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Term Project:

Question: 

(i) Contrast media violence in Singapore with that of other countries. 

(ii) Is there positive correlation between real and fictional violence in Japan or Canada, both of which show a large quantity of American programs?

Part (i):

Singapore’s case:


Firstly, it must be noted that most movies shown on TCS 5 for example, are mostly, if not all, imported from the United States. With regards to media violence in the context of Singapore, I noted that there was much stricter regulation with movies containing sex scenes and foul language compared to other forms of violence (e.g. killings, assaults, shootouts, etc). This resulted in most American movies shown during prime time having sex scenes censored and when there was a noticeable obscenity uttered by a character, it was muted as well. As for violence, it was shown more often and with less censoring.


For example, since Saturday 30th September 2000, and with the benefit of hindsight, till Saturday 7th September 2000, information that I got from 8 Days showed that on almost all days, during prime time on Channel 5, there was at least 1 major movie highlight that proved to be a potential movie to screen violence.


On Saturday 30-9-2000, Rocky 5 was shown on Channel 5 at 4 pm. Rocky 5 had violent scenes that showed violence and aggression committed among humans. On Sunday 1-10-2000, Fear was shown on Channel 5 at 10 pm. The movie had characters uttering foul language (of which these were muted); and also bloody scenes that involved brawls between characters and a few gun scenes. Following days’ highlights feature Alfred Hitchcock’s Psycho, The Devil’s Own, and Poltergeist: The Legacy etc. From the film synopses we can draw a conclusion that most of these movies deal with issues on murder, fighting, use of weapons and so on.


In addition, the various American sitcoms and drama series on Channel 5 do contain violent content, mostly showing aggressive behaviour. This is exemplified in shows such as Buffy the Vampire Slayer, The Sopranos, Mortal Kombat, Xena: Warrior Princess- just to name a few.


With regard to Central, there have been occasions where Tamil Movies on Vasantham Central prove to contain violent bloody scenes. 

As for Channel 8, the local serials and variety programs do not contain much violence. Once again, imported programs from Hong Kong, for example, sometimes feature mob stories that have violent scenes in them.

Perhaps another form of media that has significant impact on Singapore, especially its children is computer games. A while ago, the video game Mortal Kombat was banned in Singapore because of excessive graphic violence- A player could kill his opponent by ripping out his still pumping heart. Movies are also rated and censored objectively by the board.

Comparing Singapore with Malaysia and the United States:


Malaysia’s TV proves to contain little violence. This could perhaps be due to the strong religious influence in Malaysia that is predominantly Muslim.


In a one-week content analysis made of programs shown over RTM1 and TV3 from 27 February to 5 March 1989, the study found that only 21% of programs aired during prime time contained violence. The violent programs were mainly imported. This accounted for the findings that 86% of the violent scenes took place in foreign settings and 65% of those involved in committing them were foreign nationals. 


Hence this study suggests that TV programs in Malaysia did not have considerable violent content, but if there were the violent nature of the scenes portrayed were serious. However, I should add that a one-week study is not substantial enough to draw a definite conclusion about the state of programming in Malaysia.


In the United States, however, a study by the American National Cable Television Association has found that violence in shows airing during prime time has increased dramatically. The study - the largest of its kind - analyzed 6,000 hours of programming on 24 channels airing from October 1994 to June 1997.  This study is the third in a series of NCTA-commissioned studies on TV violence.  Researchers found that, during that period, shows containing violent scenes rose from slightly over half of all prime-time programming in October 1994 to about two-thirds of all programming at the end of the study.


Below shows the results of another survey done with regard to the same matter:

Violence on U.S. Prime-Time Television:

· Monitoring of almost 3,000 hours of TV programming during the 1994-95 season revealed that ten of the 121 prime time series studied raised frequent concerns about violence, while eight had occasional problems. 

· Less than 15 per cent of the made-for-TV movies studied raised concerns about violence (23 of 161). Violence is a concern in roughly 42 per cent of theatrical films shown on TV.  

Source: Television Violence Monitoring Project Report, UCLA Center for Communication Policy, Sept. 1995
Hollywood movies also tend to contain large amounts of violence. Of course, when shown in the home country there would be little, if no censorship.

1998 Movie Ratings: 

· In 1998, the Motion Picture Association of America rated 262 films. 

· Of those 262 films, 15 were rated G, 30 were rated PG, 52 were rated PG-13, 164 were rated R and one was rated NC-17. 

Source: "Theatre to ban violent R-rated movies," Ottawa Citizen, July 25, 1998.


With reference to computer games in America:

1996 Most Popular Video Games: 

· A small-scale study found the most popular categories of video games were: fantasy violence, with 32 per cent of players preferring such games; sports (29 per cent), general entertainment (20 per cent), human violence (17 per cent), and educational (2 per cent). 

Source: Interactive Video Games, from Mediascope, June 1996
Once again, I think it would be the cultural and social environment that the United States rests on that result in it having a great deal more violence in the media compared with Singapore.

Part (ii):

Defining real and fictional violence:


Violence is defined as “ the overt expression of physical force (with or without a weapon, against self or other) compelling action against one’s will on pain of being hurt or killed, or actually hurting or killing” (Gerbner, Gross, Morgan & Signorielli, 1980). 

In my report, I would choose to define real violence as acts of actual physical force; for example, aggression against oneself or others, and also crimes (assault, murder, shootings etc.)


Fictional violence would thus be images of violence or aggression exhibited in media forms, like on television programs, in movies and films, computer games and comics.

The question of a positive correlation between the two:

“The size of the relation [between TV violence and aggression] is about the same as that between smoking and lung cancer. Not everyone who smokes gets lung cancer and not everyone who has lung cancer smoked. But no one outside the tobacco industry would deny that smoking causes lung cancer. Similarly, not everyone who watches violent TV becomes aggressive and not everyone who is aggressive watched television. But that doesn't mean TV violence is not a cause of aggression.” - Prof. Leonard Eron of the American Psychological Association in testimony to the US Senate (1995)

For years, researchers on media violence have been analyzing and questioning the supposed effects that violent content in the media have on its viewers.


There is a "general consensus among social scientists that television violence increases the propensity to real-life aggression among some viewers," and yet, paradoxically, "there is presently little evidence indicating that violence enhances program popularity" (Diener & DeFour, 1978). 

My report will go on to question the relationship between real and fictional violence, examining whether violent media content leads to its audience becoming more violent and aggressive themselves, and also if violent media is just a reflection of the current social state in society today.

I will thus focus on televised violence and its possible effects on audiences.

Possible effects on audiences:


Nearly four decades of research on television and other media have analyzed the exposure of American children to high levels of media violence. Eventual conclusions reached were that those who were heavy viewers of violence demonstrated acceptance of aggressive attitudes and heightened levels of aggressive behaviour. 


The theoretical model used here is the Social Learning Theory (Bandura, 1971), which explains how the learning and imitation of violence occurs via the media. In his studies, he reported that children three to six years of age whose toys were taken away after they had seen films showing aggression would be more likely to pound an inflated doll in their frustration than children who had not seen such films.


Even if viewing televised violence does not trigger off aggressive behaviours or attitudes in people, they are also affected in other ways.


Firstly, prolonged viewing of televised violence can lead to emotional desensitization, towards violence in the real world and also towards victims of violence. This may have the detrimental result of nonchalant attitudes towards violence against others and a decrease in the possibility of taking action of behalf of victims of violence. (Donnerstein, Slaby & Eron, 1994). Eventually, audiences become increasingly “comfortable” with viewing violent content, and their altered perceptions may then be carried over into judgments made about victims of violence in real life.


Secondly, the viewing of media violence can lead to fear reactions in its audience, making them increasingly fearful of being a victim of violence themselves and making them more wary of the people around them. Heavy viewers of media violence perceive the world around them to be as the images on television portray its constructed world to be. (Gerbner, Gross, Signiorelli & Morgan). They tend to imagine the world around them to be more dangerous and crime-ridden. This may occur through immediate or prolonged exposure to violence in the media.


Finally, the catharsis theory suggests that watching violence enables the viewer to release pent-up aggression, thereby making him less aggressive.

Japan’s case:

Fictional violence in Japan:
In the course of television establishing its hold over the Japanese society, considerable concern was expressed about the undesirable effects that excessive television viewing had on young children. In general, Japanese people appear more concerned over the amount of time children spend on watching television rather than the content of the programs that they watch.


Two field studies conducted analyzed the extent of exposure to televised violence and aggressiveness among Japanese children, but they both failed to establish a clear relationship between the two. Munakata (1986) took into consideration the family backgrounds of nursery and kindergarten children and asked mothers as well as teachers to rate the aggressiveness of each child and examined the frequency with which violent programs were watched at home. Though there was no significant correlation was observed, it was noticed that for children with discordant families there was a significant level reached. The more children of such backgrounds watched violent programs, the more aggressive they were rated.


In another panel study of three different kindergarten age groups, (Suzuki et al. 1986) which studied aggressive behaviours in children, they found a positive correlation between aggressiveness and a preference for action-adventure cartoons. The results of the analysis indicated that aggressiveness caused a preference for such cartoons, and not vice versa.


To address the issue of whether Japanese television was really that violent, Iwao, Pool, and Hagiwara (1981) analyzed violence-related contents of 139 dramatized entertainment programs broadcast between 5 and 11 p.m. on five Tokyo television stations during one week in July 1977 for a total of 89 hours and 10 minutes. The findings were that 81 percent of all the programs contained some violence and the number of violent scenes averaged out to 4.5 per program and 7.0 per hour of broadcasting, thus confirming that portrayal of violence on Japanese television was frequent.


In subsequent studies, there have been findings that imported programs contain much more violent content than local Japanese programs. In addition, children’s cartoons were regarded to be extremely violent. 


Another recent Japan-U.S. joint study in 1989/1990 indicated that Japanese dramatic programs on television portrayed violence much more often than did U.S programs. Violence portrayal in the United States is more strictly controlled, while more detailed depictions of violence is often shown on Japanese television, especially in samurai and police dramas.

Real violence in Japan:


Interestingly, despite the high levels of violence that Japanese audiences are exposed to on television, the cases of real violence, as exhibited by the crime rate in Japan is surprisingly low.


In the following is a table that compares the crime rate in Japan as opposed to countries such as the United States, Germany, and France etc. Here, it is noted that Japan boasts of the lowest crime rate compared to its foreign counterparts. These statistics were published by the Japanese Ministry of Justice in its 1995 White Paper on Crime.


However, the levels of occurrence of domestic violence in Japan are excessively high. Results of studies by independent researchers and government organizations, and statistics on homicides and divorces suggest that this is true. Approximately one-third of women murdered in Japan each year are killed by their partners.
Adopting the theory of Social Learning mentioned in the earlier part of my report, it may be suggested that televised violence may have contributed to these perpetrators developing aggressive behaviors by learning from violent programs.

Canada’s case:

Fictional violence in Canada:

Studies of Canadian television programming, including a 1994 report by Laval University’s Guy Paquette and Jacques De Guise, have demonstrated that Canadian television programs are generally less violent than American ones.

The Paquette-De Guise study found that the violence index for Canadian television, calculated during one week in March 1993, was 23.4% lower than that for American television. However, it must be noted that it is not just Canadian programs that are being watched in the country.

The large volume of American television shows being screened into Canadian households every single day implies that American productions undoubtedly contribute in a material way to the amount of violence seen on Canadian TV screens. Thus, it is important to note George Gerbner’s 1986 report on world-wide research into media violence prepared for UNESCO, which found American programs were significantly more violent than those made in other countries.

Particularly significant would perhaps be the latest Canadian cartoon program that has taken over Canada, and many other countries by storm. Southpark may be worshipped by children and adults worldwide for its sardonic wit, sexual innuendoes and countless humorous acts of violence, but it cannot be denied that it is extremely graphic and violent, and Singapore has banned it from being screened on our local channels.

Real violence in Canada:

"Television violence is eroding, scrambling up, the value systems of children -- oh, absolutely,"- RoseAnne Dyson, chairwoman of Canadians Concerned About Violence in Entertainment (C-CAVE).

December 1989: 14 female engineering students were gunned down at Montréal's École Polytechnique, killed by a single gunman on a rampage against both universities and women.

November 1992: 11-year-old Marie Eve Larivière was robbed of $6, then raped and finally strangled.

April 1995: A 13-year-old boy helped beat retired Montreal priest Frank Toope, 75, and wife Jocelyne, 70, to death with a baseball bat and a beer bottle.

The above cases are just a few of the actual number of violent crimes that have taken place in Canada. Many have blamed the media for the occurrence of such violent crimes against others; but so far, no causal link between media violence and real violence has been established. However, the findings in studies prove to be alarming- By the age of 12, according to one study, a typical Canadian will have witnessed as many as 12,000 violent deaths on television.                                                                                   

Although television violence is not solely responsible for aggressive tendencies and antisocial behaviour (suicides, homicides, other crimes and distorted perceptions), it is among the risk factors involved. In fact, most studies agree that there is a positive, though weak, relation between exposure to television violence and aggressive behaviour. It is true, however, that this bi-directional relation cannot be confirmed systematically in all cultures or even in one particular culture. Gender, intelligence, social class, race and frequency of viewing sometimes pose a problem. In addition, some of the research has yielded contradictory results.



Some Canadians feel that television mirrors reality, that is, what appears on television is a mere reflection of what is happening in society.

Evaluation of both countries:


Firstly, with reference to Japan, it is reputed to have the lowest crime rate despite the plethora of violent programs on Japanese television. Using the United States as a comparison, the U.S has put more people in jail as a result of crime but that has not reduced its crime rate below that of Japan. It is difficult to establish a difference in drug laws as reason for the higher crime rate in the United States. In addition, both Japan and the U.S. are prosperous, industrial and capitalistic societies.


Some researchers have taken the example of Japan, where there is far more violent sex in the media than in Europe, yet a much lower incidence of violent sex crime, to support the view that media experience can be cathartic.


Perhaps the difference in cultural values would have contributed to the much lower occurrence in real violence in Japan compared to the United States and other European countries.


In the case of Canada, Canadian Psychologist Jonathan Freedman says that children who watch more violent television also tend to be more aggressive, but, he argues, field experiments have not proven consistently that watching violent television actually causes viewers to become more aggressive.

In addition, Freedman also made a statement concerning the state of crime in the two countries in my report: Japan and Canada, using the United States once again as a comparing tool:

“Children in Canada and the United States watch virtually the same television. Yet, the murder rate in Canada, and the rate of violence in general, is much lower than in the United States. Children in Japan watch probably the most violent, the most lurid and graphic television in the world, and the rate of violent crime there is minuscule compared to Canada and the United States.”- Jonathan Freedman (1994, p. 854)

Conclusion:

Basically, there are two ways with which we can look at real and fictional violence. One way is to say that media violence does lead to real violence:

“…If a child’s observation of media violence promotes the learning of aggressive habits, it can have harmful lifelong consequences. Consistent with this theory, early television habits are in fact correlated with adult criminality.” (Huesmann, 1986 pp.129-130)

Countless field and research studies have sought to prove this relationship. These have used longitudinal field designs in which exposure to TV violence, viewer aggression and control variables are measured over a period of time ranging from 1 year (Singer & Singer, 1980,1981) to 10 years (e.g., Lefkowitz, Eron, Walder & Huesmann, 1977). 

In contrast, we can say that media violence does not cause real violence. The analysis gathered so far proves that there cannot be a causal link between them. As mentioned earlier, though Japan’s television is extremely violent, its crime rate ranks one of the lowest in the world. I feel that watching programs with violent content may stimulate aggressive behaviour in people, but this cannot be a major explanation of real violence in the world.

Other factors, like family background, existing psychological nature and personal intelligence and perception determine the extent to which someone may be influenced by violent programs. There is no way to safely predict whether a given stimulus will provoke positive, negative or neutral behavior, because human nature and personality is so elusive and undeterminable.









In addition, if aggressive behaviour and violence were a result of watching television, then incidents of crime and violence would be more evenly distributed across demographic and geographic boundaries according to the availability of television. But, the rates vary greatly amongst communities and classes.

As for already aggressive and violent people preferring violent media content, I feel that to some extent this would be true. However, because most research focuses on the reverse, that is, on violent media content affecting people, there cannot be accurate conclusions drawn for this matter. As mentioned earlier, some people do feel that what television portrays is an accurate view of societal reality. 






Finally, I feel that it would be reasonable if countries that have too much violent programming to cut down and further regulate their programming, especially when it comes to children’s programs. People should stop blaming the media whenever a violent spate of crimes occur and should look closely and more perceptively at the other possible contributing factors.
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