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Televised Crime on the Streets: Our Moral Sewer

There is a myth afoot that televised violence does not have an effect on youth.  Yet, thousands of studies have given evidence that there is a direct causal link between the violence depicted on television and the crime rate.  And while I tend to agree with the unanimous conclusion by various, respectable medical institutions that we are all much more deeply affected by TV than we care to admit, I find that I simply can’t stand looking at Steve Allen’s picture, much less his garish, obnoxious, full page advertisement in last month’s New York Times.  


What seems to be the biggest point of conflict between those who want to see great measures taken to eliminate sex and violence from television (i.e. V-Chips, censorship and not parental supervision) and those who really don’t care is a matter of tolerance.  This might be otherwise be defined as taste, which is rather pointless to debate.

It seems as if excessive violence comes from a poverty of creative ideas.  Many Hollywood action films must have scripts that say, "A big car chase, crash, several explosions and a fight to the death”.
  Here, it is the issue of the inability to deliver a good product, a product that tends to have a wide reaching and highly influential effect on society.

If, however, a program is going to grab your attention, it must arouse you emotionally.  Consequently, television producers try to stimulate powerful emotions, and certain things work more reliably than others.  At the top of the list is violence, which seldom fails to get our attention and actually causes a physiologic reaction
. 

In one such study examining the effects of film violence, social science researchers Daniel Linz, Barbara J. Wilson, and Barbara Randall point to six distinct characteristics of violent content in film and their effect on the viewer. 

· Reward for Violence--If a violent act is rewarded or left unpunished, it is more likely to foster attitudes supportive of aggression.  The lack of punishment actually functions as a sanction or a reward for violent behavior. 

· Reality of Violence--The more realistically a violent act is portrayed, the more likely it is to be imitated.  Older children are more emotionally responsive to programs that depict realistic events and are influenced more by violent movies that feature events that are humanly possible. 

· Violent Role Models--Children are more likely to imitate and look up to characters whose use of violence is portrayed as necessary or attractive.  Moreover, children who strongly identify with a violent media character are more likely to be aggressive themselves. 

· Justified Violence--The more an act of violence is presented as justified, the more likely it is to be copied.  Young children are more apt to hurt than to help a peer after watching a cartoon with scenes of justified violence. 

· Violent Connections--Viewers who find similarity between themselves and their actions and feelings and a violent act, theme, or character in a film are more likely to imitate or emulate that violence in real life.  This is particularly true of children. 

· Amount of Violence--Excessive exposure to media violence may produce a psychological blunting of normal emotional responses to violent events.  It may also lead to a lack of responsiveness to real-life aggression. 

I agree with Steve Allen’s cause.  However, I cannot agree with the horrible way he is advertising it.  Analyzing the aesthetics of Allen’s advertisement is painful; looking at its grammar is just plain depressing.  Much of Allen’s vocabulary enjoys sentences such as “steamy unmarried sex situations” and explains how our country is being “shaped” “down” (as opposed to “into” something.  “Shape” is much more of an “affirmative” verb than a “negative” one.  As in the case of shaping a sculpture, shaping the way one thinks, or shaping your abs).  These are obtuse images that conjure up thoughts of two people having sex.  The effect is more embarrassing to the Times reader, who may be sitting in a park or in a subway train perhaps next to either an old lady or a large hairy man with leather gloves.


We can stop TV from leading our children down a moral sewer.  “Yes we can, actually and literally.”  Literally and actually.  Allen is only wasting space with such redundancy and is aggravating the intelligence of readers who may view his irascibly unprofessional advertisement as either bogus or not worth their money.  Granted, we are not reading a short story, but reading Allen’s ad makes me wonder if he ever did.


Writing, no matter what the forum, must be presented in a professional and engaging manner that is not obnoxious or unnecessarily colloquial (such as in dialogue).  There is a fine line between persuasive writing and the invidious exclamations of Steve Allen.  Some of his sentences might find themselves better seen on protest signs; “WE WANT IT STOPPED!”  And while the advertisement is, in fact, a protest against bad television, the reaction many intelligent people (if not writers) will consider toward Allen is revulsion, because he is protesting on a full page advertisement in The New York Times, something we might find anywhere from atop a homeless person to inside our bathrooms.
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