CLOSE-UP ON CONTROVERY

Reacting to Media Impact


Press coverage of media effects that have apparently harmed people often result in public calls for some type of censorship.  The role of sentiment becomes powerful in such calls.  Even one child being hurt is a tragedy.  If controls can save that one child, isn’t the attendant loss of freedom worth it?  Generally the answer turns out to be no: most forms of government censorship, in a free speech society, are out of the question.

After an incident, there is a certain amount of media self-censorship.  Following the 1999 Littleton school shooting discussed at the beginning of this chapter, CBS pulled an episode of “Promised Land” because of a plot about a shooting in front of a Denver school.  The WB postponed an episode of “Buffy the Vampire Slayer” that dealt with a schoolyard massacre.  MTV cut one filmmaker’s acceptance speech from their Movie Awards show because he proclaimed, “It’s an honor to be at the top of an industry most Americans think is full of scumbags.  Maybe the next time some high school kid's girlfriend breaks up with him and he gets a gun and wipes out half his class someone will think of us.”
  Bravo cancelled a segment of Michael Moore's political satire series “The Awful Truth” about a “teen sniper school,” and “Jerry Springer” postponed an episode about teen killers.


Any long-term solutions, however, seem to inspire controversy.  Some academics suggest that media literacy classes, studies that teach kids the dangers of media, should be a required part of the curriculum at all levels.  Critics of those plans, however, dismiss media literacy classes as “teaching kids to watch television” when what is needed is more attention to values and “the basics” like reading and math.

Other solutions include warning labels of various types.  Movie ratings (G, PG, R, NC-17), television program ratings (TV-14, TV-MA, etc.) and record labels (“Explicit Lyrics”) are now well established.  Video games sold in stores carry ratings that range from EC for early childhood to M for mature (over 17) and AO for adults only.
  All of these ratings systems remain controversial. Some critics call them a form of censorship and others say that they don’t go far enough because they lack enforcement power, and do not cover all media.  Unrated video games, for example, can be downloaded from the Internet by young players.  Newer forms of warning labels, such as web site ratings, are in the works, but these also remain controversial, especially when they are combined with technological features such as Internet filtering software that also keep adults away from content they want access to.  Other critics insist that ratings have encouraged the production of more, not less, violence and explicit language.  When you give television producers the opportunity to use a TV-MA (“Mature Audience”) rating, according to this argument, it is an invitation to make TV-MA programs.
  Companies can produce raunchier programs, affix an MA rating to them and still feel that they have acted responsibly. 


Usually, government officials have to be satisfied with some form of public relations solution.  Sometimes these solutions take the form of confrontational publicity.  This is what vice president Dan Quayle did in 1992 when he led a fight against the depiction of unwed motherhood on the television program Murphy Brown.  President Clinton used a similar type of appeal against violent video games and Hollywood entertainment following the school shootings of 1999.

Other times, government public relations takes the form of public education initiatives.  Around the same time that President Clinton was speaking out about violent entertainment, Attorney General Janet Reno joined with the stars of the band Goo Goo Dolls to unveil a CD-ROM and resource guide jointly produced by MTV and the government.  The CD was a compilation of anti-violence songs and sound bites donated by top pop artists, including Lauryn Hill, the Dave Matthews Band, Backstreet Boys, Alanis Morissette, Everclear and Tori Amos.  The accompanying booklet showed both kids and adults how to avoid violence through mentoring and art programs, and included an extensive resource list.

Many public-health groups would like to see more public education campaigns on media violence similar to those on smoking, drunken driving or seat belts.  As one advocate for these programs says, "All we want is to be able to tell parents that watching violence is an unhealthy influence, just the way eating candy is unhealthy if it's done in excess."
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