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ABSTRACT

This exploratory study examines the effeet of viewing the popular motion picture “The Candidate™ oy
attitudes about political campaigns. A post-movie sample of respondents was somewhat more cynical
about: campaigns than was a pre-movie sample, but this tendency was neither strong nor conaistent,
Post-movie respondents were, however, much more likely to cite such factors as candidate image and
image manipulation as impeztant deteiminants of electoral success.

Popular culture is often condemned by
intellectual critics for its mindless es-
capism, Speculating on popular culture’s
political impact, scholars speak in terms of
the “nullification of conscious mental pro-
cesses” and the “narcotizing dysfunction.”
Nor are such dramatic metaphors necessar-
ily ill-conceived; according to a recent
study (reported in Time, April 10, 1972:47),
habitual television viewers who try to "kick
the habit” may experience such profound
“withdrawal symptoms’ as moodiness,
child-spanking, wife-beating, extra-marital
aéfairs andior decreased sexual appetite.

But in the midst of its predominantly es-
capist fare, popular culture often conveys
manysexplicitly ot implicitly political mes-
sages}Country music, for example, though
primarily concerned with the heartache and
(less frequently) the joy of love, is oriented
toward certain general values {seif-
reliance, patriotism) and specific political
poaitions (anti-weifarism and mari-
juana-smoking). Likewise, television
Westerns and whodunits, virtually identical
save quirks of character and locale, carry
both broad ideological appeals (desire for
freedom, anti-bureaucratism} and more
specific political stances {attitudes toward
the use of viclence) (see DiMaggio et al..
1972; Golstein and Perrucct, 1963). If we
can believe the accumulated evidence of a
generation of content analysis, comic
strips, scap operas, Hollywood movies,
and other mass entertainments also purvey
a diverse range of political information and
argumentation.
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(The important, but as yet largely unans-
wered questionis: So what? So what if mass
entertainment contains political messages,
if these messages are not perceived—let
alone acted upon?}x"hy content-analyze hit
song lyrics when the vast majority of listen-
ers are unaware of what these lyrics mean
i{Robinson and Hirsch, 1972)7 (Indeed, why
content-anslyze even television network
news programs when most viewers, polled
only a few minutes after watching one,
cannot recall as much as a single story {re

orted in Time, October 18, 1971:800%)
What is the impact of mass entertainment’s
political content? Does watching the newly
elected Linus sell his political principles
down the river on a televised ~Peanuts”
spevial foster political cynicism in youth?
Can viewing Dick Tracy or Joe Friday a
wark shape sentiments toward law en-
forcement? To what extent has “The Gad-
father” informed public opinion about vr-
ganized crime? Has “All in th Family"”
helped legitimize racial bigotry?

There can, in other words, be little doubt
that popular culture conveys political val-
ves and outlonks. but precious litt}e is known
about the impact of this cnnlent_{This study
attempts to take a modest step toward clos-

ing the research gap by examining the im--

pact on politicgl attitudes of one popular
maotion picture.) To be sure, many studies
have focused ‘on the impact of screen-

mediated messages: In their examination ub:

high school students’ reactions to the anti-

discimination film *Don't Be a Sucker,’" for

example, Cooper and Dinerman {1951) i
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' could find no significant effect an levels of
: prejudice. Similarly, the Army-produced
! film “The Battle of Britain” was found to be
1 jneffective at changing soidiers™ attitudes
i oward the British and toward American

participatjon in Waorld War {1 (Hovland v
bogl., 19490 But these and other stodies have
dealt with outright prapuganda rather than
mass entertainment, and have avoided
natural settings in favor of carefwly control-
Jed labaratory testing canditivns. consider-
ing the broad array of delense mechanisms
individuals employ to evade Llatant prop-
agandizing, as well as the difficulties of ex-
trapolating faboratory-based fiadings to
complex “real warld™ sitnations. this body
of previous rescarch can inly tennously be
applied to the guestinn of the poittical na-
gact of mass entertainment movies.

Campaigns and “The Condidate”

b { Withthe adventof “the new polaivs.” the
fihction of politival campaigninzg i< often
said to be shifting from the communication
of political substance toward the connuni-
cation of candidate style anl image
(Nimmo. 19701, This has vecasioned a pro-
found concern for the integrity of campaiun-
ing on the part of critics who rate the Or-

. wellian specter of a <mall fraternity uf

' “image merchants” who are able to “man-

. ipulate” the American vlecturate by “park-
aging and selling” candidates fixe bars uf

| ..s0ap or cans of -.leodummt)

~ One recent American motien picture
“The Candidate.”” has been hailed as “a
handbouk for today’s image-canscious poli-
ties™ (Life, July 28, 1972:43). In "The Can-
didate,” Bill McKay, an idealistic and

“Eocially-conscious young legal aid worker,

s convinced to enter a Senate race against a

Talick. pseuduo—cornball professional pol”

Tncumbent (Gans, 1973:76). Strong stands

On jssues are transformed to meaningless

.pap- as McKav's image-makers take and

“tighten the reins, McKay the image man-

_ages to win the election, but MceKay the man

b ~iw lost aomewhers along the campaign trail:

at movie's end. the candidate—secure in

his victory— is able only to tum to the polji-
ical professionals controlling him and ask.
“%What do we do nuw? {The pieture’s
thesis. then. is that:
e
. e . a decent, intelligent man c1a go
threugh the American political campaign
process. manage nol o say anything snd
have his idealism. firmly =<lab-hed
when he entered politics, « mpuicnized
into bland aquares of nothinz, expelled
wver television with the impaet. and the
harmlessness, of a tissue commereial
1Biahrenburg, 1972:360
Ultimately, however. as Herbert Gans
{1973:76) has written, the real is-un raised
by “The Candidate™ " ...
sonally destructive nature of an American
election campaign. but what happenstotne
political process . . . during an election. and
what possibilities for reform remain after
the election is worn.”” About these prospects
far reform. the movie affers a crunsel of
despair: in the blunt linguaze of -«veral of

iz not the per-

the movie's principals. “Palirics is
bull-hit.™”

(Can movies like “The Cardidat" affent
opinions about important pelitics rsezs?
As even some of 115 severest eritic- admit-
ted, “The Candidate™ does have 2an unmis-
takable aura of reality sbout L enhanced by
actual newsreel footage of ~eversl promi-
nent Demacrats and camen appearances by
television newsmen, Indeed, a test acdi-
ence to which “The Candidate™ was shown
by its producers testified overwhelmingly
thut the movie presents “'a truthful picture
of campaigning” (Bahrenburg. 1%72:233).
On the other hand, ke must Hollywead
movies, “The Candidate™ was intended
primarily as an entertainment. As Mekay,
it starred the popular actor Robert Redford,
who had attained something of a <ult hero
status for his earlier portraval of “The S2n-
dance Kid7 in a wucces-tul Festern,
Threughout, it emphasized entertainment
values tu the point. some critics charged,
that while it was a “good, glossy. grad=-B
entectainment.” it often sacrificed s:b-
stance for humor, sophistcativn for ex.
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citement {see Zimmerman, 1972; Gilliate,
1972).

Is the political content of such a film even
perceived, ur does the entertainment func-
tion ohscure the movie's political content?
Even if political content is perceived, is it
tuken seriously? In ocder to bedin answering
thiese question-. we nndertook a project
designed to explore the impact of “The
Candidate™ on attitudes toward palitical
campaigns. Besearch was condueted at a
theater in Lubbock, Fexas, where “The
Candidate™ was= plaving in tts thied week.
approximately one maonth before the 1972
Presidential election. A smudl team of inter-
viewers ~tationed in front of the theater ap-

proached people leaving the 7:00 P.M. fea-”

ture or arnving tor the 9:00 PN festure.
.\[t'[hlll](IIHgiL‘il] choices were dictated in
large measure by the habits of the theater-
gners, wha tended to arrive in the nick of
tine and odepart as though driven by a
bamb ~eare. A= 2 vesult, both e number of
questives and the size of the sample (par-
ticutarhy those who were lraving the thea-
tetr had to be severely limited. Because
turnout was Lght on all three nights sam-
pled. the <trategy was ~unply to interview as
many prople as possible in the <hort time
available. I[nterviewers recarded respon-
Jents” sex, race. and approximate age, as
wellas their answers to tour oral guestions,

Each -ample—"pre-movie™ and “post-
movie  subjects—was compozed primarily
of white, college-age couples, who (accord-
ing (o the theater manager! formed the bulk
of the audience for " The Candidate™ during
its runin Lubbock, a university town. While
they were by no means randamly selected,
there is every indication that our subjects
were in fact representative of the audience
for the movie. st least in one specific
locale,?

As a first approach to gauging the impact
of "The t andidate,” subjects were asked tor
respand along a six-point agree-disagree
cuntinuum tu cach of three statements, The
first ~tatement was adapted from an exist-
ing scale of political evnicism L Agger et al .,
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1961), while the second two were specially
constructed for the present study. Tha
mean responses, presented in Table 1, re-
veal some interesting trends. In the first
place. the movie clearly did not cause a
wholesale transformation of paolitical at-
titudes, There was no significant difference
between pre- and post-movie subjects on
Statement 1. Statistically significant
hefore-aftier differences did emerge on
statements 2 and 3, but these changes (0,82
for Statement 2 and 0.69 for Statement 3)
were of munierate magnitude—representing
less than a vne-paint difference on a six-
puint scale.

But not anly was the attitudinal impact of
viewing the mavie quite nederate: inspece-
tion of Table 1 also reveals that the movie’s
effect on eyvnicism was anvthing but consis-
tent. Prople who had not viewed the picture
were already quite willing to agree that can-
didates make basic compromises amd unde-
sirable commitments—Iraving little room
for the movie to cause changes toward grea-
ler rynicism on Statement 1, Satement 2.
which focused on the muovie's ventral
theme, the importanece of a candidate’s
image for his electubility, elicited a signific-
ant before-after diffecence in the directian
of greater cynicism amang the post-movie
sample. Statement 3 also elicited signific-
antly different before and alter responses—
but this time in the direction of fess
cynicism among those who had viewed the
picture. Why this change toward a less cyn-
teal response <hould have seeurred is not
tmmediately evident, though it must be re-
mermbered that MeKay, the movie™ altrae-
tive, intelligent hero, did. after all, win the
election; espectally in light of the movie's
unappetizing portraval of McKay's oppo-
nent, it seems reasonable to speculate that
viewers felt that an intelligent choice bet-
ween candidates had in fact been made?

Subjects were alan asked tnindicate what
seemed to them to be the single most sig-
aificant factor determining whether a can-
didate for high public office would be
electend.® Replies to this question were quite

S U
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TABLE 1
PERCEPTIONS OF CAMPAIGNS,
PRE-AND POST-MOVIEE SAMPLES

A. Statement L: “la order to get elected, most candidates for public uffice have to make basic com-

promises and undesirable commitments.”

Mean Cynicism Score, Before
Mean Cynicism Score. After

In=76) 1.68

{n=136) +.61 1=.330

B. Statement 2: "Nowadays, a candidate’s looks seem to be as important as his beliefs in determining

whether he’ll be elected.™

Mean Cyniciam Score, Before
Mean Cynicism Score, After

=77 3.06
(1=36) 3.88 1=2,59b

C. Statement 3: “Politicai campaigns do & good job of helping vuters make anintelligent choice between

candidates,™

Mean Cynicism Scure. Before
Mean Cvnicism Score, After

(n=77) 1,00
in=33) 131 (=2.010

USeores may range from LXK o £.00, For each statement. the migher the seore. the moce eymieal the

response. \greement with Statements 1 oand 2
cynical responses,
b.os>p.
diverse, but we were able to group them
under seven headings. Inspection of Table
2 reveals that pre-movie subjects were
much maore likely to cite a constellation of
facters with high normative value in the
American political culture. Elections, ace-
cording to traditional norms, cught o be
decided onthe basis of a candidate’s stands
on policy issues, his qualifications, and his
human virtues, Indeed. more than two-
thirds (67.6%) of the pre-movie sample av-
verred that issues, qualbifications, or virtues
are in fuct the primary determinantsofelee-
toral success, By cantrast, fewer than half
{44,477 of those who had seen " The Candi-
date” named any of these traditional fac-
tors, Table 2 also indicales that proportion-
ately almost twice as many (38.9% to 22.1%)
post-inovie s pre-movie subjects cited
candidate image or image manipulation as
“ determining factors. In short, this evidence
suggests that viewing “The Candidate”
- both alerted subjecta to the operation of
“imayge politics™ and perfuormed something

and disagreement with Statement 3 were considered

of a “dymythologizing” function. pechaps
weakening some traditinnal notivns about

electaral suceess,

Of vourse, the present stidy uses a spoen
to meve a mountain: rather than assessing
the broad dimensions of popular culture’s
political impact. it gauges, in a preliminary
way. the immediate inpact of viewing one
mution picture on certain political attitudes
possessed by a restricted segment of the
population. Studies of the immediate im-
pact of popular culture should be conducted
with differently constituted samples and
assessment devices in different regions of
the country; they should consider the +f-
fects of, say, muvies with buth more and
less clear and conventional political
themes. Maat impartantly, they <hould ex-
amine the long-range effecta of such motion
pictures. Hopefully. this exploratory study
will stimulate other researchers to atte mpt
similar. . and more ambitious. analyses of
the polities of puputar culture.
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TABLE 2

FACTORS DETERMINING CANDIDATE SUCCESS.
PRE- AND POST-MOVIE SAMPLES?

Respouse { ategaries

—
Pasi-Movie
Sample

Pre-Mavie
S.HII{I‘R'

i T—r————— raLmiL - —— i

A, Candidate Stands on Essues (e BRW: 19,47
platform, issues, economy) 2 (7

B, Candidate Qualifications {e.g. T3 3k
e perenee, lr"lde‘rﬂhip. q!l.j.li- I v
tications)

C. Candidate Virtues (e.g. honesty, 19.5 19.4
sincerity, muorality) 11 '

D, Camdidare Taee te g imagr, 1hn R
media appeall chari~ma) [ARE 1

E. Image Manipulation e PR .o 13.9
publicity. ability to pull a Rl 131
~now job

F. Orpanizatinn (e g, party, moues, 1] a6
Mo suppart) it 4]

U, Misvellanvous teg popular vote, [ 11.1
the poplar thingy or No Chpimon Y b
TOT AL e pr SRR

[ R

A A¢tual question wording: * What do you think is the single mostimportant fsctor drterinining w hether

1 vandidate fin high oftice will be elected?”

FOOTNOTES

tThe underlying conservalism of both Eubback resi-
dents and university students vught to be noted. [n the
1972 ¢lection, Nixon poited int the vicinity of 80% of rach
Zruup'’y vate.

*Twa comparisons sugges! that the audience for "The
Candidate™ was neither unusually high nor low i its
level of cyniciam about peliticai campaigns before
viewing the mavie. Firat. a study by Jack Deania (1970
lurned up roughly similar attitedes toward elections

1mang Wisconmn adults. Second, 2 wurvey of students
in the fiesd authar'™s introductory Amerean govemment
course revealed cynicism scores which were virtually
identicnl to those of the “pre-movie ™ sampte. This sug-
gesis that «ame sort of audience pre-ariectinn process
was Aaf in rffect.

Because of the kamogeneity of the samples, analy«is
of race- and age-telated diffrrences was nut poasible. So
significant diffezences between the sexes could be
found. 4 result which is aso cansistent with that re-
ported by Denns (1970),

|
|
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