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CINEMA AND TELEVISION
AS A GAUGE FOR RACE POLITICS

James Alan Kendrick
Duke University

Abstract - The salience of race in American society is a topic of current
debate among some scholars of political science. Some research
suggests that race is more influential than class in determining the
political behavior of African Americans. Other research argues that
bridging the racial divide requires a movement from confrontation and
blaming to a more positive view ui the successes of race relations. In
other words, the construct of race is not as important in the U.S. as it was
during Reconstruction. This study examines the influence of exposure to
black cinema and black television on an individual's sense of linked
fate. In summary, exposure to black cinema is related to levels of racial
group consciousness for some African Americans. Broader implications
from this study call for the inclusion of additional concepts (i.e., cultural
concepts like cinema) along with survey data and feeling thermometers
to examine issues related to race.

I. Introduction

According to a national survey conducted by A.C. Neilsen Company in
1998, the average American spends an average of three hours and forty-six
minutes watching television! — the equivalent of thirteen uninterrupted years of
life, assuming a life expectancy of seventy-six years.2 Moreover, according to a
study conducted by the National Association of Theatre Owners and the Motion
Picture Association of America in 2002 — when admissions to U.S. movie
cinemas totaled 1.63 billion3 -~ 28% of respondents over the age of twelve
characterized themselves as "frequent" movie-goers and 35% of respondents
over the age of twelve characterized themselves as "occasional" movie-goers.4
Such striking evidence demonstrates, unequivocally, that cinema and, more
than likely, television are significant components of American media culture.

As U.S. culture becomes increasingly dominated by such mass media, so
increases the need to examine and understand the role and influence of cinema
and television in U.S. culture. Thus, accepting and expanding upon the
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