CHAPTER OPENER

Jenny Jones and the Gay Murder Case


In 1999 Warner Brothers Television, the owner of the Jenny Jones Show, was sued by the family of Scott Amedure, a man who had been killed after he appeared on her show.  On the program, which was never broadcast, Amedure had revealed a gay crush on Johnathan Schmitz, who was also on the show.  Producers for the show, including Jones herself, coaxed Amedure to reveal his fantasies about Schmitz in graphic terms.  Schmitz, who is not gay, seemed to laugh it all off on the show.  Three days later he went to Amedure’s house and shot him to death.

The lawyers for the Amedure family argued that Schmitz, who was convicted of the murder, was mentally unstable, and the producers of the show were negligent in not recognizing that instability.  The defense argued that a television program did not have the responsibility to screen its guests for mental aberrations and then provide psychiatric care.  The jury sided with the Amedure family, and ordered Warner Brothers to pay them $25 million.

Even after the verdict, Jenny Jones defended the show.  She told Dateline NBC’s Jane Pauley, “Of course I did soul searching.  Of course after this happened we went back and talked about it.  We still feel we did nothing wrong.”
 

Free speech advocates were loath to speak up for the controversial talk show, but many still felt that the verdict was unjustified.  As one pundit pointed out, “In surprising Schmitz on camera with the news of his friend’s crush, the program was being as crude as usual; that’s what Jenny Jones is all about.  But finding Warner Brothers negligent for not preventing a murder that took place three days after the taping of a program that was never run requires a considerable leap of judgment.  And the outsize award emphatically bespeaks a disposition to punish.” 
  

Most media law experts believe that Jenny Jones should have won the negligence case against her show because of First Amendment guarantees.  They believe that the case will be overturned on appeal.  For others, the question was not how she could lose such a case, but how the rest of media could keep from being sued every time one of their sources or subjects did something beyond their control. 
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