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and is currently a Distinguished Fellow at the Harvard Center for
Population and Development Studies. Widely known for her writings
on fopics in bioethics, applied ethics, biography and autobiography, and
public affairs, her books include Lying: Moral Choice in Public and
Private Life (1978); Secrets: On the Ethics of Concealment and
Revelation (1983); A Strategy for Peace: Human Values and the
Threat of War (71989); Alva Myrdal: A Daughter’s Memoir (7991);
Common Values (1995); and Mayhem: Violence as Public Enter-
tainment (7998), from which the following is taken.

Even if media violence were linked to no other debilitating effects, it would remain
at the center of public debate so long as the widespread belief persists that it glamor-
izes aggressive conduct, removes inhibitions toward such conduct, arouses viewers,
and invites imitation. It is only natural that the links of media violence to aggression
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should be of special concern to families and communities. Whereas increased fear,
desensitization, and appetite primarily affect the viewers themselves, aggression
directly injures others and represents a more clear-cut violation of standards of
behavior. From the point of view of public policy, therefore, curbing aggression has
priority over alleviating subtler psychological and moral damage.

Public concern about a possible link between media violence and societal
violence has further intensified in the past decade, as violent crime reached a peak
in the early 1990s, yet has shown no sign of downturn, cven after crime rates began
dropping in 1992. Media coverage of violence, far from declining, has escalated
since then, devoting ever more attention to celebrity homicides and copycat
crimes. The latter, explicitly modeled on videos or films and sometimes carried
out with meticulous fidelity to detail, are never more relentlessly covered in the
media than when they are committed by children and adolescents. Undocumented
claims that violent copycat crimes are mounting in number contribute further to
the ominous sense of threat that these crimes generate. "lheir dramatic nature
drains away the public’s attention from other, more mundane forms of aggression
that are much more commonplace, and from . .. other ... harmful effects of media
violence.

Media analyst Ken Auletta reports that, in 1992, a mother in I'rance sued the
head of a state TV channel that carried the American series MacGyver, claiming
that her son was accidentally injured as a result of having copied MacGyver’s recipe
for making a bomb. At the time, Auletta predicted that similar lawsuits were bound
to become a weapon against media violence in America’s litigious culture. By 1996,
novelist John Grisham had sparked a debate about director Oliver Stone’s film Nasural
Born Killers, which is reputedly linked to more copycat assaults and murders than any
other movie to date. Grisham wrote in protest against the film after learning that a
friend of his, Bill Savage, had been killed by nineteen-year-old Sarah Edmondson
and her boyfriend Benjamin Darras, eighteen: after repeated viewings of Stone’s film
on video, the two had gone on a killing spree with the film’s murderous, gleeful heroes
expressly in mind. Characterizing the film as “a horrific movie that glamorized casual
mayhem and bloodlust,” Grisham proposed legal action:

Think of a film as a product, something created and brought to market, not too
dissimilar from breast implants. Though the law has yet to declare movies to be
products, it is only a small step away. If something goes wrong with the product,
either by design or defect, and injury ensues, then its makers are held responsible. . ..
It will take only one large verdict against the like of Oliver Stone, and his production
company, and perhaps the screenwriter, and the studio itself, and then the party will
be over. The verdict will come from the heartland, far away from Southern Cali-
fornia, in some small courtroom with no cameras. A jury will finally say enough is
enough; that the demons placed in Sarah Edmondson’s mind were not solely of her
own making.

As a producer of books made into lucrative movies—themselves hardly devoid
of violence—and as a veteran of contract negotiations within the entertainment
industry, Grisham may have become accustomed to thinking of films in industry
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terms as “products.” As a seasoned courtroom lawyer, he may have found the analogy
between such products and breast implants useful for invoking product liability to pin
personal responsibility on movie producers and directors for the lethal consequences
that their work might help unleash.

Oliver Stone retorted that Grisham was drawing “upon the superstition about
the magical power of pictures to conjure up the undead spectre of censorship.” In
dismissing concerns about the “magical power of pictures” as mercly superstitious,
Stone sidestepped the larger question of responsibility fully as much as Grisham had
sidestepped that of causation when he attributed liability to filmmakers for anything
that “goes wrong” with their products so that “injury ensues.” Because aggression
is the most prominent effect associated with media violence in the public’s mind,
it is natural that it should also remain the primary focus of scholars in the field.
The “aggressor effect” has been studied both to identify the short term, immediate
impact on viewers after exposure to TV violence, and the long-term influences. . . .
‘There is near-unanimity by now among investigators that exposure to media violence
contributes to lowering barriers to aggression among some viewers. This lowering
of barriers may be assisted by the failure of empathy that comes with growing
desensitization, and intensified to the extent that viewers develop an appetite for
violence—something that may lead to still greater desire for violent programs and, in
turn, even greater desensitization.

When it comes to viewing violent pornography, levels of aggression toward
women have been shown to go up among male subjects who view sexualized violence
against women. “In explicit depictions of sexual violence,” a report by the American
Psychological Associations Commission on Youth and Violence concludes after
surveying available research data, “it is the message about violence more than the sexual
nature of the materials that appears to affect the attitudes of adolescents about rape and
violence toward women.” Psychologist Edward Donnerstein and colleagues have shown
that if investigators tell subjects that aggression is legitimate, then show them violent
pornography, their aggression toward women increases. In slasher films, the speed and
ease with which “one’s feelings can be transformed from sensuality into viciousness may
surprise even those quite conversant with the links between sexual and violent urges.”

Viewers who become accustomed to seeing violence as an acceptable, common,
attractive way of dealing with problems find it easier to identify with aggressors and to
suppress any sensc of pity or respect for victims of violence. Media violence has been
found to have stronger effects of this kind when carried out by heroic, impressive, or
otherwise exciting figures, especially when they are shown as invulnerable and are
rewarded or not punished for what they do. The same is true when the violence is
shown as justifiable, when viewers identify with the aggressors rather than with their
victims, when violence is routinely resorted to, and when the programs have links to
how viewers perceive their own environment.

While the consensus that such influences exist grows among investigators
as research accumulates, there is no consensus whatsoever about the size of the
correlations involved. Most investigators agree that it will always be difficult to
disentangle the precise effects of exposure to media violence from the many other
tactors contributing to societal violence. No reputable scholar accepts the view



12

BOK  Aggression: The Impact of Media Violence 227

expressed by 21 percent of the American public in 1995, blaming television more
than any other factor for teenage violence. Such tentative estimates as have been
made suggest that the media account for between 5 and 15 percent of societal
violence. Even these estimates are rarely specific enough to indicate whether what
is at issue is all violent crime, or such crimes along with bullying and aggression
more generally.

One frequently cited investigator proposes a dramatically higher and more
specific estimate than others. Psychiatrist Brandon S. Centerwall has concluded from
large-scale epidemiological studies of “white homicide”in the United States, Canada,
and South Africa in the period from 1945 to 1974, that it escalated in these societies
within ten to fifteen years of the introduction of television, and that one can therefore
deduce that television has brought a doubling of violent societal crime:

Of course, there are many factors other than television that influence the amount of
violent crime. Every violent act is the result of a variety of forces coming together—
poverty, crime, alcohol and drug abuse, stress—of which childhood TV exposure is
just one. Nevertheless, the evidence indicates that if hypothetically, television tech-
nology had never been developed, there would today be 10,000 fewer homicides
each year in the United States, 70,000 fewer rapes, and 700,000 fewer injurious
assaults. Violent crime would be half of what it now is.

Centerwall’s study, published in 1989, includes controls for such variables as
fircarm possession and economic growth. But his conclusions have been criticized
for not taking into account other factors, such as population changes during the time
period studied, that might also play a role in changing crime rates. Shifts in policy and
length of prison terms clearly aftect these levels as well. By now, the decline in levels
of violent crime in the United States since Centerwall’s study was conducted, even
though television viewing did not decline ten to fifteen years before, does not square
with his extrapolations. As for “white homicide” in South Africa under apartheid,
each year brings more severe challenges to official statistics from that period.

Even the lower estimates, however, of around 5 to 10 percent of violence as
correlated with television exposure, point to substantial numbers of violent crimes in
a population as large as Americas. But if such estimates are to be used in discussions
of policy decisions, more research will be needed to distinguish between the effects
of television in general and those of particular types of violent programming, and to
indicate specifically what sorts of images increase the aggressor effect and by what
means; and throughourt to be clearer about the nature of the aggressive acts studied.

Media representatives naturally request proof of such effects before they
are asked to undertake substantial changes in programming. In considering
possible remedies for a problem, inquiring into the reasons for claims about
risks is entirely appropriate. It is clearly valid to scrutinize the research designs,
sampling methods, and possible biases of studies supporting such claims, and to
ask about the reasoning leading from particular research findings to conclusions.
But to ask for some demonstrable pinpointing of just when and how exposure to
media violence affects levels of aggression sets a dangerously high threshold for
establishing risk factors.
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We may never be able to trace, retrospectively, the specific set of television programs
that contributed to a particular person’s 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.
Only recently have scientists identified the specific channels through which tobacco
generates its carcinogenic cffects. Both precise causative mechanisms and documented
occurrences in individuals remain elusive. Too often, media representatives formulate
their requests in what appear to be strictly polemical terms, raising dismissive questions
familiar from debates over the effects of tobacco: “How can anyone definitively pinpoint
the link between media violence and acts of real-life violence?

If not, how can we know if exposure to media violence constitutes a risk factor
in the first place?” Yet the difficulty in carrying 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, thercfore, why a similar difficulty should block such efforts
when it comes to media violence. The perspective of “probabilistic causation” . . .
is crucial to public debate about the risk factors in media violence. The television
industry has already been persuaded to curtail the glamorization of smoking and
drunk driving on its programs, despite the lack of conclusive documentation of the
correlation between TV viewing and higher incidence of such conduct. Why should
the industry not take analogous precautions with respect to violent programming?

Americans have special rcasons to inquire into the causes of societal violence.
While we are in no sense uniquely violent, we need to ask about all possible reasons
why our levels of violent crime are higher than in all other stable industrialized
democracies. Our homicide rate would be higher still if we did not imprison more
of our citizens than any society in the world, and if emergency medical care had not
improved so greatly in recent decades that a larger proportion of shooting victims
survive than in the past. Even so, we have seen an unprecedented rise not only in
child and adolescent violence, but in levels of rape, child abuse, domestic violence,
and every other form of assault.

Although America’s homicide rate has declined in the 1990s, the rates for suicide,
rape, and murder involving children and adolescents in many regions have too rarely
tollowed suit. For Americans aged 15 to 35 years, homicide is the second leading
cause of death, and for young African Americans, 15 to 24 years, it is £he leading cause
of death. In the decade following the mid-1980s, the rate of murder committed by
tecnagers 14 to 17 more than doubled. The rates of injury suffered by small children
arc skyrocketing, with the number of seriously injured children nearly quadrupling
from 1986 to 1993; and a proportion of these injuries are inflicted by children upon
one another. Even homicides by children, once next to unknown, have escalated in
recent decades.

America may be the only society on carth to have experienced what has been
called an “epidemic of children killing children,” which is ravaging some of its
communities today. As in any epidemic, it is urgent to ask what it is that makes so
many capable of such violence, victimizes so many others, and causes countless more
to live in fear. Whatever role the media are found to play in this respect, to be sure, is
but part of the problem. Obviously, not even the total elimination of media violence
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would wipe out the problem of violence in the United States or any other society. The
same can be said for the proliferation and easy access to guns, or for poverty, drug
addiction, and other risk factors. As Dr. Deborah Prothrow-Stith puts it, “It’s not an
cither or. It’s not guns or media or parents or poverty.”

We have all witnessed the four effects that I have discussed . . .—fearfulness,
numbing, appetite, and aggressive impulses—in the context of many influences apart
from the media. Maturing involves learning to resist the dominion that these effects
can gain over us; and to strive, instead, for greater resilience, empathy, self control, and
respect for self and others. The process of maturation and growth in thesc respects
is never completed for any of us; but it is most easily thwarted in childhood, before
it has had chance to take root. Such learning calls for nurturing and education at
first; then for increasing autonomy in making personal decisions about how best to
confront the realities of violence.

Today, the sights and sounds of violence on the screen affect this learning process
from infancy on, in many homes. The television screen is the lens through which
most children learn about violence. Through the magnifying power of this lens,
their cveryday life becomes suffused by images of shootings, family violence, gang
warfare, kidnappings, and everything else that contributes to violence in our society.
It shapes their experiences long before they have had the opportunity to consent to
such shaping or developed the ability to cope adequately with this knowledge. The
basic nurturing and protection to prevent the impairment of this ability ought to be
the birthright of every child.
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