarked, “I thought it was really bizarre. It could take me a while to recover from that,” highlighting how the film culture of yesteryear starkly contrasts today's standards regarding explicit content. Emily added, “There is no way this would be made now,” indicating an awareness of the potential for backlash against similar materials in contemporary society.
Similarly, The Crying Game, released in 1992, aimed to tread complex narratives around love and identity yet often misfired in its depiction of transgender themes. The scene in which Fergus discovers Dil’s transgender identity resulted in a visceral response from the Gen Z viewers, who felt that the film leveraged shock value at the expense of authentic representation. Emily noted, “It was handled poorly and wouldn’t be treated like that now,” suggesting that in an era where LGBTQ+ voices are increasingly prominent in media, sensitivity towards such narratives is paramount.
Furthermore, the 1983 musical comedy Monty Python’s The Meaning of Life drew mixed reactions. While it remained humorous due to its absurd portrayal of awkward scenarios, with one particular sex education sketch eliciting laughter, viewers pondered whether such depictions—with their extended gags—would fly in today’s media landscape. Kirsten reflected on the discomfort as part of the comedy’s charm but recognised that modern sensibilities would likely dictate a more concise approach to humour involving sex.
Finally, the contemporary portrayal of body image and stereotypes in films like Fat Slags left these viewers puzzled by the dated tropes. Although they acknowledged the shift away from hypersexualisation, Emily noted that representations of women still adhered to various stereotypes, albeit without the explicit nudity of earlier films. 
Through this engagement with classic films, these viewers not only revealed the generational divide in understanding and acceptability but also highlighted a shared curiosity about the past. Emily expressed a renewed interest in exploring older films, stating, “I think it's made me want to watch more films.” This sentiment encapsulates a desire to bridge the gap between historical context and current standards while encouraging a dialogue about how cinema can evolve to reflect societal progress.
In navigating these classic films, Generation Z is not merely critiquing the past; they are engaging in a broader conversation about representation, identity, and the cultural shifts that shape what we deem acceptable on screen. As they continue to explore these narratives, it becomes evident that past media not only impacts their viewing experiences but also reflects the evolving landscape of societal values.
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