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Politics
at the

Box Office

O n Sept. 23, morgan freeman went on cnn’s Piers Morgan 
Tonight to proclaim that Tea Party opposition to President Obama 
“is a racist thing.” The timing wasn’t ideal, considering Dolphin Tale 
had opened that day and the film was tracking particularly well 

among conservatives, many of whom the star had suddenly maligned.
While only 627,000 people saw Freeman on CNN that night, millions 

soon viewed the clip as Drudge Report, Twitter, Facebook and other digital 
outlets turned it into a viral sensation — not difficult given how partisan 
and personal politics have become in this run-up to the 2012 presidential 
election. “He belongs on my ‘no pay, no watch’ list after his latest, nearly 
hallucinatory raving,” wrote one commenter on a conservative media site.

With Dolphin Tale opening with a strong $19.2 million that first weekend 
and finishing No. 1 with $13.9 million in its second, the financial impact of 
Freeman’s comments is hard to quantify. But they did have an effect. In a far-
ranging poll Penn Schoen Berland conducted for The Hollywood Reporter of 
1,000 registered voters to gauge moviegoing tendencies of Democrats vs. Re-
publicans, it’s clear political allegiances have shifted entertainment viewing 
habits. Jon Penn, the firm’s president of media and entertainment research, 
says that before Freeman’s words, interest in Dolphin Tale was considerably 
higher among conservatives and religious moviegoers than among liberals. 
After the remarks, 34 percent of the conservatives who were aware of them, 
and 37 percent of Tea Partiers, said they were less likely to see the film — but 
42 percent of liberals said they were more likely. (Five days after Freeman’s 
remarks, 24 percent of all moviegoers were aware of them.)

In fact, overall, 35 percent of Republicans and 45 percent of Tea Partiers 
consider a celebrity’s political position before paying to see their films, 
compared with 20 percent of Democrats.

Many exhibitors say privately that they cringe when a star waxes politi-
cally just before one of their movies opens — like when, seven weeks before 
Contagion, Matt Damon attended a Save Our Schools march where some 
attendees compared Republicans to “terrorists.” Videos of Damon mocking 
conservatives for their fiscal policies spread like wildfire on the Internet.

“Of course it impacts box office,” says Landmark Theatres owner Mark 
Cuban. “You just hope that for every member of one party that no-shows 
because of comments, another buys a ticket for the same reason.”

Among the poll’s findings:
► Democrats are bigger moviegoers This is likely fueled by Holly-
wood’s reputation — among both parties — for churning out movies that 
promote liberalism (Avatar was named by the most moviegoers as having a 
liberal agenda). During the past six months, Democrats have seen on aver-
age 5.7 movies in a theater, while Republicans have seen fewer than four.
► Republicans are more likely to wait for home video Democrats 
are likelier to see movies on opening weekend, while GOP members prefer 
waiting it out. Republicans assume their values will be assaulted onscreen 
— so why pay the big bucks? — while Democrats embrace pop culture more 
and want to be “in the know,” says Penn.
►  Republicans prefer family films; Democrats like edge From hun-
dreds of Oscar winners and classics, Republicans were far more likely to 
name as favorites The Sound of Music and It’s a Wonderful Life; Democrats 
favored Bonnie and Clyde and The Silence of the Lambs. Among recent films, 
Republicans were likelier to choose Soul Surfer and Secretariat. Democrats? 

An exclusive THR/Penn Schoen Berland poll reveals
a harsh partisan divide in moviegoing habits, why Dems  
and Republicans like different films — and which actors 
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Have you
ever avoided 
a movie  
because  
of the 
political 
views of  
an actor?

PO litical Star POWER
Almost predictably, some stars are more polarizing than others because of their 
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— Freeman, on Tea Party 

opposition to Obama
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opening spread, freeman: jason kempin/getty images. star power, clockwise from moore: stephen lovekin/getty images; frazer harrison/getty images;  
maury phillips/getty images; frazer harrison/getty images; frederick m. brown/getty images(2); valery hache/afp/getty images; frazer harrison/getty images; 
jamie mccarthy/getty images; jemal countess/getty images. Modern times, clockwise from top left: tyler perry studios; 20th century fox/everett collection; 
barry wetcher/twentieth century fox; john baer/relativity media; blue sky studios/twentieth century fox; saeed adyani; sony pictures classics.. Best picture, 
clockwise from top left: warner bros. entertainment inc.; 20th century fox/everett collection; universal/courtesy everett collection; warner bros.  
courtesy everett collection; courtesy everett collection; the weinstein company; everett collection. this spread, clockwise from top left: stephen lovekin/
getty images; charlie gallay/getty images for ati; warner bros/courtesy everett collection; universal/courtesy everett collection; pascal le segretain/ 
getty images; istock(3); columbia pictures/everett collection; amy sussman/getty images. 

The Social Network, Bad Teacher and Easy A.
► Republicans tsk-tsk sex, violence and cursing While majorities of 
both parties think movies contain too much of all those, the numbers are 
greater for Republicans. A majority of Democrats think Hollywood films are 
generally inspiring and morally uplifting; a majority of Republicans don’t.
► Democrats think America is portrayed well While 62 percent of 
Dems say Hollywood shows America in a positive light, only 39 percent of 
Republicans concur. And 44 percent of Republicans think Hollywood por-
trays the U.S. military negatively, but only 21 percent of Democrats agree. 
“Typically, when you see a movie, it will reflect a Democrat’s values,” says 
Penn. “Republicans aren’t getting the films they want.”
►  Not everything about movies is partisan Dems and Republicans say 
comedy is their favorite genre, popcorn is their favorite theater snack, For-
rest Gump is their preferred blockbuster and Indiana Jones is their favorite 
action hero.

Probably nothing in the poll, though, is more sobering for Hollywood 
than the large numbers of moviegoers who hold the political views of actors 
against them. For Republicans, 52 percent say they have avoided a movie 
because of the political views of its star. Among Democrats, it’s 36 percent.

Many Democrats, for example, don’t want to see movies that star Charl-
ton Heston because he was president of the National Rifle Association. On 
the flip side, Sean Penn repels about 40 percent of Republicans. In March 
2009, Fox News host Bill O’Reilly made news worldwide when he told THR 
that Penn is the only actor he refuses to buy a ticket to see because he “gives 
aid and comfort” to dictators. O’Reilly’s impassioned audience is 3 million a 
night — his feelings, one might surmise, would reverberate. (Penn’s biggest 
domestic box-office movie is 2003’s Mystic River, with $90.1 million; his 2010 
film Fair Game, about Valerie Plame, grossed $9.5 million.)

“What causes a liberal actor to lose conservative fans has nothing to do 
with politics and everything to do with class,” says John Nolte, editor-in-
chief of the conservative entertainment site Big Hollywood. “An actor who 
simply goes on about the business of acting and supporting left-wing causes 
usually generates nothing more than indifference from right-of-center fans 
and can generate respect because of how they handle themselves, especially 
when compared to their obnoxious counterparts.”

Until recently, Freeman wasn’t known for political activism. There are, 
however, other celebrities who are so partisan that their off-screen politics 
influence box-office potential, as is the case with Whoopi Goldberg, Oprah 
Winfrey and Jane Fonda. Those three, along with Penn, are identified by the 
poll as celebrities whose movies large numbers of Republicans avoid.

While less likely to take stars’ politics into consideration when buying 
tickets, there are a few actors Democrats also shy from, such as Mel Gibson 
and Arnold Schwarzenegger. Even Michael Moore is shunned by 21 percent 
of moviegoing Democrats — balanced out by the 25 percent who say they 
seek out his movies. “Many Democrats and liberals see Michael Moore in 
the same way that many Republicans and conservatives see Pat Robertson: 
as an embarrassing blowhard who makes their own side look bad,” says John 
Pitney Jr., a professor of American politics at Claremont McKenna College. 
Perhaps that’s one reason Moore broke records with his $119 million domes-
tic haul from Fahrenheit 9/11 while follow-ups Sicko and Capitalism: A Love 
Story took in $25 million and $14 million, respectively.

There are a few stars so admired by one party for their activism that they 
will seek out their films — though that love might not translate to the box of-
fice because there are usually enough on the other side who say they’ll avoid 
those same actors. Conservative Jon Voight is in that category, as are liber-
als Damon and George Clooney, who opens the politically charged The Ides 
of March on Oct. 7. Some are simply universally admired for their activism, 
like Clint Eastwood, John Wayne and Bob Hope. 

Meanwhile, back to Dolphin Tale. Alcon co-president Andrew Kosove 
won’t entertain the notion that Freeman hurt box-office performance “by 
even one dollar!” In a written statement, he says he doesn’t share Freeman’s 
view and adds: “As a person who has some libertarian viewpoints myself, I 
STRONGLY believe Morgan’s right to express whatever beliefs he has on 
any topic. We are a free country. Thank God!”

Thank God is right. 
The limbic brain inside a right-winger or Republican or conservative or your  
average white-power activist, the limbic brain is much larger in their head space 
than in a reasonable person, and it’s pushing against the frontal lobe.  
So their synapses are misfiring.” — Janeane Garofalo, discussing anatomy with Keith Olbermann
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 —  H o l ly wo o d  a n d  p o l i t i c a l  b e l i e f s  —
Both parties agree that the industry has a liberal agenda, but they disagree on how it manifests onscreen
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