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In contemporary political theory, the role of
public deliberation (or public discourse, or
dialoguel looms large. From numerous perspec-
tives, among them republicanism, feminism, and
communitarianism as well as more traditional
political liberalism, theorisrs and public com-
mentators have linked the values of democracy,
equality, and community with the particular
mechanism of public deliberation, the process by
which the members of a community talk to each
other in an effort to reconcile differences and
make the decisions that affect us all.

The literature on public deliberation might be
divided into the celebrutory and the skeptical.
The former stresses the virtues of public delib-
eration in forging consensus and community,
and Iaments the paucity of public deliberation
compared to earlier times or smaller settings/
The latter sees public deliberation as a process
that incorporates and indeed reinforces existing
social disparities, such that those who are for
one reason or another socially disadvantaged
wind up being disadvantaged in the deliberative
process as well. For the celebrants, public delib-
eration offers a way out of existing social ills,
while for the skeptic public deliberation is as
likely to be a manifestation of social pathologies
as a way to transcend them.

What this debate frequently ignores, however,
is the way in which public deliberation often
goes awry not because some deliberators have
more resources or more power than others, but
because all too commonly good arguments do
not, in practice, defeat bad ones. While it would
be excessively skeptical to think that Gresham's
Law operates in the marketplace of ideas, and
that bad arguments invariably drive out good
ones, it may be excessively sanguine to suppose
that we live in the deliberative environment
supposed by the rationalists of the Enlighten-
ment/ an environment in which sound argu-
ments prevail iust because of their inherent
soundness. Rather, we appear to exist in a world
in which various superficially appealing but
deeply flawed arguments all too often carry the
day in public debate.

The triumph of the fallacious is not only a
concern to those who value good arguments for
their own sake-it is much more a concern when
decisions about major issues of public policy are
held hostage to the deficiencies of public argu-
mentative practice. And although there are few

issues of greater policy importance in the con-
temporary United States than the issue of
violence, there may also be few issues whose
discussion is more susceptible to all that is the
worst, rather than all that is the best, about the
process of public deliberation. When the topic of
violence intersects with the topic of television,
another on which people hold strong views, and
one on which the press is hardly a disinterested
observer, the risks of the failure of reason in the
marketplace of ideas are magnified.

Into this problem comes Sisseia Bok, applying
the talents of the professional philosopher and
the insights of the social critic to anaLyze current
public policy debates in the press about televi-
sion {itself a branch of the press}, children, and
violence. Although the depth of her concems
about televised violence is plain from this paper/
she aims primarily not to make the case for one
policy prescription or another. Rather, her goal is
to expose some number of weak arguments
whose dominance in current deliberation about
the consequences of televised violence seems to
her to be out of all proportion to their validity.
This.paper developed out of Bok's Fellowship at
the foan Shorenstein Bdrone Center on the press,
Politics and Public Policy, and exemplifies the'intersection 

between the press and policymaking
that is the focus of the Center's research agenda.
A{ter reading Bok's paper/ the careful student of
her analysis will be better equipped not only to
understand and participate in debates about
televised violence, but also better able to critique
and contribute to the process of public delibera-
tion in general.

Frederick Schauer
Frank Stanton Professor of the First Amendment
foan Shorenstein Barone Center on the Press,

Politics and Public Policy
fohn F. Kennedy School of Government
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TV VIOLENCE, CHILDRBN, AND THE PRESS:
Eight Rationales Inhibiting Public Policy Debates

Spotlight on Television

Television violence and the development of our
youth are not iust another set of public policy
problems. They go to the heart of our society's
values. The best solutions lie with industry
officials, parents/ and educators, and I don't
relish the prospect of Government action. But if
immediate voluntary steps are not taken and
deadlines established, Government should
respond, and respond immediatelY.

Attorney General |anet Reno,
testifying before the Senate
Commerce Committee,
October 20, 1993.1

No sooner had Attorney General |anet Reno

spoken out about risks to America's children and

adolescents from television violence, and in turn

to the larger society, than the scoldings by press

and television industry representatives began.

Few commentators bothered to report with care

on the actual bills unddr consideration at the

Senate Commerce Committee meeting where

Reno testified or on the research data on which

she drew. The counterarguments focused, ruthet,
either on the relative insignificance of risks from
TV violence or on the overriding danger of govem-
ment censorship regardless of any such risks.

. The New York Times editorialized against

."lanet Reno's Heavy Hand," warning that
although it is foolish to "try to stop a bullet
like Schwarzenegger or swing off a mountain
like Stallone, ... most foolish of all is fanet
Reno's dangerous embrace of a very seductive
form of censorship."2

. In USA Today, Michael Gartner, former
president of NgC News, declared that televi-
sion violence imitates real world violence,
not the other way around, and that attempts
to "mess around with anybody's views,
opinions, thoughts, words" were far more
dangerous than any effects of TV violence:
"I know you don't like the fact that Beavis
and Butthead play with matches, Ms. Reno.
But you're playing with fire."3

. An editorial in the Chicago Ttibune con-
cluded that "Americans who think TV
violence is dangerous have the simple option
of turning it off, which is fine. What isn't

fine is for the government to take over a
responsibility that ought to rest with free
individuals."4

. TV industry representatives insisted that the
amount of violence on television was exag-
gerated by politicians and critics and was
nowhere near as linked to street violence as
family breakdown and the erosion of values.s

. The Comedy Central cable network prepared
a 30-second advertisement purporting to
instruct "Dearlanet," about the difference
between "real blood" and "stage blood" and
claiming that those who "play with [the
latter] on stage ... celebrate life and give
people arage to live."6

Why such immediate, summary, and often
condescending dismissal in so many quarters?
Why bypass Reno's call for a// concerned -

parents, educators, industry officials and, as a
last resort, government - to come to grips with
television viol'ence as one of several interlocking
factors linked to esca'lating youth violence? The
press, atter aIl, sees as part of its public responsi-
bility to report in depth on similarly.interlocking
factors when it comes to/ say/ traffic iniuries,
drug addiction, or AIDS. Why, then, did so few
newspapers bother, in covering Reno's testi-
mony, to analyze diverging claims about the role
of television violence in exacerbating youth
violence?

It is not as if there were a dearth of data on
which to base such reporting. By now, many
hundreds of studies have concluded that expo-
sure to television violence does affect a number
of children for the worse, as have surveys of
these studies.T Two months before Reno's
testimony, the American Psychological Associa-
tion issued a major report on the research on
violence involving children and young people.8

[See Box 1.] Its conclusions regarding the risks to
children and to society from television violence
are unequivocal.

Littie reportorial initiative would have been
needed to refer, in covering Reno's testimony, to
the research surveyed in the A.P.A. report -

research on which she expressly drew in prepar-
ing her remarks. Nor would it have been difficult
to report on remaining fisagreements among
experts. These dif{erences rarely concem the
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Sissela Bok 1



r
possibility, now widely acknowledged, of harm
to children from exposure to television violence.
And the claims, advanced in the 1960's, that
exposure to television violence could actually
render viewers less aggressive through some
form of catharsis, have since been discredited.to

EXCERPTS: ,.VIOLENCE

AND YOUTH," AMERICAN
PSYCHOLOGICAL ASSOCIATION'

There is absolutely no doubt that higher
levels of viewing violence on television are
correlated with increased acceptance of
aggressive attitudes and increased aggres-
sive behavioL 1,..1

Children's exposure to violence in the
mass media, particularly at young ages, can
have harmful lifelong consequences.
Aggressive habits leamed early in life are
the foundation for later behavior. Aggres-
sive children who have trouble in school
and in relating to peers tend to watch more
television; the violence they see there, in
tum, reinforces their tendency toward
aggression, compounding their academic
and social failure. These effects are both
short-term and long-lasting: A longitudinal'
study of boys found a significant relation
between exposure to television violence at
8 years of life and anti-social acts - iriclud-
ing serious violent criminal offenses and
spouse abuse - 22 years Iater.

In addition to increasing violent behav-
iors toward others, viewing violence on
television changes attitudes and behaviors
toward violence in significant ways. Even
those who do not themselves increase their
violent behaviors are significantly affected
by their viewing of violence in three ways:

o Viewing violence increases fear oI becom-
ing a victim of violence, with a resultant
increase in self-protective behaviors and
increased mistrust of others;

o Viewing violence increases desensitiza-
tion to violence, resulting in calloused
attitudes toward violence directed at
others and a decreased likelihood to take
action on behalf of the victim when
violence occurs (behavioral apathy); and

r Viewing violence increase viewers'
appetites for becoming involved with
violence or exposing themselves to
violence.

The disagreements concem/ rather, what propor-
tion of children are affected by exposure to TV
violence, in what ways/ and to what extent; the
degree to which other factors, such as witnessing
violence in the home, contribute to the likeli-
hood of children being adversely affected by
exposure to TV violence; the degree to which
such effects are temporary or lasting in nature;
and the degree to which they are related to
aggressive conduct and greater acceptance of
violence later in life.

CHILDREN'S EXPOSURE TO
TELEVISION VIOLENCE

Nearly 4 decades of research on televi-
sion viewing and other media have docu-
mented the almost universal exposure of
American children to high levels of media
violence. Ninety-eight percent of American
homes have at least one television, which is
watched for an average of 28 hours by
children between the ages of.2 and 11 and
for 23 hours by teenagers. Children from
low-income families are the heaviest
watchers of television.

Before finishing grade school, the average
child will aheady have watched, on the
average,.8000 murders and 100,000 acts of
violence on TV.r2

Children tend to watch equal quantities
of daytime and prime time television
programs and make up 5 percent of the
viewing audience even a{ter 10:30 p.m.t3

Even two-year-olds in America are
estimated to spend, on the averaget 50 days
ayear in front of the TV set.ra

The level of violence on commercial
television has remained constant during
nearly two decades. In prime time, there are
five to six violent acts [on average] per hour;
there are 20 to25 violent acts per hour on
Saturday morning children's programs. /.../
More graphic violence, sexual content, and
mature themes are readily accessible in the
60 percent of homes in which cable televi-
sion and VCRs are available.rs

To document these controversies, reporters
could have taken a se-cond look at the proceed-
ings of a landmark conference on television
violence held in Beverly Hills in August 1993.
This was the first time that scholars, politicians,
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actors/ and industry representatives met face toface to exchange views about th" "if""t. oftelevision violence, the av"ilable ,-"r""r"h, ,rrdalternative policies to ,aopr ii" iri"r pr"r,
reports at the time convey"d b.lt the starkest
outlines of conflicting poririo"., b.ri ;o,lrrr"tirt,referring to the C-SPAN ,.""r"rip, "i portions ofthe.proceedings would frru" frrJiii j. afft"rrt tyin finding more substa"tio","ayr"s and policyproposals.rr Referring to them *o"m also havehelped underline Reio,s ,p."i"i;;;;"r" with therole of TV violence in thelives J "iiia."rr, "concem that takes on added significance in thelight of the sheer amount of such violence thatmany young children witness. [See Box 2.1

Obstacles to public policy Debate

-Not all press coverage of the debates abouttelevision violence, and about "ri.*rj.r*..r,
violence more generally, is ", ,;;"y;, much ofwhat followed i.eno,s testimony o;ih. earlierconference. Newsday, fo. "*"_i1", p."r"r,r"a
different viewpoints regarding ,'fr" iJ*., takenup by Reno during the ileek f"ii.*i"irr",
testimony; earlier, The Boston Gloii'provided,
front-page co_verage to the A"g.r.;;;;j* o'vlorence and youth by the American psycho-
logical Association and has ";;;i;;;;o coverrelated issues in deptfi.re Any";";;; the timeand resources to do a tit"r"t"r. r"r."t, "o,ria t,rrnup thoughtful, informative articles on fVviolence in one newspaper or rrroit., *er thepast few years. lvtost ieaderr, ho*.ulr,"h"rr. ,roaccess to such diverse so.nrcpe. -.-,, ri-com m uni t i ;;i, riTff iH:::rT:y, H; jL","

the first place - let alone ,;";;r;;;llro.rgt
discussions of the problems rel;rJ toiv vio_
l:1"". 

As a result, it is far harder than it needornerwrse be for informed public policy debatesabout these problems to get undei *^i.
In spite of such barrier-s t" i"i;;;;j pohcydebate, public concern about the role of TVviolence in our society is rising. A i;;, MirrorCeltel rrT:y reported, i" rvr"rlt, iiii-,'rt ̂ , ̂majority of those inreryisv/.6 in jhe;;;.y

indicated that they thought ,h;;";;;;; muchviolence on rv and thatihi, t;;h;;; iil"*. a,even greater maiority (90 percent in i993 as
::Tryr,.d to 64 percent d l98Bl r"it ii.ri TV wasnaffnrul,to society; and fust l5 percent felt thatr v was harmless in this respect.rz ln December,1998, The Lo1 Angeles Timesi"n"r-rJ "",survey according to which ,,almo-st 4 out of 5Americans believe violence in t"1"rririi" pro_grams directly conrributes ,o tfr"l_o,i"t or

violence in society, and S4o/" say they would
support government guidelines to limit theamount of mayhem on TV.,,r8

The contrast b-erween high leveis of public
concern and weak public policy debates is
neither new nor uniquely attri6utabie to inad_
equate press coverage. past commissions andpanels of experts, even when appointed in the
wake of great public concern ,ili"f "iof"nce insociety and on TV, have been short on policy
proposals. They have tended, after careful
research and documentation, to bring forth onlythe feeblest sug€estions fo, d."li"g #ith the
nst<s that_ they have so amply documented.

T_hus, for example, the Nationri Commisslo.,
on the Causes and prevention of Violence,
appointed by president Lyndon B. fohnson in1968, commissioned a report on the mass media
and violence. After a thorough ,.ui"* of the
evidence available at the timi the authors ofthis report concluded that it #"r p.frrble that
mass media portrayals of violence were one
factor that,,must be consider"J;;;;_prs roexplain the many forms of violence it "t _rrt
American society today,,,and that teievision
vtolence in particular had the greatest potential
for short and long term effects"o"l.rai"rr..r.,,
I ne "television world of violence,,, the authors
maintained, is neither an accurate refiectlon ofthe real world of violence ,, .*p"ri""""a Uy
adult and teenage Americans, "o, *ir-ri trr"
majority of adult and teenage Americans warlr;
and it is dominated by norris lo, uioi."". which
are inconsistent with those espoused by these
citizens.20 yet the report,s primary recommendr_
tion for how to'deal with tlris p.o6t._ *rs oniythat the mass media create a publicly sponsoredarid supported ,,Cenrer for meaiaiiuaii.,, ,oconduct further research about tt " _"ii"r.

A quarter of a century later, in the spring of119,3, a panel.of experts issu"d r r"po*'on
vrotence for the National Academy of Sciences.
The panel had commissioned y.rl"oth", study
of the evidence ro date of the ,"f. "?iv "iolence,
this time with much more extensive experience
and research on which to base tfr"i, "orrittrsions.
The authors of that study fr"a "o""l"j.J trr"t"exposure to television violence ,es.llt.d in
increased aggres sive behavior, Uotf, "orlt"*por"_
neously and over time.,,2r yer the ;;i;""-
:o:t. 

",o poli cy sugges tions r"grrai"j ."f osure toTV,violence in its report, ,ro, io.. i;;."
include the need for iurther r.r"rr"t, ,UIrr, .,r"f,exposure in its list of recommendations.22
. By the fall of 1998, howe""r, tfr. "iiri"t" ofdebate may have shi{ted -"r" a;;;'"i;han in
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the past. It has been influenced by congressional
hearings in1992 and 1993 by Senator paul
Simon of lllinois, Congressman Edward Markey
of Massachusetts/ and others, and in tum by
testimony such as that by Attorney General
Reno. Ever more striking evidence of escalating
violence on the part of and victimizing young
people has also led to a new determination to
inquire into all the factors that might possibly
play a role in this slaughter of the young. [See
Box 3.1 It is becoming harder to ignore television

VIOLENT CRIME
AND THE YOUNG

Arrests for violent crimes per 100,000
youths age I0-L7 went from 2L5.9 in I97O
to 430.6 in 1990.%

The rates of gun-related deaths among
15-19-year-olds, which had been rising
gradually through the late L9GO,s, kept on
doing so during the 1970's and early 1980,s;
then doubled from 1985 to 1990.24

For black teenage males, the firearm
homicide rate nearly tripled in that period,
to 105.3 deaths per 100,000. Rates among
white teenage boys also rose, though less
.rapidly, in that period, largdly in the His-
panic community.25

Homicide is the second leading cause of
death of all persons 15-24 (attto crashes are
the firstf and the leading cause among
African American youth.26

In L992 the U.S. Surgeon General cited
violence as the leading cause of injury to
women ages 15 to 44.27

Every school day: 100,000 students carry
guns to school, 6,250 teachers are threat-
ened with injury, 260 are assaulted.

13 percent of all incidents involving guns
in schools occur in preschool and elemen-
tary schools.2s

violence as one potential factor, linked not only
to the ravages of youth violence but to the still
larger toll taken by violence in American society
more generally - a toll that is increasingly seen
as constituting a public health crisis of epidemic
proportions.2e

Eight Rationales

The heightened awareness of the risks associ-
ated with TV violence may yet recede, as so

often in the past, after a sputtering but inconclu-
sive debate. I{ there is to be a more serious and
informed public policy debate about these risks,
the press will have a crucial role to play. It will
need to do a better job of providing the necessary
background and analysis; but to do so, it will
have to guard against overquick acceptance of
certain commonplace but stunted lines of
reasoning that help short-circuit debate. Often
called rationales, these lines of reasoning serve a
double function: they offer simplistic reasons for
not entering into serious debate about a subiect,
and thus provide rationalizations for ignoring or
shielding ongoing practices from outside scru-
tiny and interference.3o When it comes to vio-
lence on and off the TV screen, the following
rationales are especially common:

I. America has always been a violent nation
and always will be: violence is as American as
cherry pie.

II. Why focus the policy debate on TV vio-
lence when there are other more important
factors that conttibute to violence?

III. How can you definitively pinpoint, and
thus prove, the link between viewing TV vio-
lence and acts of real-life violence?

IV. Television programs reflect existing
violence in the "real world.,, It would be unreal-
istic and a disservice to viewers as well as to
sbciety to attempt to wipe violence off the
screen.

V. People canft even agree on h'ow to.define
"violence." How, then, can they go on to discuss
what to.do about it?

VI. It is too late to take action against vio-
lence on television, considering the plethora of 

'

video channels by which entertainment violence
will soon be available in homes.

VII. It should be up to parents, not to the.
television industry, to monitor the programs that
their children watch.

VIII. Any public policy to decrease TV vio-
lence constitutes censorship and represents an
intolerable interference with free speech.

All eight of the rationales bring out points
worth making. They represent natural forms of
hesitation and caution with respect to a cluster
of problems many have come to think intrac-
table. But all eight are taken too far when used to
dismiss or foreshorten debate about television
violence. All fall especially short when used to
set aside questions of how to deal with the risks
that such violence poses to children.

4 TV Violence, Children, and the Press: Eight Rationales Inhibiting Public policy Debates



I. America always has been and always will be a
violent nation: violence is as American as cherrv
pie.

H. Rap Brown's metaphor has entered the
vernacular. Many take it to be an accurate
comment, Iooking at America,s present levels of
violence against the background of a history of
slavery, frontier violence, labor strife, racial
conflict, crime, and warfare domestic and inter-
national. While this claim offers a reason for
taking America's history of violence into ac-
count in debates concerning all forms of contem-
porary violence, however, it cannot suffice for
setting aside the debates themselves. When it is
used to support such a conclusion, it becomes a
falsely fatalistic rationalization. fust as ,,slavery
is as American as cherry pie,, might have seemed
to some all too accurate a characterization of
American society in 1850, it would have been
similarly inadequate as a reason for believing
that slavery could not be overcome.

The rationale invoking perennial American
pattems of violence, when used thus, helps
deflect inquiry into explanations for present
levels of violence and into contributing factors
and possible remedies. Historical references
alone cannot account for the unprecedented
sharp ris.e in recent years in child and adolescent
violence. [See Box 3.] Nor can they accounr,
more generally, for what a French researcher
calls "the very special ca'se of the United States,,
when it comes to homicide: the fact that its
homicide rate is now between four and ten times
higher than other industrialized nations, with
correspondingly disproportional levels of rape,
child abusq, and every other form of violenCdr.
In 1962, America's homicide rate had come
down to 4.5 per 100,000 from 6.9 per 100,000 in
1945, following the downward patterns of other
industrializing nations; it then began a prolonged
upward move to reach9.4 per 100,000 in 1972.i2
Cresting in the early 1980,s, then resuming its
climb after a downward turn, the homicide rate
was over i0 per 100,000 in the United States in
1991, compared to 2 in England, 1.8 in Germany
and 1.2 in |apan.

The power of this rationale and of the fatalism
that it supports may help to explain why the
high levels of violence which now mark daily
life in America have, so far, generated nothing
like the determination to bring about change
engendered by the Vietnam War. Even though
more Americans died of gunshot wounds alone
during 1986 and I9B7 (or any other two years in
the past decade| than in the eight and a half years
of that war, this domestic bloodshed has not

begun to provoke the amount of political engage-
ment and public policy debate devoted to that
war.

The rationale, Iinally, is singularly inappropri-
ate when it comes to television violence, whiih
is, precisely/ not as perennially American as
cherry pie. It is only four and a half decades since
a few American households acquired their fust
television sets. By now, 98 percent of American
households have television, and many have
several sets in different rooms. Television is a
presence in children's lives from infancy on,
consuming more hours each year than school.
The amount and forms of violence to be found
on television programs have also mounted to
Ievels that few could have predicted in the early
1950's.

A fatalistic rationale about our nation,s
imperviousness to change with respect to vio-
Ience may be a natural first reaction to the sense
of the intractable nature of the problem.s3 It
may result, too, from a sense that we simply do
not know enough at present to be able to devise
adequate policies in response. But as in the case
of slavery, such a rationale serves also as a
rationalization for doing nothing - as an excuse
by those who won't be bothered and a shield
for those in the weapons/ entertainment, and
other industries with vested interesis in the
status quo.

II. Why focus the policy debate on TV violence
when thete are other mote important factors that
contribute to violence?

This is a natural first reaction to expressions
of concern about the role of TV violence in
American society, especially for anyone con-
vinced that TV violence is dwarfed by some one
other causal factor such as poverty/ family
breakdown, the availability of firearms, or
substance abuse. Why not begin with what is
truly important, rather than waste time and
energy on the contents of TV programming?
Perhaps TV violence is even a scapegoat, ,rmuch

easier to attackt't in the words of the director
Michael Mann, "than the imponderables of why
there's so much violence in this culture.,,3a

Such questions are valuable insofar as they
caution against undue stress on the one factor of
TV violence alone, or, indeed, on any one other
factor by itself.3s There is clearly reason to
address the role of each and every faetor that
may contribute to violence. To concentrate onlv
on TV violence, in an effort to understand
violence in America more generally, would be
not only mistaken but dangerous, in that it
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would allow neglect of other, often more direct
causes of violence.

But this second rationale is itself mistaken,
and indeed dangerous, when it is used to block
any concem with TV violence {or with any othel
risk factor such as family breakdown or firearm
availability) until all other factors linked to
societal violence have been adequately dealt
with. We do not usually address complex,
multidimensional human problems in this
manner. Take heart disease: few critics maintain
that, just because a number of risk factors such
as smoking or heredity or cholesterol contribute
to the prevalence of this disease, there is reason
not to focus on any one of them. On the con-
ttaryt reseatch and inquiry have to continue
regarding each one, including those of lesser
magnitude.

In the past few years/ scholars, advocates,
physicians, and government officials working to
address problems of violence have increasingly
come to view them, too, from a public health
perspective, as has long been the case with heart
disease, cancer, and other maior causes of death
and disability. It is a perspective that allows the
most wide-ranging and integrated exploration of
the incidence of.different forms of violence, of
possible risk factors, and of approaches to pre-
vention.36 Such a public health perspective
seryes as a refreshing antidote to any urge either
to address complex problems in terms of only
one risk factor or to dismiss concern with any
one factor on the grounds that it is not the only
one or even the most significant one. In the

. absence of such a differentiated perspective, it
will remain tempting to counter concerns about
entertainment violence by conjuring up improb-
able one-dimensional scenarios - as iir Sam
Donaldson asking whether people "watch

movies, then grab their guns to go out to do
mayhem.'37

Even if there were no TV violence, this would
obviously not wipe out the problem of violence
in the U.S. The same can be said for poverty,
drug addiction, the proliferation of firearms, and
each of the other risk factors. As Dr. Deborah
Prothrow-Stith puts it, "It's not an either or. It's
not guns or media or parents or poverty."38 All
contribute to the problem of violence in
America. And yet television serves in a unique
way to acculturate Americans to violence.
Children learn by imitation; and television
provides ample models of persons who seem to
personify the power, the brutality, and, too often,
the imputed glamor of violence. To mention
but one set of societal changes that have been

attributed in part to acculturation, including
television modeling: the rate of arrests for
serious crime (such as murder, rape, robbery and
aggravated assault) by children under fifteen had
increased by 11,000 percent between 1950, when
TV was in its infancy, and 1979; since then it has
shot up still further.3e

So long as a focus on entertainment violence
is not seen as the only one needed, moreover, the
claim that it represents "an easy way out// and is
therefore undesirable is beside the point. Why
not work at the easier as well as at the harder
aspects of the problem? It will doubtless be
easier to reduce the harmful effects of TV vio-
lence on young children than to affect the
consequences/ sa, of family breakdown or
domestic violence. Far fewer persons are required
to bring about changes in television program-
ming than to reduce poverty/ addiction, and
other social ills that burden many families in
America. It is urgent to work to alleviate all of
these ills; but there is no reason to delay bringing
about change in television programming until
this work has been carried out.

The second rationale serves a useful purpose/
then, insofar as it wams against a unique focus
on any one factor such as that of television
violence. But it functions as a rationalization as
soon as it is used, instead, to ignore the risks
from TV violence or to draw attention away
from it; and, as with the first rationale, it can,
thus used, help to prolong silence and inaction
with respect to the problem of TV violence as
well as to shield those who have the mosr ro
gain from such programming.

III. How can you definitively pinpoint, and thus
prove, the link between viewing TV violence and
acts of real-life violence?

This question challenges the assumption that
exposure to television violence constitutes a risk
f.actor in the first place. It is a challenge familiar
from the debates concerning the risks associated
with tobacco smoking. Representatives of the
tobacco industry hold that since, in their opin-
ion, there has been no conclusive proof of a
causal link between tobacco and lung cancer/
there is no reason to take action against smok-
ing, nor any moral reason for curtailing sales
efforts at home and abroad. [See Box 4fior an
example of such claims.l

Media representatives similarly claim that
until conclusive proof can be produced that TV
violence causes harm to viewers and indirect
harm to third parties, there is no reason to
consider public policy measures to reduce the
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SMOKING AND DISEASE:
A DISCLAIMER

Sworn testimony with Andrew Tisch,
chairman and chief executive of Lorillard
Tobacco Company, taken by Stanley
Rosenblatt, an attorney representing a
group of flight attendants in a class-action
lawsuit against leading cigarette makers:ao

Q. As far as you're concerned, Mr. Tisch,
as the chairman and chief executive officer
of Lorillard, this warning on the package
which says that smoking causes lung
cancer/ heart disease and emphysema is
inaccurate? You don't believe that is true?

A. That's correct.

Q. Because if you believed it were true,
in good conscience you wouldn't sell this to
Americans, would you/ or foreigners for
that matter?

A. That's correct.

harm linked with exposure of children to violent
programs.
' Once more/ such arguments serve a double

purpose. They function as reasons/ first of all, to
examine with scnrpulous care the evidence held
to support claims that TV violence harms
children, desensitizing many of them to violence
and rendering them more fearful and distrustful
of others, and that exposure to such violence is
'correfated with increased aggressive behavior. It
is ciearly the case that mori needs to be done to
scrutinize different research designs, sampling
methods, and possible biases of studies support-
ing such claims, and to ask about the steps of
reasoning leading from particular research
findings to conclusions.

But the arguments also serve as rationaliza-
tions as soon as they are used to dismiss existing
research and to disparage public concern as
alarmist until conclusive proof has been
achieved. To ask for some demonstrable pin-
pointing of just when and how TV violence
affects individual children for the worse before
debating public policy sets a dangerously high
threshold for what is to count as adequate
iustification in such debates. It would require
knowledge about the physical and psychological
development of individuals so detailed as to be
unattainable. We may never be able to trace,
retrospectively, the specific moments at which
and reasons for which TV violence contributed

to a particular child's desensitization with
respect to violence or provided believable models
for aggressive conduct. The same is true when it
comes to the links between tobacco smoking and
cancer, between drunk driving and automobile
accidents, and many other risk factors presenting
public health hazards. Yet our inability to carry
out such pinpointing has not stood in the way of
discussing and promoting efforts to curtail
cigarette smoking and drunk driving; it is not
clear, therefore, why it should block such effofts
when it comes to TV violence.ar

An approach to causation more commonly
used in considering how to counter public health
hazards is that of probabilistic causation. It is
not necessary that afactor, such as the cigarette
smoking that is thought to play a causal role
with respect to lung cancer, produce that effect
in all or even most cases/ nor that it be the only
or the greatest cause of that effect, but only that
it "increases the incidence of the effect for a
population and increases the likelihood of the
effect in an individual case."a2 Using the same
approach for TV violence, the link between such
violence and the incidence of violent acts in real
life need not be individually pinpointed -
something that wo.uld be as hard to do for TV
violence as for cigarette smciking, considering .
the years that it takes for the most serious
effects to come to evidence

An important question that a public policy
debate has to take up concerns, therefore, the
levels of certainty regarding causative factors and
the amounts and kinds of victimization that
would count as posing risks large enough for
debating forceful and concerted responses. How
certain must we be of risks to large numbers of
people before discussing what action to take?

While it will always be difficult to produce
specific numbers of persons who have been
victimized by any one of the risk factors at stake
in America's exceptional levels of violence,
different approximate estimates have been made.
Brandon S. Centerwall, a Washington, D.C.
psychiatrist, has concluded from large-scale
epidemiological studies of homicide in America
and abroad, that " lf., hypothetically, television
technology had never been developed,. . . [v]iolent
crime would be half of what it now is.,,a3 If so,
there would be 10,000 fewer homicides today, he
suggests, 70,000 fewer rapes, and 700,000 fewer
injurious assaults. Others have estimated that
television programs may contribute incremen-
tally to ten percent of violent crime.aa CLearLy,
however, even a lower estimate - say five
percent - ought to be taken into account in
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considering the levei of certainty desired before
action is taken against damage traced to the
effects of television violence.

IV. Television programs reflect existing violence
in the "real world." It would be unrealistic and a
disservice to viewers as well as to society to
attempt to wipe violence off the screen.

According to this rationale, television vio-
lence does not add to real world violence so
much as mirror it. Leaving it out of programs
would offer a saccharine and utterly false view of
reality that could not, in the long run, serve
either individual or social needs. Newscasts, in
particular, report on military combat, bombard-
ment/ arson/ rape, murder, and other forms of
violence throughout daytime and evening hours.
Wouldn't reporters deny their primary purpose if
they consented to sugarcoat the news or blot out
the uglier facets of history in the making? What
would it say about us as viewers if we main-
tained that we would be better off not knowing
about the ethnic cleansing in ex-Yugoslavia or
the starvation in Somalia? To water down news
programs benefiting all citizens because of
possible effects on child viewers would surely be
a betrayal of iournalistic integrity. It would
deprive society of information indispensable to
understanding world events/ and so make
possible errors and abuses that could turn out to
be far costlier than any damage to television
viewers.

The most horrifying image sequences, more-
overr sometimes serve to mobilize public opin-
ion as little else can/ as when television coverage
brought the famine and slaughter in Somalia to
'the world's attention. What is wrong with news
coverage of crises around the world is not that it
exposes inhumanity and victimization and the
anguish of mourners, but rather that it does not
always do so completely enough or in a suffi-
ciently fairminded way. It is not that we should
not learn about the horrors perpetrated in
Somalia, but that we do not also learn about
equally extensive suffering in the Sudan and
elsewhere. Amartya Sen has pointed out that
great famines such as that of 1958-61 China, in
which close to 30 miliion people are estimated
to have perished, have only taken place in
societies in which there is no free press to
publicize such developments.a5

The rationale, thus interpreted, offers persua-
sive reasons against any blanket rejection of
projections of violence on the television screen.
But if it, in turn, is taken as a blanket rejection
of all criticism of levels and forms of televised
violence, it sewes, instead, as a rationalization

for temporizing about debating even the most
exploitative programs. With respect to news-
casting, first of all, the rationale papers over the
concern increasingly felt in media circles con-
cerning the blurring of the iine between news
and entertainment, in so called "infotainmenr

programming." And it fails to take into consider-
ation the drift toward increasingly sensational-
ized news programming that in no sense mirrors
the life of a community or society. "If it bleeds,
it leads" is a familiar motto well worth question-
ing. Disasters, fires, rapes/ murders are now
being covered in proportions that bear no rela-
tion to reality. As one report on television news
coverage in New York City put it,a6

Another night, another nightmare.

The teenage killer gives way to the subway
slasher. The mob slaying segues into a spot on
kids with guns. The face of a weeping mother
dissolves into a close-up of a blood-stained shirt.
House fires become "raging infernos." Truffic
snarls. Kids fall out of windows. Babies die in
random shootings. Manhunts are commonplace.

...Welcome to New York. Day aker day, from 4
p.m. to midnight, at almost any time, the
nation's largest city is probed, poked, tossed and
turned in quick-cut images projected to a
potential viewership of some 18 million people,
a population about tHe size of Iraq's.

...In more than 80 interviews over several
weeks, journalists, scholars, and other New
Yorkers, ranging from janitors to teachers to
corporate executives, described New York - as
portrayed by television - as a grim wasteland
that bears almost no relation to their lives. The
city thus exposed is a sustained scream, a
bloodied mess.

Whatever the "real world" is that the fourth
rationale claims that television reflects/ such
news coverage clearly conveys but distorted and
disjointed aspects of it. The metaphor of mirror-
ing is even less apt when it comes to entertain-
ment violence. The amount of televised homi-
cide, rape, arson, and torture bears no relation to
the frequency with which these actually occur.
And while industry representatives may speak of
television mirroring the real world, many pro-
ducers and writers would disown such a com-
parison as inconsistent with the creative free-
dom they require. For some, the opposite claim
is closer to the truth: that their productions
differ so radically and so self-evidently from
reality that viewers could not reasonably respond
to the violence they contain as if it were in any
way connected to their lives. As |oel Silver, the
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producer of the blockbuster "DieHard," "LethaI

Weapon," and "Predator" films, said, in response
to criticisms when his film "Lethal Weapon 3"
opened two weeks after the April 1992 Los
Angeles riots:

"I mean it's a westem, it's entertaining, it's good
guys versus bad guys. In that scene in 'The

Searchers' when fohn Wayne went after all those
Indians, was that genocide? Was that racist?
When fames Bond dropped the guy in a pond of
piranhas, and he says, 'Bon appetit,r we loved
that. That's a great moment. Movies are not
teal.t'a7

Silver's movies and others like them are
common fare on television. The notion that the
violence they portray is not real to viewers is as
naive as the metaphor of violent television
programs passively reflecting reality. When used
to ward off debate, both notions function as
mutually reinforcing, however inconsistent,
rationalizations. They downplay, in so doing, the
intense/ unmediated , and f.ar from passive reality
that television violence has assumed for Lnany
viewers.

Children, in particular, cannot distinguish
between the reality of the violence they see on
and off the screen. They are unable, through at
least the age of three or four, to distinguish fact
and fantasy. Even older children rarely manage to
keep "real life" violence and vicarious violence in
watertight compartments.as The psychologist
Leonard Erbn has found that children who are
less successful in school watch more television
and that they:

'prefer 
the more violent shows; they identify moie

with television characters; and they believe that
the violence they observe on television reflects

. real life. They are exposed to more violence and
have more opportunity to learn aggressive acts.ae

Children are especially likely to conclude that
television violence reflects real life if they also
have personal experience of violence in their
family or neighborhood. For them, the violence
that they witness around them reinforces the
realism that they attribute to the violence they
see enacted on the scr€err; and their view of the
world around them is in turn strongly influenced
by what they see on television.so As the authors
of an article on children who witness violence
put it:

The young child's attempts to master the age-
appropriate fears of monsters under the bed are
severely undermined when the child needs to

sleep under the bed to dodge real bullets or
attempt to screen out the violent fights of his or
her care-givers.5r

Because children tend to watch equal quanti-
ties of daytime and prime time progtams and
make up 6 percent of the viewing audience even
after 10:30 p.m, they are hardly insulated from
violence-drenched programs held to be specifi-
cally aimed at older viewers; still less from the
sensationalized, concentrated violence of
"promos" for violent night time programs or
movies, since such commercials are often run
repeatedly during sports programs and other
programs that appeal to young audiences, at times
including children's shows.s2

As a result, even young children are exposed,
before they are in any position to distinguish fact
from fantasy/ to amounts and levels of violence
more brutalizing than many adults - parents/
script writers, and TV producers among them -
reabze. The extremes of violence in some televi-
sion programs are known to affect not only
children but to be cited by adolescents and adults
carrying out so-called "copy-cat" rapes, serial
killings, and other forms of assault.s3 |ames
Gilligan, a psychiatrist who has studied mass
murderers, has concluded that certain violent TV
programs in America are no less sadistic than the
films used by the SS.to desensitize and indoctri-
nate Nazi torture squads and death camp guards.sa

Viewers of all ages, moreover/ far from experi-
encing television as somehow either utterly cut
off from reality or as passively mirroring it, know
that it addresses them actively - as consumers,
as citizens, as moral agents - for better or worse.
They knoW, too, that this influence goes in both
directions, and that news coverage mediates, in
this process, between the "real world" and
entertainment programs. Those who produce or
otherwise shape violent television programs can
be guided by and sometimes learn from real-life
crimes of violence covered in news programs, just
as persons prone to or contemplating acts of
violence can model themselves on and learn new
techniques from television programs. The claim
by scholars and others urging more careful,
analytical debate about TV violence is that it is
worth asking how and when such forms of
reciprocal learning takes place and what, if
anything/ makes it escalate.

V. People can't even agree on how to define
"violence." How, then, can they go on to discuss
what to do about it?

One of the quickest ways to short-circuit
serious reflection about TV violence or anv other
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form of violence is to employ some version of

the "definitional fallacy": to insist that it is

impossible to define violence specifically enough

for policy debates. Just as the claim that "one

man's terrorist is another man's freedom
fightet," if left unexamined, does much to delay

serious discussion of political violence, so "one

viewet's violence is another's dramatic action"

has a superficially plausible ring that invites

discussants to give up in confusion rather than

attempt a search for a common definition.
If we re{used to debate topics because of

doubts or disagreements about definitions, we

would have little to talk about. The philosopher

|ohn Searle has pointed out that "one of the

most important insights of recent work in the

philosophy of language [has been that] most non-

iechnical concepts in ordinary language lack

absolutely strict rules" according to which one

can definitely state when they do and do not

apply.tt This is as true of concepts such as
promising or lying as of killing and other forms

of ,riol"tti". All present probiems of line-draw-

ing. Yet with respect to none would it make

sense to postpone analysis and debate until

complete agreement had been reached on defini-

tions and line-drawing questions.
To be sur€, the case is different when it comes

to specific proposals for a system of rating

violent ptogt"-t or for limiting the types and

degrees and amounts of violence in particuiar

ptogt"-t or at specified times of day' At such

times, definitions of what is to count as vio-

lence, gratuitous violence; and the like must be

estabiiihed, along with procedures for resolving

differences of view. Much can be learned, in this

regard, by comparing the definitions and the

pr6cedures used in the rating systems already in

place with respect to motion pictures-in America

and abroad, as well as by comparing the rules

limiting violent television programming in

different nations.
Insofar as the fifth rationale reminds us of the

difficulties in drawing distinctions between

types/ degrees, and amounts of violence, it offers

a teason to proceed with caution when it comes

to legislation. But it is patently in error and

serves instead as a rationalization as soon as it is

used to undercut discussion of any and all efforts

to deal with the effects on children of exposure

to television violence. Consider the Ox{ord
English Dictionary's core definition of violence

as Tthe exercise of physical force so as to inflict

infury or damage to persons or property'"56 It is

hard io think of anyone whose preferred defini-

tion of violence would not cover at least such

injury. Agreement on such a core definition
ofiers a basis for discussing the effects on chii-

dren of watching the rapes, shootings, and

disgorgements that constitute daily TV fare's7

With such a basis, it is then possible to

consider further whether the relevant definition

of violence should include further distinctions:
those, for instance, between intentional harm
and unintended or negligent actions resulting in

such harm; between actions and omissions
leading to harm; between harm done only to

p"rro.ri and to non-human living beings and/or
property; between harm done to others and to

oneielf, as in sel{-mutilation or suicide; between

harm that is unwanted by the recipient and
desired harm as by penitents or masochists; and

between unlawful or unauthorized harm and

harm inflicted in accordance with laws of the

particular society in which it takes place, such as

hangings or electrocutions.s8
tituins out, however, that most such distinc-

tions are largely beside the point when it comes

to the effect on small children of exposure to

violence. A three- or four-year-old is unlikely, in'

viewing a series of killings, to sort out the degree

to which they are intended, or to react differ-

ently depending on whether the killings are

inflicted on animals or human beings or
whether they are carried out by human beings or,

indeed, by animals, monsters, robots, or other

creatures.
Cartoons generate especially frequent debates

in this rega.d. Should it count as violence when,

for instance, Donald Duck is dropped off a

mountain top or flattened by a rock, only to

recover righiaway and be teady fot new punish-

ments? Such acts are counted as violent in

many studies of children's programs, which then

conciude that these programs are proportionately

more saturated with violence than adult ones:

that they contain more acts of overt, physical

uses of power that hurt or kill and a higher
percentage of characters engaging in such acts,

as well as of victims, than prime time TV
programs.se- 

ih.t" comparisons strike many as odd'

Cartoon violence is, after all, meant to be

humorous; and long before television, comic
books and marionettes and theatre groups offered

similar {are to spectators: Such violence is

therefore usually thought harmless by the adults

who produce and present the programs and by

-atty parents. But George Gerbner oi the Uni-

,r.ttity of Pennsylvania's Annenberg School of

Communication, who has conducted a number

of comparative studies of TV violence, suggests
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that cartoon violence, presented hour after hour,
does have cumulative demoralizing and desensi-
tizingeffects on the young children most fre-
quently exposed to it; and that humor becomes
"a sugar coating that makes the pill of violence
go down much more easily [so that] it gets

integrated into one's framework o{ knowledge."60
Controversies of this nature are best resolved

by looking with care at the evidence adduced for

the harmful or innocuous effects of viewing such

depictions of violence as compared to others.

Too often, however, those who think that most

cartoons contain nothing that should count as

violence take such a disagreement over how to

define its boundaries as proo{ that no further
debate is possible. Here again, the fifth rationale
usefully points to reasons for caution about
problematic or disputed definitions; but when it

is used to postpone debate until there is agree-

ment on every definitional controversy, it

functions, also, as a rctionalization: both for

those who simply wish to avoid considering the
problem and for those who want to carry on with
practices, such as the production or dissemina-
tion of especially violent TV programs, that
might otherwise be targeted by a public debate.

VI. It is too late to take action against violence
on television, considering the flethora of video 

'

channels by which entertainment violence will

soon be available in homes.
This rationale, like the others, has a point.

The task of curbing TV violence is daunting.

Strong vested interests - commercial, cultural,

and intellectual - guard against the slightest
change in this regard. Violent programs/ many of

which are thought too raw for network televi-
sion, are a'lready transmitted through a growing

number of TV and cable channels. If it has been

so difficult to take action in the past, why should

anyone imagine that such action would be likeiy

to succeed in the future, when there will soon be

so many more ways for violent programs to enter
American homes? The time for trying to stem
the flow of violence into the lives of children
may have already past.

And yet the rationale offers but a flimsy basis

for closing off the discussion of how and where

to begin tackling this problem. It would be
unconscionable to abandon the search for ways
to cope with this problem, given its seriousness,
merely on the grounds that there may come to

be ever more numerous sources and channels of

violent television. After all, air and water
pollution, too, continue to spring from increas-
ingly numerous sources and to spread in ways

sometimes difficult to regulate, yet few propose
giving up on measures to control them on such
grounds. It is now more urgent than ever to
consider how to act to stem the flow of televised
violence, and to set standards, establish prece-

dents, gain experience to use in protecting
children before it becomes still more difficult to
do so.

Data from other countries may be helpful in
showing how they cope with alarge part of the
violent output possible by means of modern
media, and how they consider children's inter-
ests through a number of coordinated measures.
Admittedly, no society will be able to anticipate
every new avenue whereby children will be
placed at risk. But many nations, including
England, France, Australia, Germany, Sweden,
and Canada, have controls in place that cut back

substantially on the flood of violence that would

otherwise be reaching young children.6t
In Canada, the private television broadcasters

have recently instituted a new, tougher TV
violence code.62 Undertaken on a voluntary
basis in cooperation with the Canadian Radio-
Television and Telecommunications Commis-
sion, it drew on "more than a year of intense
discussions generated by growing public concern
and the Commission's May 1992 release of two
malor reports on TV violence."63 The Canadian
approach presents a model for other societies to

. study as they seek to responcl to public concern
and io faciliiating widespread debate about'
public policy measures to deal with media
violenCe.to It is a model, too, for how to work at

building consensus and exploring ahernative
policies without being sidetracked by the ration-
ales discussed in this paper. With respect to the
sixth rationale in particular, the Canadian
approach shows the advantages of partial im-
provements over doing nothing: not only in
iutting back substantially on the amount of
violence reaching children but also in making
possible broader changes once the societal
Lurden of media violence is brought home to all
who play a role in its production.

America's media may be the freest in the
world oi any government constraint on, or
regulation of, their content. The combination of

this lack of restraint with commercial financing
of most television programming may have led to
a particularly violent brand of TV.6s The fact that

the television networks are not the only avenues
whereby violent television programs reach
children is hardly sufficient to abandon the
search for responses to the risk that such pro-
grams posd to children and to society.
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VII. It should be up to parents, not to the televi-
sion industry, to monitor the programs that their
children watch.

A common argument against any form of
public pressure or govemment control to cut
back on television violence is that this addresses
the problem at the wrong point: at the source
rather than at the receiving end. Television
commentatorfeff Greenfield put the argument as
follows, at an August 1993 conference on TV
violence: "Are we in fact saying that since
parents - many - have abdicated their respon-
sibility, we're going to ask the television pro-
grammers to do - replace the irreplaceablel',66
Why should this task not devolve directly on
those who are responsible for their children,s
well-being - parents or other adults in a house-
hold? As Ted Herbert, president of the enter-
tainment division of ABC put it, adults can
handle TV programs like NBC,s ,,Between Love
and Hate" that ends with a youth firing six
bullets into his former lover, but children
cannot:

This will sound like a paradox, but I don,t
believe we have to program the network and
absolve parents of responsibility, as if it were
our problem and not the parents,prbblem.
Parents have to be resbonsible for what their
kids watch.67

Here, too, the rationale has a point. L fo"rrr",
attention on the genuine failure on the part of
many parents to protect their children from the
desensitizing and bruta Iizing ef f ects of violence
on TV. It is indeed their respgnsibility to do their
best to protect their children th.us, once they
recognize the riature of these risks. Most parents
would surely shield their children, to the extent
they were able to, from witnessing actual mur-
der, torture , tape, and other mayhem; but even
when they are at home and able to control what
their children watch from babyhood on up, it
does not occur to l4rge numbers of Amerrcan
parents to do the same with respect to the
graphic violence their children observe on
television.

The failure of many parents to exercise
responsibility has been reinforced by lack of
adequate information about the risks to children
from violent TV. The same was once true with
respect to the risks to children from lead paint,
asbestos, and firecrackers. Not until recently has
violent TV come to be mentioned as a factor in
the growing public health hazard of societal, and
in particular youth, violence. Rather, television

has seemed a made to order baby sitter for
parents often tired from longer work hours than
in the past and with less time to spare for chil-
dren. Baby sitters, in turn, rely heavily on TV to
help entertain the children in their charge. year
by year, research has shown that the time
parents spend with their children has been
declining, from 30 hours a week 25 years ago to
17 hours a week now.68 The time that families
currently do spend together, moreover, is often
spent/ precisely, in watching television.

Once the risks to children are clearly estab-
lished and publicized, however, as has been the
case with lead paint, asbestos, and firecrackers
and, as most would argue/ is now the case with
violent television and young children, it no
Ionger makes sense for producers to claim that it
is not up to them but only to parents to shield
their children from the risks in question. True,
parents have a strong responsibility. But toy
manufacturers do not get far if they make such
an argument about dangerous toys. And the drug
industry is required to childproof packagings of
medicines children could otherwise accidentally
ingest. In all such cases, claims that the whole
burden of protecting children be put on parents
would be quickly rejected.

In addition, while it is clear that it is part of
the responsibility of parents to do what they can
to protect their children from harm, and that
many parents fail to do so, the fact is that many
parents are not even at home during much of
the time when their children watch television.
Already in 1974,50 percent of American chil-
dren had no adult at home when they came
home from school. In 1993, it,s closer to 80
percent in many communities.6e And American
children, unlike those in most other industrial-
ized societies, are at school only I80 days a year.
Too many of these children, moreover/ live in
neighborhoods where it has become too danger-
ous for them to play out of doors. As one ten-
year-old put it:70

I used to hang out with my friends after school.
Most of the time, we just acted stupid on the
comer but that got dangerous and our moms said
to quit it and come home. In this city, wear your
hat the wrong way and you are dead. Now, I go
home and watch TV and sleep. I get scared all by
myself, even though Mom says there's nothing
to be afraid of in the day.

I would make a place for kids called My Father,s
Home. It would be a love place where,s there,s
no killing. They'd have stuff for me to do. Lift
weights, eat snacks, play games.
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... I'd have beds at My Father,s Home, like in a
dormitory. Kids could sleep there in the summer
when people go crazy on the streets. Lastyear,
Mama and me slept on the floor, praying not to
get shot.

The reality of which this boy speaks exposes
the specious nature of the seventh rationale.
Fear, poverty, killings on the streets, and severe
cutbacks in school, church, and community
after-school programs make TV watching one of
the few remaining " safe" activities for too many
children. To be sure, it is right to urge parents/ as
do pediatricians, teachers, psychologists and
many others/ to do much more to oversee the
television programs that their children watch,
and to help children work through their re-
sponses to the violence they witness. To that
extent/ the rationale offers a legitimate reason
for concern. But many parents are not in a
position to do so, even with the best will in the
world. As a result, to go further and to use the
rationale to argue that no supplementary efforts
are t}erefore needed on the part of the television
industry or the public is to offer an unusually
mindless rationalization.

A new technique could allow parents to block
viplent television programs even when they are
not themselves at home. An inexpensive com-
puter chip installed in the television sbt could be
coded to respond to signals such as a V for
programs rated violent. U.S. Representatives
Edward f: Markey and fack Fields have intro-
duced legislation requiring that all new televi-
sion sets sold in Americ4 contain what they call
the "V-chip. technology." But television industry
executives arel so f.at, adamantly opposed to
including a V for violence signal in the broadcast
signals of shows rated violent. Representative
Markey points out the irony in their stance:

For years parents have been told if they don,t
like what's on television they should turn it off.
Now technology has made it possible to do just
that - in an easy, effective targeted way and,
most important, even when they are not there to
pull the plug. Nevertheless, broadcasters remain
unwilling to make it easier for parents to do
their job.7I

It is hard to know which element of the
proposed legislation the industry fears most: the
institution of ratings, long familiar for films, or
the power that consumers would gain to shut
out certain types of programs altogether from
their homes. As Markey points out, the
industry's opposition is inconsistent with the
seventh rationale, placing the burden of responsi-

bility on parents for what their children are
allowed to see. To buttress their position,
broadcasters turn to yet another rationale. It
condemns proposals such as that for the V-chip
as constituting censorship and, as one source put
it, representing interference with "the principles
of a free society."72

VIII. Any public policy to decrease TV violence
constitutes censotship and represents an intoler-
able interference with free speech.

This is not only the most frequently men-
tioned rationale on the part of industry represen-
tatives, but the one with greatest appeal to
journalists, however convinced some of them
may be about the seriousness of the risks from
present levels of TV violence. As a Washington
Posr editorial put it, in commenting on Attorney
General fanet Reno's testimony before the
Senate Commerce Committee (discussed on pp.
l-3): Reno "made a mistake the other day in
encouraging Congress to regulate TV violence if
the networks themselves don't do it pronto. The
violence is terrible; the regulation would be
worsg./'73

|ournalists have every reason to be vigilant
about free speech: it is always imperiled, and it
does caIL for sacrifice.'But when legitimate
concern to defend free speech combines with
poor press coverage of a problem, it plays into
the hands of those whose primary aim is to 

'

silence debate. Too often, the First Amendment
is then wheeled out as a cannon from which to
launch preemptive strikes against anyone
challenging the levels of TV violence, regardless
of whether censorship is in fact at issue.

.Ironically, when the First Amendment is thus
invoked, it serves to bludgeon the very principle
it stands for: that of protecting free speech and
free debate. Such appeals to the First Amend-
ment are hard to reconcile with what |ustice
Hugo Black stated as its intended purpose in the
Pentagon Papers case:74

In the First Amendment the Founding Fathers
gave the free press the protection it must have to
fulfill its essential role i.n our democracy. The
press was to serve the governed, not the gover-
nors. The Government's power to censor the
press was abolished so thar the press would
remain forever free to censor the Govemment.
The press was protected so that it could bare the
secrets o{ government and protect the people.

Using the Amendment to inhibit debate
produces a'chilling ef{ect all its own, and often
succeeds in achieving premature closure of ali
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debate conceming the issue of violence on TV or
elsewhere in the media. Once again, advocates
wielding the First Amendment in this way shift
the function of the rationale from that of a
reason to proceed with caution when it comes to
considering claims to harm from TV violence
and proposals for how to limit it, to that of a
rationalization {or setting aside a difficult issue,
not thinking it through with care, not consider-
ing the children and others who have to suffer
the consequences of one's inaction; and for
perpetuating every form of commercial and other
exploitation of such violence.

The effects of this premature closure can be
seen in many arenas. Intriguingly, most contem-
porary works on hee speech and the First
Amendment - such as ArchibaldCox's Frce'
dom of Expression and Anthony Lewis's Make
No Law - hardly mention media violence, nor
do they raise any questions with respect to its
effects on children.Ts Indeed, children raely
figure in free speech analyses.T6 The resulting
near-silence on the part of constitutional theore-
ticians regarding risks to children from TV
violence is the more problematic because the
question of cumulative long-term risks from
exposure to such violence is of such exceptional
practical impbrtance in our society. But even
from a purely theoretical point of view, consider-
ing these long-term risks wortld in fact also
present scholars with an interesting theoretical
challenge to the familiar First Amendment
doctrine of "clear and present danger."77

Preemptive invocations of the First Amend-
ment, moreover/.often succeed in deflecting
debate as to when it might and might not ap-
plf.78 In so doing, they contribute to short-
circuiting debate about what Mary Ann Glendon
has called, in Rlghts TaIk, the pervasiveness of
the legal culture in American society, so that the
rhetoric of absolute rights generates near-silence
about responsibilities.Te They bypass consider-
ation of forms of government regulation, such as
those taken up by Cass Sunstein in The Pattial
Constitution, which might "promote free speech
and should not be treated as an abridgment at
all."80 And they make it easier to dismiss in-
structive comparisons with how other countries
deal with TV violence, on the grounds that these
countries have nothing comparable to the First
Amendment.

A further effect of the premature closure
brought.about by preemptive appeals to the First
Amendment can be seen in the lumping to-
gether, as threatening censorship, of many
measures to deal with TV violence that represent

no censorship or other violation of free speech at
all. For instance, when Senator Paul Simon of
Illinois, at an August L993 conference on televi-
sion violence, called {or industry leaders to form
an "advisory office on television violence" to
review programs and report on them annually to
the American public, Geoff Kowan, a producer
and vice president of the National Council for
Families and Television, is reported to have
protested that such a panel could become a
censorship body of its own.8r

The debate about the proposed V-chip legisla-
tion mentioned above is another case in point.
To be sure, it would be important to consider
what criteria would be used in rating TV pro-
grams with respect to their violence. Much can
be learned from the practices of other nations in
this respect, as from the long experience in our
own country with movie ratings. But to dismiss
such legislation as instituting a form of censor-
ship represents either a misunderstanding of
what constitutes censorship or an intentional
effort to coniure up its specter indiscriminately
for political purposes. In this rcgard, Newton
Minow, former chairman of the Federal Commu-
nications Commission, has concluded that
"Anyone who proposes doing anything more to
curb violence is almost certain'to be shouted
down as a censor," and that even many parents
who think television violence is excessive are
uncomfortable with iudging speech:82

They shouldn't be. If we really cared about our
children, invocations of the First Amendment
would mark the beginning, not the end, of such
discussions.

...Rating programs is not censorship - far from
it. Indeed, when combined with lock-out
technologies, a ratings system would actually
extend the reach of free expression on television,
allowing adults to watch whatever suited them
while effectively eliminating children {rom the
audience.

It is time we used the First Amendment to
protect and nurture our children, rather than as
an excuse to ignore them.

All eight rationales, in sum, do point to
important considerations; but when advanced to
short-circuit or stifle debate, they contribute to
the continued neglect of issues urgently in need
of public policy debate. By now, many in the
press are on their guard against unthinking
adoption of similarly simplistic rationales when
it comes to policy debates about, for example,
the public health risks posed by the proliferation

-] , ,  ' - , ,  - .

,#.irr*='
14 W VioTence, Children, and the Press: Eight Rationales Inhibiting Public Policy Debates



of firearms or by smoking. |ournalists take it for
granted that it matters to examine not only the
iationales advanced in such debates but also the
special interests of the gun and tobacco lobbies
in gaining widespread acceptance for some of
these rationales. Why, then, should the press not
devote the same attention to the rationales used
in the debate regarding TV violence and to the
special interests with most to gain from- their

alceptance? What, more generally,-are-the
special difficulties and challenges for the Ameri-

"i.t pt"tt in sorting out what its role should be

in covering violence and debates concerning how

to lessen its swaY?

The Role of The Press

fournalists frequently find themselves in a

double bind when it comes to covering particular

stories involving violence. How can they treat
such stories accurately without being accused of
adding to the level of violence in society? They
^re "riti"i"ed when they appear to sensationalize
violent acts or glamorize violent persons, yet

they know that honest reporting of brutal acts
may influence public opinion in these directions.

Even the'choice of what facts to report may
present similar dilemmas. For example, both
Time and Newsweek ran cover stories on young
people and violence during the same week in
August 1993: "BigShots: An inside look at the

deadty love af.fair between America's kids and
their guns" and "Teen Violence: Wild in the
Streets," respectively.s3 Both sets of articles did a
service in highlighting the unprecedented scale
of the crisis such violence presents for young
people and the entire society. Both explored the
interlocking influences on young people of the
easy availability of firearms, poverty, peer
models, TV violence, and other cultural factors.
Some of the material used, and in particular the
lead-in paragraphs of the Newsweek coverage/
were extraordinarily and graphically brutai.
These stories were not gratuitous, since they
were closely related to the topic of teen violence
under discussion; nor did they in any sense
glamorize the young people described. Yet many
would nevertheless regard the stories as sensa-
tionalistic from the point of what was singled
out, and suspect commercial motives behind
such selectiveness. But how else, in that case,
might the topic of teen violence be treated so as
to inform the public and analyze the problems,
yet not in any sense exploit the public's fascina-
tion with stories involving violence?

The sense of double bind stems, in part, from

the frequently noted inherent conflict between
the commercial and the public service functions
of the press. If fournalists are to cover practices

and incidents of violence in such a way as to
help curb or at least not exacerbate societal
violence, they have to study the ways in which
this conflict expresses itself in the context of
violence. To what extent is it true that violence
sells? What are the existing limits on exploiting
the public's fascination with violence for com-
petitive or otherwise commercial motives? How
influential are tie-ins between newspaper chains,
magazines, and TV stations? And what about the
daily revenues, for magazines and newspapers,
from advertisements of violent "action-adven-

ture" films and TV programs? Might there be a
link between such advertisements and inad-
equate press coverage of the debate about the
eflects of tv violence, similar to that claimed
between tobacco advertisements and the failure
on the part of magazines accepting such advertis-
ing to report on the effects of smoking?84

In part, however, the sense of double bind also
stems from a second source of conflict within
the public-service function of the press: a con-
flict generated when there is tension between its
mandate not to downplay or cover up risks to the
public, on the one hand, and its special interest
to protect freedom of speech against all threat-
ened restrictions. Our society is uniquely depen-
dent on the press for taking the responsibility to
protect free speech with the utmost seriousness.
But this special interest, iust as much as the
commercial one, requires self-scrutiny on the
part of the press. Both bring temptations to
.ttgrg" in biased or slipshod news coverage. Such
coverage/ inconsistent with the most basic
standards of good journalism, does disservice to
the public, whether or not it is motivated in part

by ideals of public service.
It will matter, therefore, for the press to

scrutinize its own role in covering the debate
over television and other forms of violence; to be
on the lookout for rationales and rationalizations
such as those discussed in this essay; and to
explore the obstacles that stand in the way of
providing better coverage. On such a basis, it
ought to be possible, when reporting on contri-
butions to this debate by public interest groups/
industry officials, office-holders, and others, not
only to convey more thoroughly what is being
said and done (something which would already
represent a significant improvement) but to
provide the type of analysis routinely offered
with respect to other societal problems.

For an example of an imaginative and probing

Sissela Bok 15



fournalistic approach to the problem of film and

TV violence, consider the article prepared by Ken

Auletta f.or The New Yorker in the spring of
1993.8s Auletta chose to ask "a cross-section of

the managers and artists who decide what we

watch" the same provocative question: "What

won't you do?"86 Was there anything these
individuals would refuse to film or broadcast,
and on what grounds? The answers were telling'

Oliver Stone, the director of the film "|FK,"

answered that

Off the top of my head, I'd pretty much do
anything. [...] I don't view ethics from the
outside, only from the inside. What you would
find shocking, I probably would not. For me, it's
a question more of taste."87

When asked whether he agreed with President

Clinton that Hollywood was too preoccupied

with violence and sex, Stone retorted, in a
familiar non-sequitur related to the eighth
rationale discussed above, that he didn't believe
that government had the right to legislate art or

censor it. Others responded to Auletta's question

in a more modulated way, a few expressing the

conflict they felt between doing what they

wantd in film and recognizingthat they would

not want their children to see what they had
produced. When some tried to evade his ques-

iiottr, Auletta pressed farthet, concluding that
"marry Hollywood programmers lead two lives
- a truth they avoid by complaining about
government censorship. "88

. Another way in which the press can contrib-
ute to the debate is already being explored in a

number o{ publications' It involves giving voice

to the individuals with most at stake inthe
outcome of the violence debate - the children
who know violence in their daily lives, the
parents and neighborhood $oups who struggle

against sometimes overwhelming odds, the

oiganizations mobilizing to combat violence, the
' 
pediatricians and social workers who work to

help individuals overcome its consequences -

".rd in this way to try to penetrate the resistance

many in the public feel to even thinking about

the human dimension of the problems linked to

violence. What is not yet common, however, is

to report in this personalized way on TV vio-

Ience in its own right. The field is wide open to

covering more extensively the research now
available and to focus on the plight of the young/

the poor, the disadvantaged and the vulnerable,
who have been found to be most easily affected

bv such violence.

A special difficulty in this regard is that a
growing proportion of young adults appear to
perceive nothing problematic about TV violence.
The March 1993 Times Mirror survey (cited on
p. 3| reveals this clearlY:

There is a "video violence" generation gap.
Those under 30 are far more likely to be heavy
consumers of violent programming and movies'

lTheyl are tar less bothered by violence on
ieleviiion, less likely to feel violence is harmful
to society than are older Americans.8e

This difference in attitudes on the part of
young adults may be due in part to the fact that

many of them have not yet had children them-
selves, and so have not had reason to'try to put

themselves in the place of a child exposed to
today's levels of entertainment violence. But the

difference may result also from the desensitizing
influence of TV that so many studies have

demonstrated. (See p.2, and Notes 7 and 8.) .
Young adults have been rnore massively exposed
to this influence than their elders, starting at a
younger age. If so, then the gap may well shift

upwards in age as more and more cohorts of

"hildt"t grow up having been exposed to heavy

doses of television violence. Unless the maiority

of Americans, who are now coming to greater

realization of the risk from such violence, take it

seriously enough to move the public policy

debate ahead energetically, it may then be even

harder to bring about the necessary reforms.

Taking this risk seriously from the point of

view of public policy should not mean granting

it some unique status as the one causal factor

related to the crisis of violence in American
society. On the contrary, the policy debate about

this crisis can only do iustice to the complexity
of the interlocking causal factors by looking at it

as a national public health crisis of dimensions
at least equivalent to those o[, say, heart disease,

cancer, and AIDS.
It will matter for the press, therefore, to

address this crisis, as the others, with the same

caution about avoiding oversimplification. Doing

so will mean devoting the same attention to
public education regarding violence as about the

other problems. This, in turn, will call for careful

analysis o{ alternative forms of prevention, of the
pros and cons of different remedies suggested,
and of interlocking risk factors - much as is

now done, for example, for diet, exetcise, sur-
gery, and medication when it comes to heart

f,i.""r". It will call for substantive reporting of a

compardtive nature/ showing where we stand in
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relation to other nations in combating violence,
much as is now beginning to be done with
respect to health care here and abroad. Such
shifts in coverage are important in their own

right; but they may also help the press in its

efforts to overcome the conflicts and other

obstacles to fuller reporting noted above and, in

so doing, free ioumalists to participate more
fully in the pubiic policy debate now so urgently
needed regarding the interlocking factors con-

tributing to violence in America.
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