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By HonRollins
Associate editor "

What are we to think
of the amount of violence
that is huge part of Ameri-
ca’s popular culiure? Does
the violence that drives vid-
€0 games, movies and TV
shotws actually affect us,
or does it pass through our

senses without anyimpact?

As another summer of vi-
olent Hollywood movies

nears its end, and in a year

when gun-rights issues are

still being debated across |

the nation, we convened a
conversation on violence
and eulture. We invited

to our round table sever-
al young people who enjoy
video games, a pair of ac-

ademics who study movies

and game culture, a public-

television programmer and

alocal pastor. Their con-

versation was far-ranging

and insightful; we share an

edited, condensed vers;on
“today.

Moderator: A good
place to start might be
with Brad’s research..

Brad Bushman: We
recently did a compara- .
tive review of all the stud-
ies ever published on vi-
olent video-game effects, -

“and it showed violent
games increase aggres-
sive thoughts; angry feel--
ings and physical arousal
symptoins, such as blood
pressure and heart rate.
There's also a decrease in
feelings of empathy and
compassion for others.

Moderator: Do you
think increased vio-
lence in popular culiure
is havmg a coarsening

- effect in society?

Nicole Richter: Yes,

and I think the- link is chf
ferent based on what 1ype
of popular culture you're
talking about. Video
games are fascmatmg be-
cause the player is forced
to respond as quicke

lyas passﬂ:le to be effec-
tive, and that obliteraies
the klnd of criticdl think-
ing that malkes you con-
sider the consequences of
-“your actions. So it's differ-
ent from film, whichis a
more removed experience
‘where you aren’t forced to
react. Film is more com-
plex, and there aze lots of
theories and studies about
the effects of violenge in

er the effects are equal

movies on society. Wheth-

for everyone who watch--
es a film is unknown, for |
orie thing. But also in film, !
thére arg uses.of violence
that force usto question
violence in §ociety, and
some filmmalers use vi-
olence to make us think
about violence and its ef-
fects — sonot all violence

in film has a negative ef
fect.

Bushman: I agree.

There are three impor-

tant differences between
film and video.games
ane is active involvement.
We learn more when

we’re actively involved,
like a flight simulator. Sec-
ond, if you watch a vie-
lent program or filin, you

may identify with it or you
may not, but in a violent -
video game, you have no
choice, because you are
linked to the ¢haracter;
you assune the personal-
ity of the killer. That is im-
portant. The third is re-

inforcement — film or TV. ;.

aren’t directly reinforced,
but with.video games you
get more points the more
you kill, which is howyou -
advance We know people
- are more likely to repeat
behavior they re reward-
ed for. ‘

Jim Wiener: [ think
there is a coarsening, like
‘with ariything else you
could ¢consider a vice— . -
drinking, pornography.
You're a healthier soci-.
ety when you have less of
those things. We do have

these periodic acts of hor- .

rific viclence, but how
much is violence in me-
did contributing to it? Of
ten you're dealing with
people in those cases who

are predisposed to the
violence, which is why

' they’re seeking out v10-
lent games., .

William Roberts:

There is a correlation be:
tween the violence and
where our culture is head
ed - the media and vid- -
20 games and thmgs of
thaf hature. In whai I do,
working with the com-
munity and working with
Imales, it continues o per-
betuate a situation where
it denigrates the females

lin society. It desensitizes
' peopie to violence and it

|

~begins to set some norms
for those who don’t have

other influences that they,

in turn, incorporate info
their lives. The outputis
violence. And there seems

-to be a disconnect from

moral and cultural values -
that have existed for many

centuries. It’s been hap-
pemning over the course of
years to lead to this point.
I'm not going to say it’s

all ont the music and vio-
lence, but i’s been a quiet
storm brewing. We could
ook to a number of ar-
-eas where our values and

morals have corroded, We

could stait with everi poli-

eral.

Glenn Batllshlll I've
played video games my
whole life, and T under-

| stand there’s a correla-

tion between games and
behavmg more aggres-
sively, but I think there’s
the same link for watch- ¢
ing a movie or attending a.
sporting event or listenjng
to loud misic: They all get
your blood pumping and
you get excited. It’s not ex-
clusive to video gamnes,
but it’s true for fots of
things in our society. And
also, there is a big differ-
ence between aggressive
and violent behavior.
Bushman: That’s true,

but research has shown
that video games are more
likely to cause it than,; say,
TV programs or movies.
You can show subjects “X-
Men” the game and “X-
Men” the movie, and you
seé more aggressive be;
havior after the game,

- Joe Gieringer: I'm 22,
and I've grown up with

. video games, I do think

‘being in control of the
_game does affect how you
personalize it and how

you view yourself as a vio-
lent character, and violent
behavior is awarded with |
bonus points. My par-
ents moderated my play-
mg time. [ had to go with-

in the industry rating stan-

dards. Your home situa-
tion definitely affects how
you grow up with games,
and a lot comes down to
parental gu1dance

ticians and society in gen-

.. Modetator: A lot has
been written about Hol-
lywood’s obsession in
movies and posters
‘with big guns. Does any-
‘'one see a connection

' between that and the

nation’s increasing de-
mand for guns and am-
munition? . '
- Richter: Of course. The
point of a film is to make
something look glamor-
ous, and increase your
desu‘e for it. Even if vou
make a villain cool, peo-
ple will identify with
them, even ifthey furn
out badly attheend.I
mean, look at “Scarface.”
It’s the erotification of vi-
olence; certainly there’s a.
connection. There’s a gen-
der component here, too
- woimen are most often
the victims of the crimes -
in shows like “GSI.” The _
unguestioned use of vio-
ience against a wornan to
drive a narrative is very
problematic. :
Roberts: There’s some
correlation but I think it’s
a systemic issue - in terms.

“of how guns are being

marketed, the fear that's -
being created and then
the availability of guns.
It's amix that comes to-
gether to negatively af-
fect some commmutities

-even more than others.

But I think the country as
a whole is almost back to
the wild, wild West days.
We left those days fora
reason. 5o, as I contin-

ue to see the gun violence |
swell, I see laws that were
putin place are now being
relaxed. ... Guns seem to
be plentlful ;evén in com-
munities where people
don’t have money to get
other things they need.
There seems to be o one
who can speak out against
these weapons because
there ave millions of dol-
lars put behind pushmg
them forward.

Covﬁ‘ﬂ"\uﬁﬁ




It’s a difficult time right
now. We’ve become a so-
clety addicted to viclence.
Anyone who knows about
addiction knows there’s a
progression that happens,
So therefore, we want
more molence more re-

“alistic violence. The bet-
ter the violence, the more
we get excited. We're ad--
dicted - which contin-
ues to take if to new ley-
els. We've gota TV show
about a serial killer, and
they’ve almost normal-
ized it. 'm surethere’s
someone out there - the
way the media travels

- who’s about to mimic
this character, Dexter. Ii’s
frightening.,

Richter: Another thirig
to consider is that Amer-
-ica’s film rating system is
very problematic. A ilm
can get a PG or PG-13 with
violenice if it’s cartoon-
based; so we’re teach-
ing kids violence is fun-,
ny and has no real-world
impact. There’s no actu-
alblood in those films, so°
.we aren’t teaching klds
that violence has aity con-
sequences. The rating sys-
tem also promotes a lot of
censorship against sexual-
ity, but allows for all kinds
of violence, 'd like to see
that change: In Eurape,
fili violence is more
heavily controlted.

Bushman: ln Amster-
dam, movie ratings aren’t

" self-assigned by the indus-
try, but are determined by
researchers in child devel-
opment, with theidea of
protecting children'and
informing parents. And
they’re very easy to un-

~ derstand — not like the . .
American alphabet soup
of ratings that we have
here. Parents don’t under-
stand the ratings and the

industry doesn’t care. Its |

goal isn’t to protect kids,
but to malke money.
Wiener: We've pret-
ty much removed smok-
ing from movies, but big
guns not so much. The -
other violent conven-
tion lately is zombies —
they're just dead people,
so you can do all kinds of
graphlc violerice to them. _
‘and it doesn’t courit, be:
‘cause they re not human

Ifyou've seen cable shows )

like “The Walking Dead,”
{there is really shockingly
graphic violence.

'Riclhter: But ['d argue it
affects us on sore uncon-
scious level. Zombies are a
metdphor for some group
of people who have been
delitiimanized in some
way, that are different
from us, and that is where
you seé real-world impli-
cations, Thereis often a
racial or ethnic subtext;

Battishill: It’s hard to
find a TV show or movie
that doesn’t contain some
violence, and I would
agree that TV doesn’t treat
violerice and sexuality
equally, and that it must
have an effect on kids. On
“GSI,” you can see a head
graphically bashed in by a
garden tool biit, if there is
a sex scene, it’s in the dark
and the shadows. You do
become desensitized.

Moderator: So, it
seems as though popu-
Iar entertainment is an-
ever-escalating series

of stunts, destruction -

and violence, We're a
long way from “Psycho”
in 1966. Where are we
headed, astheyiryto
raise the ante on what -
we just saw?

- Gieringer: We’ll have
to see where it goes —
what ¢an an industry put
out that shocks audienic-
es more than last year? At
somie point, yow'll reach

aline, but personally I'm -

not sure where it is, when
you have 1,000 new mov-
fes out a year and more of
aviolent nature.” .
Battishill: I think you
have an escalation of vio-
lence, but not an escala-
tion of the consequenc- -
es and morality behind
it. Some game makers are
starting to recontextualize

the viclence to malke you .

think through the choic-
es you nrake as you play,

" and to rehumanize the en-

emies. Also, you need to
O case by case and eval-
vate'games individually,
and not just lump them -
together. Games have -
sparked me to think about
issues I never wotild have
thought about, and have

- Wiener: There’s more
violence, but it’s like emp-
ty calories, with all the
special effects diminish-
ing the impact. You be-

come really boréd, “Psy-
cho” still has real impact
- becausé it's personal, .
one on one; we're all in
that shower. There are re-
al people in the movie you
can relate to. Today’s vi
olence is all very fantas-
tical, Half a city gets de:
stroyed, but you have no
reaction at all. Again, no
consequences,

Richter: And it’s worth
mentioning that (Alfred)
Hitcheock didn’t actual-
Iy show the violence s he
just suggestedit, using the
artistic aspects of cinema
to create meaning in the
fitrm, He was always med-
itating on our complici-
ty in the viclence we were
watching; he forced us to
confront our own viglent
natures. It was more eth-.
ical. Now it’s all lost for
profit. Bodies get ripped
open, and I just find it bor-
ing. m bored with CGI
and no human connec-
tion, I'd prefer aride ata
carnival.

Moderator: So can we
step back?

Roberts: I don’t think
it’s too late to turn things
around. Butit’s going to |
take a holistic effort by the
community, and il not
sure who's going to have -

to be killed before people -

in power take a serious
look at this. As long as we
have lobbylsts running ev-
erythmg, we're never go.
ing to make a dent o the
major issues that are af- -
fecting us as a'couniry. Lo-

- cally, there are some good

things happening but,
aslong as we never chal-
lenge the gun laws, we’re
going to continueto have
a problem,

‘Bushman: We’ll prob-
ably have more Sandy -
Hooks. American culture

isvery violent, andwe

have more guns per capi-

ta than any other country

in the world, We need o
teach children to become
more intelligent consum-
ers of media.

Battishill: A key prob
lem soc1ety is facing is
parents using video gaines
and TV as baby sitters,
and not regulating what
their lkids are consum- .
ing. Iwasinline at a vid-
eo store and a dad behind
me was buying his kid an
M-rated game because it’s
what he wanted for hiS
birthday.

Roberts: Many parents
just don’t have the where-.
withal — with having to
work all the tirne and try-
ing to make ends meet,
Underlying quite a bit of
this is just poverty. When.
people are unable to earn
areal living wage and sus-
tain a family ... they’re do-
ing the best they can. But
ihe parent needs to be in-
volvéed and try to have re-
ality checks with the child
~ifthey’re poing to per-
mit them to watch wolent
acts.

Bushman:'And in thls
digital age; it’s easy for
parents find out what’s in
the game and movies, Your
just have to read about
the ratings, go to YouTube
and watch,

. Richter: We have to be
careful, though, and not
to put all the reasons and
fixes on the individual.

Big multinational corpora-
tions are profiting on pro--
ducing this violence, and
they need to be held ac-

countable,
Battishill: There isabit

of a misconception about
what video games are be-
coming and can be. Many
parents see therm as just

a toy, but. you're interfac-
ing with the virtual world;
there are so many things
we can teach people with
them. In the classroom,
you're more engaged than
Jjust being told to open
your book to page 13.
Games today are so realis-
tic. And again, today alot
of companies are trying to
push a moral lesson with
their games. Ithinl it’s de-
veloping,.

Wiener: Maybe we'll
hut some sort of watershea
moment, like we did asa
society with traffic deaths,
and said, “This is insane”
~'and we forced car mak-
ers to make safer cars.

With all these mass shoot-

ings, and all the guns in -
society, it’s like a hunger
that some people have
—but why isn’tit sated?
Maybe this is a cycle that
will play itself out.
Roberts: Usual!y thmgs
go s0 far and then they
bottom out. I don’t know
who has to get affected by
it but, when the right peo-
ple get affected, things
seem to cease and re-’

i verse, Unfortunately, at

this point, the profits con-
firive to outweigh lives.




