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ABSTRACT

Throughout history, art has played a vast role in both culture and activism. With the United States having a booming
film industry centered in the heart of Los Angeles and spreading all across the country, it is hard to believe that such
a huge cultural phenomenon does not impact the viewpoints of United States voters and their decision making at the
polls. This study dives into that impact, looking at both quantitative and qualitative research, trying to uncover the
influence that implicitly political films have on political polarization and answer the question: what is the relationship
between implicitly political feature films released between 2009 and 2019 and political polarization in the United
States? The quantitative research of this study exposed a correlation between the year of the presidency and the
number of successful implicitly political films that were released per year. The qualitative surveys from this study
uncovered that teenagers today do not feel particularly influenced by the movies that they watched growing up, there-
fore suggesting that if implicitly political films have any effect on political decision making, it is at the subconscious
level. As times change and technology improves, it seems that there is no limit to the extent of influence. It is important
to understand this influence and its implications before it is too late.

Literature Review

Over the past decade, technology has become an increasingly important part of our culture. As technology allows
information to spread more quickly, the impressionable mind becomes more exposed to political views. Art has always
played an important role in socio-cultural movements in the United States, and as technology makes art more acces-
sible, particularly movies, the audience of such movements becomes broader. Historically, United States culture has
been riddled with uprisings and social movements. Some films have even been so powerful that they started move-
ments of their own. For example, the film The Birth of A Nation, released in 1915 and based off of the novel The
Clansman by Thomas Dixon, portrayed the Ku Klux Klan as heroes who liberated the south from the barbaric “freed
people.” While Civil Rights organizations such as The National Association for the Advancement of Colored People
protested the film and tried to get it banned or censored, the film received wide acclaim and became the first film to
ever be shown in the White House under President Woodrow Wilson. The film was so successful that later that year
the Ku Klux Klan, inactive since 1872, was reinstated in the United States and began terrorizing people of color across
the nation (FacingHistory.org). Likewise, films such as Bambi and The Planet of the Apes stirred their own move-
ments, although far more positive, with Bambi bringing attention to the inhumane practice of trophy hunting and
Planet of the Apes bringing attention to the racial injustice in America shortly following the Civil Rights movement
of the 60s. Evidently, these films are extremely powerful and have played a great role in shaping the society that
produced them, but how have films like these influenced citizens at the polls?

All this speculation led to the question: what is the relationship between implicitly political feature films
released between 2009 and 2019 and political polarization in the United States? Knowing the impact that previous
films have had on society, it is probable that implicitly political films increase political polarization (i.e. the arguments
that spurred after the release of Bambi). However, implicitly political films that reach wide audiences may also cause
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a widespread shift towards the advertised belief presented in the movie, such as the increase in Ku Klux Klan action
after the release of The Birth of A Nation. Before we can fully answer this question, however, it is important to define
what an implicitly political film is. As stated by author Eric Greene, “we need a broader definition of political film
that includes any movie that explicitly or implicitly deals with the use of, struggles over, and control of power and
privilege or that suggests ways of responding to societal conflict” (Greene). Greene also notes that this new definition
applies not only to films such as JFK but also The Lion King. This new definition also includes educational films that
are shown in classrooms all over the United States. Often overlooked, educational films can impose views on students
starting at a very young age and continue to have influence until students graduate from high school and possibly
beyond in both life and higher education (Ellsworth). With this new definition, the range of films that fall under this
umbrella greatly broadens, also broadening the role that film plays in society. This also means that the level of depth
that studies concerning film and politics must go into is much deeper than realized at first glance.

It is also necessary to understand the role that art has played in past historical movements. In past historical
and political movements, art has played many roles including: encouraging social change, uniting activists, expressing
values and ideas, communicating ideas to people outside of the movement, attaching emotion to the movement, and
setting the tone of the movement (Millbrant). Evidently, art has played a very important role in past political move-
ments, attacking the movement from all angles, particularly the emotional one. Art has the unique ability to showcase
ideas in many different lights and impact people in a way so powerful that they feel the need to act. Ever since the
invention of the video recorder, movies have played an important role in making history and, as technology increases,
that role becomes even more influential.

New technology such as 3D, IMAX, and greater sound and visual quality has led to an overall more immer-
sive viewing experience (Dudkin). This experience can influence viewers to feel more a part of the movie and more
deeply connected to the lives of the characters in the movie. As this potential connectivity increases, it becomes easier
for filmmakers to express ideas and influence the opinions of the viewers. This means that even seemingly harmless
movies such as Disney’s Frozen can have implicit political connotations that impact the viewpoints of audience mem-
bers. Thus, this more recent immersive experience also increases the potential impact that films can have on viewers,
making them increasingly more influential to our culture as technology improves. This leads to the conclusion that
any film that is not explicitly political is implicitly political. For example, a movie such as JFK can be seen as explicitly
political as it very obviously showcases political figures and concepts, while The Lion King can be seen as implicitly
political because it still showcases power balances and political relationships, but it does so in a more discrete way.
While these styles of films are slightly different, they both fall under the umbrella term of “political film” set by author
Eric Greene. However, this study focuses solely on the role that implicitly political films play.

Methodology

The overall purpose of this study is to answer the question: what is the relationship between implicitly political feature
films released between 2009 and 2019 and political polarization in the United States? To fully understand this rela-
tionship, a correlational study must be conducted. This correlational study will compare the number of popular im-
plicitly political films released between 2009 and 2019 and the rise or fall of political polarization during that time.
For this study, political polarization will refer to the deficit between the percentage of people who declare Democratic
party affiliation and the percentage of people who declare Republican party affiliation. Likewise, a successful, implic-
itly political movie will be considered a movie that is among the fifty highest grossing films within its designated year
that does not explicitly deal with the topic of politics through subjects such as war or the presidency. Each year will
begin with the top fifty highest grossing movies of that particular year and each movie that explicitly deals with
political topics will be subtracted from the overall total. This number will then be divided by fifty, giving the total
percentage out of the top fifty grossing films of a given year that were implicitly political.

This correlational study will showcase the impact, if any, that implicitly political films have on political
polarization. The period being studied is also important because it will provide information that is relevant to today’s
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social and political climate. It will also present new information that has yet to be studied. Also, in order to truly
understand the direct impact that films play on teens, a survey is necessary. In the survey, teenagers aged 16-18 will
be asked to take a Likert style survey in which they rate their views on various forms of media and the impact that
each type of media plays on their political views. A Likert style survey is the most effective way to convey teenage
viewpoints because it will quantify opinions and make them more concrete. This will also eliminate the gray area that
is often associated with politics, creating a base level hierarchy of the political influences that teenagers are exposed
to. Questions will ask the teenagers to rank their level of agreement with a statement on a scale of 0-5. Some statements
include: My political views are shaped by the movies that I watched growing up, my political views are shaped by my
friends, I am a Republican, I am a Democrat, and I am undecided. Rating his or her agreement with these statements
will help clarify the political background of the particular student and the influence that led to this background. It will
also help clarify the strength each influence has in relevance to the others, helping decipher if movies are the most
important influence or if another factor is. In other words, it will showcase what type of media teens believe has
influenced their beliefs most and if movies play a large role in their political views. The survey will also contain some
red herring questions to ensure that the students will remain unbiased during the survey. It is imperative that the survey
must be conducted within the stated age group because it is important to understand the experienced yet still impres-
sionable mind. This age group is also the target demographic because they grew up in the stated time frame of 2009
through 2019 and have therefore been exposed to the most prevalent influences of the decade. This will help contex-
tualize the viewpoints of the target demographic.

Together these methods will help decipher the political influences present in implicitly political films. The
correlational study will provide a quantitative view of the relationship between implicitly political films and political
polarization occurring during the stated time frame, while the survey will provide a more intimate view of the people
that are directly affected by this phenomena, getting an insider perspective on their opinions and influences. These
two methods will work together to showcase a well-rounded viewpoint of the direct influences that the target demo-
graphic faces and how these influences reflect political decision making. This will help illustrate the impact that im-
plicitly political films have on political polarization and if that is truly the greatest influence that rising voters face.

Results
Correlation
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Figure 1. Political Party Polarization and Implicitly Political Films
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In Figure 1, the black line represents the percent of successful implicitly political films that were released by
year. The blue line represents the percent of voters who identified with the Democratic political party for each given
year. The red line represents the percent of voters who identified with the Republican party for each given year. After
creating this graph, it is clear that there is no direct correlation between political polarization and the number of suc-
cessful implicitly political films released per year. However, when comparing the year to the percentage of successful
implicitly political films, a pattern begins to emerge. Figure 2 isolates the black line from Figure 1, showing only the
relationship between the year and the percentage of successful implicitly political films.
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Figure 2. Percentage of Implicitly Political Films Per Year

One pattern that this graph shows is seen through Obama’s presidency. To elucidate, in Obama’s first year
of his first term (2009), eighty eight percent of the fifty highest grossing films were implicit. The next year, 2010, this
percentage was the same. Then in 2011, the year before the election year, there was a spike in the percent of the
successful implicitly political movies, reaching a high of ninety six percent. Then during Obama’s fourth year of his
first term, 2012, the percent of successful implicitly political films dropped to just seventy six percent. This pattern
then began again, with seventy nine percent of the top fifty grossing films of 2013 and 2014 being implicitly political.
Then there was a second spike in 2015, Obama’s third year of his second term, correlating with the spike in Obama’s
third year of his first term, that lent ninety two percent of the highest grossing films to be implicitly political. Then
once again in 2016 there was a drop in the percent of successful implicitly political films, showing only eighty four
percent of the top grossing films were implicitly political. Then in 2017, the percentage went back up, yielding eighty
six percent implicitly political films.

However, this pattern begins to change, during the second year of the Trump presidency. Unlike the percent-
age of successful implicitly political films released during the Obama presidency, the percentage of successful implic-
itly political films released during Trump’s second year does not match that of the first. While the four years during
both of Obama’s terms followed the same percentage pattern of implicitly political movies (First two years the same,
spike during the third year and then drop during the fourth/ election year), Trump’s second year breaks this pattern,

ISSN: 2167-1907 www.JOFSR.org 4



HIGH SCHOOL EDITION Volume 9 Issue 1 (2020)

@ Journal of Student Rescarch AP Research

as the percentage of implicitly political films is not equivalent to that from the year before. However, the pattern
appears to resume with a one-year delay as the percentages of year two and year three are equivalent.

Discussion

Correlation Results

The results shown in the correlational half of this study show no indication that implicitly political films and political
polarization are connected. However, this study uncovered a correlation between the year of the presidency and the
number of successful implicitly political films. This is seen through the Obama administration as the first and second
year of his first term produced the same amount of implicitly political films. Then there was a spike in implicitly
political films in his third year and a drop the next year. His second term also followed this same pattern. However,
during the Trump administration, the pattern seemed to reappear with a one-year delay, with year two and three match-
ing in percentage rather than year one and year two.

One explanation for the pattern seen through the Obama administration can be rooted to the filmmakers. As
filmmakers look to influence their audiences, the year before the election year they may make more implicitly political
movies, looking to see the opinions that emerge during the year. This could also mean that filmmakers are weighing
out their options for what movies they can make in the next year as to not upset the most popular voters and subse-
quently lose revenue for their films. However, during election year, filmmakers throw caution to the wind, creating
more explicitly political films to get their views across more directly. Rather than implying something, filmmakers
want to directly come out and say their opinions as there is limited time for debate in voters’ minds when it comes to
which political stances they will support in the election.

As for the one-year displacement seen during the Trump administration, this could be attributed to the polar-
izing nature of Mr. Trump. As Trump is a president that holds more extreme views and takes more extreme actions,
filmmakers may have seen it as necessary to continue to make more explicitly political films the year after his election
to express their viewpoints of his appointment. Likewise, filmmakers are notoriously liberal and thus the Trump ad-
ministration must have caused a disruption in the community, therefore interfering with the previous pattern.

However, because of lack of resources and data, there was no way of truly knowing the reasons behind
filmmakers' decisions to make the types of movies that they did. Therefore, the implications of this research should
be viewed as only speculation rather than theory. In future studies, interviewing top filmmakers could help to under-
stand the perspective of the creators of this pattern and if they were aware of this phenomenon at all.

Table 1. Democratic Survey Responses

Number of Responses

Democratic Participant Number 1 2 3 4 5
I am a Republican. 0 0 0 0 0
I am a Democrat. 5 5 5 5 5
My political views are shaped by the movies that I 0 2 3 1 2

watched growing up.

I disagree with the political views present in the 3 1 2 3 2
movies that I watched growing up.
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(Table 1 Continued)

Movies play an important role in my life. 0 3 4 5 3
Movies have shaped who I am today. 0 1 4 3 3
Movies influence me. 0 2 4 5 3

When analyzing these survey results, it is evident that there is little to no connection between the five selected
Democratic survey participants and their answers. The only two statements that appear to have similar answers are:
My political views are shaped by the movies that I watched growing up and I disagree with the political views present
in the movies that I watched growing up, with all participant responses coming in on the lower end of the 1-5 spectrum,
ranging from 0-3. This means that the Democratic participants overall did not feel that the movies they watched grow-
ing up had an immense impact on them growing up, however, the participants did not disagree with the views that
were presented in these movies. This could indicate that the Democratic participants did not feel particularly impacted
by the movies that they watched growing up because they did not disagree with the viewpoints presented in these
movies and therefore were not forced to challenge their beliefs or think about the media that they were experiencing
as young children.

Table 2. Republican Survey Responses

Number of Responses

Republican Participant 1 2 3 4 5
Number

I am a Republican. 4 4 4 5 4
I am a Democrat. 0 1 1 1 1
My political views are 0 0 0 0 1
shaped by the movies

that I watched growing

up.

I disagree with the po- 2 5 0 4 4

litical views present in
the movies that I
watched growing up.

Movies play an im- 1 5 4 1 1
portant role in my life.

Movies have shaped 1 4 4 0 1
who I am today.

Movies influence me. 2 3 4 1 1
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When reviewing the Republican survey results, the same two statements that showed similar responses in the
Democratic survey show similar responses among Republican survey participants. To reiterate, these two statements
are: “My political views are shaped by the movies that I watched growing up and I disagree with the political views
present in the movies that I watched growing up.” In regard to the first statement, participants generally disagreed
with this statement, as four participants answered zero, or strongly disagree, and the last participant voting one, disa-
gree. These responses indicate that the participants did not feel that the movies that they watched growing up influ-
enced their political beliefs now. This could indicate that their political influences came from other areas of their life
or that participants felt so strongly in their beliefs that they could not be swayed by the movies that surrounded their
childhood.

In regards to the statement, I disagree with the political views present in the movies that I watched growing
up, the majority of participants agreed with this statement, with three participants answering a four or five. This could
indicate that rather than developing their views in accordance with the films that they watched growing up, Republican
participants maintained their views despite the films that they watched growing up. Also, since they disagree with the
views present in the movies of their childhood, it can be speculated that these Republican participants did not feel a
general connection to the content of the movies that they watched as children, explaining why they feel that these
movies did not impact their current political beliefs. To elucidate, Republican participants disagree with the political
views present in the movies that they watched growing up, so when watching movies, they became more numb to the
content of the movies as they tried to tune out the views that they disagreed with in order to hold firm in their opinions.
This can also be seen when looking at Republican responses to the statement Movies influence me. All but one partic-
ipant answered between 1-3, showing that Republican participants do not feel that movies greatly impact them. This
means that although they disagree with the movies that they watched growing up, they do not feel that movies influ-
ence them and therefore do not feel that the movies that they watched growing influence their current political behav-
ior. However, this part of the study faces a limitation, as the two other participants answered on the lower end of the
spectrum, with one participant answering two and the other answering zero. This disparity could stem from the types
of films that the individuals watched in their childhood or perhaps their political indecision as children. Another reason
for these outliers could be that as children the participants did not feel that the views in the films were drastic enough
to influence their political decision making.

Democratic and Republican Survey Comparison

In both surveys, participants felt that their political views were not strongly impacted by the movies that they watched
growing up. However, when rating whether or not they disagree with the political views present in the movies that
they watched growing up, the Democratic and Republican participants answered on opposite ends of the spectrum.
Democratic participants did not strongly disagree with the movies that they watched growing up, while the majority
of the Republican participants did disagree with the movies that they watched growing up. This means that Democratic
participants do not feel their political views were shaped by the movies that they watched growing up and they also
do not disagree with the movies that they watched growing up. As for Republican participants, they disagreed with
the political views present in the movies that they watched growing up, but they still felt that those movies did not
impact their current political views. Republican participants also stated that they did not feel that movies influence
them. This explains why even though they strongly disagree with the movies that they watched growing up, Republi-
can participants do not feel that the movies impact their political decision making. This lack of impact could also be
because the film industry is seen as a primarily liberal industry.

The similar responses to the first prompt suggest that implicitly political children's movies are more tailored
towards Democratic children, meaning that when watching films, Democratic children do not challenge their beliefs
or engage in political thinking, while Republican children do not feel that movies influence them, showing that neither
party allows movies to impact their political decision making. Therefore, the survey shows that there is no connection
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between implicitly political films and political polarization, as neither party feels that movies greatly impact their
political viewpoints, regardless of whether or not they disagree with the views present in the movies that they watch.

Conclusion

While this study did not fully uncover the relationship between implicitly political films and political polarization, it
did unexpectedly reveal the correlation between the year of the presidency and the percentage of successful implicitly
political films released per year. This finding is important as it showcases that there is a connection between the
presidency and filmmaking. As films have become such a vital part of society and culture, this connection must be
evaluated carefully to see how it impacts the minds of unknowing viewers. If this connection is unknowingly impact-
ing viewers, then it is possible to see movies as propaganda. At what point is a line being crossed?

This study also showed that neither Democratic nor Republican adolescents aged 16-18 felt that the movies
they watched growing up had a large influence on them. However, Democratic participants generally agreed with the
political viewpoints present in the movies that they watched growing up, while Republican children did not. One
future study could look to uncover the reason for this difference. Likewise, a future study could uncover if the opinions
of these adolescents ring true (movies do not adjust their political behavior), or if these adolescents simply believe
that they are not being influenced while their subconscious minds tell a different story. This future study is extremely
important as it can help uncover the extent to which media has an influence on young minds. This study could also
lead to a debate of ethics surrounding nature vs. nurture. If nurture truly plays as large a role as some believe, then to
what extent is it ethical to be shaping the impressionable minds of young people without their knowledge? Is there a
way to control this influence? Is our society headed to a place of mind control as seen in George Orwell’s 1984? These
are all important questions that this study opened the floor to, and the future frontier of research and the world will be
greatly influenced by their answers.

A large limitation of this study was time. Because this paper was completed in such a short period, there was
not enough time to go back to presidencies before the Obama administration to analyze the patterns presented there.
Also, since the study takes place over such a recent time frame, there is no way to analyze the full pattern that will
occur during the Trump administration and beyond. Because of this limited time frame this study lacks a fullness that
could only be achieved with more time. Hopefully, however, this study comes with inspiration for many more, as the
world of film and influence is vastly changing and is infinitely nuanced. With this topic comes endless potential, as
we as the human race search to understand why we function the way that we do and how we are all connected.
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