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The Political and Social Relevancy of Malcolm X 551

the agenda for what the public takes to be politically important (Feldman and
Sigelman 1985; Funkhouser 1973: McCombs and Shaw 1972; Robinson 1976).

Though the minimal influence of various media events may be attributed to a
weak stimulus in the presence of which individuals can very simply remain de-
tached and unruffled, the examination of the influence of the media must also
consider the durability of political attitudes. Implicit in the literature is the as-
sumption that certain political attitudes and belicfs are loosely held and pliable
over a short period of time. However, given that many political beliefs arc quite
stable and immune to change, even the most politically significant media-related
event may not alter core political attitudes. Assessments of the mfluence of dif-
ferent media events, therefore, should consider the difficulty with which political
attitudes move, especially movements that can be derected at the individual level
and over a short period of time, the provocative mature of the stimuli, and au-
dience receptivity.

Taking these considerations into account, we examine the impact of a major
media event—the movie Malceln X and its related media attention—on the
political attitudes of African Americans. Because the movie itself deals directly
with many provocative social, racial, and palitical issues, and has received much
positive (and consistent) reinforcement in other media forms, we investigate the
extent to which individuals who have been exposed to both sources of information
become more informed about Malcolm X, more sensitized to race relations, and
more likely to alter feelings of political trust, political cfficacy, and racial con-
sciousness. If exposure to Maleo/m X does influence political attitudes among
African Americans, we consider the degree to which such alterations in political
beliefs are conditioned by age differences in the acceptance of Malcolm X. This
research also provides insight inte the current appeal of Malcolm X,

THE STIMULE: MALCOLM X AND 1TS MEDIA ATTENTION

Based on Alex Haley's The Autobiography of Malcolm X, the film recounts the
African American leader’s life and the dynamics surrounding his different met-
amotphoses. Because the complex nature of Malcolm X ranges from a frightening
advocate of hatred and violence to a heroic teacher of morality, self-respect, and
courage, the ultimate impact of the film among African American viewers de-
pends on which of the many themes will be internalized. What each individual
receives from the film and Malcolm X’s message is determined by psychological
needs which in turn are determined by one’s political culture and life experiences.
Although it is impossible to predict which of the many themes will be internal-
ized among African Amecricans, one particularly rousing aspect of the film and
its media attention involves Malcolm X's indictment of racist attitudes in Amer-
ican society and governmental complicity in racial injustice,

Assuming that African Americans perceive particular themes and consider
them relevant, we were concerned that the magnitude of media attention
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The Political and Social Relevancy of Malcofm X
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I
LIS

A THEORY OF INDIVIDUAJ, OriNtoN CHANGE

Considering the various messages in the fitm and the difficult task of assessing
the extent to which individuals comprehend them, we utilize the analytical frame-
work developed by Becker, McCombs, and Mcl.cod (1975) and operationalized
by Feldman and Sigelman (1985) in identifying the development of cognitions.
Becker, McCombs, and McLeod suggest a clear distinction between cognitions,
attitudes, and the agenda-setting function of media effects. This distinction im-
plies that there are different evaluative dimensions by which CXPUSUre to new
information in the media can influence political attitudes and beliefs. The eval-
uative dimensions include saliency, cognition, and attitude.

The saliency dimension refers to the extenr to which new information increases
the importance of a particular issue. New information can serve a conscious-
ness-raising or agenda-setting function, leading viewers to become more con-
cerned about certain issues without changing previously held beliefs or
cognitions. Though Maleolm X and its related media aitention emphasized
many important and salient issues of which we had no a priori knowledge,
based on Malcolm X’s autobiography, we suspected that the movie would deal
with certain aspects of racism and the importance of race relations. One agenda-
setting role of the movie is the increased concern about racism and the impor-
tance of race relations.

The cognitive dimension suggests that the mere exposure to new and often
emotion-provoking information does not automatically alter political attitudes or
make one its advocate. Jrom this perspective, exposure to new information in
the media may simply make one more knowledgeable about certain topics. The
cognitive dimension is operationalized as the degree to which African Americans
give correct answers to questions concerning Malcolm Xs date of birth, date of
assassination, Islamic name recognition, religion, and political strategy.

The influence of Maleoln X may also be seen in the alteration in attitudes
about politics and Malcolm X himself Attitudinal changes are fundamental re-
visions in political and social attitudes created by images in the media. From our
view, individual political and social attitudes are more difficult to change. Core
political attitudes have roots in early political socialization and are sustained by
individual belief systems. Therefore, one of our hypotheses suggests that expo-
sure to Malcolm X may alter feelings of political efficacy, political trust, interest
in politics, and racial consciousness.

The only negative articte we examined appeared in the Newr York Times on November 21, 1992:
“Malcolm X7s Ruinous Message.”

Interestingly, 2 common feature of these sources was interviews with African American leaders
specutaring about the potential imnpact of the filhn, Such spueulation en the possible effects of Maleoim
X reflected a general agreement that the film would have lasting effects on the African American
community, especially among younger African Americans.

----------- Copyright. @ 2001. All Rights Reseved.
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The Political and Social Relevancy of Malcolm X 555

The various dependent variables in the model represent the probable effects
of the movie. Each set of deperdent variables represents an evaluative dimension
of opinion change described by Becker, McCombs, and McLeod (1975). Political
Efficacy, Political Trust, and Racial Consciousness are intended to tap different
aspects of attitudinal change. Because political efficacy and political trust appear
to be deep-seated, racial consciousness may be more susceptible to change. Al-
terations in the importance of race relations identify salicncy effects. As a measure
of cognitive effects, individuals were quizzed on their knowledge regarding Mai-
colm X (see appendix for question wording). Additive scales are used to create
measures of the dependent variables.

The independent variables included in the model control for such differences
in the exposure and acceptance of Malcolm X as age, gender, and education. The
impact of the exposure to the media attention swrrounding the film and the film
itself is represented by the interaction between panel respondents who have
seen the movie and panel respondents who have seen the CBS documentary
(Film X Documentary). We contend that the media attention surrounding the
film should strengthen the message of the film.> We estimate the following model
for cach dependent variable:

Y, = by + by AGE + b, Education + by (Fifm X Documentary)
+ b Gender + b Film + Documentary + b; Y,_; + ¢

where Y, is the dependent variable as measured in the second wave of the panel
survey; AGE is the age in years for each panel participant; Education is the
number of years in education for each panel participant; Film is whether or not
a panel participant has secn the movie (I = saw film and 0 = did not sce film);
Documentary is  whether or not panel  participant  has  seen the
CBS documentary (1 = saw documentary and 0 = did not sec documnentary);
{Film X Documentary) is an interaction term between those who have seen the
movie and those who have seen the CBS documentary; Gender of the panel
respondent is measured as 0 for fernale and | for male; Y, | represenis an in-
strumental variable measured in the first wave of the panel; and ¢ is the randomly
distributed disturbance term.

DaTa

The data used in this analysis come from a panel study and a series of ran-
domly drawn samples of the adult African American population in Houston,
Texas. In the first wave of the panel survey (November 1--7, 1993), random digir

2Through a series of simultancous equations and split-sample analyses we examined the separate
effects of viewing the film and viewing the CBS documentary on the various dependent variables.
Using dummy variables as measures of viewing the film and the documentary, no independent effects
of viewing the film or the CBS documentary were found. The only significant influcnce of viewing
the film and the documentary came from combiring them interactively.
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The Political and Social Relevancy of Maleabm X 559

generation when he was alive. To young African American adulrs, the rediscovery
of Malcolm X represents the articulation of their anger, impaticnce, and discon-
tent with mainstream culture. Identifying with the violence and hatred associated
with Malcolin X becomes an expression of their own defiance and as well as
their own toughness. Conversely, to older individuals, Malcolm X is not a redis-
covery. For African Americans who experienced the civil rights movement, Mal-
colm X is the violent and revolutionary antithesis to Martin Luther King and
his creed of nonviolence and passivity.

We contend that such differences in pereeptions of Malcolm X are largely a
result of period effects of the civil rights movement, though age differcnces may
also reflect life-cycle changes in which African Americans becnme more conser-
vative and accommodating as they age. Having lived through racial segregation
and the civil rights movement, older African Americans are imbued more with
integrationist and assimilationist strategies of nonviolence. Because of their ability
to reference a period in their personal lives in whickh they were treated with
deference and their perceptions of change brought on by the civil rights move-
ment, direct observers and participants of the civil rights movement become more
accepting of passive and nonaggressive solutions to racial injustice. Younger iu-
dividuals, who are naturally impatient and less accommodating, are more likely
to have problems accepting such passivity. Since the views of Malcolm X among
older and younger African Americans go in different directions, this may explain
the insignificance of age in the previous analysis.

To examine these period effects in the perceptions of Malcolm X and the
effect such differences have with regards to the film, we present a split-sample
analysis comprising two scparate samples based on suspected age differences in
the perceptions of Malcolm X, Sample participants were separated according to
their birth year. Individaals born before 1950 (16 vears old as of 1966 and 42
years old at the release of the film}) are placed in the civil rights period (N =
196) and individuals born after 195] (15 years old as of 1966 and 41 vears old
at the release of the film) are placed in the current period (N = 154). The two-
stage least-squares model was run for cach group.” The estimates for cach group
are reported in Table 2.

Beginning with older individuals who lived through the civil rights period in
Table 2, no media-related effects are discernible. Though the cocfficient is not
statistically significant for the interaction of having seen the film and the docu-
mentary, the negative sign does indicate that individuals who lived through the
civil rights era would perhaps become less racially conscious and consider race
relations to be less important than their cohorts who had seen neither the film
nor the documentary. Compared to those who had not seen the film and television

"We also tested this relationship hy the intcraction effects between age aind exposure to Maleolm
X in the film and the documentary. The substantive conclusions drawn from this analysis are con-
sistent with the analysis in "Table 2,
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The Political and Social Relevancy of Malcofm X 561

documentary, exposure to Malcolm X would have created more negative reactions
among older African Americans.

More importantly, the estimates of this same model for those who had not
directly experienced the civil rights movement—and, perhaps, Malcolm X—
oppose the findings for older African Americans, As expected, the coefficients
for Media Exposure indicate that younger African Americans were greatly af-
fected by their exposure to Malcolm X, more 50 than older African Americans.
Younger African Americans who saw the film and the documentary became more
racially conscious, more likely to consider race relations important, and better
informed about Malcolm X compared to those of the same period who had seen
neither. Among this group, there do not seem to be any differences based on
education or gender.

Dhiscussion

Research examining the extent to which political attitudes ane behavior change
1n response to media-related cvents must consider the magnitude of the stimulus,
its reinforcement, and the stability of core political beliefs. Whatever power
media-related cvents have to articulate the anger and frustration of African Amer-
icans, their ability to influence political attitudes would not be substantial if some
political attitudes among African Africans were not somewhat malleable. While
political trust and efficacy appear to be set in all age groups, voung African
Americans appear more receptive to updaring their feclings than older African
Americans. "T'he treatment of race and African Americans in the media is not
nearly as vacuous as the literaturc suggests, particularly for younger African
Americans. Through the internalization of racial images in the media, African
Americans develop a greater psychological awareness of their culture and attach-
ment to other African Americans, a grearer knowledge of those events, and in-
creased awarcness of race relations.

Interest in Malcolm X and aiterations in political attitudes among African
Americans represent the internalized expression of their anger and frustration.
The promotion of Malcolm X becomes essentially “a kind of voodoo doll—
something to shake at white people and say, ‘I'm not happy here. Pm not satisfied
vet.” " This form of expression would otherwise require more active and risky
behavior. Race-related media events such as the interventions of Malcolm X and,
more recently, the reactions to the Rodney King verdict, the Los Angeles riots,
the OJ. Simpson verdict, and the Million Man March, help explain why race
remains such a salient feature of African American political artitudes. Indeed, the
discussion of race within the media should be examined more thoroughly, for it
can have potentially polarizing effects not only within the African American com-
munity, between older and younger individuals, but also between African Amer-
ican and white communities as they attempt to interact.

b Washington Post Weckly Edition {November 23-29) 1992:25.
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Do you know the date of Malcolm X’s assassination? If yes, when was he
assassinated?

Would you say that Malcolm X advocated the use of the legal system to help
blacks? If no, what did Malcolm advocate?

Do you know Malcolm X’s religion? If yes, what is it>

Manuscript submitted 12 July 1995
Final manuscript recerved 11 Fune 1996
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