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Abstract 
 

The purpose of the dissertation will examine the notion of child characters featured in the films 

by Hollywood filmmaker Steven Spielberg. It will aim to demonstrate how childhood affects 

the hopes, joys and fears of the protagonist and other characters in Steven Spielberg’s 

filmography, applying certain personalities and traits to the characters of all his stories. For 

example, a child character may experience the joys of being a child, such as Elliot in E.T. They 

may also experience a change in their emotion, such as being joyful to then expressing a 

moment of fear and solitude. This can be seen in the child characters of Jurassic Park when 

they are attacked during the Tyrannosaurus Rex escape scene and the Velociraptor kitchen 

scene. Steven Spielberg has explored the notion of “Fatherhood and Motherhood” in his films, 

with the upbringing and divorce of his own parents having an influence on the characters that 

are featured in the storylines, specifically the parents of the child characters, who are shown to 

be separated from their spouses and raising the children alone. The fatherhood aspect is also 

shown to be influenced by Steven Spielberg’s father, who Steven blamed throughout the 

divorce. The father characters (or those of a father-figure) in these films have a tendency to be 

the characters, who abandon the children early in their life.  

 

The conclusion will demonstrate how the defining notion of childhood is essential, within the 

films by Steven Spielberg, it will explore the various resources that were gathered for the study, 

such as books that were developed with information on Steven Spielberg’s notion of themes 

that are featured within his films. The conclusion shall also explore the areas of the study that 

would need to be developed further, during future research findings, and will also discuss the 

true implication of the subject.      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	

Summary of the Literature Review 
 

To summarise the feedback from the literature review, the following areas have developed 

since the previous research findings. For instance, some of the points mentioned within the 

literature review required a more detailed explanation, such as how Steven Spielberg 

experienced bullying throughout his childhood. Another example, discussed the parallels of 

“adult-like” scenarios that occurred in both “Jurassic Park” and “Empire of the Sun”. This 

section required more detailed examples that would support this statement. The literature 

review was criticised for making a sweeping statement, such as “A majority of these child 

characters have grown up too quickly.” The study has taken on board the feedback from the 

literature review. For example, the introduction has explored the background of Spielberg’s 

childhood bullying trauma in more depth, discovering the perceived cause and impact. 

“Chapter One” of the study, which explores the hopes, joys and fears has also delved deeper 

within its research of how the child characters adapt the “adult-like” scenarios. The study has 

also improved the academic focus and identifying the most appropriate terminology, within the 

research findings. The conclusion of the literature review suggested that the dissertation should 

explore from these resources in more detail “Darkness in the bliss-out” (Kendrick, 2014), 

“We’re Gonna need a bigger book” (Kowalski, 2011) and “The cinema of Steven Spielberg: 

Empire of the Light” (Morris and Nigel, 2007). However, the further research findings 

suggested that the “Kowalski” and “Morris and Nigel” resources were more focused on the 

childhood subject and were better exploring further detail.  
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Introduction 

 
“I went through what everybody goes through. I got bullied, and I dealt  

with it by making movies. When I was an outsider, movies made me feel  

inside my own skill set.” – Steven Spielberg   

 

The dissertation will explore the notion of childhood, a recurring feature seen in Steven 

Spielberg’s films. The subject is considered to be complex, a reflection of the director himself. 

Each child character of these films is always seen as the “underdog”, with an end result of 

becoming something greater. The book “Childhood and Cinema” by Vicky Lebeau states that 

the notion of childhood on screen is to be reflected as an object to think, bringing an immediate 

and spontaneous description of what “life” means. The theme has been used throughout 

different eras of cinema, with diverse approaches, including how the childhood experience 

effects the storyline of films.   

It is referred to in the above quote, that Steven Spielberg was bullied in his childhood, he was 

taunted with anti-Semitic slurs about his Jewish upbringing. Children from his home town at 

the time, would beat him up after school and shout “The Spielberg’s are dirty Jews” outside of 

his family home. Such trauma in childhood could have been reflected in numerous films that 

he has directed, with the child protagonist acting as that underdog stereotype in a “David vs 

Goliath” conflict. For example, Sophie in the “B.F.G” (2016) who is thrown into a battle 

between an army of antagonising giants. In “E.T: The Extra Terrestrial” (1982), child character 

Elliot (Henry Thomas) is being chased on his bike, by a group of corrupt government officials. 

This could also represent the government as the ‘higher-state’ characters set in the real world, 

i.e. California, America.  

 

“E.T: The Extra Terrestrial” also reflects on a childhood issue, the divorce of parents. In the 

film, Elliot’s father is not seen or mentioned throughout the story, giving the assumption that 

the parents have been divorced for some time. Likewise, Steven Spielberg’s parents also 

divorced when he was just 18-years old. He also had an imaginary friend when he was younger, 

which became the concept of the ‘E.T’ character. The parental absence within Steven 

Spielberg’s films is a recurring feature throughout some of the stories that he has directed. For 

example, Filmmaker Mark Cousins argues in his documentary “A Story of Children and Film” 

(2013).  



	

Cousins’ quotes:  

“The formula of many Spielberg films is the innocence of the children and the families. The 

parents are either separated or divorced, which could arguably be connected to the real-life 

divorce of Spielberg’s parents.”  

 

Parental absence is noticeably seen in “Jurassic Park” (1993), another film directed and written 

by Steven Spielberg. Tim and Lex (portrayed by Joseph Mazzello and Ariana Richards) are the 

two main children in the film, their parents are not featured or mentioned in the story. However, 

they are looked after by their Grandfather, Dr. Hammond (Portrayed by Richard 

Attenborough), and later develop a surrogate relationship with Dr. Grant (Portrayed by Sam 

Neil), who becomes a father figure towards them. A recurrent feature that is attached to these 

child characters is showing their weaknesses, by embracing their vulnerability in difficult 

situations. Nigel Morris the author of “Cinema of Steven Spielberg: Empire of the Light” 

argues that the film “Empire of the Sun” (1887) (A story of a young, wealthy British boy living 

in Shanghai, China, who’s life is turned upside down after becoming a prisoner of war, during 

world war II) explores this motif with the child character Jim (Portrayed by Christian Bale), 

whose vulnerability comes from being a child in a dangerous environment, such as the Japanese 

concentration camp. The character attempts to break away from his childhood experience, by 

becoming mature, a grown man, embracing his inspiration from his own father. It states in the 

book: “The clock stops, underlining the end of childhood playfulness.” (p, 140). Since “E.T”, 

Spielberg returned to child-led storylines. However, instead of focusing on a child befriending 

a “friendly” alien, he introduced them to much darker themes and content, such as “Empire of 

the Sun”. This is not a movie about a child character, who rides his bike through a suburban 

neighbourhood in America. This is a film about a young boy, gown up into a man, in a war 

movie, the sole survivor and hero in a dark and dangerous world. In an interview with Steven 

Spielberg, he mentions about reading the novel of “Empire of the Sun” by J. G Ballard.  

“I have never read anything with an adult setting before – even Oliver Twist, which saw a 

child see things through a man’s eyes. Opposed to a man discovering things through the child 

in him.” – Steven Spielberg (p,128) 

 

We recognise that the child character might be an essential reflection of himself, bullied as a 

child, with his trauma being a weakness for the characters. Each child character is then pushed 

into adult maturity early in their lives, hoping that they would control their emotions and 

weakness, and turn it into their strength. It is argued that many children growing up has at least 



	

one or two friends, and in “Empire of the Sun” Jim befriends a Japanese cadet, who shares the 

same dreams and aspirations as him. This could be echoing “E.T”. For instance, Elliot befriends 

E.T, an alien, who could be his exact mirrored personality. They both share characteristics of 

each other, such as being isolated from their own kind and roughly being around the same age 

(although, it is never mentioned how old E.T is. However, we can guess that he’s the youngest 

of his own kind).  

 

Chapter One 

Hopes, Joys and Fears 
“Spielberg consistently tapped into childhood hopes, joys and fears  

through the stunning storytelling, emotional directing, and technical  

content that connects with a huge audience.” – Jeff Nichols (Director of Midnight 

Special)  

 

Many children experience hopes, joys and fears in their life. Such experiences are explored 

through child characters seen in Film and Television. For example, the child characters in the 

film “Bugsy Malone” (Alan Parker, 1976) experience all three emotions. Hope and Joy is 

noticeable in the title character “Bugsy Malone” (Portrayed by Scott Baio), when he ends up 

getting the girl and working for a highly successful and respected businessman, Fat Sam 

(Portrayed by John Cassisi). The fear is portrayed in all of the minor characters featured in the 

film, with the on-going attacks from the rival gang, who are spraying victims with cream from 

their “Splurge guns”. The children in a Steven Spielberg film, are no different from any other 

child, in experiencing a range of emotions. Referring to the above quote, Steven Spielberg 

engages with the childhood personality through the different types of storytelling and the 

technical content.  For instance, it could be argued that Steven Spielberg has created two very 

different creative worlds for his films; one featuring darker themes and the other targeted at a 

family orientated audience. However, Spielberg is quoted from an interview with the American 

Film Institute (AFI), in which he explains that he never saw himself as having had a specific 

style or content.  

 

 

 

 



	

Spielberg quotes:  

“I’ve always envied filmmakers like [Martin] Scorsese, who make quintessential Scorsese 

pictures. I’ve never felt I was a Hollywood trailblazer, I never thought I had a style.” (British 

Film Institute, 2017)  

 

A film that uses the notion of darker themes is Schindler’s List (1993), (A film about the Polish 

Jews being tortured in the Krakow Ghetto, by the Nazi’s, who occupied Poland during World 

War II), which uses the notion of child characters to express fear, mirroring the horrific events 

which occur throughout the entirety of the film. The “Red Coat Girl” scene is presented through 

Oskar Schindler’s gaze, as he sits atop a horse on a hillside overlooking the Jewish town. The 

little girl, wanders through the street, as the Jewish people are being herded from their homes 

by the Nazi Soldiers. She’s wearing a red coat, the only colour that is shown throughout the 

entire film. Steven Spielberg has stated that the colour is a symbol of innocence; a 

representation of a red flag waved by the Jews, as a cry for help. At that moment Oskar 

Schindler’s (Portrayed by Liam Neeson) mind-set is changed from that of an arrogant, wealthy 

businessman to a would be saviour of 1,200 Jewish people, majority of which are children.    

 

In the same year as Schindler’s List, Spielberg directed another film, Jurassic Park (1993). Lex 

and Tim, the two children of the story are both very joyful, especially when they surprise their 

Grandfather Dr. Hammond (Portrayed by Richard Attenborough), with their arrival at the 

theme park. Steven Spielberg can present different scenarios and environments to express 

emotions within the child characters, which have a similar basis. For example, there is a total 

contrast between the initial appearance and context of “Schindler’s List” and “Jurassic Park” 

However, the emotions experienced by the characters within each film are ultimately similar. 

The children that are featured in these stories, whether a darker themed film, such as 

“Schindler’s List” and Empire of the Sun”, or family orientated, such as “E.T: The Extra 

Terrestrial” and “Jurassic Park”, are either neglected from one of their parents or from “higher-

state” characters. This motif has been featured in films long before Steven Spielberg’s time in 

Hollywood. (Wojcik, n.d.) quotes:  

 

“Many of the most stereotypical images of urban childhood neglect have their point of origin 

and dominance in Depression era Hollywood, in films, such as “Little Orphan Annie” (1932) 

and “Gasoline Alley” (1951)” (p.35)  



	

Steven Spielberg’s Influences:  
A film that is cited to be Steven Spielberg’s personal favourite film and source of inspiration, 

is Victor Fleming’s adaptation of “Captains Courageous” (1937), an depression Hollywood era 

film that tells a story of Harvey Cheyne (Portrayed by Freddie Bartholomew), the unpleasant 

young son of a wealthy remote business man. He is suspended from his boarding school and is 

then forced to join his father on a trip across the Atlantic, but is thrown overboard and rescued 

by a fisherman (Portrayed by Spencer Tracy), who he befriends.  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Captains Courageous (1937) Courtesy of IMDb 

 

“Captains Courageous” includes some of the various themes that have featured in a Spielberg’s 

films, with one being the child character, as the main protagonist of the film. If the concept of 

“Hopes, Joys and Fears” were to be applied to Harvey, he expresses joyfulness, with his “prankster” 

nature and cheeky personality. There are various other traits that could have inspired the film “E.T”. 

For example, there is a degree of pleasure from seeing a troublesome ‘Brat’ being made to work in 

the fishing industry. However, much like Elliot’s and E.T’s relationship, the fisherman begins to 

warm up to the young boy and take him under his wing. 

 

Spielberg may have been influenced by another sci-fi classic “The Day the Earth Stood Still” (Robert 

Wise, 1951). Klaatu, (Portrayed by Michael Rennie) the benevolent alien, creates a touching 

relationship with Bobby, (Portrayed by Billy Gray) the young boy of the film, who sticks by him 

when he is declared public enemy number one. The relationship between an alien and young boy in 

“The Day the Earth Stood Still” could be considered, to be a mirror to Elliot’s and E.T’s relationship. 

Their goals are almost similar, with both young boys (Bobby and Elliot) attempting to do the 

impossible and help their “Alienated” friends get back home. During an interview, with the 



	

Guardian. Steven Spielberg discusses his beliefs on child characters, within Hollywood and 

independent films, as well as his own previous work. He states:  

 

“It’s all about making kids feel like they can do anything. That nothing’s impossible.” 

 

Each child character within these films, explore the experience of the joys and fear within the 

storyline of Spielberg’s films. The characters’ experience challenging situations, obstacles that will 

cause a disturbance on their journey or adventure. “The Goonies” (1985), which saw Steven 

Spielberg co-write the plot, with screenwriter Christopher Columbus. The film centres around a 

group of misfits on a journey to save their town and discover an ancient pirate treasure. To support 

the previous quote from the Guardian, Spielberg is essentially exploring the possibility of the child 

characters moulding into their favourite heroes, such as Indiana Jones, Luke Skywalker, Han Solo, 

Princess Leia, etc. The article states:  

 

“These stories are all about empowerment, giving the children the opportunity to become their 

own superheroes.” (Shone, 2016) 

 
(The Goonies, Richard Donner. 1985) Courtesy of IMDb   

 

The children in “The Goonies” express their hopes of becoming saviours of their home town and 

expressing the joyfulness of their own pirate adventure. It could be suggested that the children are 

miniature versions of Steven Spielberg’s other heroic characters, such as Henry Jones Jr. (Harrison 

Ford) in the Indiana Jones franchise. Returning to Spielberg’s favourite film, “Captains 

Courageous”, there appears to be a similarity in both Victor Fleming’s film and “The Goonies”, 

within the theme of the story. Both feature childhood driven plots, with the children as the main 

protagonists, and both feature pirate/adventure narrative. It could be argued that Steven Spielberg 



	

was influenced by the depression era of Hollywood and the urban childhood neglect featured in the 

films of the late 1930’s and the early 1960’s, such as “Captains Courageous” and “The Birds” (Alfred 

Hitchcock, 1963).  

 

Spielberg’s collaboration with Kubrick:  
 

In the early 1990’s, Steven Spielberg acquired the rights to Brian Aldiss novel “Super-Toys Last All 

Summer Long”, which Stanley Kubrick originally signed on to create and direct, in the early 1970’s. 

Soon after Kubrick’s death in 1999, Spielberg was brought into the project and started creating the 

treatment (which remained close to Ian Watson’s original story) for “A.I: Artificial Intelligence” 

(2001). The film is considered to be influenced by Walt Disney’s “Pinocchio” (1940) and the classic 

children’s novel, written by Carlo Collodi (1883), with similarities with both the title character and 

David (the A.I robot portrayed by Haley Joel Osment). Applying the “Hopes, Joys, and Fears” theme 

to these characters, they both express their joy when they are brought to life, or in David’s situation 

being switched on, soon after arriving in the post.  

This statement is also referenced to in the web journal “Offscreen” (1997), which suggests that both 

characters (in each film) share the same joyfulness, when they are visited by the blue fairy and 

granted a wish of their choosing. However, David’s wish to become a “real boy” is rejected, unlike 

the original “Pinocchio” story. It is argued that this could have been the similarity of the child 

character Pinocchio. David portrays the expression of fear, while living alone 2,000 years in the 

future, he expresses sadness, since he learned about the passing of his adopted mother (portrayed by 

Frances O’Connor). The Blue Fairy attempts to make his situation better by calling him unique and 

by telling him how important he is to the new Mecha machines. Although, he does towards the end 

show his joyfulness, when he wishes for his adopted Mother to be brought back to life.  

 

 
(A.I: Artificial Intelligence, Blue Fairy, 2001: Courtesy of Google)    



	

A recurrent theme, which Steven Spielberg presents, are the adult scenarios, which the children must 

adhere to in the stories. This could be associated with Elliot in “E.T”, with the abandonment of his 

biological father and then portraying a father figure to E.T. Similarly, Jim in “Empire of the Sun” 

feels that he must “grow up”, while in the concentration camp and attempting to find his parents. In 

an interview with Steven Spielberg and Dean Kowalski, the author of “Steven Spielberg and 

Philosophy: We’re Gonna Need a Bigger Book”. Spielberg defends the use of Children by stating:  

 

“Without these more personal subconscious themes, the childhood notion in these films wouldn’t 

be successful. The broken family is a primary value to the story that is being told.”  

(Kowalski. D, p.9)   

 

It is suggested that Steven Spielberg does in fact reflect his childhood issues and problems, including 

when his parents divorced and became a broken family, into the child characters that are featured in 

his films. The above quote in Dean Kowalski’s book, supports the comparison of Oliver Twist 

(Charles Dickens, 1838) that was featured in the “Steven Spielberg: Interviews” written by Lester 

D. Friedman and Brent Notbohm.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	

CHAPTER TWO 

Fatherless Children, Father Figures and  

Fatherhood.  

 
“Many of Spielberg’s films could be mined for insights into relationships  

between father and sons.” – (Kowalski, D. p. 38)  

 

As the above quote, states, Spielberg films feature an insight into the relationships between 

father and sons. These characters, whilst not usually biologically related, explore the notion of 

childhood. It is suggested that he also explores “Fatherhood” as well. The relationship between 

Elliot and E.T in “The Extra Terrestrial” is considered to be a father and son bond. It is Elliot’s 

role and responsibility, as a father figure and protector to help E.T get back to his home planet 

and escape from the government officials. The idea of a child character becoming friends of an 

“Alien creature” from space, reflects the notion of childhood fantasy and imaginary friends 

becoming a reality. This notion of childhood fantasy and imaginary friends appears designed 

to tackle the “fatherless” element of Elliot’s personal life.  

“imaginary creatures are all-purpose, extraordinary useful beings. Not only can they 

provide companionship, they can also bear the blunt of a child’s anger problems.” (Taylor, 

2001, p.62)    

 

Steven Spielberg grew up having an imaginary friend. This could have been his coping 

mechanism for dealing with the divorce of his parents and frequent bullying from the students 

of his hometown school. It would make sense that he included such experiences into the notion 

of childhood, to share a connection with himself and the child characters featured in these 

stories.  

In 1991, Spielberg directed the film “Hook”, a reimagining of the classic children’s story “Peter 

Pan”. Robin Williams played the main protagonist (Peter Banning), who is portrayed as an 

increasingly absent father of his two children, Jack and Maggie Banning. The children are 

kidnapped by the main antagonist, Captain Hook (Portrayed by Dustin Hoffman) and are kept 

hostage on board his ship. Peter Banning is theoretically the alternative version of “Peter Pan”. 

However, in this story he is the adult character. Although, Peter does revisit his childhood 

persona later in the film, in his goal is to rescue his children. Comparing Peter Banning to 

another character, Jim from “Empire of the Sun”. Both characters share the same drive, which 



	

is a “Rescue Mission”. As Peter leaves his adulthood behind, to travel to Neverland, he revisits 

his childhood and learns to become Peter Pan again. However, Jim (Empire of the Sun) is the 

child, who leaves his childhood behind and grows in maturity. He is a young man who has a 

goal to rescue his parents. In the book “The cinema of Steven Spielberg: Empire of the light” 

by Nigel Morris, Steven Spielberg is quoted in an interview:  

 

“I was attached to the idea that this was not a retrospective of childhood, this was the 

opposite of Peter Pan, this was about a boy, who grew up too quickly.” (p.127)  

 

Jim is not Peter Pan. Circumstances force him to grow up and become an adult. However, Peter 

Banning is still the child that he was before he left Neverland, just concealed in an adult body. 

When Peter does return to Neverland, he is confronted by Captain Hook, who is still expressing 

a fiery indignation against Peter after he cut off his hand and received his well-known name. 

Peter soon realizes after whipping out his checkbook and pen that he has lost his boyish 

attributes, which gave him the legend status a long-time ago. Peter’s decision to leave 

Neverland was to remain by an aging Wendy’s side in London, where he also fell in love with 

her granddaughter. A line from the dialogue of the film also connects with Spielberg’s notion 

of Fatherhood.  

 

The dialogue quotes:  

“I know why I came back, I know why I grew up. I wanted to become a father.” – (Peter 

Banning talking to Tinker bell) 

 

The film explores the concept of the joyfulness a child character can achieve when they grow 

up, it also represents a final farewell to childhood, before saying good-bye to it forever.  

 

Childhood is represented to be fun and adventurous in a Steven Spielberg film. However, I 

believe he is trying to explore fatherhood as the next step for the character, the next adventure, 

the new hero. Henry Jones Jr. (Harrison Ford) In the Indiana Jones series also explores the 

“fatherless” and “fatherhood” theme in a broader framework. For example, George Lucas (who 

partnered with Spielberg) created the character to be the swashbuckling prodigal son, who 

walked away from his father, Henry Jones Sr. (Sean Connery, Indiana Jones and the last 

crusade, 1989). It wasn’t until the third film in 1989 that Henry Jones Jr. began to reconcile his 

relationship towards him. And in the last film, Indiana Jones and the Kingdom of the Crystal 



	

Skull, it is assumed that the relationship was mended. Although, the character was killed off 

during the gap between the third and fourth film. In (Indiana Jones) Kingdom of the Crystal 

Skull, we are introduced to Mutt Williams (Portrayed by Shia LaBeouf), who takes on the 

recurring notion of the childhood character, and Henry Jones Jr. portraying the distant father, 

who could argue to be mirroring Sean Connery’s character from the third film of the original 

trilogy. Mutt had been fatherless for most of his childhood, which has caused a dramatic 

problem with his higher education. His only father figure was Harold “Ox” Oxley, who became 

Mutt’s surrogate father for many years. In the film, Ox mysteriously disappears and Mutt 

attempts to seek Henry Jones Jr. for help. Mutt is also unaware of Henry Jones being is 

biological father. Much like the childhood section that applies by the “Hopes, Joys, and Fears” 

to Spielberg’s characters, this could also be applied to Mutt Williams. For example, Mutt 

expresses discouragement when he is asked by his mother (Marion Ravenwood, portrayed by 

Karen Allen) to ask Henry for help. There is also a change of emotion later in the film, when 

Marion explains to Mutt that Henry Jones is his biological father.  

Throughout all of the Indiana Jones films, both Harrison Ford and Sean Connery’s portray of 

the father and son characters share similarities with one another, such as the lateness of their 

fatherhood persona and being a part of their children’s childhood. During Steven Spielberg’s 

trauma of his parents’ divorce, he began to phase out his own father and kept blaming him for 

the whole situation. Steven’s second wife, Kate Capshaw, urged him to reconcile his 

relationship with his father, which ended up becoming the source of inspiration that gave these 

characters a unique and believable personality. Steven Spielberg wanted his characters to grow 

up having a father, or a father figure, so that they could look up to them. He even regretted 

disowning his father for many years and quoted:  

 

“I think one of the worst things that happened to me was my fallout with my father, and then 

the greatest thing that happened to me was when I saw the light, and realised I needed to 

love him in a way that he could love me back.” (Steven Spielberg - exmagazineonline, 2017)        

 



	

The other films that Steven Spielberg has directed, such as “War of the Worlds” (2005), “Catch 

Me If You Can” (2002), “Lincoln” (2012) and “Jurassic Park” (1993) all feature the notion of 

father-type characters, which are shown to be complicated and tough, but are also loving and 

caring, much like Spielberg’s own father. Ironically, a character that resembles a father figure 

was Dr. Grant (Portrayed by Sam Neil) in “Jurassic Park”. As we are first introduced to this 

character in the film, our impressions of him were how arrogant he is to the minor characters. 

We assume that he does not bond well with children, especially when he attempts to scare the 

young boy at the archaeological dig site with a fossil of raptor claw. His lack of his enthusiasm 

towards children returns while the grandchildren of Dr. Hammond begin to feel star struck 

towards him, pestering and chatting about his 

work about the fossilised findings from the 

Jurassic period. However, Grant begins to 

soften up to the children soon after the attack 

with the Tyrannosaurus Rex. He’s a man that 

does not father any children, but when Tim and 

Lex need him the most, he becomes their 

surrogate father. Another example of a surrogate father, would be Dr. Rawlins (Portrayed by 

Nigel Havers) in “Empire of the Sun”. He is very much a father figure for Jim, while in the 

prison camp. He’s friendly and caring, like what a father should be. However, Rawlins finds 

great difficulty in helping Jim learn about humility.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	

CHAPTER THREE 

SPIELBERG’S PARENTAL ISSUES 

 
“I was a nerd in those days. An outsider. Like the kid that played  

clarinet in the band, which I did” – Steven Spielberg (Arbeiter, M. 2017)  

 

Referring to the above quote, Steven Spielberg was an outsider, an outcast from the rest of the 

children that he grew up with during his school years. As mentioned previously, this was the 

source of inspiration, which gave his child characters a sense of life and personality. It is also 

considered that these characters reflect upon Spielberg’s “Outcast” persona and they each 

channel their own isolation and problems. While in the process of writing the story of “E.T: 

The Extra Terrestrial”, he began taking influences from his parents’ divorce, which the film 

does reflects on. For instance, Elliot is a thirteen-year old boy, living in the same house as his 

younger sister (portrayed by Drew Barrymore) and his single mother (portrayed by Dee 

Wallace). Like many children of this situation, Elliot is slowly developing into the man of the 

household and as soon as E.T arrives into his life, he becomes the father figure. Spielberg was 

closer to his mother, than his estranged father. His father, who was absent throughout his early 

childhood years, was a “workaholic” and Steven felt it was easier to blame him instead of his 

mother, who decided to end the marriage after she fell in love with another man, his father’s 

best friend. All the father and father-figure characters featured in a Spielberg film ultimately 

become the unlikely hero. Elliot for example, is just a normal child, but he is pushed into caring 

for an outcast, who happens to be alienated from his own planet. The same applies to Henry 

Jones Jr. in “Indiana Jones and the Kingdom of the Crystal Skull”, which is essentially the 

same again, Henry is pushed into looking after his, previously estranged biological son, 

teaching him the skills of an adventurer.  

It could be argued that in the film “Close Encounters of the Third Kind” (1977) (A film that 

tells the story of Roy Neary, an engineer and absent father of a young family, who witnesses a 

close encounter with an alien “UFO”.) Spielberg was influenced by his father’s absence and 

that he integrated his father’s persona into Richard Dreyfuss’ character (Roy Neary). Similar 

to his own childhood. Roy is portrayed as being an absent father and a workaholic. He was the 

type of father, who decided that family life wasn’t for him, but he still lived in the same house. 

He cared too much about his work and became very distant of his family, even pushing them 

away when they needed him the most. “Close Encounters” is a science-fiction story, featuring 



	

extra-terrestrial life forms visiting Earth. However, the film mainly focuses more on the human 

relations, especially a traditional family. So, why have I mentioned a film that essentially is not 

classed as a “family drama” to reflect on Steven Spielberg’s emotional upbringing? Well, the 

childhood element is considered to show the innocence of the child characters and that we 

become aware of their neglect from their father. Spielberg states that:  

 

“Close encounters was about a man who developed an obsession, more than just curiosity, 

which drew him away from his family. Today, I would never have the guy leave his family. I 

would have the guy doing anything to protect his children.” (Contactmusic.com, 2017)    

 

Since becoming a father himself, Spielberg’s notion of the fatherhood character has gradually 

changed, demonstrated throughout the films released after “Close Encounters”. They still 

feature an absent aspect in the father and child relationship and the father (or father-figure) 

appears as the heroic character and a guardian of the children. Such as, Peter Banning from 

“Hook”, who is absent throughout his family life, until he must save his children from their 

kidnapper, Captain Hook.  

 

At twenty-one-years old, Steven Spielberg saw himself gaining a 7-year contract as a TV 

Director, when Sidney Sheinberg, the head of Universal Studios at the time saw his short film 

“Amblin” (1969). A film that could be argued by many, for starting off the childhood notion. 

Although, the film does not feature any child characters. It did however, give Spielberg the 

inspiration for the name of his film company (also named Amblin). The two lead characters in 

“Amblin”, who are not named throughout the story, share a romantic interest with each other. 

These could be considered to be the parents of Spielberg’s characters, the Adam & Eve of his 

films. Steven made the film two-years after his parents’ divorce, so the idea of both characters 

falling in love could be his coping mechanism for dealing with the divorce. He soon progressed 

into making his first feature film “The Sugarland Express” (1974), which features a father 

figure in Ben Johnson’s character (Captain Tanner). Clovis Michael Poplin (Portrayed by 

William Atherton) is the actual father in the film. However, he is mentally unstable and was 

absent throughout the early months of his son’s life. Captain Tanner is relatively young and 

much like Elliot in “E.T: The Extra Terrestrial”, he doesn’t have the knowledge of being a 

father. Due to both Clovis’ and Lou’s (Portrayed by Goldie Hawn) child-like personality and 

odd behavior, Tanner is seen being portrayed as a father taking his two children on a long road 

trip. Throughout the entirety of the film, Tanner’s awareness of the situation and his ability to 



	

become more “fatherly” progresses. I assume however, that after Clovis is shot dead by the 

Texas Rangers and Lou is arrested. Captain Tanner travels to where Lou and Clovis’ son is 

kept and either takes him under his wing or takes him to his foster parents. After having the 

experience of “fathering” two adult-child’s, Tanner should feel more confident of handling 

such a task. It’s not so much of a coincidence that every single one of these father characters 

in his films, share this similar trait. The mothers are also portrayed of being strong, independent 

women, who are seen as a major influence to the notion of the child characters.  

 

“My mom didn’t parent us as much as she sort of big-sistered us. She was Peter Pan. She 

refused to grow up.” – (Steven Spielberg, via Business Insider, 2012)  

 

Referring to the above quote, Leah Adler (Steven’s mother) was also a major influence on 

Steven Spielberg’s filmography. It is argued that she inspired the mother character (Mary, 

portrayed by Dee Wallace), who is portrayed as a strong, independent woman, but also fun. 

Much like Leah, Mary was also dealing with the separation of her spouse and children’s father. 

First Lady Mary Todd Lincoln (portrayed by Sally Field) in the film “Lincoln” (which focuses 

on the last four months of the President’s life) is considered to be the strong independent 

woman influenced by Leah Adler. Although, the character is based on a true historical figure 

from the mid 1880’s. The character does share similarities with Spielberg’s mother within the 

film. For example, her care and concerned affection towards her son (Robert Todd Lincoln – 

portrayed by Joseph Gordon-Levitt), who is neglected by his father, the President of the United 

States, Abraham Lincoln (Portrayed by Daniel Day-Lewis). It could be argued that Abraham 

Lincoln is a workaholic in the film, he’s too busy to have a personal relationship with his son. 

This could also be argued to reflect Steven Spielberg’s parents, since they divorced. However, 

the “mother” characters in these films do not usually appear to be caring or loving to their 

children.  

 

In the case of the divorce of Steven’s parents, he decided to blame his father for the situation. 

Although, Leah Adler was in fact the person who appealed for the divorce, having slept with 

his father’s best friend. She was the cause of the separation that caused the family to drift apart. 

The majority of female characters, especially those who are mothers in a Spielberg film do not 

appear to be mothering to their offspring, unlike Sally Field’s character in “Lincoln”. For 

example, Mrs. Kintner (Portrayed by Lee Fierro), the mother character in “Jaws” (1975) fails 

her role as a parent, when she allows her son Alex (Portrayed by Jeffrey Voorhees) to enter the 



	

water, soon after the shark attack. Steven Spielberg has stated in an interview, how he saw the 

father role as the “bad guy”. Much like, George Darling in Disney’s Peter Pan (1953), who is 

not portrayed as the antagonist of the plot, but his parenting is considered unfair and mean 

towards the children. This can be noticeable throughout all the father characters in a Spielberg 

film. However, the Mother characters could also be similar. Such as, Mary Graham (Portrayed 

by Emily Richard), the Mother of Jim, who abandons him and therefore leaving him to live 

alone in the Japanese concentration camp. These failing mothers are more common than the 

absent fathers, than you may think. The films are more about the children and their journey 

into adulthood, becoming the unlikely heroes of the story. It’s about them dealing with parental 

issues, similar to Steven Spielberg.        

 

Conclusion 
 

The purpose of this study was to examine how the defining notion of childhood is essential 

within Steven Spielberg’s filmography. The research suggested an on-going theme throughout 

the majority of Spielberg’s films. The experience of hopes, joys and fears shared a tendency to 

feature within the notion of childhood of these films, such as expressing fear in Steven 

Spielberg’s darker themed plots (Schindler’s List, Empire of the Sun), and expressing hope 

and joy in Spielberg’s family orientated films (E.T: The Extra Terrestrial, The Goonies, 

Jurassic Park). It is also suggested that Steven Spielberg’s films reflected the childhood issue 

of parental divorce, most likely the divorce of his own parents from when he was 18-years old. 

The majority of Spielberg’s films explore this childhood issue within the plots and protagonists, 

such as Elliot’s mother in “E.T”. Parental experience portrays a vital part in other characters 

within Steven Spielberg’s films. For example, in both “E.T” and “Empire of the Sun”, the lead 

characters (Elliot and Jim) share similar emotions when they are faced with growing up into 

young men.  

 

One of the other themes to emerge from these findings was the notion of fatherhood, whilst it 

is not the main area of the study, the research gave an insight to how the childhood notion could 

reflect into fatherhood. For instance, characters such as, Indiana Jones, Elliot, and the two 

children from Jurassic Park (Tim and Lex), experience an absent father who has either 

abandoned them early in their lives, or the father character is portrayed as being an arrogant 

and a workaholic person. The children or characters affected by this have the likelihood of 



	

having a father-figure to guide them along their journey. It had emerged whilst in the findings 

of this research that Steven Spielberg experienced a similar issue with his own father, Arnold 

Spielberg. The themes of childhood are reflected through a numerous of Steven Spielberg 

filmography, including films such as “Hook”, which saw an adult character reconcile their own 

child-like behavior to save his children. The findings in this study are generally compatible 

with previous and published resources, including The Cinema of Steven Spielberg: Empire of 

the Light (Nigel Morris), which argues about how the childhood notion explores vulnerability 

within its child characters. However, in this study. The research suggests that the child 

protagonists’ embrace their vulnerability, making them more able to achieve their goal within 

the film. Other resources, such as a quote from “Midnight Special” (2015) director Jeff Nichols 

suggests that Spielberg used the hopes, joys and fear notion for his characters to experience in 

his stories. The findings in this study continues to move forward with Jeff Nichols’ suggestion 

that Steven Spielberg created two different worlds within his films, featuring either darker 

themed plots or family ordinated stories. The childhood experiences that are featured within 

both types of Spielberg films differ in context but potentially share the same emotions as each 

other.  

 

I should stress that my study does not imply that the childhood notion was created primarily 

for Steven Spielberg’s filmography. However, the research suggests that Spielberg was 

inspired by this notion from the depression Hollywood era of films, which featured child 

characters similar to those seen in “E.T: The Extra Terrestrial”, “Empire of the Sun”, “Indiana 

Jones and the Temple of Doom” and “Jurassic Park”. One avenue for further study would be 

to research more into the specific area, such as the expansion of the depression era of 

Hollywood films, as this would give more of an insight to the early childhood characters that 

would essentially inspire Steven Spielberg. Although, the study did venture into this area, the 

findings were rather vague and did not explore the early childhood notion in depth. However, 

the study argues that the defining notion of childhood is essential within the films of Steven 

Spielberg, and that Spielberg’s inspiration for the notion of childhood were explored within his 

favourite film “Captains Courageous” (1937)  
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