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By Elizabeth Thoman
Executive Director

When Deborah Prothrow-Stith, M.D., as-
sistant dean of Harvard University’s School
of Public Health, begins one of herelogquent
speeches on the growing crisis of violence

as a public health issue in society, she often |

recounts the story of a young gunshot vic-
tim being treated in a Boston hospital emer-
gency room. He expressed surpmse thathis
wound actually hurt.

“I thought, boy, he’s really stupid, any-
body knows that if you get shot, it’s going
to hurt. But it dawned on me that what he
sees on television is that when the super-
hero gets shot in the arm, he uses that arm
to hold onto a fruck
going 85 miles anhour
around a comer. He
overcomes the driver
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pervasive life-long poverty, hunger, job-
lessness and drug addiction — as well as
the ready availability of guns — also con-
tribute to our skyrocketing homicide rate.
But the media connection canno longer be
ignored.

Some of the details of this connection
might be gquestioned. Maybe the numbers
could bedebated. Butthe fact thataconnec-
tionexists is hard to dispute. Which leadsus
to an inescapable conclusion: Something

~ miust be done.

For years, like other communicators, I
believed that tolerating some things Ididn’t

" We must not overlook the powerful
potential of media literacy education to

Media’s Role inn Our Culture of Violence

of violence in media and popular culture.
There are, unfortunately, few published
resources available for the iask of media
literacy education on the themeof violence,
whether for children or adults. Therefore,
at the Center for Media and Values, we are

".embarking .on the development of a com-

prehensive community education resource
package on media and violence that will
meet this need.

Thisissue of Media& Valuesisthefirstof
two on the subject and focuses primarily on
“Making the Connections” between the

" violence.on the screen and violence in the

street. - The next issue,
subtitled “Searching for
Solutions,” will explore
the content of media vio-

and shoots acouple of reduce the impact and challenge the lence, why the current
hundred people while perva siveness ofm'olence in our media rating system doesn’t
he’s at it.” - work and creative options
a”dpop ular culture. for changing the climate -
Facing the Facts for violence by both me-

. For decades, media writers, directors and
producers have been trying to tellus that the
violentcontentof the media they create also
doesn’ t hurt, thatis, that despite its glamour
and impact, it plays no role in making this
amore vielent society.

They may have had a case earlier in this
century when portrayals of media violence
were less believable, but today the prolif-
eration of realistic-looking mayhem, as-
sault and death makes for a totally different
sitnation. One expert believes that of the
23,000 murders committed in the United
States every year (the greatest number of

any industrialized country), at least halfare -

due to the influence and desensitizing ef-
fects of media violence. At minimum,
media violence may be most influential in
modeling the use of deadly forcé_ as the
primary, if not the only, way to solve prob-
lems and resolve interpersonal conflict.
Many blame media for the tise in vio-
lence, but of course that’s not the whole
story. It’s also clear that overcrowding,

like in media—including depictions of vie- -

lence—was the price we paid for a free and
open public discourse.

Taking Action

Of course, our First Amendment protec-
tions are still important. But so are the
thousands of lives being lost every year.
The issue, I believe, is no longer one of
protecting free speech but of protecting
human life; it is nota question of censoring
ideas but of changing behaviors that are
endangering the health and safety of every
citizen, young and old. If media is part of
the problem, we think media literacy can
contribute to the solution.

As American citizens, their Congres—
sional representatives and the leaders of the
media industry wrestle with the First
Amendment issues involved in reducing
the incidences of violence in public media,
we must not overlook the powerful poten-
tial of media literacy education to reduce
the impact and challenge the pervasiveness

dia producers and their andiences.

Together, the two issues will form the
conceptual comerstone of a multimedia
package that will include aLeader’s Guide
packed with innovative media literacy les-
son plans and activities to use with chil-
dren, young people and adults, adocumen-
tary video to use for community education,
posters for public awareness and “take
home” booklets for parents and caretakers. -

This is a most ambitious undertaking for
the Center. Though called to the task, we
know we can’t do it alone; it will require a
community of interest and involvement to
succeed.

Now more than ever, we invite your
participation in the media literacy move-
ment and encourage you to collaborate, co-
sponsor or otherwise help us fund this
significant educational resource. Work-
ing together, we can develop the strate-
gies and tools needed to rediscover the
roots of a caring culture, It is possible...
if we begin now.
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By Walter Wink

Violence is the ethos of our times. It is the
spirituality of the modem world. What is
generally overlooked is that violence is
accorded the status of a religion, demand-
ing fromits devotees an absolute obedience-
unto-death.

lis followers are not aware that the de-
votion they pay to violence is a form of
religious piety, however. Violence is so
successful as a myth precisely because it
does not appear io be mythic in the least.
Violence simply appears to be the nature of
things. Itis what works. It seems inevitable,
the last and, often, the first resort in con-

flicts, It is embraced with equal alacrity by

people on the Left and
on the Right, by reli-
gious liberals as well as
religious conservatives.

The roots of this de-
votion to violence are
deep, and we will be
well rewarded if we
trace them to their
source. When we do,
wewilldiscoverthatthe
religion of Babylon—
one of the world’s cld-
estcontinuously surviv-
ing religions—is thriv-
ing as never before in
contemporary life...it;
and not Christianity, is
the real religion of fthe
United States].

Jesus tanght the love of enemies, but
Babylonian religions taught their extermi-
nation. Violence was, for the religion of
ancient Mesopotamia, what love was for
Jesus: the central dynamic of existence. For
this early civilization, life was as cruel as
the floods and dronghts and storms that
swept the Fertile Crescent. Recurrent war-
fare between the various city-states in the
region exhausted resources. Chaos threat-
ened every achievement of humanity. The
myth that enshrined that culture’s sense of

ABYLON REVISITED
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life was the Enuma Flish, dated to around
1250 B.C.E. in the versions that have sur-
vived, but based on traditions considerably
older.

Inthe beginning, accordmg to this myth,
Apsu and Tiamat (the sweet and saltwater
oceans) bear Mummu (the mist). From
them also issue the younger gods, whose
frolicking makes so much noise that the
elder gods resolve to kill them so they can
sleep. This plot of the elder gods is discov-
ered, the younger godskill Apsu, and Tiamat
pledges revenge.

The rebel gods in terror run for SaIVBIIOI'l '

to their youngest, Marduk. He exacts a

FROM W.H. WARD, “SEAL CY'LINDERS OF WESTERN ASIA”

steepprice: Ifhe succeeds, hemust be given
chief and undisputed power in the assem-
bly of the gods. Having extorted this prom-
ise, he catches Tiamat in a net, blows her
full of an evil wind, shoots an arrow that
bursts her distended belly and pierces her
heart; he then splits her skull with a club,
and scatters the bloed in the out-of-the-way
places. He stretches out her corpse full
length, and from it creates the cosmos.
We are indebted to Paul Ricoeur for his
profound commentary on this myth. He
poinis out that in the Babylonian myth,

How Our Violent Origins Resurface in T oday’s Medzol

creation is an act of violence: Tiamat is
murdered, dismembered, and from her ca-
daver the world is formed. Order is estab-
lished by means of disorder...The origin of
evil precedes the origin of things. Chaos
(symbolized by Tiamat) is prior to order
(represented by Marduk, god of Babylon).
Evilis priorto good. Violence inheres in the
godhead. Evil is an ineradicable constituent
of ultimate reality, and possesses ontologi--
cal priority over good.

Good vs. Evil

~ The biblical myth [we are familiar w1th] is

diametrically opposed to all this. There, a
good Godcreatesagood
creation. Chaos doesnot
resist order. Good
is...priorto evil. Neither
evil nor violence is a
part of the creation, but
enter as a result of the
firstcouple’s sinand the
machinations of the
“serpent.” A basically
good reality is thus cor-
rupted by free decisions
reached by creatures. In
this far more coimplex
and subtle explanation
of the origins of things,
evil for the first time
emerges as a problem
requiring solution.

In the Babylonian myth, however, there
is no “problem of evil.” Evil is simply a
primordial fact...Our very origin is vio-
lence. Killing is in our blood. Humanity is
not the originator of evil, but merely finds
evil already present and perpetuates it...We
are the consequences of deicide. Cosmic
orderresults fromthe violent suppression of
the fernale (Tiamat) and is mirrored in the
social order by the oppression of women
by men..

Thus, human beings are naturally inca-
pable of peaceful coexistence; order must

Summer 1993 . o _ 3
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continually be imposed upen us from on
high. Nor are we created to subdue the
Earth and have dominion over it; we exist
buttoserveas slaves of the gods and of their
earthly [representatives]...

Do you begin to sense where all this is
leading?

The ultimate outcome of this type of
myth, remarks Ricoeur, is atheology of war
founded on the identification of the enemiy
with the powers that the god has van-

quished, and continues to vanquish, in the

stroys the bad guy or prevents his reappear-
ance, whetherheissoundly trounced, jailed,
drowned or shot into outer space.

The psychodynamics of the TV cartoon
or comic book are marvelously simple:
Children identify with the good guy so that
they can think of themselves as good. This
enables them to project out onto the bad
guy their own repressed anger, violence,
rebelliousness or lust, and then vicariously
to enjoy their own evil by watching th&bad
guy initiafly prevail. (This segment of the

Thus the myth of redemptive violence bas become
the cornerstone of foreign policy, ensbrined in
the doctrine of the national security state.

Might is right. '

drama of creation, Every coherent theol-
ogy of holy war ultimately reverts to this
basic mythological type... According to
this theology, the enemy is evil and war is
its punishment. Unlike the biblical myth,
which sees evil as an intrusion into a good
creation and war as a consequence of the
fall, this myth regards war as present from
the beginning...

This myth is the original religion of the
status quo, the first articulation of “might
makes right.” The gods favor those who
congquer. The mass of people exists to per-
peiuate that power and privilege which the
gods have conferred upon the king, the
aristocracy, and the priesthood. Religion
‘exists to legitimate power and privilege.
Life is combat.

The Myth Today

This myth of redemptive violence inun-
dates us on every side. We are awash in it
yet seldom perceive it. Its simplest, most
pervasive, and finally most influential form,
where it captures the imaginations of each
new generation, is children’s comics and
cartoon shows.

Here is how the myth of redemptive
violence structures the standard-comic strip
or television cartoon sequence: An inde-
structible good guy is unalterably opposed
to an irreformable and equally indestruc-
tible bad guy. Nothing can kill the good
guy, though for the first three-quarters of
the strip or show he (rarely she) suffers
grievously, appearing hopelessly trapped,
until somehow the hero breaks free, van-
quishes the villain, and restores order until
the next imstallment. Nothing finally de-

show actually consumes all but the closing
minutes, allowing ample time for indulg-
ing the shadow side of the self). When the
good guy finally wins, viewers are then
able toreassert control over thier owninner
tendencies, repress them, and reestablish a
sense of goodness. Salvation is guaranteed
through identification with the hero.
Cartoon strips like Superman and Dick
Tracy have been enormously successful in
resolving the guilt feelings of the reader or
viewer by providing totally evil, often de-
formed and inhuman scapegoats on whom
one can externalize the evil side of one’s
own personality and disown it without com-
ing to any insight or awareness of its pres-
ence within eneself, The villain’s punish-

near-anarchy that fiction has misrepresented

" asthe Wild West. The gunfighter must take

maters into his own hands, just as, in the
anarchic situation of the big city... (in
movies such as Dirty Flarry... and, inreal
life, [the violentreactions of] Bernard Goetz)
abeleaguered citizenfinally rises up against
the crooks. .. and creates justice out of the
barrel of a gun.

As Robert Jewett points out, this vigilan-
tism betrays a profound distrust of demo-
cratic institutions, and of the reliance on
human intelligence andcivicresponsibility
that are basic to the democratic hope (the
movie High Noon). It regards the general
public as passive and unwise, incapable of
discerning evil and making a rationai re-
sponse. Public resources are inadequate, 5o
the message goes; we need a messiah, an
armed redeemer, someone who has the
strength of character and conviction to
transcend the legal restraints of democratic
institutions and save us from an evil easily
identifiable in villainous persons.

These vigilantes who deliver us by tak-.
ing the law into their own hands will some-
how do so without encouraging lawless-
ness, They will kill and leave town, thus
ridding us of guilt. They will show selfless
and surpassing concern for the health of our
comrumities, but they will never have to
practice citizenship, or deal with the ambi-
guity of political decisions, They neitherrun
for office nor vote. They will reignite in us
a consuming love for impartial justice, but
they will.do so by means of a mission of
personal vengence that eliminates the due

“Arnold Schwarzenegger bas become an
American Icon, worshipped as the God Violent
Power by the disenfranchised and
powerless masses.”

Carole Lieberman, M.D., National Coalition on Television Violence

ment provides catharsis; one forswears the
villain’s ways and heaps condemnation on
him in a guilt-free orgy of aggression.

No premium is put on reasoning, persua-
sion, negotiation or diplomacy. There can
be no compromise with an absolute evil.
[1t] must be totally annihilated or totally
converted.

Lawless Solutions

The classic gunfighters of the “Western”
settle old scores by shootouts, never by due
process of law. The law, in fact, is suspect,
too weak to prevail in the-conditions of

process of law.

The possibility that an innocent person is
being executed by our violent redeemers is
removed by having the outiaw draw first, or .
shoot from ambush. The villain dresses in
dark clothing, is swarthy, unshaven and
filthy, and his personality is stereotyped so
as to eliminate any possibility of audience
sympathy. The death of such evil beings is
necessary in order to cleanse society of a
stain. The viewer, far from feeling remorse
at another human being’s death, is actually
made euphoric. Some movie audiences ac-
tually stand and cheer when the villain is

5 o
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blown away...

Rather than shoring up democracy, the
strong-man methods of the superheroes of
popular culture reflect a nostalgia for sim-
pler solutions. They bypass constitutional
guarantees of legal procedure in arrest,
or an appreciation for the tenet that a
personis to be regarded as innocent until
proven guilty.

What we see instead isa mounting impa-
tience with the laborious processes of civi-
lized life and a restless eagerness to em-
brace violent selutions. Better to mete out

instant, summary justice than risk the red

tape and delays and bumbling of the courts.
The yearning for a messianic redeemer
who will set things right is thus, in its
essence, a totalitarian fantasy. ..

Violent Lessons

The myth of redemptive violence is the
simplest, laziest, most exciting, imcom-
plicated, irrational and primitive depiction

of evil the world has ever known. Further-:

more, its orientation toward evil is one into
which virtually all medern children (boys
especially) are socialized in the process of
maturation. .

Estimates vary widely, but the average
child is reported {o log roughly 36,000
hours of television by the time she or he is
18, including some 15,000 murders. In
prime-time evening shows, our children
are served up about 16 acts of entertaining
violence (two of them lethal) every night;
on the weekend the level of violent acts
almost doubles (30.3). By the age of 16, the
average child spends as much time watch-
ing TV as in school.

From the earliest age, children are awash
in depictions of violence as the ultimate
solution in human conflicts. And saturation
in the myth does not end with, the close of
adolescence. Thete is no rite of passage...
but rather a years-long acclimatization.
to adult television and movie fare. Re-

demptive violence gives way to violence

as an end in itself [in] a religion in which
violence has become the ultimate concern,

an elixir, an addictive high, a substitute

for relationships.

The modern individual, stripped of the
values, rites and customs that give a sense
of belonging to traditional cultures, is the
easy victim of the fads of style, opinion and
prejudice fostered by the communications
media... people live under the illusion that
the views and feelings they have acquired
by attending to the media are their own.

" Summer 1993
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Overwhelmed by the giantism of corpo-

rations, bureaucracies, universities and

the military, individuals sense that the
only escape from utter insignificance lies
inidentifying with these giants and idol-
izing them... one’s personal well-being
is tied inexiricably with the foitunes of
the hero-leader, Right and wrong scarcely
enter the picture,

Thus the myth of redemptive violence

has become the cornerstone of foreign

policy, enshrined in-the doctrine of the
national security state. Might is right. Ev-
erything depends on victory, success, the

thrill of belonging to a nation capable of
imposing its will in the heavenly coundil
and among the nations. For the alternative—
ownership of one’s own evil and
acknowledgement of God in the enemy—is
for many simply too high a price to pay.

Walter Winkis aprofessor of biblical inter-
pretation at Auburn Theological Seminary
inNew York City. Reprinted by permission
from his book Engaging the Powers,
copyright © 1992; Augshurg Fortress, this
selection is an edited version of an article
published in Sojourners in April 1992,




By Charles M. Johnston, M.D.

When we considermedia violence, we think
first of television’s increasingly violent
content. We fear that a populace inces-
santly bombarded with the images, sounds

and emotions of shootings, bombings and.

rapes will become desensitized to such vio-
lent acts—or worse, leamn to think of them
as valid responses tolife’s growing stresses.
The evidence suggests these fears are valid.
But media violence also affects us at a
deeper and ultimately more problem-
atic level. Tomake these connections,
we must look beyond the literal con-
tent on the screen to the subliminal
_ dynamics that animate them, as well as
the social context that gives them their
power.

Violence as a Drug

Ananalogy canhelp. Asafuturist,Tam
frequently asked to address the back-
ground and expected developments of
various problems plaguing today’s
world, In talking about the drug crisis,
for example, I might comment that
while it is most frequently framed as a
moral crisis—aproblem created by the
bad actions of people who sheuld be
doing good— Isee it more as a crisis of
cultural purpose. We find ourselvesin
times when significant portions of the
population are ingesting substances
that mimic real ineaning—real excite-
ment, real power, real passion, real
spirituality—rather than taking the life
risks required to provide meaning as
authentic experience.

-The dynamics of media violence
work in a similar way. At a psycho-
logical level, the drama and titillation
of these violent scenarios and our identifi-
cation with their heroes and heroines serve
tocreate a sense of excitement, potency and
significance that is missing from most
people’s daily lives.

Beneath these secondary mﬂuences lie
effects more directly neurological in nature.
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Has the American Dream Become a Violent Nightmare?

Here, it is less violence per se—behavior
driven by anger or aggression—that hooks
us to violent programming than the gener-
alized rush of adrenakin we feel inresponse
to violent situations presented to us. As
good actionfadventure directors know, a
car chase or a plane crash—or evenjust an
explosion—can be as effective as a pre-

meditated shooting in keeping our atten-

tion glued to the screen,

The addictive power of this generalized
stimulation is illustrated all too vividly by
a classic-experiment with rats. Wires are
inserted directly into excitement centers in
the rat’s brain, then attached to a depress-
ible pedal in its cage. After discovering the
connection between the pedal and the plea-

2 TED SOQUYIMPACT VISUALS
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sure it brings, the rat depresses the pedal
with growing frequency. Gradually the
anirnal neglects other activities. In time it
even forgets to eat—and starves to death.

Jolts per Minute
Programmerslearnedlongagothat,as with
the rat, regular jolts of empty stimulation
are the casiest and cheapestmeans of keep--
mg viewers glued to the sereen. Thus, “jolts
per minute” programming has come to
pervade not only the action/adventure
genre, but nearly every aspect of me-
dia. Soap operas and afternoon talk
shows prosper through their ability to
_ whip up polarized emotions. And the
evening news, sold as television’s
time for serious analysis, has increas-
ingly become an ever more predict-
able litany of each day’s killings and
disasters. Serious information is sec-
ondary at best.

While media violence can thus be
directly addictive, we must go beyond
this awareness to fully understand its
deeper dynamics.  Addiction on a
broad scale requires more than an ad-
dictive substance; it requires as well
social circumstances that support the
addictive response. As we watch our
children—and oftenourselves—hypno-
tized by violence on the screen, we
have to ask: Why don’t we all cry out in
protest, why don’t we “justsayno?” The
guestion retums us to the notion of a
cultural crisis of purpose.

Addiction in individuals occurs
when a person stops seeing a reason to
risk the vulnerability required for real
fulfillment. A drug may besopowerful
that it simply replaces the struggle to build
a satisfying life. Or sometimes a person's
life circumstances make fulfillinent of nor-
mal dreams and desires unlikely. But
usually there is something more fundamen-
tal, more at the level of meaning. The
person’s life story has become inadequie to
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inspire him or her to live life folly.
Statistics such as the doubling of teen
suicide over the last 10 years suggest all too

graphically that, formany, ourculmral story

has become inadequate to inspire full par-
ticipation in life. We find ourselves in the
awkward position of telling youth to “just
say no” while we ourselves are often unable

Media&Values

seemed driven less by doubts about par-
ticipants” chances for snceess in gaining
the American Dream than by knowing at
some level that even winning would mean
little, that the drearmn itself had become

empty. This ultimate despair became a-

force for destruction.
The addicting power of violence—both

_of fear and chaos so central to these times

while hiding them from us through its
empty intensity has a peculiar attraction.

A Two-Part Cure = - _
The cure for our addiction to media vio-
lence lies in two related tasks. We must first
teach the basics of media literacy to help

i
T toarticulateavision of the futurethatdeeply | real and in the media—increases exponen-- | people distinguish between genuine feel-
and compellingly says “yes.” tially during times of transition, those times | ings of excitement born from true fulfill-
i when a familiar story has ceased to provide™ |  ment and the seductive pseudo-excitement
[

g

An Empty Dream

The role of cultural purposein the dynamics
of violence—and particularly in the in-
creasingly disturbing phenomena of ran-
dom violence---camehome strongly forme

when I prepared for a number of speeches].

made following the April 1992 civil distur-
bances inSouth Central Los Angeles. While
reviewing the events of those days, I real-
ized that the driving force behind the rioting
changed over time. In its early hours, it

seemed to be driven mostly by anger and

frustration—ultimately the anger and frus-

tration of people who felt they had little.
chance of winning at the American Dream..
But as the violence became more and
more chaotic and random in its targeis, it

- Re:ACTION

Successful media literaéy education counters
people’s susceptibility to manipulation by
' violence's hypnotic effects.

inspiration and a new one'has yet to take its
place. At these times, people are particu-
larly vulnerable to using both viclence itself
and the witmessing of violent actions to
inject themselves with exciternent, engage-
ment, and influence—feelings lacking in

-~ their own lives. And random violence—

violence as undifferentiated stimulatiori—
becomes particularly addictive in a new
way. Its power to give voice to the feelings

of érupty consumable stimulation. Suc-
cessful media literacy education countets
peoeple’s susceptibility to manipulation by
violence’shypnoticeftects. It provides both
insight info how these effects work and an
emotional climate that supports people’s
natural desireto béin charge of their lives—

“to escape harm and to avoid manipulation.

The second part of the solution defines
the fundamental challenge of our time—

. towork together to write the much-needed

next chapter in our cultural story. Like the
drug epidemic, most of the critical crises of
our time are really crises of purpose de-
manding not just revised policies, but new
defining metaphors, new ways of talking
about what matters. They challenge us to
a unique and critical kind of conversa-
tion at all levels: in our schools, in comrmu-
nity meetings, in government at all levels,
in boardrooms, between friends and
family mermbers.

Ultirnately, those at risk will be able
to say no to the seductions of violent
pseudo-excitement and psendo-meaning
only to the degree they experience real
excitement and real meaning as possible
and worth the risk. The deadening at--
traction of media violence will diminish
tothe exact degree its potency is countered
by a newly mature and compelling col-
lective cultural vision. '

Charles M. Johnston, M.D., is a psychia-
trist, futuristand director of the Institute for
Creative Development, a think tank and
center for leadership training in Seaitle,
Washington. He is the author of The Cre-

ative Imperative (1986} and Necessary |
Wisdom: Meeting the Challenge of aNew |
Cultural Maturity (1991). ‘ '
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By David S. Barry

If you were a teenager in the 1950s, yon
rememiber the shock effect of news head-
lines about the new specter of juvenile
delinquency. The book The Amboy Dukes
andthe movies Blackboard Jungle andRebel

their portrayal of teenagers willing to defy
their -school teachers and beat up other
students. The violence portrayed in those
stories, terrifying as it was, consisted almost
entirely of assanlts with fists and weapons
which left victims injured, but alive. It was
nonlethal violence. The notionof American

old of credibility.
Since the 1950s, America has [become]

of criminal violence reported in everyday
news stories. Inlooking for arootcanse, one

and cultural fabric betweéen postwai and
prewar America is the massive and perva-
sive exposure of American youth to televi-
sion. Behavioral scientists and medical re-

lence as a causative element in America’s
crime rate since the 1950s. Study after study

Without a Cause were deeply alarming in -

teenagers as killers was beyond the thresh-

almost unrecqgmzable in terms of the level .

of the most obvious differencesin the social

searchers have been examining screen vio-
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Decadles of Research Lmle Screen Mozybem
With Increase in Aggressive Bebavior

hasbeen published showing clearevidence
of a link. And researchers say that the
evidence continues to be ignored as the
violence steadily worsens.

The statistics about children and screen
violence—particularly that shown on tele-
vision—are grim. You've probably seen
figures that show an average of 28 hours of
weekly TV watching by children from

‘ages two to 11. For prime-time program-

ming, which contains an average of five
violent acts per hour, that works out to 100
acts of violence seen each week; 5,000 a
vear. But children also watch cartoons,
which contain far more violence than adult

- programming. For Saturday morning car-
" toon shows, the violence rate spikes up to

25 acts per hour, the highest rate on TV.
With children’s programming added to the
mix, the average child is likely to have
watched 8,000 screen murders and more
than 100,000 acts of violence by the end of
elementary school. By the end of the teen-

age years, that figure
- will double.

TLLUSTRATION BY TIM BLANEY

IE RN

Those nurnbers are not mere stafistics.
They do not occur in a social vacuum, but
in a culture and society with a murder rate
increasing six times faster than the popula-
tion. Whether we like to acknowledge it or
not, Americais in the grip of an epidemic of
violence so severe that homicide has be-
come the second leading cause of death of
all persons 15 to 24 years old (auto crashes
are the first)—and the leading canse among

-African-American youth. In 1992, the U.S.

Surgeon General cited violence as the lead-
ing cause of injury to women ages 15to 44,
and the U.S. Center for Disease control
considers violence a leading public health
issue, to be treated as an epidemic.

A Hostile America
From the 1950s to now, America has gone
from being one of the safest to one of the
most violent countries on earth. Here are
some numbers: In 1951, with a population
of 150million, federal crime reports showed
anational total of 6,820 homicides, 16,800
rapes and 52,090 robberies, For 1980, with
a population of 220 million, {a 47 percent
increase) the mumbers were 23,000 mur-
ders, 78,920 rapes and 548,220 robberies.
In big cities, changes were more drastic.
In Detroit, for instance, the 1953 murder
total was 130, with 321 inNew York and 82
in Los Angeles. Thirty years later, the De-
troit murder tally was up to 726, the New
Yorktoll 1,665—and the Los Angeles mur-
der total was 1,126. The fastest climbirig
sector of the rising crime rate is youth, with
the past 10 years showing a 55 percent
increase in the number of children under 18
arrested for murder. America now loses
more adolescents to death by violence—
especially gun violence—than to illness.
The reason these numbers belong in this
discussion is that the medical community -
sees a direct link between screen violence
and criminal behavior by




sions onthis subject, we usually hearclaims
from TV and movie industry spokesper-
sons that opinion is divided in the medical
community. Different conclusions can be
drawn from different studies, so the argu-
ments go, and no clear consensus exists.
Yet, the American medical establishment
is clear—in print—on the subject of just
such a consensus. The American Medical
Association, the National Institute of Men-
tal Health, the U.S. Surgeon General’s Of-
fice, the U.S. Center for Disease Control
and the American Psychological Associa-
tion have concluded that study after study
shows a direct causal link between screen
viclence and violent criminal behavior,

Causal Links

The research goes back decades. The 1968
National Commission on the Causes and
Prevention of Violence cited screen vio-
lence as amajor component of the problem.
The 1972 Surgeon General’ s Report on TV
and Behavior cited clear evidence of a
causal link between televised violence and
aggressive behavior by viewers. A 10-year
followup to the Surgeon General’s Report
by the National Institute of Mental Health
added far more data in support of the
causal link. The NIMH report, a massive
stady covering an additional 10 years of
research, was clear and unequivocal in
stating: “The consensus among most of
. the research community is that violence
! ‘ on television does lead to aggressive be-
: havior by children and teenagers who
watch the programs.”

A 1985 task force for the American Psy-
chological Association Commission on
Youth on Violence came to.the same con-
clusion. A 1992 study for the APA Com-
mission on Youth and Violence took the
issue further, examining research evidence
in light of its effects or implementation.
The finding was that the research evidence

-| is widely ignored. The APA report was
? authored by Edward Donnerstein, Ph.D.,
: chair of the Department of Communica-
: tions, University of California Santa
{, Barbara, by Leonard Eron, Ph.D., Uni-
‘ versity of Chicago and Ron Slaby of the
Education Development Center, Harvard
University. Their 39-page report, ahout
to be published, states definitively that,
contrary to arguments of people in the TV
and motion picture industry, there is con-
sistency and agreement in the conclusions
drawn by the major medical organizations’
studies of media violence.
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Afier discussing a massive number of
studies and an extensive body of research
material, Donnerstein’s study quotes from
the 1982 NIMH report: “In magnitude,
television violence is as strongly correlated
with aggressive behavior as any other be-
havioral variable that has been measured.”

Specifically, the report noted the agree-

E WhTE TV
‘ment by the NIMH, the APA and the Center
for Disease Control that research data con-
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recently conducted for the nonprofit Center

for Media and Public Afairs n Washing- ]| 2¥i1 ZeFCE £
ton, D.C. The CMPA tabulated all the W ¢ cRounD Sounp : i;:'
violence encountered during an 18-hour N )
broadcastingday (aThursday)in Washing- %

ton, including cable TV. The taily showed _— ‘
an overall average of 100 acts of violence ' : ©1992 JOBL PETT
per hour for a total of nearly 2,000 acts of | show Top Cops) were as low in violence | most TV violence was shown with no vis-
violence in the 18-hour period. Mostof the | content as PBS, which showed two violent | ible consequences, nor any critical judg-
violence involveda gun, with murdermak- | acts per hour, ABC showed three violent | ment. A significant amount of the violence
ing up one-tenth of the violent acts re- '
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cordlfd.hA brgaki{;wn lla)y ;:hamel, or net- Study after study sbows a direct causal
work, showed cable to be far more violent : ) ) .
then network broadcasting. WTBS was link ?etween screen vmlen.ce and
clocked at 19violent acts per hour, HBO at violent criminal bebavior.

15 per hour, USA at 14 and MTV, the ‘
youth-oriented music video chamnel, at 13 1. acts per hour and NBC two. CBS, because occurred in movie promos, where it was
violent acts per hour. of Top Cops, was tallied at 11 violent acts | shown out of context. Music videos genet-
! The networks (except for CBS, whose | per hour. But only one-eighth of the vio- ally present violence without comment:or
I violence content was skewed by the reality | lence occurred in adult-oriented TV enter- | judgment. Similarly, violence in cartoons
‘ taimment. The bulk of the violence occurred
in children’s TV programming, with car-
toons registering 25 violent incidents per
hour—six times the rate of episodic TV
drama. Toy commercials ranked with car-
toons in violent content. Next were promos
for TV shows and movies, which were four |
times as violent as episodic drama.

The most violent period of daily TV
programming was mornings from 6 to 9
a.m. where 497 scenes of violence were
recorded for an hourly rate of 165.7. Next
was the 2 p.m. to 5 p.m. afternoon slot with
609 violent scenes, or 203 per hour. The
morning and afternoon slots compared to
320 violent scenes in prime time, from8
pnt. to 11 p.m., or 106 perhour, and a late-
night rate (from 11 p.m.to 12am.)of 1 14.

No Consequences

In addition to recording totals, the CMPA
exarnined the context in which the screen
violence occurred. The finding was that
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and toy comnmercials usually cccurs with-
outconsequences or comment. More than
75 percent of the violence tallied in the
study (1,640 of the nearly 2,000 violent
acts) was presented with no judgment as
toits acceptability as behavior. Violence
was judged criminal in fewer than one-

Association, Centerwall looked for sta-

-tistical connections between the change

inviolent crime rates following the intro-
duction of TV in the United States.
Centerwall found this: murder rates in
Canada and the U.S, increased alimost 100
percent (92 percent in Canada, 93 percent

The bullk of [TV] violence occurved in children's
- programuning, with cartoons registering 25
violent incidents per bouyr-six times the vaie
of episodic TV dramas.

tenth of the incidents. And, ironically,
while violence in episodic TV drama and
TV movies for adult viewers is subject to

. close scrutiny for context and suitability,

the bulk of the screen violence viewed by
children is not.

The studies mentioned above make a
compelling argument, particularly when
looked at as a group. But a new study, by
Dr. Brandon Centerwall of the Univer-
sity of Washington Department of Epi-
demiology ‘and Psychiatry (see related
story on p. 12), takes the discussion much
farther. In a study published in the June,
1992 Journal of the American Medical

in the US, corrected for population in-
crease) between 1945 and 1970. Tn both
countries, the ownership of TV sets in-
creased In almost the same proportion as
the homicide rate.

Centerwall’s stark and unmistakable con-
clusion is this: white homicide rates in
Canada, the U.S, and South Africa were
stable or declining until the advent of tele-
vision. Then, in the course of & generation,
the murder rates doubled. '

The APA study by Donnerstein, Slaby
and Eron also makes the point that research
evidence of TV violence effects has “for
decades been actively ignored, denied, ai-

tacked and even misrepresented in presen-
tations to the American public, and popular
myths regarding the effects have been per-
petuated.” Consequently, Donnerstein says,
a major education gap exists regarding
television’s contribution to the problem of
violence in America.

The discouraging point made in both
studies is that, despite the massive re-
search evidence of screen violence as a
direct contributing factor to America’s ho-
micide rate, the screen violence level con-
tinues to rise,

As a writer deeply committed to the
Constitutional guarantees against censor-
ship, I don’tlike to hear the suggestion of
government regulation of movies or TV.
But it’s time we at least face the evidence
of what screen violence is doing to our
children, and come to some sober conclu-
sions aboutourresponsibilities to the com-
mon good.

David Barry is a jounalist and freelance
writer as well as a TV and screenwriter.
This article first appeared in the Journal of
the Writers Guild of America West. It is
reprinted in slightly condensed form by
permission of the author.
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An interview with Brandon Centerwall, M.D.

An epidemiologist ar the University of
Washington and a psychiatrist in private
practice, Dr. Centerwall is the author of a
groundbreaking study that compares
television’s impact on homicide rates fol-
lowing its introduction in the United States
and Canada in the late 1940s and South
Africa in the late 1970s. He recently talked
to Media&Values Contributing Editor
Barbara Osborn about the
implications of the sharp
rise in homicides that oc-
curred in all three cases. :
Unlike previous short-term
laboratory studiesof TV and
aggression, Centerwall’s
research—which focused
on homicide rates among
the white population of all
three countries—was de-
signed to determine the ef-
fects of exposure to televi-
sion violence in childhood
on adult criminal behavior.
Dr, Centerwall was also -
hoping to determine
whether studies conducted
with small test samples
could be generalized to
larger populations. Hisre-
search was reported in a
major article in the Journal
of the American Medical
Association iz June 1992.

M&YVY: What results did
your comparison of the data from the U.§.,
Canada and South Africa vield?
Centerwall: Following the introduction of
television in the United States, the white
homicide rate nearly doubled. It increased
by 93 percent within 10-15 years. The
homicide rate in Canada, where television
was infroduced about the same time, also
increased by 92 percent during approxi-
mately the same 10-15 year period.
During this same period in the 1950 and

S0
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*60s, there was no increase in the white
homicide rate in South Africa—actually
there was a slight decrease of about seven
percent. After the introduction of televi-
sion in South Africa in'1975, I predicted
that the white homicide rate would double
in 10-15 years. By 1987, the white ho-
micide rate had increased even more,

~ about 130 percent.

TALE OF THREE COUNTRIES

P R AN ]

Homicide Rates Rise After T blevision’s Arrival

Africa they are really quite similar in terms
of economic and cultural life. Since Canada

is almost entirely white, I used the total

population of Canada.

M&V: If TV has an effect on aggressive

behavior, wonldn't the homocide rate go

up right away?

Centerwall: If television had an immedi-

ate effect upon those adults
and teenagers who were first
exposed to it in the early
1950s, the homicide rate
would go up immediately.
The lag of 10-15 years indi-
catesthattelevisionviolence
has the greatest effect upon
preadolescent children un-
der the age of 12. Because
homicide is primarily an
adult activity, children have
to age 10-15 years before
they are old enough to com-
mit homicides.

cents susceptible to vio-
lence on television and
adults are not?

Centerwall; Children are
notborn with set values. Part
of their maturation process
is learning and establishing
that set of values which they
carry into adult life. That set

©1992 MARILYN HUMPHRIES/IMPACT visUALS  ofmoral valuesis pretty well

M&V Why did you compare only the
white populations in-the U.S. and South
Africa?

Centerwall: In South Africa, whites and
blacks live in very different conditions, and
blacks in South Africa live under very
different conditions from U.S. blacks (Af-
rican Americans). I wanted to review com-
parable populations so I limited myself to
the white population. If you compare the
white populations of the U.S. and South

formed by age 12. Violence doesn’t have
much of an effect on adult audiences. Vio-
lence on TV has enormous effect on what
adults do, but that’s a result of violence
viewed in childhood. Violence watched
in adulthood does not change adult value
systems.

M&V: What do you mdake of the increas-
ing number of homicides being commit-
ted by minors?

M&V: Why are preadoles- -
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Centerwall: That represents second gen-
eration effects. The first generation of chil-
dren raised on TV became adults and got
their value systems from TV, but they
learned values from adults in their lives as
well. Now we have second and third gen-
eration parents who were raised on TV. The
balance of forces is not what it nsed to be.
There’s a snowballing effect.

M&V: In your study, you say there would
be 10,000 fewer homicides each year inthe

U.S. if television had not been introduced.

How did you calculate that figure?

- Centerwall: There are now approximately

twice as many homicides being committed
as there were in the 1950s. The increase is
entirely attributable t¢ the introduction of
television. Since there are approximately
20,000 homicides each year in the United
States, half of them (10,000) can be attrib-
uted to the introduction of television.

M&V: How can you be sure other societal
Jactorsweren’ tresponsible for the increase
in homicides?
Centerwall: First, I looked at a variety of
other factors, including the baby boom,
urbanization, economic trends, alcohol con-
sumption, capital punishment, civil unrest
and the availability of firearms. None of
these proved able to explain these re-
sults.

Canada’s'inclusion in the study controls

for a number of important variables. It -

would be plausible to attribute the 1960s
increase in the U.S. homicide rate on the
Vietnam War or perhaps the turbulence of
the civil rights movement. However, a

comparable increase in the homicide rate .

MediatValues

rate by about five years could be predicted.
According to the data, that’s exactly what
happened. The white homicide rate in the
United States began to increase in 1958,
while the black homicide rate dropped
and continued to go down until four years
later in 1962, .

Similarly, we can look at different re-
gions of the United States which did not
acquire television at the same time. New
York and New Jersey acquired television

long before other states and when one looks |

at the data you see that those regions which
acquired television earlier had an earlier
increase in the honticide rate.

M&YV: You've compared the struggle to
reduce violence on television with the fight
to make people aware of the dangers of

-smoking inthe 19505 and 60s. What do you

mean? :

"Centerwall: Conclusive evidence about

the causal relationship between cigareite
smoking and lung cancer was available by
the mid-1950s, but it wasn’t for another 10
years that the U.8. government finally en-
dorsed the position that cigarette smoking
causes lung cancer. The government lags
behind the evidence in a substantial way.
Today, the evidence is in on television and
violence, but I antictpate that it will also
take a number of years before the federal
government takes a stand on the issue,

M&V: In the meantime, can we expect any
changes within the television industry?

Centerwall: The television industry has an
encrmous financial interest in keeping pro-
gramming as profitable as possible, which
is entirely reasonable in a capitalist

[TV programmers] are guilty of murder,
as far as I can see. They all are. Me too.

Ted Turner

was observed in Canada, which was not
experiencing those social movements, at
the same time.

In addition, not every population in the

. United States acquired television at the

same time. For example, in the early 1950s
television sets were an expensive luxury,
and the average white household acquired
its first television set about five years be-
fore the average black household. Thus, a
rise in the white homicide rate in the United
States that preceded the black homicide

economy. One of the most reliable ways of

generating profitable programming on tele-

vision is through the use of violence.

Sodespite whatever statements mightbe -

made, over the past 20-30 years the televi-
sion industry has consistently avoided any
real change inthe amount of violence it puts
on television. I don’t anticipate that will be
different in the future.

Toreturn tothe cigarette analogy, itis not
reasonable toexpect the tobacco industry to
behave in a socially responsible fashion

about growing tobacco. That’show itmakes
its money. The idea of asking industry
members to reduce the amount of fobacco
they grow out of their sense of social con-
science, is absurd. They won’t do it. The
same applies to the television industry and
for exactly the same reasons. It is entirely
againsttheir inferesttodecrease the amount
of violence on television. -

M&YV: What, then, would you suggest
concerned parents do? .
Centerwall: In 1990, The American
Academy of Pediatrics issued a statement
advising parents to limit their children's
television viewing to one 1o two hours
per day. That’s an important first step.
One to two hours of TV watching a day
may not seem like much of a limitation,

* but if parents were to endorse such a limit

it wounld mean a 50 percent reduction for
most children.

Parents should also encourage other
interests and activities besides watching
television. It’s often said that television
will work well for children if parents will
take the time to watch the programs with
the child and discuss programs with them.
T agree, but I also feel that if a parent is
really going to spend time with the child,
their time would be better spent not
watching TV, Parents should be teaching
their children how to create their own
self-growth, hobbies, interests and
friendships. Television has a very real
role to play in a child’s life, but it should
be a lesser means of entertainment rather
than the first choice.

W
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Working in Partnership

‘The first five articles in this section are edited with permission from
discussion at Harvard University' s School of Public Health in May, 1992. Experts from social
science and medical research, the entertainment community and public interest groups met {0
discuss the state of violence on the screen and how to deal with it. The event was organized with
the assistance of Mediascope, a Los Angeles-based nonprofit advocacy organization working to
improve the depiction of healthand socialissues inentertainment. The Center for MediaandValues
thanks Mediascope for advice and support as a collaborator on this issue.

remarks made at a panel

Conference remarks by Leonard D. Eron

The scientific debate is over. Eversincethe
first studies came out in the early '60s
relating increased aggressiveness in chil-
dren to the violent content of the television -
programs they were watching, there have
been a few naysayers who have criticized
the studies because, they claimed, the ef- .
fects were too small to be meaningful or the
behaviors which were affected were not
serious antisocial acts. ‘
However, arecent summary of over 200 -
studies published in 1990, using state-of- .
the-art meta-analysis procedures [Ed. note:
a method which merges the findings of
mudtiple studies] offers convincing evi-
dence that the observation of violence, as
seen in standard everyday television enter-
tainment, does affect the aggressive behav-
ior of the viewer. All types of aggressive

- behavior, including ille-
gal behaviors and crimi-
nal violence, demon-

effectsassociated withthe
exposuretotelevision vio-
lence. The behaviors af-
fected by viewing televi-
sion violence are cause for
social concermn. .

. Although the scientific
debate may be over, the
public policy debate is
only beginning to heat
up..What can be done?
As soon as the suggestion
for action comes up, the
TV industry raises the is-
sue of censorship, viola-
tion of First Amendment

the [U.S.] Constitution.
Formany yearsnow West-
ern Buropean countries
have monitored TV and films and have not
permitted the showing of excess violence,

‘especially during child-viewing hours. I

have never heard of any complaints by
citizens in those democratic countries that
their rights have been violated. '

In the U.S. youth violence is a public
health problem, so designated by the Cen-
ters for. Disease Control, which has de-
scribed the sitvation as an epidemic which
must be brought under control. No one is
claiming that TV violence is the sole cause
of this epidernic. However, it is certainly
one of the causes, and one which we atleast
can do something abouit. The research that
psychologists have done can offer guide-
lines on how to present violence {in televi-
sion shows and films] to minimize its harm-
ful effect on children...

~ strated highly significant.

rights and abrogation of .

No Doubt About It —Media Violence Affects Behavior

Inthe spring [of 1992] we had toface the
implications of the uncontrolled violence
inLos Angeles, TV cannotescape its share
of the responsibility for this outburst. We
know that children living in the inner city
watch more TV than other children. [They]
are increasingly surrounded by violence—
at home, in the neighborhood, on the way
to and from school. They are constantly
dodging bullets, cowering inhallways, hid-
ing under tables, because the streets are 8o
dangerous from drive-by shootings and
other violence. They spend more and more
time indoors watching TV, :

And what do they see on TV? More
violence. This validates what the children
have seen in the neighborhood, it makes
violence normative—everyone’s doing it,
not just in their neighborhood but all over.
TV represents violence as an appropriate
way to solve interpersonal problems ,toget
what vou want out of life, avenge slights
and insults and make up for perceived
injustices.

As AM. Rosenthal of the New York
Times said: “It’s not against the [U.S.]
Constitution to turn away from the box
office, click that clicker or cancel a sub-
scription. Violence portrayed onthe screen
in the cause of truth is essential. Violence
made fashionable in the cause of a buck is
unworthy of people of talent. Aren’t those
who do that becoming ashamed of them-

- selves? Haven’t they discovered that

*ketchup’ can become blood?”

Leonard D. Eron is research scientist and
prafessor of psychology, Research Center
Jfor Group Dynamics, Instinute for Social
Research, University of Michigan, and
Research Professor Emeritus, University
of Hlinois-at Chicago.
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I don’t quite agree... that the .scientific
debate on television viclence is over. Even
among. .. researchers. .. there is consider-
able debate over what kind of violence
creates what result and in which way. That
becomes particularly important to the issue
of standards because if you really want to
do something about the problem, then you
have to be able to define [it].

So, what is the problem? Comimon defi-
nitions of television violence in entertain-
ment programs include murders, assatlts
| and fist fights. They include police arrest-
ing a criminal, when an earthquake de-
stroys a house and depictions of war scenes
in a movie about World War Il or Vietnam.,
Science fiction battles with fantasy weap-
ons that nobody could possibly imitate are
also included.

Accidents, such as a man falling on a
banana peel, are counted as acts of violence
.in the most widely used violence counts by
Professor George Gerbner {of the Univer-
sity of Pennsylvanial... And of course,
since we often hear that there s more vio-
lence in television cartoons than anywhere
else, that count comes about because every
slapstick accident... in cartoons is being
counted.

I feel privileged to work for one of the
three broadcast television networks, be-
cause we have standards and the cable
channels donot. Wehave aprocess that has
been in existence since the beginning of
television, where the content of what goes
on the air, whether entertainment or adver-
tising, is being reviewed, the scripts are
being reviewed and changes are being made.
(News, of course, is clearly separate).

We try to reduce the amount of vio-
lence. A lot of people don’t realize that
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VieW From the N etwork:
What Counts as Violence?

Conference remarks by Horst Stipp

we also apply standards to theatrical
movies. Incontrast, achannel like Home
Box Office actually advertises that on
HBO you get to see these films uncen-
sored, unedited. We take violence out
and they leave it in.

So, what do our standards say? They
are quite general, but we do seek to-avoid
explicit, excessive and gratuitous vio-

In my opinion, there’s less violence in leading
programs such as 60 Minutes and Murder,
She Wrote in the whole season than throughout
the opening credits of The Terminatot

lence. We seek not to glamorize vio-
lence, promote violence as a problem
solver, or invite violent imitation. We
take extra care when children are in-
volved, with a separate section in our
codes dealing with children's programs.

There is a wholecatalogue of things that

should be taken into consideration with
children, including the negative conse-
quences of violence and the use of fan-
tasy setfings in order to avoid imitation, *
- I you compare the most-watched pro-
grams on network television with what’s
in the movie theaters or appears on your
various cable channels, especially pay
cable channels, we’re doing OK. Nearly
all top programs are sitcoms. The. only
‘Top 10 show with some violence is Mur-
der, She Wrote — which has less vio-
lence in the whole season than the open-
ing credits of The Terminator, '
...In this open society, if you want to
really reduce the amount of violence avail-
able, if you want to have standards, then
everybody’s got to adhere to them, -The
networks agreed to have standards... but
you see awhole different level of violence,
both in amount and intensity, on all thosé
otherchannels. Youhaven’treally achieved
anything until you get everyone to agree to
the same standatds. And that is a real
challenge. e s

Horst Stipp is director of Social and Devel-
opment Research at NBC. o
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Slasher Films May Be Kids’
Introduction to Sex

Conference remarks by Edward Donnerstein

The violence in the mass media has become

- much more extreme in the last decade...
My own concern has been with sexual
violence in the mass media. .. A veryrecent
content analysis of popularR-rated “slasher
films” indicates that at least one-third of the
women who are killed in these films are

- killed within some type of sexual context. ..
Because of cable and video rentals, a
young male orfemale’s firstintroduction to
anything that might deal with human sexu-
ality and the nude body could take place
within a violent context. Their first intro-
duction to anything dealing with sex could
be from [ Spit On Your Grave or Toolbox
Murders, films which many of you prob-
ably haven’t heard about but, rest assured,

many young adolescents have. The vio-

lence is extreme, and the violence takes
place within some type of sexual context.

Initially those films would have never

been directed toward young children be-
cause of ratings, but within the video mar-

ket the ratings systemreally hasnoplace. It
is not'utilized. So your young adolescent
male or female, 11 or 12 years old, can rent
I Spit On Your Grave, which is R-rated,
withnoproblem at all. The rating basically
has no value in the store. .
But... the current MPAA rating system
isbased primarily upon what is offensive to

about sex are the issue. . .

I'd like to strongly advocate educational
intervention to teach children [and] adoles-
cents, to be more media literate; to help them
be more critical viewers of the type of mass
media...they see. They need to understand
what violence is, and to understand myths
about sexual violence, particularly rape.
Critical viewing skills, media literacy, edu-
cational intervention are very viable alter-
native ways of dealing with the problem.

The networks are not going to do pro-
grams on the problems of television vio-
lence... However, they have done some

~ I'd like to strongly advocate educational
intervention to teach children [and] adolescents,
to be more media literate; to belp them
be more critical viewers...

parents, not what is harmful to children.
There is-absolutely no use of social science
research in that rating system, as faras I can
tell. Sex is consistently more offensive
than violence. There is areal contradiction
when Rain Man is rated R and Conan the
Destroyer is rated PG. Sex and words

very constructive programs dealing with
violence. One was She Said No, an NBC
film dealing with acquaintance rape. It was
very realistic, and it had a public service
anmouncement after the show to deal with
the problems of date rape.

...Research on the impact of that par-
ticular program.. . . found that it was able to
raise people’s consciousness about date
rape, acquainiance rape, and was able to
make [viewers] more aware of the serious-
ness of violence against women in general.
The ABC program, “Peter Jennings Re-
porting: Men, Sex and Rape,” a documen-
tary on date rape and rape in general, fol-
lowed by a two-hour panel [discussion]
afterwards was another good example.

[To summarize], legal restrictions will
not work and should not be advocated. The
ratings system needs massive change be-
fore it will be effective. I advocate edu-
cational programs, critical viewing pro-
grams, and hopefully, the entertainment
industry will join us to deal with the topic
of violence. :

Edward Donnerstein, chair of the Depart-
ment of Communications, University of
CalifornialSanta Barbara, is co-author of
a 1992 American Psychological Associa-
tion study on Youth and Violence. He is a
longtime scholar of the incidence and effect
of sexual violence in the media.
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Y ORAY, WE CAN WATCH A LIVE EXECLTION ON PLIBLIC TV, A MERCY KILLING ON CHANNEL TWO, AN ABORTION
ON CHANNEL SEVEN OR JUST KICK BACK AND SPEND THE EVENING PLAYING NAZ/DEATH CAMP NINTENPO L.

Writers Tell Stories

Of a Violent Society

Conference remarks by Del Reisman

Networks, as you know, follow. They do
not lead. Networks react to social change
and community standards. Iknow. Ihave
served as a story editor on many weekly
series. Story editors scan the headlines,
searching for ways to paraphrase the truth
and put it into fictional form. They give
their unning characters attitudes, points of
view about the subject matier and about
their relationships, creating conflict. Then

dramatization on television. .. The violence
on the home screen follows the violence in
our lives.

It-is possible, in the near future, as a
result of the Los Angeles civil unrest,
that some kind of strong emotionally-
charged statement will come out of the
networks, a pledge to increased responsi-
bility, a refusal to deal in “gratuitous” vio-
lence. Thope so. Members of the Writers

Networks, as you know follow. They do not
lead. Networks react to social change
and community standards.

they develop guest characters who set it all
in motion.

I believe that additional guidelines for
violence should not be catled for because
they will simply reduce the actual sights of
some violence but not the threatening
storytelling that builds to it, and therefore
such guidelines would be a crumb thrown
to those who believe ina causal relationship
(i.e. that violence in fictional story-tell-
ing induces violence in real life)...

I believe that writers should continue to
tell the stories of our time. Abuse in the

home toward children, or parents or grand- .

parents is out of the closetnow, thanks to its

Guild will cooperate, if such is the case.
But I’ve been there before.

We've lived with Broadcast Standards
for 40 years, fighting the departments fre-
quently, losing most of the fights, but
reacting positively as networks followed
changes in community standards from
the days of no “hells” and no “damns” to
today’s relatively explicit language, frank
refationships and open dramatizations of
dysfunctional families.

...Writers are family people too... we
are community-minded and we care deeply
about the world around us. We are as
shocked and concerned by what is happen-

BY PERMISSION OF DOUG MARLETTE AND CREATORS SYNDICATE -

ing on our streets, on our schoolyards, in
our classrooms and in our homes, as any of
you. Weagree onvery little bui we doagree
on fundamentals, such as freedom of ex-
pression and freedom from censorship, the
official kind and the unofficial kind which
induces self-censorship... Do weeliminate .
stories which deal with violent behavior
because the unstable people in our society
may be stimulated to imitate?

Writers can do a better job of satisfying
our own artistic impulses, as well as our
own sehse of responsibility. We cando a
much better job than we’re doing now in
dealing with the root canses of hopeless-
ness, to try to understand the many-cham-
bered heart. Fornow, 1 ask you to continue
to let us tell our stories within the diffi-
cult constraints of a medium that mea-
sures success only after at least 10 mil-
lion homes are reached.

Television and motion pictures are mar-
ket-driven. If people don’t go, the pic-
tures won’t be made. It’s very simple. If
people rush to see some of the simple,
intimate stories thatare now being filmed,
then more would be made. Regrettably
very few people rush to see thern. And
many, many millions throughout the
world goto see the bigexpensive, splashy,
violent films. It really is a question of

- audience response.

Del Reisman Is president of the Writers
Guild of America, West, as well as a long- -
titne screenwriter.
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Public Policy Must Focus
On Causes of Violence

| Conference remarks by Peggy Charren

In 1968, when Action for Children’s Tele-
vision started, there was no cable TV, there
was 1o home video, There were three
networks and most of what we saw, evenon
independent stations, went through the net-
works; It was easy to make codes. It was
easy to talk about controlling violence...

It’s a different media world out there
since the network-dominated late *60s.
When vou get
broadcasters
promoting a toy
like Captain
Power, where
the toy shoots
the television
show and then
the television
show shoots
back at the kid,
[it] hastobeone
of the most pe-
culiar ideas in
the  history
of toys in
this country.
And the unfor-
tunate thing is
thatitreally was
selling. Thattoy
was turned into
a TV show be-
cause it wasn’t .
writers who controtled what kids were get-
ting from television, it was toy manufactur-
ers. 1f the toys are violent, so are the shows
for the target audience, kids...

Let’s assume, for purposes of argument,
that everything the researchers say is true.
So, what are you going to doabout it? Well,
there’s self-regulation. When the codes
were in full effect in the "70s, the National
Association of Broadcasters had created a
terrific code. But the stuff on television
wasn’t so terrific.

The use of disclosures is another way
media representatives talk about dealing
with violence. If yontell evervbody, “Hey,
this program is going to be terribly violent
and scare the wits out of you,” you'll get

COURTESY OF PINNARQO PUBLISHING

A toy like Captain
Power... bas to be one of
the most peculiar ideas
in the bistory of toys in
this country.

every teenager in America watching it.

The Children’s Television Act [of 1990]
does require stations to provide some pro-
grams specifically designed to meet the
informational and educational needs of
children, and fo keep a record of what
they’re doing to meet the mandate of this
new law. But it won’t work unless all of
us make sure the station understands
that we know
there’s a law,
too, and ask
them  what
they’re doing
to educate
children...

The Commu-
nications Actof
1934, which
was organized
for radio, and
adapted fortele-
vision, says, in
return for thisli-
cense to use a
pieceof the pub-
lic resource we
call the broad-
cast spectrum,
you have to
servethe public.
It’s supposed to
meanadiversity
of programs, of formats, of the kinds of
things you would expect in a library —not
toy-based programs for children. ..

We need public policy to focus on the
root causes of violence in this country,
Poverty is what you fix if you want to do
something aboutviolence. Investmoneyin
children so we don’thave violent teenagers
and adults. Allocate increased resources
for health care, child care, housing, educa-
tion and jobs. But I think the very best
solution comes it the voting booth when
we have an opportunity to vote for leaders
who have their priorities set straight,

Peggy Charren is the founder of Action for
Children’ s Television.
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Suggestlons For Parents:
Children Can Unlearn Vlolence

By Judith Myers-Walls

As a child development professional with
two school-age children, my primary con-
cern regarding my children’s exposure to
television is the violence they see. Al-
though there are some sexual themes on
television that are too intense for them, and
a steady diet of adult language is likely to
lead to problems, it is the violence that
bothers me the most.

Critics worry that children will imitate
the violent acts they have seen, either as

Like others their age, my children and
their friends do their best to appear unaf-
fected by the media violence they see, so
they will not appear weak or prudish. With
some children, it can become acontest. The
quantity of violent media and the imper-
sonal but graphic way violent content is
presented can lead quickly to atough, unaf-

fected response. Such desensitized chil- .

drenlearn to avoid taking responsibility for

" the violence around them; they may even

A diet of violent programming could teach my
children that the world is a dangerous place.

children or youth oras adults. Ido not woITy
about that; my children are not likely to
participate in criminal aggression. Minor

aggressioncanbe aproblem, though. What
parent has not had to control the children’s

karate chops after they watched the Teen-
age Mutant Ninja Turtles?

Traumatized by TV Violence

A more realistic concern forme is that my
children may be traumatized by televised |

violence. When the unthinkable is pre-

sented, not only does it become thinkable,

but it may become haunting. A study in
Kuwait after the Persian Gulf War found
that some children who were nowhere near
the violence showed more trauma symp-
toms than those who were—a result of
being shown propaganda videos of torture
and violence.

A diet of violent programming could
teach my children that the world is a dan-
gerous place. They could assume that mur-
ders, rapes and kidnappings take place in
the real world at the same rate as on televi-
sion, which, fortunately, is still far from
true. They might become convinced that
there are evil people everywhere who
threaten the safety of good people. Most
significantly, television -teaches that the
only way to deal with those people is by
being viclent yourself, because TV
teaches that that is the only way to con-
trol evil people.

be able to watch a real life violent event
with no emotional response and no sense of
personat obligation to react.

Tod.Much Violent Fun
Cartoons and other children’s program-

- ming present their own problems. They

may even containi more violent actions,
but the real problem is their presentation
of violence as fun and entertaining. Vio-
lent actions have no lasting consegences,
and itis proper tolaugh when a character
gets hit in the head with-a mallet or gets
smashed flat. This may teach children to

or regulation to reduce the amount of vio-
lence in the media. But that solution takes
time. I cannot wait while the larger public
policy issues are addressed.

Making Connections at Home

A first step I take is to help my children
recognize the difference between reality
and fantasy. We work on media literacy
skills so they can recognize special ef-
fects and understand when actors are
pretending to hurt one another or be hurt.
To avoid the trauma that may come from
violence, Itry tohelp them distance them-
selves from the images.

I menitor what my children are watch-
ing, and some programs are off limits. It is
important to avoid making violent pro-
gramming “tabu’ and therefore desirable,
however. I sometimes watch milder action
programs or programs with a historical
background with my children. This satis-
fies their curiosity, and my comments can
help provide the right context. I explain
how media producers use manipulative
techniques and how children can be smarter
than their manipulators by refusing to be
pulled in.

Most important, I teach my children
alternatives to violence. The trauma and
desensitization of violent programming
can affect all children. But children most
at risk for imitation are those whose par-

" ents’ attitudes and behavior either rein-

force it or leave a violence vacuum with
their own attitudes unstated. That’s when

A first step I take is to help my children recognize
the difference between fantasy and reality.

laugh when real people get hurt. Booby
traps and falls become funny:

The Home Alone movies pui that same
consequence-free slapstick humor in a re-
alistic setting. I watched my son and his
friends sketch out and reenact that movie

over and over, Finally, my son and an-

other seven-year-old boy drove a nail
through a board and left it point up on the
other boy’s basement stairs. The friend
was surprised and sobered when his
mother’s foot bled after she stepped onit.
“There wasn 't any blood when they did it

“in the movie,” he said.

Media critics call for voluntary restraint

children are apt to imitate violence they
see and hear,

Simply telling chiidren that violence is
not the way to deal with problems is not
enough; I discuss what should be done
instead. Children have many models of”
violent response through the media. They

_need models and training in nonviolence to

be able to resist those images.

Judith Myers-Walls, Ph.D._, is an associ-
ate professor of child development at
Purdue University in Lafayette, Indiana.
She has two children, Aaron, 8 and.
Amanda, 12.
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Canada Adopts Fivé—Point Plan
To Ban Violen_c_e on Television.

By H. Brooke Primero

A 13-year-old Canadian girl named Virginie

Lariviere began to collect signatures in her
personal campaign against television vio-
lence after her little sister was robbed,
raped and strangled to death in 1991.
Virginie felt there was a link between the
violént programming she saw on the box
and the violent manner in which her mster
had been murdered.

Two years and 1.3 million signatures
later Canada’s Minister of Communica-
tions, Perrin Beatty, has announced the
Canadian government’s five-part strategy
to deal with violence in television—a
strategy that will ultimately involve
broadcasters, producers, advertlsers
educators and parents.

A key part of the strategy requlres the

Canadian Association of Broadcasters
(CAB) to rewrite its voluntary code regu-
lating broadcasters’ use of on-air violence.
Beatty intends to ask the CAB s regulating
agency, the Canadian Radio-television and
Telecommunications Commission
(CRTC), to write and enforce its own na-
tional—and obligatory—codeifthe CAB’s
isn’t deemed strict enough.

Gerard Desroches, a spokesperson from -

Canada's Federal Departmment of Commu-

nications, sees the revision as an important

step. “It's a strategy that pushes buttons in
many places, and brings in most of the

- players. A lotof pressure applied in a lot of

places will bear fruit.”

Beatty also appointed a National Action
Group to bring together actors, producers,
advertisers, broadcasters and regulatory
agencies to discuss the issue of violence on

realisticis an initiative that tackles only part
of the problem?

“It is realistic up to a point,” said Laurier
LaPierre, past chairman of the NAG. “A
classification system which will monitor
[non-Canadian] media in Canada would
help.”

Under current regulatlons Canadian
broadcasters buy U.S. programming and
distribute it within Canada as part of the
basic cable package. Licensing laws that
govern the transactions prevent Canadian
cable operators from making any changes
inthe purchased programming. The popu-
larity of U.S. programs demands that

“ICanadal bas bad the excuse for years that
‘we will wait for the Americans. Well, we
cannot wail for the Americans anymore.”

television. Because 80 percent of violence

“on Canadian television is actually picked

up from U.S. programming, joint efforts
with U.S. broadcasters and regulators were
seen as a key need.

U.S. Invasion

‘While the Canadian Government can regu-
late its own broadcasting, the programs

received from its neighbor to the south are
exempt from Canadian control. Viewers
who can’t find a violent show on Canadian
networks before 9 p.m. can simply switch
channels and see iton 1J.S. television. How

cable operators continue to put U. S pro—
grams on the cable menu.

LaPierrehopes that further agreements
with U.S. broadcasters would allow
prebroadcast warnings to advise parents
of violent content. Beyond that, LaPierre
believes that media education can help
childrenlearnto distingnishbetween what
is real and unreal in TV violencé. Such
awareness can help develop—instead of
blunt—sensitivity to the physical and
psychological degredation that violence
represents.

Parental Guidance Suggested

For these reasons, LaPierre believes, par-
ents should take their child’s television
menu seriously.

“I want everybody to do their job,” he
said. “ Isay to the (television) industry: it’s
not your job to force Ms. Jones to tumn the
TV off. But we must start fo do something
about this general assault that is furthered
by poverty and illiteracy. I don’t want to let
anybody off the hook. _

*(Canada) has had the excuse for years
that we will wait for the Americans. Well,
we cannot wait for the Americans any-
more. Qurrate of national violence is going
up, and we must do something about it.”

. H.Brooke Primero is a jowrnalism student at

the University of Southern California and an
editorial assistant for Media& Values.
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By Barbara Osborn

Violence is the foundation of many films,
TV movies and action series. In fact, vio-
lence is ofien syrionymous with "action.”
Because screenwriters, directors and pro-
ducers use violence often and in many ways,
how do we begin to recognize the dis-
tinctions inmedia violence? Howdo
we determine if a shootout or fist
fight is one too many? One way is

to understand that there is a basic
formulato the portrayal of violence in
TV, movies and video. Here are the -
three basics of the formula. Ontheback
are questions to help yourecognize them:

1. Violence Drives the Storyline

- Without the violence, there would be no .

story. A crime, amurder, a fist fight are used
to launch TV and movie plots. Violence is
often the very pretext for the action that
follows.

Take a look at your daily TV hstmgs
Among films and TV movies, you're liable
to find titles like Show of Force, Hell Squad,
The Killers, The Naked and the Dead, The
Plot to Murder Hitler, They Were Expend-
able, Masters of Menace, Missing in Action
2: The Beginning, and Conan The De-
stroyer. (These titles were collected by
quickly leafing through a single issue of TV
Guide.) ‘

TV action series demonstrate a similar
inclination for violence driving the story.
Anepisode of Street Justice promises: “The
brother of a suspected cop killer abducts
Malloy in order to silence Beaudreaux, who
is the only witness to the crime.” On Star
Trek: The Next Generation, “Geordi finds
himself drawn romantically to a Starfleet
lieutenant who is suspected of murder.” On
arerunof Father Dowling Mysteries: “Some-
one takes a shot at Dowling and the culprit
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appears to be an angry excon Dowling helped
send up the river on a murder rap.”

TV and film plots begin with violence, and
impending conflict continues to drive the
story, The hero is never safe. Danger is

AT

ILLUSTRATION BY JOHN SANTOS

always just around the comer. As the story
unfolds, outbreaks of violence againstpeople
and property make sure that viewers stay in
their seats.

2. Violence Has No Consequences
TV violence doesn’t bleed. There are lots of
shootouts and fist fights, but amazingly no
one gets seriously hurt. TV rarely shows the
consequences of violence. Guardians of law
and order, whether Maxwell Smart, Kojak,
or the Miami Vice squad, emerge from their
conflicts with little more than scrapes. Occa-
sionally, unlucky characters (but never the
hero!) end up in a nice, clean hospital bed.
In general, films depict bleeding, the im-
mediate consequence of violence, more of-
ten than TV. In fact, horror movies celebrate
gooey, graphic, gory scenes. But even in
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How 1o Anozlyze for Vzolence in TV, Movies and Video

these films, the real world consequences of
violence—the physical handicaps, financial
expense, and emotional cost—are never a
part of the plot.

Perhaps the most chilling aspect of the
media’s portrayal of violence is that when
people are killed, they simply disappear. No
one mourns their deaths. Their lives are

unimportant.

3. A World of Good and Bad
Media violence takes place in a world
of good and bad. Inmost TV programs
and movies, viewers’ emotions have
to be enlisted very quickly. Starkly
contrasting good and bad characters

‘help accomplish this. Deeper, more

realistic, more ambiguous character-

izations make it hard for viewers to

know whom to root for. It also re-

~ quires more screen time that takes

away from onscreen action.

As aresult, TV and film criminals

are reduced to caricatures. They are 100

percent bad. No one could care about them.

They have no families. Many of them don’t

evenhave full names, only nicknames. They

deserve no sympathy and they get exactly
what they deserve.

Bad guys have to be really bad otherwise
good guys wouldn’t be justified in clobber-
ing them. Good guys are peaceable. They
are driven to violence only as a last resort
in their struggle against these bad, bad
people. Good guy violence is justified. To
see how this self-justifying formulaworks,
ask a child why a particular character is
getting beat up. The answer is simple:
“He’s a bad guy.”

Barbara Osborn is a media literacy teacher
and freelance journalist in Los Angeles.
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Verify the Violence Formula for
Yourself and To Teach Otbers

Watch a popular action show, TV movie or action film.
Keep track of specific actsof violence such as shouting,
hitting, shooting, car crashes and vandalism. (An inter-
esting thing you'll notice if you skip through the chan-

staple in some TV genres like crime and action
shows, reality series, movies and cartoons and virtu-
ally nonexistent in others). As you watch, apply the
violence formula yourself by asking the followmg

nels looking for violent TV shows is that violence isa  questions:

Some Deeper Questions. . .

Now consider the impact of the media’s portrayal of
violence. Media violence has a different effect on chil-
dren than it does on adults.

ADULTS see much more violence in the media than
actually exists in real life. That’s because producers
believe that they have to include extraordinary vio-
lence in order to keep viewers interested. As aresult,
heavy TV viewers may think that the world is more
dangerous and violent than it actually is. This phe-
nomenon (as formulated by George Gerbner of the
University of Pennsylvania) is often called the “mean
world” syndrome. How high is your mean world
quotient? Do the shows you watch make you feel
more fearﬁd ?

CHILDREN model behavior they see in the media, If
kids don’t see the consequences of violence, it teaches
them that violence doesn’t cause serious harm, When
heroes use violence it sends amessage that violence is an
appropriate way to respond to problems. If you were a
child, what lessons about the world might you learn from
the program you just walched?
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Preposterous Violence: Fables of Aggres-
sion in Modern Culture by James B.
Twitchwell looks at the history of violent
entertainment and its modern forms and at-
tractions, (1989). Oxford University Press,
201 Evans Rd., Cary, NC 27531-2009;
(800)451-7556, $30.

Faces of the Enemy: The Psychology of
 Enmify by Sam Keen shows how ad images
and political cartoons promote hatred (1988).
Harper and Row/Harper San Francisco, 1150
Battery St., San Francisco, CA94111- 1213
(800)328-3125; $16.95. '

TV Interactive Toys: The New High Tech
Threat To Children by Pamela Tuchscherer

" evaluates the violent impact of TV-origi-
nated toys for children and suggests critical
viewing skills to counter their effects (1988).
Pinnaroo Publishing, P.O. Box 38, Adell, OR
97620; (503)947-5002, $12.95.

"Teaching Our Kids to Kill” chapter 3 from
Deadly Consequences: How Violence Is
Destroying Our Teenage Population and a
Plan to Begin Sclving the Problem by
Deborah Prothrow-Stith, MLD. is an excel-

Harper Perennial, HarperCollins, P.O. Box
588, Keystone Industrial Park, Scranton, PA
18512; (800)331-3761, $12.

Understanding and Preventing Violence. A
National Research Council team reviews the
literature on the general causes and possible
remedies for violence. Edited by Albert J.
Reiss, Jr. and Jeffrey A. Roth (1993). Na-
tional Academy Press, Box 285, 2101 Con-
stitution Ave., Washington, DC 20055;
(80N624-6242, $49.95,

Pornography and Violence in the Commu-
nications Media: A Pastoral Response from
the Pontifical Council for Social Communi-
cations, examines the impact of media on
social change (1989). Office for Publishing
and Promotion Services, U.S. Catholic Con-
ference, 3211 4th St., NE, Washington, DC
20017-1194; (800)235-8722, $1.93.

_
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lentsummary of media/violenceissues (1991).

Violence and Sexual Violence in Film, Tele-
vision and Home Video, a policy statement
of the National Council of Churches (1986/
1992). NCC, 475 Riverside Dr., #572, New
York, NY 10115; (212)870-2377, free.

Video Violence and Values: A Workshop

on the Impact of Video Violence by Dave
Pomeroy offers three sessions for adults and
young people on violence in “slasher” films
(1990). Friendship Press, P.O. Box 37844,
Cincinnati, OH45222-0844; (513)948-8733,
$5.95,

Check your Incal library for the following:

TV and Growing Up: The Impact of

- Televised Vieolence by the Surgeon

Gieneral’s Scientific Advisory Committee
on Television and Social Behavior, is a
classic violence study (1972).

"What Wonr’t They Do?” by Ken Auletta
discusses what Hollywood decision-mak-
ers see as the enterfainment industry’s re-
sponsibility to the public in creating pro-
gramming for TV and film. The New
Yorker, May 17, 1993.

"TV Violence' the March 26, 1993 issue
of The Congressional Quarterly Re-
searcher is a thorough and comprehensive
summary dedicated to examining violence
on television and its implications for our
society,

“Television and Violence: The Scale of the
Problem and Where fo Go From Here,”
from the June 10, 1992 issue of Journal of
the American Medical Association. The

Resources for Violence in ﬂoe Media

" original report of Brandon S. Centerwall’s

research referred to in his interview on pp.
12-13.

SIGH T-/SO_'UND

The Worldis a Dangerous Place: Images af
the Enemy in Children’s Television, avideo
with leader’s guide, examines stereotypes of
the enemy in cartoons, 13 min. (1989). Cen-
ter for Psychology and Social Change, 1493
Cambridge St., Cambridge, MA 02139;
(6173497-1553, $40.

Warning: The Media May Be Hazardous to
Your Health analyzes how advertising ob-
jectifies women leading to toleration of
violence and exploitation in media and in
society, 36 min. (1990). Media Waich,
P.O. Box 618, Santa Cruz, CA 95061-
0618; (408)423-6355, $150.

On Television: The Violence Factor part 1
of On Television series looks at the three
decades of debate about effects of violence in
TV news and entertainment programs, 56
min. (1984). California Newsreel, 149 9th
St., San Francisco, CA 94103; (415)621-
6196, $49.

"ORGANIZATIONS

National Coalition on Television Vio-
lence is anonprofit organization that moni-
tors TV violence and uses boycotts, its
newsletter and Gandhi awards to inifiate
change. 247 S. Beverly Dr., Beverly Hills,
CA 90212; 310-278-5433.

Mediascope works with the TV and film
communities to promote positive social
and public health images in entertainment
media through forums, seminars and work-
shops. Also publishinformative factsheets
and documentary films. 12711 Ventura
Blvd., Ste. 250, Studio City, CA 91604;
(818)508-2080.
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By Elizabeth Thoman -
Executive Director

Beyond the blame. .. beyond the debate. ..
are human beings——children, young people
and adults of all ages—who are daily
bombarded with violent images from the
media and popular culture.
Theparameters of this problem, as we’ve
seen in the pages of this issue, are complex
andinterrelated. There are First Amendment
concerns as well as public policiesresulting
from the deregulation of the media industry
during the Reagan years. And as Walter
Wink soeloquently writes in the firstarticle,

violenceis the very stuff of ourfundamental -

mythologies, including the myth of the
American West.
Violence cannot simply be sanmzed out

of our culture evenif, as I predict, and hope, -

gruesome and gratuitous violence becomes
“politically incorrect” in popular enter-
tainment. Over the decades,we’ve seenthe
mediaindustry “self censor’” manynegative
ideas and images from the Amos ‘r Andy
stereotype of African Americans to the use
of alcohol, cigarettes and even hard drigs.

Excessive violence can be added to the list.

Butthere will still be violence in life, and
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Media themcy as Violence Preventzon

the storytellers of society from their share
of responsibility for our cultural environ-
ment. But here are five ways I believe that
media literacy can contribute to lessen-
ing the impact and incidence of violence
in our lives.

1. Reduce exposure to media violence,
particularly of the young, by educating
parents and caregivers about the issue and
helping them to develop and enforce age-
appropriate viewing limits. Adults must
come torealize that media violence today is
different than when they were growing up.
Programs of media literacy for parents can
help get the message out that too much
media violence can truly harm children.

2. Changetheimpactofviolentimages
that are seen—by deconstructing the
techniques used to stage violent scenes and
decoding the various depictions of violence
indifferent genres—news, cartoons, drama,
sports and music,

It is important for children to learn early
on the difference between reality and fan-
tasy and to know how costumes and camera
angles and special effects can fool or mes-

Media literacy must be a necessary component
of any effective effort at violence prevent
botbh individuals and society as a wb%

in the media, because there is evil in the
world and human natare has its shadow
side. Grinding poverty and substance abuse
and meaninglessness create a seedbed for

" violence as a way for some to cope with

Injustice. Such violence will find its way
into the news and storylines of both high art
and popular culture.

After months of researching and work-
ing on this issue, it is clear to me that media
literacy must be a necessary component of
any effective effort at violence prevention,
for both individuals and society as a whole.

Programs of media literacy donotexcuse
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merize them. Media lit%racy activities need
to be integrated into every learning envi-
ronment—schools, clubs, churches.

3. Locate and explore alternatives to
storytelling that highlight vielence as the
preferred solution to human conflict.
Schools, libraries and families {and don’t
forget grandparents) need to have access to
books and tapes that provide positive role
models to help counterbalance the actions
and attilndes of today’s “superherces.”
Through media literacy classes, parents
can also learn to transform undesirable
images from popular culture into opportu-

nities for positive modeling. One father, for
example, let his child watch Teenage Mu-
tant Ninja Turtles, but only if the child
would imagine a fifth turtle named
“Gandhi.” Afterwards they had a great
discussion on how “Ninja Gandhi” might
getthe Turtles out of trouble without resort-
ing to violence!

4. Uncover and challenge the cultural,
economic and political supports for
media viglence—militarism, greed, com-
petition, dominance, structural poverty —
as well as the personal ways we may each
be contributing to the creation or perpetu-
ation of amediated culture of violence. We
mustnotforget thatthe root of our cherished
freedom of speech was not to proftect cre-
ativity but to challenge the political and
economic status quo. Media literacy em-
powersits participants to ask hard questions
of themselves, of others and of society, by
applying the principles of critical thinking
to experiences that look like “mindless
entertainment.” '

5. Break the cycle of blame and pro-
mote informed and rational public de-

- bate about these issues in schools, comriu-

nity and civic gatherings, religious groups
and the mediaitself. The grim reality of our
current-situation demands that we ask two
fundamental questions of ourselves as a
society: 1) Whatkind of culture do we want
our children to grow up in? 2) Can we
continue to allow media makers to profit
from products that are clearly contributing
to a social condition that endangers public
safety? An informed public is less valner-
able to extremist views or actions.

In a bold and ambitious undertaking, the
Center for Media and Values is developing
an innovative commmunity education pro-
gram, based on the principles of media
literacy, to directly address violence in the
media. Watch for it in fall, 1993. There are
alternatives to violence. And media lit-
eracy can help us find them.
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Now there’s more to Media&Values than words on a page, good as they are.
What's even better is membership in the Center for Media and Values.

Annual membership in the Center keeps you on the cutting edge of the growing media literacy movem
As a member, you'll receive the latest resources as they are published: Media&Values magazine and/or
Media Literacy Workshop Kits™, a new generation of teaching/learning packages on media themes.
You'll be able to network with others and leamn about the media’s powerful impact on life in our time.
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L} Special Offer: all eight current Media Literacy Workshop
; Kits™ below phis an ongoing one-year organizational

membership/a $346 value only $205.95 exp date:
Also available separately (members receive 10% discount)
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U Parenting in a TV Age. Four sessions for parents on
children and television. $21.95 ORGANIZATION
. Images of Conflict. Learning from media coverage of
the Gulf War; with 12-minute video, Lines in the Sand. $34.95 STREET
L Selting Addiction. How to combat tobacco and alcohol
advertising; with three 6-minute video segments. $39.95 CITY STATE/ZIP
[ Living in the Image Culture. Fifteen learming modules
‘ form a comprehensive media literacy “primer.” $24.95 PHONE
[ [ Citizenship in a Media Age. Twelve learning modules on
media and the political process. $24.95 i Return this
[ 7V Alert: A Wake-Up Guide to Television Literacy. Jorm with -
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Media Violence. It’s the issue
that everyone’s talking about.

...And now, your group can study it — in depth — for only $3 a copy!

it’s timely — powerful — innovative. And packed with the
most current research summaries, statistics and perspec-
tives on the subject of media and violence.

ORDER EXTRA COPIES TODAY: A A G555 VIOLENGE
Media and Violence: Part One, Making the Connection L VI P Ones g i Comnections
...one for each workshop or discussion group participant. .

SAVE 20% ON 5 - 50 COPIES.
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This issue of Media&Values is ideal for use in:
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» Workshop or discussion groups
* Religious education programs
s Youth programs
* Community gathetings
* PTA and parenting groups

Send payment with order to address above, or call “ Fscential rea -
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And...be sure to watch for Media and Violence: Part - helps readers to move
Two, Searching for Solutions. Coming in September! beyond the endless debate.”
Both in preparation for Beyond Blame: A Media Literacy John P. Murray, Ph.D.,
Workshop Kit™ for Violence Prevention, a dynamic Professor and Department Head,
multimedia educational resource for adults and young Human Development and Family Studies,
people. Release date, Fall 1993. Kansas State University

If media is part of the problem...
then media literacy can contribute to the solution!






