RAISING THE STANDARDS OF

POPULAR CULTURE

VULGARIANS
AT THE GATE

TRASH TV AND RAUNCH RADIO




o you know what your kids are
D watching on TV or hearing on the

radio? While channel surfing, they
may come across an episode of Sex and
the City, in which the leading ladies light-
heartedly compare notes on penis size; the
cartoon series South Park, with its talking
piece of excrement; the brawling of dys-
functional families on the Jerry Springer
Show; the latest sex-purveying, women-
hating, and violence-inciting rap video on
MTYV; or the rantings of radio shock-jock
Howard Stern.

As the creator and first host of the
Tonight show, and a key player in TV's Gold-
en Age, Steve Allen remained a significant
contributor to television, film, music, and
radio for more than six decades. But, in
recent years, he grew increasingly troubled
by much of what we see and hear today.
Though quick to applaud the few good
shows now airing, he became dismayed
that these small islands of quality are al-
most lost in the sea of mediocrity and out-
right vulgarity that characterizes current
television fare. Whereas talent and quality
were the benchmarks of the early years of
television and radio, pandering to the low-
est common denominator in pursuit of
advertising dollars and audience share is
the main focus of today’s programmers
and performers.

More disturbing is the effect that such
low cultural standards are having on our
children. Each day youngsters are being ex-
posed to hideously inappropriate speech
and behavior by role models on TV, film,
radio, and in the music industry. Crass
promotion of sexuality, gratuitous vulgar-
ity, and violence to children is not just of
concern to religious conservatives who
hawk family values. Many people in the

(continued on back flap)
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entertainment industry, as well as millions
of citizens from all walks of life, are dis-
turbed by the coarsening of entertainment
with its glorification of violence and casual,
no-consequences sex.

The fundamental question, as Allen
sees it, is this: What kind of a society will
we leave to our children—one dominated
by media conglomerates that push any-
thing for a quick buck, or one that reflects
the highest standards of our heritage? It's
up to us to do something about it, to raise
a chorus of protest that echoes the words
of the TV anchorperson from the movie
Network, “I'm mad as hell, and I'm not
going to take it anymore!”
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STEVE ALLEN

(1921-2000) was known as television’s ren-
aissance man. He authored more than fifty
books and composed over 8,500 songs.
Allen was the original creator and host of
the award-winning PBS series Meeting of
Minds. You can learn more about this leg-
endary entertainer by visiting his official
website at SteveAllenonline.com.
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Steve Allen was right.

"This book is the last of many gifts that Steve Allen has given to the American people.
Just as he so brilliantly made a generation laugh, Steve compellingly shows us why we
should all cry for the degradation of our culture and our common values. But true to Steve’s
thoughtful way, he does more than just complain about the problem. Through this book he
challenges his fellow citizens to assert their First Amendment rights to demand a safer,
saner culture for their children and generations to come.”

The Honorable Senator Joe Lieberman

"A good teacher in life, Steve Allen has bequeathed us the ultimate homework assignment.
In Vulgarians at the Gate, he has eloquently framed a real problem that increasingly
degrades our society. His voice must not be a tree falling in the forest.”

Grant Tinker, Former Chairman, NBC

“In Vulgarians at the Gate, entertainment king Steve Allen takes on the mantle of the
cultural advocate, leading the battle required to cleanse our society of this pervasive cultur-
al scourge. His warnings are timely, his appeals passionate and the record of his accomplish-
ments impeccable. A must read for all those who resent the victories of the vulgarians.”

Dr. C. Delores Tucker, National Chair, National Political Congress of Black Women
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INTRODUCTION

ome social problems may be fairly well

defined. For example, it was always in a sense
outrageous that the hideous stench of tobacco smoke
was permitted to befoul the air of eating establish-
ments and airplanes, but in time, there was wide
public attention paid to the problem and the matter
was finally resolved.

The coarsening of our entire culture, however, is
by no means so simple a matter. It is therefore more
troublesome to oppose it. But oppose it we must, for
the consequences of rearing millions of initially
innocent children in a social atmosphere character-
ized by vulgarity, violence, brutish manners, the col-
lapse of the family, and general disrespect for tradi-
tional codes of conduct is to chill the blood of even
the most tolerant of observers. Nevertheless, the fact
that working our way to a reasonable solution will be
difficult should not delay us for a minute. All impor-
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tant projects involve great difficulty, and this one
especially so, for we are not talking only about fla-
grant breaches of taste on the part of certain depraved
individuals in the media. We are also wrestling with
questions of law, freedom, democracy, social order,
religion, morality, sex, philosophy, the free-enterprise
system, and history. We are, in fact, talking about the
ancient mysteries as to what it means to be human
and what it means to be civilized.

Inevitably, in any such context, it will be necessary
to hold up certain horrible examples. The few I've
included have, in fact, already been subjected to
public and professional critical scrutiny. My reference
to them here, therefore, is by way of encouraging us
to consider how some of the worst offenders rose to
the position of prominence they now occupy. Per-
haps dealing with such a question will tell us more
about ourselves, and American society generally, than
it reveals about the offenders. (It is ironic that, be-
cause of the necessity to quote concrete examples of
the present period’s cultural ugliness, in a work
largely motivated out of concern for the tender sensi-
bilities of children, I have produced a book that itself
will not be suitable reading for children, although
selected portions of it may properly be brought to
their attention.)

14
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INTRODUCTION

Anyone even casually familiar with history is
already aware that the problem [ address is not new.
Thousands of years ago the scribes and philosophers
of ancient civilizations were lamenting the disrespect
for rules of the social game shown by the young
people of their time. But I shall argue that there is a
sense in which there is something new about today’s
offenses against law, morality, and even the generally
more lenient standards of professional entertainment.

Ever since the arrival of the human species on our
planet, there has been sexual misbehavior ranging
from the moderate to the criminally outrageous.
There has always, for example, been pornography, but
it is only in the modern age that pornographic ele-
ments have been available in the mainstream media.
Modern technology, in fact, makes possible—if not
apparently inevitable—extrapolation of troublesome
material, even if twenty-first-century humans are no
more depraved than their distant ancestors.

The problem I shall address, namely, the depen-
dence of popular entertainment on vulgarity and vio-
lence, is today so pervasive as to be almost
inescapable. It is all too evident in video, for example,
and it is now widespread on the Internet, frequently
in the form of actual dictionary-definition pornog-
raphy. It has become central to advertising, but I shall

15
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make only passing references to such media, having
chosen instead to direct the reader’s attention to the
daily offenses in television, radio, motion pictures,
and popular music.

Of the two visual media—films and TV—televi-
sion is the more socially dangerous. This is not so
because people who create television programs are
personally more depraved than those who create
films. Indeed, the degree of offensive material in
motion pictures is often worse. But movies do not
invade the home, at least initially, whereas television
sets are almost permanently in the “on” position, in
the same almost mindless way that electric lights, air-
conditioners, and heaters are used. It is by no means
an exaggeration to describe the present controversy as
involving cultural warfare. That being so, we should
not be surprised that large segments of the American
population are angry to the point of demanding
action. Increasingly, their refrain is that of Peter
Finch’s TV anchorman from the brilliant film, Net-
work: "I'm mad as hell, and I'm not going to take it
anymore!”

16
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1
THE PROBLEM
TR

Like a child acting outrageously naughty to see how
far he can push his parents, mainstream television
this season is flaunting the most vulgar and explicit
sex, language, and behavior that it has ever sent
into American homes.

—New York Times, April 1998

Can you find more than an hour-and-a-half of TV
that you'd want your kids [to watch]?
—Susan Sarandon

n Wednesday, July 21, 1999, an important
blow was struck for responsibility and
decency when the following appeal was publicly
announced by a group of respected leaders at a media
conference in our nation'’s capital:

17
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@merican parents today are deeply worried
about their children’s exposure to an
increasingly toxic popular culture. The
events in Littleton, Colorado, are only the
most recent reminder that something is
deeply amiss in our media age. Violence
and explicit sexual content in television,
films, music, and video games have esca-
lated sharply in recent years. Children of all
ages now are being exposed to a barrage of
images and words that threaten not only to
rob them of normal childhood innocence
but also to distort their view of reality and
even undermine their character growth.

These concerns know no political or
partisan boundaries. According to a recent
CNN-USA Today-Gallup poll, 76 percent of
adults agree that TV, movies, and popular
music are negative influences on children,
and 75 percent report that they make efforts
to protect children from such harmful influ-
ences. Nearly the same number say
shielding children from the negative influ-
ences of today’s media culture is “nearly
impossible.ﬁ

Moreover, there is a growing public
appreciation of the link between our exces-
sively violent and degrading entertainment
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THE PROBLEM

and the horrifying new crimes we see
emerging among our young: schoolchildren
gunning down teachers and fellow students
en masse, killing sprees inspired by violent
films, and teenagers murdering their babies
only to return to dance at the prom.

Clearly, many factors are contributing to
the crisis—family disintegration, ineffective
schools, negligent parenting, and the ready
availability of firearms. But, among re-
searchers, the proposition that entertain-
ment violence adversely influences attitudes
and behavior is no longer controversial;
there is overwhelming evidence of its
harmful effects. Numerous studies show
that degrading images of violence and sex
have a desensitizing effect. Nowhere is the
threat greater than to our at-risk youth—
youngsters whose disadvantaged environ-
ments make them susceptible to acting
upon impulses shaped by violent and dehu-
manizing media imagery.

Lln the past, the entertainment industry
was more conscious of its unique responsi-
bility for the health of our culture. For thirty
years, television lived by the National Asso-
ciation of Broadcasters [NAB] Television
Code, which detailed responsibilities to the

WorldRadioHistory
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community, children, and society and pre-
scribed specific programming standards. For
many years, this voluntary code set bound-
aries that enabled television to thrive as a
creative medium without causing undue
damage to the bedrock values of our society.|

In recent years, several top entertain-
ment executives have spoken out on the
need for minimum standards and, more
recently, on the desirability of more family-
friendly programming. But to affect real
change, these individual expressions must
transform into a new, collective affirmation
of social responsibility on the part of the
media industry as a whole.

CWe, the undersigned, call on executives
of the media industry—as well as CEOs of
companies that advertise in the electronic
media—to join with us and with America’s
parents in a new social compact aimed at
renewing our culture and making our
media environment more healthy for our
society and safer for our children. We call
on industry leaders in all media—televi-
sion, film, video, and electronic games—to
band together to develop a new voluntary
code of conduct, broadly modeled on the
NAB code.”
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THE PROBLEM

The code we envision would affirm in
clear terms the industry’s vital responsibili-
ties for the health of our culture; establish
certain minimum standards for violent,
sexual, and degrading material for each
medium, below which producers can be
expected not to go; commit the industry to
an overall reduction in the level of enter-
tainment violence; ban the practice of tar-
geting of adult-oriented entertainment to
youth markets; provide for more accurate
information to parents on media content;
commit to the creation of “windows” or
“safe havens” for family programming,
including a revival of TV's “family hour”;
and, finally, pledge significantly greater cre-
ative efforts to develop family-oriented
entertainment.

CWe strongly urge parents to express their
support for this voluntary code of conduct
directly to media executives and advertisers
with telephone calls, letters, faxes, or
e-mails and to join us at www.media-
appeal.org. And we call on all parents to ful-
fill their part of the compact by responsibly
supervising their children’s media exposure.

We are not advocating censorship or
wholesale strictures on artistic creativity. We

21
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are not demanding that all entertainment
be geared to young children. Finally, we are
not asking government to police the media.

Rather, we are urging the entertainment
industry to assume a decent minimum of
responsibility for its own actions and take
modest steps of self-restraint. And we are
asking parents to help in this task by taking
responsibility for shielding their own chil-
dren and also by making their concerns
known to media executives and advertisers. )

Hollywood has an enormous influence
on America, particularly the young. By
making a concerted effort to turn its ener-
gies to promoting decent, shared values and
strengthening American families, the enter-
tainment industry has it within its power to
help make an America worthy of the third
millennium. We, as leaders from govern-
ment, the religious community, the non-
profit world, and the private sector, along
with members of the entertainment com-
munity, challenge the entertainment in-
dustry to this great task. We appeal to those
who are reaping great profits to give some-
thing back. We believe that by choosing to
do good, the entertainment industry can
also make good, and both the industry and
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our society will be richer and better as a
result.

STEVE ALLEN, author, entertainer
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University
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ROBERT HANLEY, actor, writer, director;
founder and president Entertainment Fel-
lowship
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Christian Fellowship

ANDY HILL, president of programming,
Channel One Network
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of history, City University of New York

MARK HONIG, executive director, Parents
Television Council
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Although networks and production studios deny
responsibility, their reasoning is no more complex
than that which made the executives of America’s
tobacco companies lie through their teeth for decades
when they were privately perfectly aware that their
product was addictive and injurious to health as well.
Even after it had been clearly established that well
over 400,000 Americans were dying every year from
the effects of tobacco smoke—with uncounted mil-
lions throughout the rest of the planet—the lying con-
tinued. Do not be confused, therefore, by the evasive
denials now emanating from those who create and
market our various forms of public entertainment.
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Parents and other concerned adults are under a
moral obligation to provide themselves with basic
relevant information. For example, according to the
A. C. Nielsen Company the average child (age 2
through 11) watches nearly four hours of television per
day. In August 1999 the American Academy of Pedi-
atrics recommended that children under the age of
two not be permitted to watch television at all, on the
grounds that doing so deprives them of social inter-
action which is critical for early brain development.
The same physicians’ organization recommended
that older children sleep in media-free bedrooms to
reduce their exposure to questionable references. And
yet more than half of all children in America have a
television set in their bedrooms. A 1994 study by the
Center for Media and Popular Culture reports an
average of fifteen violent acts being televised per
channel per hour between 6 A.m. and midnight, an
increase of 41 percent in only four years. In his 1999
national address on media violence after the student
massacre at Columbine High School in Littleton,
Colorado, President Clinton reported that “by the
time the typical American child reaches the age of
eighteen, he or she has seen 200,000 dramatized acts
of violence and 40,000 dramatized murders.” And
there are scores of reliable studies suggesting that
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television violence may contribute to aggressive
behavior.

My purpose in writing this book, therefore, is to
provide responsible adults with the ammunition they
need to wage a successful cultural war for the atten-
tive consciousness of America’s children.

The reality of what is actually out there for the public
to view and hear in the media seems rarely to be
addressed publicly and in a coherent and substantive
way. The majority of Americans agree, albeit with
varying degrees of emphasis, that something must be
done about the vulgarity and violence in our media.
But this great and understandably acrimonious
debate involves, among other things, a challenge to
capitalism, to our free-enterprise system.

I support this point by starting with what is
obvious, that the primary reason for the existence of
the moral garbage presently being marketed to chil-
dren and adults alike is that there is profit in it. There
is indeed, for the professional offenders have discov-
ered not only that there is a clear though relatively
small market for explicit material, but that even
among the majority of Americans who are not them-
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selves morally hopeless there are classic human
weaknesses to which media marketers can appeal and
exploit.

That the nature of free enterprise allows for very
low incidence of restriction and is harmonious with
freedoms generally is obvious enough, but surely
there is no defender of capitalism naive enough to
believe that a free market is literally perfect. We must
now concentrate on the relevant imperfections. One
of them is that the lust for profit is now the primary
energizer of the debasement of our entire society and
culture. The most shockingly vulgar recordings reap
multimillions in profit, and the same is true of sleazy
radio, television, and films. To read some of the
social commentary of, say, a quarter or half-century
ago an impartial observer might be forgiven for
assuming that all we had to do was to defeat Com-
munism and a good many if not all of our troubles
would be behind us. Well, Communism, at least in
the strength it boasted before the collapse of the
Soviet Union, no longer much troubles us. While we
may no longer have those half-comic, half-tragic
nightmares about Communists under the bed, the
ironic thing is that there are indeed monsters in our
midst, and they are us. And a shocking reality whose
gears are meshed with this first understanding is that
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it is America’s major corporations that are funding a
large part of the social damage we are suffering.

This is a point with which, at least to my knowl-
edge, even the conservative community of well-orga-
nized think tanks has not adequately dealt. But I see
hope in this very fact, for if we assume that our indus-
trialists have an invisible protective shield that blinds
them to criticism coming from liberals, surely the
same cannot be said if similar criticisms come from
the industrial world’s chief philosophical defenders.

So far I have spoken only of the responsibility of
those who create and produce violent entertainment.
I'm certainly not alone in this; the majority of the
American people are demanding that the marketers
of mass-entertainment carefully consider the negative
effects of their product.Lﬁut that leaves unanswered
an awkward question: What about the public de-
mand for aggressive, violent material? It is perfectly
fair to point this question directly at the reader, the
film-goer, and the TV watcher. (If we even go so far as
to impress upon our children that we have personally
recognized the harmful nature of such unhealthy
modern entertainment, we will have made some
progress. But still, the primary offenders, those who
create the objectionable material in the first place,
must stop blaming the audience, as if they themselves
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are somehow morally opposed to what they are
forced to market. On this complex and troubling

question there is more than enough guilt to go
aroundj

DO WE DESERVE OUR FREEDOM?

Historically there has long been a certain tension
between the arts and social policy. Humankind has
always been practiced at breaking the moral law, but
poets, novelists, philosophers, dramatists, and jour-
nalists have at least attempted to transmit positive
messages, often by specifically criticizing what is vile
and criminal in society. What we are witnessing
today, by way of contrast, is the apparently willing
cooperation—sometimes even the enthusiastic lead-
ership—of the practitioners of popular culture to
degrade an already deeply disturbed society. It is
unclear why we had to wait until the 1990s for this to
be generally perceived as a vital concern, but it is at
least a hopeful sign that the degree of cultural de-
pravity is now becoming widely recognized.

There has always been a market for vulgarity and
licentiousness; but at present it is undeniable that
motion pictures, theater, television, radio, the
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recording industry, and to a lesser degree, journalism
are enthusiastic participants in the general collapse of
standards and behavior. Some people may find it
hard to believe that television, to refer to only one
venue, was a morally admirable medium as recently
as the 1950s. With a few exceptions it was largely
administered by gentlemen and ladies, and although
it was, from the first, apparent that inferior cultural
merchandise was likely to become quite popular,
given the notorious imperfections of human nature
itself, television programming in general at least con-
sisted of fare that could be watched by the entire
family. Whether one approves or disapproves of the
wholesome nature of early television, it is clear that
the medium has changed] A surprising amount of
programming, in both da;rt*ime and evening hours, is
now sadly unfit for children, by any societal standard
of the last millennium. Individuals might behave
abominably, but societies once did sincerely attempt
to maintain general standards, if only on the quite
sensible grounds that the alternative invariably leads
to social anarchy and chaos in which the civilized
conduct of human affairs becomes an essentially
losing proposition for literally all participants.
Among those who once formally guarded the
moral and ethical ramparts were the corporations,
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consisting chiefly of men who had been reasonably
well educated and were by-and-large responsible citi-
zens—the conservative country-club set, in other
words—but their role as moral guardians now ap-
pears to have been almost totally abandoned. Corpo-
rate America, granting exceptions, has not only
largely given up its former admirable participation in
the maintenance of society’s general sanity but has
joined those who would undermine it and is, in fact,
funding them in large measure.

This is nowhere more clear than in the context of
TV and radio. The owners of television and radio sta-
tions, and the networks by which they are strung
together, are apparently so concentrated on the
bottom line—to use the tiresome phrase—that they
simply turn a blind eye to what is nothing less than
the partial collapse of their own society. As a result
not only is television awash in foul language and
repulsiveness, but the owners—those holding the
most power—are not just permitting but encouraging
their creative representatives to further extremes of
muck and mire. Once it became clear that there is a
definite cause-and-effect relationship between the
schlockiest forms of sexual display and achieving
higher ratings, the battle was over.

I await the cries of anguish from my fellow philo-
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sophical defenders of the free market, but I do not
intend to hold my breath until I hear them.

If ours were a more rational society it might be
thought that the current wave of countercriticism
would at least have led the chief offenders, corporate
or private, to slightly pull in their horns. But precisely
the opposite has taken place. Television, which has
now been roundly criticized for its increasing vul-
garity during the decade just past, continues to be
more deliberately shocking than ever. When it was
first introduced, the witless spectacle known as Mar-
ried . . . with Children—a deliberately vulgar situation
comedy aired on the Fox network—was considered a
daring exception. Instead, it turns out to have been
the forerunner of an actual cultural movement.

In 1990 an editor for the Los Angeles Times, having
learned of my criticisms of the wave of vulgarity that
had become so dominant in American entertain-
ment, asked me to write a brief commentary for the
paper. I quote it here from its September 17, 1990,
publication because it enables me to make a rather

happy point.

The producers of a new sitcom, incapable of
creating actual wit of the sort weekly pro-
vided by Cheers or the Cosby show, decide to
go with the current flow, despite the fact
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that that flow is carrying us all along right
into the sewer. They make an innocent five-
year old say, “It sucks.” The very sort of lan-
guage parents forbid their children to use is
now being encouraged not only by any-
thing-goes cable entrepreneurs but the once
high-minded networks. We may therefore
paraphrase the ancient moral admonition
about money to read: Love of Ratings Is the
Root of All Evil.

We're not just talking about television
here. Much of modern entertainment
already involves vulgarians addressing bar-
barians. But the underlying questions are
vastly more important. Why are ratings
important? Because they translate into dol-
lars. The bankers, corporate executives, and
country-clubbers who own network stock,
plus advertisers, far from resisting the pre-
sent aesthetic and ethical collapse as their
class would have in times past, are actually
abetting the ugliness.

Marketplace factors are already largely
responsible for having thoroughly debased
popular music, a billion-dollar industry,
since the tastes of poorly educated teenagers
with discretionary income dominate the
field. Most of today’s punk and heavy-metal
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lovers have yet even to hear such names as
George Gershwin, Cole Porter, and Richard
Rodgers. Forget Ludwig von Beethoven.

The best humor, when it is not simply
purely playful, says something witty and
wise about the issues it confronts. Among
the horrifying problems of American civi-
lization at present is the collapse of the
American family, which has assumed such
proportions that many now react to the
word family as if it were just another noun
like roller skates or television. Humans can do
without roller skates or TV but they literally
cannot long survive, as a rational, emotion-
ally healthy species, without a secure family
structure.

The reason, to belabor the obvious, is
that the family is the soil in which each
year'’s new crop of humans grow. It is
mostly the failed family, therefore, which
has produced our present millions of
prison inmates, rapists, drug addicts, bur-
glars, muggers, sexual psychopaths, nonpro-
fessional whores of both sexes, and general
goofolas.

Very well—agreed; that is the problem.
The solution of today’s comedy specialists,
with few exceptions, is to make vulgar light
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of what is, in reality, tragically heavy. As for
those trying to treat as deep a wound as our
society has ever suffered, far from encour-
aging them, today’s comics deride them.
That even those who acknowledge the right
rules of conduct will often fail to live up to
their own honestly professed codes is sadly
clear.

But what the dominant voices of our
culture—with their access to popular music,
radio, TV, and the comedy concert circuit—
are now saying is "F--- virtue.”

If you think our society is sick now—
stand by.

This relates, of course, to the debate
about censorship and the question as to
whether the large segment of American
society that perceives the moral dangers in
totally unrestricted artistic expression has
any say at all concerning the use of public
funds by the National Endowment for the
Arts. The question is a perfectly fair one:
Though artists have the creative right to pro-
duce work that may even express racial,
sexual, or religious hatred, does the state
have the correlative obligation to endorse
such expression with already inadequate
taxpayers’ money?
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The matter is by no means justly resolved
by reflexive condemnations of censorship,
which in any event already exists in law, or
are slander and libel perfectly acceptable?

Even the maligned networks do censor
their programs. When the prince of filth of
a few years ago, Andrew Dice Clay, ap-
peared on that bastion of free speech, Satur-
day Night Live, several of his more revolting
remarks were, quite properly, censored.
High time.

When I entertain, I almost invariably spend the
first twenty minutes or so responding to questions
submitted by members of the audience. At a recent
awards luncheon sponsored by a Toastmasters group
three different participants brought up the same sub-
ject matter. A woman asked, “What’s your opinion of
current-day comedians who mostly shout and insult
the audience and have no intellectual or entertaining
ideas?” A gentleman from Thousand Oaks, Cali-
fornia, asked, “Has humor gone too far?” And a man
from Torrance, California, wrote, “You've spoken of
certain infamous public personalities who ‘scrawl
graffiti on the national dialogue’ How do we let these
participants know how far off-base they are? How do
we get them to cease and desist?”
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In the process of telling these folks a story about a
guest on my television show in the 1950s who acci-
dentally used a vulgar term, I said “Perhaps I should
explain to younger people here today that while tele-
vision now permits almost any sort of vulgarity, espe-
cially on its talk or comedy shows, for much of TV’s
history nothing of the sort was permitted. We just
laughed at Sid Caesar, Jackie Gleason, Red Skelton,
and those other wonderful comedians because they
were funny.” And then I added, quite casually, “It
might be interesting sometime, just as an experiment,
to go back to that system.” To my surprise, the result
was thunderous applause.

Perhaps the time has come to determine, by stan-
dard polling methods, what percentage of the Amer-
ican audience actually relishes the incredible daily
barrage of vile language that has come to be so char-
acteristic of modern comedy. Note that I am not refer-
ring here to the sort of innocent and cutely naughty
humor that was common in old burlesque, although
never in vaudeville, where it simply was not permitted
because theater owners catered to a family audience.

It has been possible for modern American viewers
to see instances of this sort of humor, almost always
involving baggy-pants comedians working with pretty
young women, because of the availability on our tele-
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vision sets a few years ago of that delightful produc-
tion, the Benny Hill Show. Mr. Hill was in the grand tra-
dition of the English music hall, in which there has
always been a great deal of comic leering at attractive
showgirls, almost invariably by comedians with natu-
rally funny faces, but our burlesque entertainers never
stooped to the ugly vulgarity that one hears now even
on daytime television where children can and do see it.

It is certainly relevant to consider that those still
regarded as the great comic entertainers of the cen-
tury did not resort to the gutter-language heard today
in every comedy club in the land. We simply laughed
at Charlie Chaplin, Stan Laurel and Oliver Hardy,
Buster Keaton, Bob Hope, Fred Allen, Victor Borge,
Milton Berle, Phil Silvers, W. C. Fields, and the others.
Even the most depraved viewers never appealed to
our great comedians to deal in obscenity and lan-
guage that would shame a drunken sailor.

Show business is, of course, a business in some
respects like any other, and if American popular taste
generally has fallen to such a low estate that millions
of dollars can be made by catering to it, then it would
be difficult to address the broad issues constructively
or to hope for much improvement. But the will of the
majority is also an important factor in our political
and social system. Let us assume that polls and sur-
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veys would reveal that most Americans are disgusted
by the degree of ugliness in modern comedy;
wouldn't it be reasonable to expect that that fact—if
it were so—would be reflected in the marketplace?

For that minority who apparently cannot get
enough vile concepts and terms in their popular en-
tertainment, perhaps a sub-market could be estab-
lished for their convenience, something like my pro-
posal for comedy clubs: Filth Night Monday,
Wednesday, and Friday could be advertised, and
Clean Nights be made available on Tuesday, Thurs-
day, and Saturday. The various content-rating systems
for television, movies, and music lyrics, of course, are
an attempt—though weak—to do something about
the otherwise constantly descending level of ugliness
to which we are presently subjected.

I wish I could report that the simple publication of
my original complaint in the Los Angeles Times led to
a moderately detectable movement for reform.
Nothing of the sort happened, but I did learn that I
had a good many supporters within the entertainment
community. The morning the article appeared, a call
came in from the witty and original comedian Mort
Sahl. He not only expressed a number of compli-
ments but did so heatedly and implored me to keep
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repeating the same message, explaining that he was
personally disgusted by the drift of modern comedy
away from meaningful social commentary and
toward empty schlock, rudeness, and sleaze.

A few minutes after Mort called, another come-
dian, Gary Morton, was on the phone. In his later
years Morton was better known as the husband of the
late Lucille Ball but in his younger days he had been
a stand-up comic, and a funny one. He, too, resound-
ingly seconded my motion. “It's about time,” he said,
“that somebody inside the business said what you
did this morning. It's driven me nuts for years, and
Lucy used to get so angry that she switched off the TV.
She couldn’t stand all the garbage she was seeing,” (It
should be noted that Lucy’s hilarious and completely
clean I Love Lucy series is still enjoyed by millions
each day throughout the world.)

I quickly realized that these calls and others I
received that day were more important, in terms of
their source, than if I had received congratulatory
messages from Billy Graham or the late Mother
Teresa who, of course, would have deplored the pre-
sent degree of vulgarity in entertainment. The fact
that so many of my friends—all of whom, like
myself, are just regular guys on the morality scale-
voiced the same concerns was even more significant.
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An early and courageous critic of the “anything
goes” school of comedy was the late Henny Young-
man who, writing in the New York Times of July 31,
1990, said, “A guy I'd thought was my friend played
me a tape of Andrew Dice Clay, this hot-shot kid
comic from Brooklyn with the filthy mouth. After lis-
tening to a few gags I realized Clay needs no intro-
duction. What he needs is an act.” Youngman even
denied that some of Clay’s laugh-lines were jokes at
all. They're not, he said, “they’re ugliness.”

Another relevant incident occurred in 1998 when
I attended a lunch meeting in Beverly Hills’ Spago
Restaurant with a dozen or so of my fellow members
of the Friars Club. Comedians have always been con-
sidered the glamour-members of the fraternal organi-
zation, which is famous for its “roasts” of various
celebrities.

Over the course of several decades such profes-
sional funnymen as Milton Berle, Georgie Jessel, Jack
Carter, Sid Caesar, Dean Martin, Norm Crosby,
Buddy Hackett, Johnny Carson, Red Buttons, Jan
Murray, and Henny Youngman—to name only a
few—have staged all-star comedy fests in which, at
least on many occasions, true heights of hilarity were
reached. It is important to note here that not all of
the jokes that emerged in such settings could be
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described as suitable family entertainment. Indeed,
for many years the Friars did not even permit women
to attend those of its productions called “stag” shows.
This was not done out of any male chauvinist bias
but rather out of respect for the more presumably
tender sensitivities of women. I stress this point be-
cause it relates importantly to what [ am about to say.

At the Spago lunch Jack Carter, an unfailingly
amusing gentleman, happened casually to mention
that he had just seen a new TV situation comedy that
he described as “so dirty you wouldn't believe it.” He
quoted a few sample lines, which were indeed even
more vulgar than much of what one sees on evening
television. Finding it hard to believe that even the
now shameless networks could have authorized the
telecasting of such lines, I said “Which network?”

“Oh, it was on HBO,” Jack said.

Sid Caesar, who was sitting to my left, agreed with
Carter’s assessment of the show, which is called Sex
and the City. So here again, we have an example of
long-time progressive practitioners of the comedy
trade, by no means altar boys or candidates for the
rabbinate themselves, expressing revulsion by what
now is considered, at least by some broadcasters,
acceptable entertainment.

It turns out that Jack Carter described the program
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accurately. On an early episode of the series a married
man “flashes” (exposes himself to) a young woman. It
is noteworthy that Darren Star, who created not only
this particular series but also Beverly Hills 90210 and
Melrose Place, said at a public press conference of the
HBO cable service, “I can’t think of another place that
would give us the freedom to produce this candid and
comical take on contemporary sex and relationships.”

Incidentally, a critic named Stacey D’Rasmo,
writing in US magazine, made an important observa-
tion in saying, “the reason for the popularity of this
show Sex and the City on HBO is not raw sex—you
can see more humping on the average soap opera—
but the raw analysis of male-female relations, a cour-
tesan perspective.” Another noteworthy comment
was made to the New York Times by Sarah Jessica
Parker, the attractive and talented star of the series.
“Oh God, the scripts are salty and ribald! This is
something I've never done before. Since the pilot the
writers have accommodated my more prudish side.”

“For one thing,” says New York Times reviewer Gini
Sikes, “they’ve all but eliminated Miss Parker’s use of
a particular four-letter word that she says is not part
of her vocabulary.” Let us be grateful for even small
favors. The most intriguing parts of Ms. Sikes’s April
1998 review/commentary are as follows:
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Seeking freedom from the restraints of net-
work censors and advertisers . .. [Wait a
minute; what restraints?] Mr. Star first tried
to sell Sex and the City as a comedy series
pilot to HBO last year. ... “The network
brought me in to attract younger demo-
graphics, then changed its mind, making
me re-tool the show.” Star says, “That expe-
rience taught me a great lesson. I'd rather
not work for ten years than write to serve
network dictates.”

Given the recent increase in the number of Amer-
icans outraged about the vulgarity level to which the
three once-respected major networks (ABC, NBC,
CBS) have descended, it would appear that the
undoubtedly talented Mr. Star, and the many other
writer/producers who think like he does, are now
properly the subject of considered critical analysis.
Consider for example, his comment that “In terms of
creative freedom, HBO is the best place to work right
now in TV. You're allowed to write the way people
speak in the real world, which you can’t on the net-
works because they're run on fear” (italics added).

Apparently Mr. Star considers the emotion of fear
itself, though it is the product of millions of years of
physical evolution, a somehow shameful human
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attribute that ought to be stamped out, along with
such excess baggage as respect for morality itself. I
will pay at least a few network executives the compli-
ment of assuming that they hold the uglier four-letter
words to a minimum in their telecasts simply because
even some quite depraved people find such language
unpleasant and degrading, especially when it is
employed in a casual way. The point is that in a legit-
imate drama such as HBO's brilliant series, The
Sopranos or ABC'’s equally outstanding NYPD Blue
there may be a literary justification for the inclusion
of the kind of language characteristic of prison,
ghetto, military, or Mafia life. But it is far more char-
acteristic of modern comedy entertainment that the
standard verbal rough stuff is inserted into situation
comedies partly because writers just want to see how
much they can “get away with.” Perhaps in a utopian
society, Mr. Star might be sentenced to write a five
thousand-word essay on the meaning of the term cre-
ative freedom.

One begins to wonder, given the adulation and
publicity with which Sex and the City was greeted by
the print media, why there are so few journalists
willing to deal, in specific terms, with the rawness of
the program’s story-lines? It's important to note that,
although adjectives such as steamy, spicy, ribald, and
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bawdy are used, there is rarely even the faintest sug-
gestion that the critics take a dim view of the
extremes to which the program resorts. A modified
exception came in the August 2, 1999, issue of News-
week which used the words “obscene,” “raunchy,” and
“shockingly explicit” in describing the conversations
between the lead characters. According to the
Philadelphia Enquirer, episodes of Sex and the City have
included uninhibited discussions about “penis size,
oral and anal sex, and how a sudden onset of flatu-
lence can destroy a romantic interlude.”

Ms. Parker herself comes across in print as the lik-
able and bright person she is in reality. Her observa-
tions in response to reporters’ questions have a gen-
eral reasonableness about them. But occasionally,
like the rest of us, she is simply out-and-out wrong, as
when she says of the program, “I don't think it's
vulgar.” Ms. Parker, it's supposed to be vulgar.

This may not come as disturbing news to Star,
who, I have little doubt, knows exactly what he’s
doing. Vulgarity is in, folks. It's quite another ques-
tion, of course, as to whether this is marvelous social
news or suggests something rather ominous about
America’s future.

Producer Darren Star was quoted in the same
August 1999 Newsweek story as saying something that
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is refreshingly candid, but morally horrendous. In
explaining why he decided to bring Sex and the City to
HBO he said, “I wanted to do an R-rated show about
adult sexual relationships that had no kind of censorship,
moralizing, or judgment” (italics added). There was
more to his explanation, but to include it here would
be perhaps to dilute the reader’s concentration on
something that one hopes will serve to bring us to a
clearer understanding of precisely what this book is
about, and what has so many millions of Americans
up in arms. On the assumption that Mr. Star is not a
one-of-a-kind phenomenon, it follows that there are
some television producers who actually want to
create and transmit R-rated material into our homes.
Second, Mr. Star has now clearly established the
existence of a school of thought that simply does not
want to be encumbered with moral considerations.
His forthright assertion therefore has brought us to a
point of decision. If any appreciable number of televi-
sion program-creators agree with Mr. Star on the point
he has raised, are the American people prepared to let
the no-morals-or-censorship-gang get away with it?
The real harm this program will do is that its four
glamorous principals will no doubt be adopted as
role-models by some impressionable teenage girls.
And I'm sure that’s all we need now, yet another pow-
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erful influence for our teenagers to sleep with almost
anybody, smoke heavily, drink too much, and talk
like hookers.

In one scene alone the word shitty was used about
a dozen times. A significant thing about the use of
such terms is that they are rarely employed in a tradi-
tional context, which is usually to express such strong
emotions as anger, contempt, or pent-up frustration.
They are now used in the same quite casual way that
not very many years ago would have involved such
words as damn or hell.

Considered in the context of the broader night-
time schedule of HBO programming which includes
the pornographic documentary series Real Sex; the
voyeuristic backstage look at strippers, G-String Divas;
and the utterly tasteless comedy Arliss, Sex and the
City may be considered relatively mainstream by
some. But it is again its potential to influence teen
behavior which leads me to devote these pages to it.

For the past several years I have continued to speak
my mind on the issue of vulgarity in television,
comedy, and music, and have, again and again, been
gratified to see how much cheering comes from
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within an industry that some critics may perceive as
almost completely uninterested in morals and man-
ners. There is surely no shortage of offenders but if
they constitute a majority at all I believe it is a slim
one. In early 1999 I was part of a panel of entertainers
interviewed by talk show host Larry King on his pop-
ular CNN program. My three companions were
Milton Berle, Sid Caesar, and Art Linkletter. At one
point it emerged that all four of us agreed in
deploring the wave of ugliness that has come to char-
acterize so much of American comedy. Add to the list
of those comic entertainers who also have voiced
dismay at the emphasis on vulgarity the names of
Danny Thomas, Jackie Gleason, Andy Griffith, Bob
Newhart, Bill Cosby, and Bob Hope. Some of these
gentlemen in their personal appearances—in other
words not on radio, television, or films—have occa-
sionally indulged in off-color material, but the dis-
tinction they made is of enormous importance. They
simply have had the good sense to know that the
great American audience—which includes millions
of children—is not suitably entertained by the
schlock-shock fare now so common.

What these and thousands of others within show-
business are trying to bring about is certainly not the
outlawing of that ancient staple of human discourse,
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the “dirty joke,” and they are not demanding any-
thing so absurd and irrelevant as that all practitioners
of the comic arts live personally spotless lives. If
American comedy had never until now been exhib-
ited in clean and inoffensive forms, and if, let us say,
it had always been as degrading as much of it is at
present, then at least a certain level of abstract debate
might be conducted (Resolved: There should be less
vulgarity in entertainment). But that is not the situa-
tion we face. From the beginning of this century,
throughout the days of minstrel shows, vaudeville,
motion pictures, radio, television, and even, for the
most part, in the rougher night clubs, the glorious
creativity of Will Rogers, black comedian Bert
Williams, W. C. Fields, Joe E. Brown, Charlie Chaplin,
Laurel and Hardy, Harold Lloyd, Buster Keaton,
Fibber McGee and Molly, Amos and Andy, Smith and
Dale, Ed Wynn, Bert Lahr, Danny Thomas, Sid Caesar,
and other popular comedians never depended on
cheap shock to get laughs. So that should settle part
of the debate once and for all. Clean comedy can be
successfully marketed simply because it has been,
and for a very long time.

In 1951, after I had arrived in New York to do tele-
vision work for CBS, I happened to be walking down
Broadway one afternoon in the company of a young
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woman and suddenly realized we were passing
Charlie’s Bar, an old-fashioned saloon famous
among jazz musicians as a quiet, relaxed hangout
and meeting place. “Hey,” I said, “I've been hearing
about this place for years. Let's go in for a few min-
utes, okay?”

The time was about one in the afternoon and the
place was empty except for one lone customer at the
far end of the bar. My friend and I seated ourselves
near the entrance, ordered soft drinks, and con-
tinued our casual conversation. Somehow it was
exciting, as I looked about the room, to realize that
hundreds of the world’s greatest jazz stars and big
band musicians had occupied that same space over a
long span of years. There was nothing particularly
impressive about the room itself, nothing of the
modern Planet Hollywood tourist-trap ambiance.
All-in-all the experience was casually pleasurable,
right up until the point when the lone alcoholic at
the other end of the bar began to talk—to no one in
particular—but loudly enough to intrude on our
consciousness. Life almost daily presents worse
problems, but the fellow was using ugly language. I
would have paid no particular attention had I been
alone, but in that pre-Sex and the City day it was not
considered acceptable to use such language in the
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presence of women. Even this was not a matter of
major concern since my companion and I had
planned to remain on the premises for only a few
minutes. Unfortunately the loudmouth, wrapped in
his own loneliness and negativity, began to increase
his volume. At this the bartender, without saying a
word, approached the man. Suddenly curious as to
what he might say to the offender I followed him
with my eyes as he walked to the far end of the bar.
Speaking softly, he leaned in very close to the drunk
and said, "Hey, man—modulate.”

My friend and I laughed heartily, I left the bar-
tender a good tip, and we returned to the street.

Is there no one in radio or television to so address
today’s vendors of vulgarity? Evidently not. Consider
that in 1998 Howard Stern was hired by the once
proud CBS to bring his daily festival of radio filth to
late night TV.

Bear in mind that the decision to accord even
more riches and "honor” to Stern is not at all the
result of an idea by some tasteless lieutenant who
risks reprimand from his superiors for having added
new and particularly objectionable sleaze to the net-
work'’s schedule. It is now the superiors themselves—
the owners—and the leading stock holders who
make or enthusiastically support such decisions. The
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Time-Warner company has taken a great deal of
public criticism for its willingness to ignore moral
and ethical considerations in turning a profit. Within
the context of television, the Fox network would
appear to hold the same distinction.

This is interesting on its face but even more so
upon analysis. Ordinarily when either an individual
or an institution is criticized it responds by slightly
pulling in its horns and trying to put some sort of
acceptable face on what has been widely recognized
as offensive or harmful. Fox TV, by way of contrast,
appeared determined to become even more offensive.

In the short-lived 1995 series about four men
having relationship problems, Misery Loves Company,
not only was there a scene where a tall, attractive-
looking blonde woman walks into a public men'’s
room and stands, visibly using a urinal, but this was
the specific clip Fox used as the “coming attractions”
example, implying that such moments were not only
typical of the program but revealed it at its best.

Multiply this by—oh, fifty—and you need no
additional evidence to dismiss the suggestion that
networks can police themselves.

It would be an interesting experiment—don't you
think?—to approach these leaders in their capacities
as associates of one philosophical tradition or an-
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other. Some of them, after all, are Catholics, Protes-
tants, Jews, Conservatives, Democrats, or Liberals.
This question should be put to them: "As one affili-
ated with a social bloc that boasts a long and honor-
able ethical tradition, do you personally approve of
the vileness of a program you have recently added to
your schedule?”

I sent a letter of precisely this sort not long ago to
media mogul Rupert Murdoch, owner of the Fox net-
work and one of the most powerful and socially in-
fluential men on earth, after learning, from a maga-
zine article about him, that he was not only very
proud of his position as a political conservative but
also a sincere Christian.

Dear Mr. Murdoch,

In connection with an article I am preparing
for publication I would like to put to you what
I perceive as an extremely simple question.

I pose it against the background of a
wave of public sentiment in the United
States that is becoming almost violent in its
proportions and energy—and expresses the
true sense of outrage felt by the majority of
Americans, though not all, at the degree to
which popular culture in our country has
become cheapened.
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Although the Christian Right—with
which I understand you are in substantial
philosophical agreement—is perhaps the
loudest of the critics of the present sordid
state of affairs, they are by no means alone
in expressing their displeasure at the current
daily barrage of vulgarity, obscenity, blas-
phemy, and general sleaze.

As a Christian yourself, I assume you
take a dim view of the general ugliness and
immorality of much of popular culture.

So far, in this letter, I am sharing infor-
mation rather than presenting a question.
But now I'll get to that. The fly in the oint-
ment is that Fox television is widely viewed
as not only a participant in the general mar-
keting of sleaze but—in fact—one of the
worst offenders. [What I had chiefly in
mind was Fox’s high-rated program Married
. . . with Children, a sitcom about an atypical
American family celebrating vulgarity.]

I enclose, in this specific connection, a
copy of a letter I sent some months ago to a
man named John Matoian. As you will see,
I expressed hope at, and hearty approval of,
the hiring of Mr. Matoian since the fact that
he had joined your corporation suggested
that someone in a position of authority had
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become so concerned about the marketing
of truly vile material, that they had brought
the honorable gentleman into the picture as
a way of doing something productive about
the problem.

But the fact is—as I assume you are
aware—Mr. Matoian was quietly dismissed
not long after he had been hired.

Since no reason was given for his firing,
it is reasonable to at least suppose that it
might have been because he did, in fact, try
to strike a few blows for decency and social
responsibility but was—for that very
reason—perceived to be a threat to those
who had taken your telecasting empire into
the lamentable direction that has given it its
present reputation.

It now occurs to me that I'm really pre-
senting two separate, though related, ques-
tions to you. Are you, or is any member of
your team, prepared to explain why Mr.
Matoian was hired and fired so quickly?
And second, do you perceive what to casual
observers seems glaringly evident—that
there is a flat contradiction between your
avowedly Christian, conservative principles
on the one hand and [on the other] the sort
of merchandise that has become so closely
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associated with the name Murdoch, at least
in the United States?

You are perfectly within your rights to
leave me with nothing, in response, except
being able to say “Mr. Murdoch declined to
comment,” but since I will pay you the
compliment of assuming that you take your
journalistic and other responsibilities seri-
ously—and are not so morally monstrous a
creature as to be interested in nothing but
profit—I am naturally hoping—as my
readers will eventually—for a more detailed
and rational response.

Cordially,
Steve Allen
Enc: Matoian letter

2 October 1995
Dear Mr. Matoian,

As a person busy enough myself to work
seven days a week, I always wince a bit
when I receive a letter running more than
two pages. With your own workload you
probably have the same reaction. I wish I
could spare you the attendant discomfort,
but the message I have to communicate is
of such importance that I believe spending
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the extra few minutes in reading it will be
worth your while.

Well, not so much your own while—or
mine, for that matter—but that of the
nation. The preceding sentence was not a
deliberate exaggeration made for dramatic
effect. I refer to something the importance
of which has, at distressingly long last,
come to be generally perceived.

For whatever the point is worth, you are
the first television network executive I have
ever presumed to offer personal and profes-
sional advice. When I was much younger, I
profited in a number of instances when
older and wiser gentlemen extended to me
the same favor. They thought I was in a
position, because of my employment in
television, to achieve more than the usual
rewards that result from success in the
entertainment field. Norman Cousins and
Robert Hutchins were such personal men-
tors; they both became good friends as a
result.

I am not seeking to intrude on either
your personal or professional time—we're
both too busy for that—but I am moved to
communicate with you after reading the
"School Spirit” article by Jennifer Pendleton
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in the September/October 1995 issue of
Emmy magazine. At last, I thought, a televi-
sion programmer who realizes there is
more at stake than achieving impressive rat-
ings and profits. To save a bit of time here I
will [include] an article I wrote a few years
ago at the request of the Los Angeles Times,
[“TV Humor: Barbarians Are Storming the
Gates...,"” included in this volume on
pages 35-39] since it will show you “where
I'm coming from.”

In writing the piece, I was just getting a
strongly felt emotion off my chest, but I was
surprised and gratified by the reaction. The
very day the article appeared I began to get
phone calls and letters from people, mostly
within the industry—seconding my motion.
During the next few years, although I dis-
covered I was one of a large army making
the same public complaints, the background
situation nevertheless continued to worsen.

Both the radical right and the more
responsible intellectual wing of the conser-
vative movement expressed themselves
repeatedly and in no uncertain terms. So
did liberal and centrist spokespeople. And
in time, as you know, the attention of Con-
gress was drawn to the issue.
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I was approached by an admirable pro-
family media organization called the Dove
Foundation, and have been helping them in
various ways in recent years. A couple of
weeks ago I received a mailing, enlisting my
support, from William Bennett's group.

I enclose at this point a second op-ed
piece for the Los Angeles Times [“It's Time for
Comedians to Clean up Their Act”], again
written at that newspaper’s request. . . .

The fact that you, a professional edu-
cator and responsible citizen, have been
placed as boss of Fox TV is as if a priest has
been put in charge of a whorehouse. In that
case I suppose the gentlemen would try to
close up the operation, so the analogy is
imperfect. But you are certainly in a posi-
tion to reform Fox.

No doubt it has already occurred to you
that Fox stands very much in need of
reforming. Its production of Married. ..
with Children alone requires such a judg-
ment. That series is truly lousy as entertain-
ment—compared to the great examples
such as Cheers, All in the Family, and others
—but what is also vile is the deliberate snig-
gering emphasis on sexual references. If
some people want or need actual pornog-
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raphy, it is their right to have access to it. At
least they're honest in their demands. But
programs like Married . . . with Children
cannot even claim that modest defense.

You personally are in no way respon-
sible for many of the serious offenses that
Fox has already committed but, to return to
my thesis, I'm pleased that you have been
placed in a position to do something about
the problem.

I can think of no way in which I can be
personally helpful to you in your reform
campaign, but if you think of one, feel free
to let me know.

I am aware that, even assuming you
have such an intention yourself, the task
will not be easy. There is a depressing corre-
lation at present between schlockiness and
sleaze on the one hand and high ratings on
the other. Even the most superior examples
of the sit-com form such as Seinfeld, Mad
about You, Frasier, and others have a degree
of sex-emphasis that would have been
unthinkable only a few years ago.

Someone in an audience asked me
recently if I didn't think there was too much
double-entendre in television comedy. I
responded that I wish there was more
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double-entendre; what offends me is the
now common single-entendre, in which the
vulgarity is blatant and deliberate.

Ms. Pendleton referred to the “old-fash-
ioned values that guide” you. Good for you.
(On a relevant point, I'm enclosing a copy
of my latest book [The Man Who Turned
Back the Clock], a collection of short stories.
You need not bother to read all of them but
I have marked with a paperclip one in par-
ticular entitled, "One Reason Television Is
So Terrible.” The story happens to be true.)

I've been addressing the general theme
of social collapse in my writing since the
1950s. Having been involved with comedy,
in either the sketch or talk-show form, I was
happy to cooperate with another early
mentor, Pat Weaver, NBC's programming
chief in the early 1950s, who encouraged all
of us providing programs for that network
in his day to feel free to sprinkle at least a
bit of enlightenment and education into
our entertainment fare.

Congratulations on both your new
assignment and your expressed ideals.

Cordially,
Steve Allen
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Since Mr. Murdoch'’s letter of response, though
cordial and even complimentary, was marked “Not
for publication” I will not reproduce it here, but there
is no harm in referring to a few of its points. Mr. Mur-
doch expressed some agreement with my concerns
regarding popular culture in general, and, in his own
defense, he pointed out that certain of his top shows,
such as New York Undercover, a crime drama; The
X-Files, a sci-fi favorite; and America’s Most Wanted, a
reality series, are not part of the vulgarity problem
and have in fact been much praised. Mr. Murdoch
also denied that Mr. Matoian had been dismissed. He
reported that Mr. Matoian chose to leave to pursue
other interests.

It might be instructive if we briefly shift our attention
away from the close-up view of the vulgarity issue
and enlarge our vision to include society itself, in the
general sense. Can there be any informed adult at
present who is not aware that our social predicament
may accurately be described as dangerous? Despite
enormous sums of money spent on such campaigns
as the “Just Say No” antidrug effort, the fact is that
many in the under-forty-five generation do not per-
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ceive narcotics addiction as a problem! In 1970 there
were over 300,000 drug arrests in our country
according to the Federal Bureau of Investigation. As
of 1999 the number was over 1.5 million! And, of
course, such incidents do not exist in isolation but are
related to street-crime generally, the decay of our
cities, and the growing numbers of the homeless.

As for irresponsible sexual behavior, granting that
it has always been a human problem, it has now
assumed massive proportions. According to the
National Center for Health Statistics, in 1940, the
proportion of births to teenagers ages 15 to 19 that
occurred out of wedlock was 13.5 percent. By 1984 it
had risen to 75.9 percent! Divorce is now as common
as marriage, and in every case in which children are
involved the consequences are tragicD

There is also the problem of what has been called
the dumbing down of America, which I dealt with, at
considerable length, in my recent book Dumbth: The
Lost Art of Thinking (and 101 Ways to Reason Better and
Improve Your Mind) which documents the fact that the
American people are getting dumber.

Our prison population continues to grow alarm-
ingly, the number of those living in abject poverty is
enormous—but is it really necessary to recite more
details of the sort that assail us every day through the
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news media? And is there anyone so blind as not to
see a connection between the social chaos now char-
acteristic of American society and the junkyard aspect
of much of American entertainment?

STARTING POINT

When I began my personal and admittedly unscien-
tific study of modern television programming, of
which this book is one result, I assumed that what
was chiefly at issue was the willingness of some in the
entertainment field to sacrifice principle for expedi-
ency, to abandon long-accepted industry norms for
the sake of a few additional ratings points that might
be earned by resorting to vulgarity, violence, or other
forms of cheap sensationalism. That initial percep-
tion, it turns out, was perfectly sound. But I did not
initially perceive its anything-for-a-buck shallowness.
That is indeed involved but there is a great deal more
at issue, for behind the obvious outrages and dis-
gusting breaches of taste there is something deeper
and far more ominous. The more dangerous of-
fenders, I have only gradually perceived, are not
simply well-intentioned country-clubbers willing to
get away with what they themselves realize are
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breaches of taste on a narrow, what-the-hell basis.
More serious is the fact that some of the offenders are
quite prepared to advance a philosophical rationale
for the evil they do. This is, to start with, unprece-
dented in my personal experience, and I have been
involved with controversy about important social
and critical issues for over half a century. I have
engaged in debates with Communists and Nazis. I
have even publicly opposed powerful organized
crime leaders. I mention this not in any boastful
sense, but simply to demonstrate that I have never
shrunk from either opposition or criticism. But I have
never before encountered the outspoken ugliness, the
bared-fangs rhetoric, or the shameless defenses of the
indefensible that are now coming to the surface.
Since the beginning of history and, it is reasonable
to assume, even before that impossible-to-define
point, wherever there was an attempt at organized,
rational thinking, and the development of a method
of writing to retain it, there was always a sense of
codes of behavior, all based on the general perception
of a natural moral law, which starts with the simple
awareness that some behaviors are right and others
are wrong. There has always been the general
assumption that something identifiable as righteous-
ness or virtue was, at the very least, preferable to evil.
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There is nothing the least bit primitive and therefore
inferior about such philosophical perceptions. They
are still alive; the various forms that the struggle for
social justice takes bear witness to that simple fact.
Indeed the pure ideal of justice itself can exist only in
such moral contexts. But in recent decades such once-
common perceptions have not only begun to erode,
they have come under conscious attack.

TROUBLED COUNTRY

Although Americans like to quote a statement attrib-
uted to Jesus, “Ye shall know the truth and the truth
shall make you free,” when actually confronted with
new truths a good many of us tend not only to run
away from them but to pause just long enough in our
intellectual flight to give the truth-teller a good sound
pummeling. Although we think of our mighty nation
as the leader of the civilized world, not many of us are
aware that the United States leads the world in the per-
centage of children born outside of marriage. Because
the news and educational media for most of our his-
tory tended to ignore the violence and lawlessness
which has been part of our history from Colonial days,
the assassinations of Pres. John E Kennedy, Martin
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Luther King Jr., Sen. Robert Kennedy, and Malcolm X,
followed by the attempted killing of presidents Gerald
Ford and Ronald Reagan finally did force upon us an
awareness that we are the only nation on earth that
has a gun-violence problem the dimensions of which
are now brought to our attention almost daily.

There is no longer any serious debate about the
tragically destructive effects upon children resulting
from their parents’ divorce. Once again, we lead the
world in the number of broken homes that occur
within our borders. Consequently, nearly two-fifths of
our children no longer live with their fathers. More-
over that disturbing statistic has doubled over the last
quarter-century. As Sylvia Ann Hewlett and Cornel
West report in their book The War against Parents,

Of the 15 million children without fathers,
almost ten million are the products of mar-
ital separation and divorce, and the re-
mainder are the products of out-of-wedlock
births, still primarily concentrated in the
poor black population. Divorce, on the
other hand, crosses class lines with im-
punity and now wreaks havoc throughout
society. In 1950, one out of every six mar-
riages ended in divorce; by 1995, the figure
had risen to one in two marriages. Divorced
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fathers often lose all contact with their chil-
dren, as the data show. Two sociologists at
the University of Pennsylvania, Frank
Furstenberg and Kathleen Mullan Harris,
for example, followed a representational
national sample of 1,000 children from
divorced families between 1976 and 1987
and found that 42 percent had not seen
their fathers at all during the previous year.

[ strongly recommend that anyone interested even
casually in the general welfare of our society read Ms.
Hewlett's and Mr. West's sobering report. My purpose
in introducing the subject-matter here is simply to
remind the reader of what by now should be obvious
enough, that there is a direct connection between such
depressing realities on one hand and the constant exposure
to television on the other. As mentioned earlier, literally
no other institution in our society—not the church,
not our schools, not government, not books and
newspapers, not even parents exercise such influence
on American children as does television.

For decades America's tobacco growers and manu-
facturers brazenly lied to the public about the
harmful effects of their product. Television was
helpful in finally exposing such a deceptive industrial
campaign. It is sadly ironic now that our vast enter-
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tainment industry is guilty of precisely the same sort
of denial of responsibility it earlier criticized.

There are those, and their number is growing, who see
the present outrages as a deliberate, conscious intent to
plunge our culture—and therefore, inevitably our
society—into a state of depravity of the ugliest sort. But
I feel that, while the ultimate results may be the same,
what has really been taking place in recent years is a
moral numbing, a growing, blind, and even stupid
insensitivity in which many have lost their awareness
of evil to such an extent that we no longer give much
of a damn about questions of right and wrong.
Naturally I do not suggest that this process has
been fully accomplished; we do retain the capacity to
be disturbed by terrorist bombings and gun rampages
in schools, but as regards less atrocious offenses we
appear to have reached a state of dulled tolerance.

THE ROLE OF
NETWORK EXECUTIVES

That there has always been a great deal of evil in the
world is clear enough, but our response to this dis-
turbing generality and to the specific offenses that
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dramatize it is often to relieve ourselves of responsi-
bility by blaming others.

We must face all facts, however depressing they may
be. There are others who deserve blame but we make a
serious mistake if such finger-pointing serves to
absolve us of our own participation in what we
deplore. If we are personally so virtuous that we are not
perpetrating a specific evil we may still contribute to it
simply by standing back, doing little or nothing in the
way of opposition. Concerning the blatant breaches of
taste and judgment on the part of the executives of
radio and television networks, they certainly deserve
criticism, but most of us do not appreciate the precari-
ousness of their position. They rarely receive credit for
the excellence of some programs they choose and,
even when they do, such honors have no relevance to
whether they are continued in their assignments or
relieved of their duties. The only factor that determines
their professional fate is that of the ratings and the rev-
enues of the programs they authorize.

While free competition is an integral part of the
economic system of most nations, and properly so,
its effects on many individuals are catastrophic. We
read a great many stories of those who are successful
in the marketplace but little attention is paid to those
who, often through no fault of their own, are ground
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up and spit out by the massive engine of our econo-
my. One thinks in this connection of the great come-
dian Fred Allen’s description of television as a "tread-
mill to oblivion,” although he was referring only to
the fate of performers.

[ have known scores of radio and television execu-
tives and I have found many of them to be law-
abiding and admirable ladies and gentlemen, but
because they labor under the disadvantage of being
members of the human race they do at times make
mistakes. For example, while no network executive
would ever publicly admit anything of the sort, with
few exceptions they hold unflattering opinions of the
viewing public, which is to say, the American people.
Consequently it sometimes happens that they will
proudly boast of and vigorously promote programs
that they originally rejected with unmasked contempt.

Readers interested in supportive details should
consult Les Brown's classic Television: The Business
behind the Box. In complimenting an advertising exec-
utive named John Allen, Brown observes that he had
been instrumental in breaking down CBS'’s resistance
to two groups of programs, the now-famous and
much loved Charlie Brown animated specials and
National Geographic magazine’s superb nonfiction
anthologies, "both of which had become proud offer-
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ings of the network, playing four times a year with
unfailing ratings potency. The Charlie Browns (based
on the Peanuts cartoon strip of Charles Schultz) had
become perennials, minor family classics with the
unusual history of attracting larger audiences for the
repeat shows than for the originals. A Charlie Brown
Christmas, in its fifth annual showing, pulled a phe-
nomenal 53 percent share of audience in December
1969. As for the National Geographic programs, they
were a revelation in an industry which had long held
to the principle that nonfiction did not appeal to a
mass audience. The success of these specials and of
the occasional Walt Disney nature shows on Sunday
opened the way to wildlife, travel, and anthropology
documentaries, both on the networks and in syndica-
tion. Since both series were novel ideas when they
were proposed to CBS by Allen—Charlie Brown for
his client Coca-Cola, the National Geographic shows
for another client, Encyclopedia Britannica—they
were stubbornly resisted by network executives. The
verdict from the CBS program department when the
first Charlie Brown cartoon was screened was nega-
tive: too thin a story, the animation too slight, better
left as a comic strip. The exact opinion expressed by
one of top programmer Mike Dann'’s lieutenants had
a familiar ring: “’

i

Piece of s--t!
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What this disturbing little drama clearly estab-
lishes, sad to say, is that the American television audi-
ence was vastly more wise, in this context, than the
so-called experts at the networks. And bear in mind
that when the two program ideas were presented for
their consideration both came complete with spon-
sors, a rare phenomenon when producers are seeking
network approval for a new program.

A CAUSE THAT IS NEITHER
CONSERVATIVE NOR LIBERAL

Those who, to their credit, happen to take an interest
in one social problem or another often start out
thinking that they are dealing with one isolated issue,
but they should quickly begin to suspect that there
are no isolated issues. Every individual social diffi-
culty is part of a large and disorderly collection of
interrelated problems. Depending on our own social
biases we sometimes assume that the present debate
about the ugliness and vapidity of many aspects of
our culture boils down to a liberal-versus-conserva-
tive issue. Life, unfortunately, is too complex to con-
form to so limited a view. The debate on our cultural
collapse is a matter of troubling complexity that often
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transforms opposing views into strange bedfellows. I
suggest that where unity of effort is possible, among
otherwise contending philosophical camps, it ought
to be encouraged.

A gifted scholar named Jean Hardisty, a founder and
president of an independent, not-for-profit research
center, Political Research Associates, wrote an impor-
tant book published in September 1999 titled Mobi-
lizing Resentment. She responded to my letter about it
with an insightful comment. “You mentioned that in
the matter of the degradation of modern culture you
agree somewhat with the ’‘social conservatives. I
concur, to a large extent. What we now see and hear
in the commercial media world is not progressive,
though it does inflame the Right's leaders. I often say
that, during the last twenty years, both sides have lost
the culture war, and the real winners are commercial
media interests.”

There is a famous story which I have encountered in
various mutually exclusive contexts, that [ assume has
continued to be told because it makes an important
comment on human nature. A number of gentlemen
of note, gathered at a social function at a royal palace,
were engaged in a debate about morality. “Gen-
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tlemen,” said one member of the company, “we
could argue the point endlessly, but perhaps we can
settle it quickly by putting some questions to
Madame de La Salle,” whereupon they approached
that grand lady of the court.

“Madame,” one of them said, “we were just de-
bating a question you can perhaps resolve for us. If
you will forgive an indelicate question, would you
sleep with His Majesty for 100,000 livres?”

“Well,” said the woman, “doing so would cer-
tainly be against my principles but, in all fairness,
when I stop to think of the great social power such an
amount of money would confer, I confess that per-
haps I would.”

“Thank you, Madame,” the gentleman said “but
now a further question. Would you be willing to
sleep with His Majesty for only ten livres?”

The woman drew herself up haughtily and said,
“Sir, what do you think I am?”

“We have already established that,” the gentleman
said. “ Now we're just trying to determine the price.”

[ introduce this tale because it relates to a question
about corporate virtue. When I started analyzing vul-
garity, sleaze, sex, and violence in the media, a
process which at that early stage was quite casual and
certainly not seriously analytical, I assumed that the
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chief perpetrators of the present wave of vulgarity
were particular members of the media’s creative com-
munity. There has been, of course, no reason what-
ever to alter that perception, given that there could be
nothing like the present wave of sleaze and ugliness
unless it had been created by various writers, direc-
tors, producers, and sanctioned by studio executives.
But what I failed to recognize at the outset was that
the corporate community is equally guilty. Although
the reader may think less of my intelligence when I
confess that such awareness did not come immedi-
ately to mind, the fact is that it did not. I very naively
assumed that what I call the country-club class stood
in some sort of loose philosophical opposition to
“Hollywood” and could therefore be expected to call
the worst miscreants to account.

What a dunce I was to harbor any such prejudices.

We shall perhaps never know whether, in the early
phases of this particular drama, when what is now a
cultural deluge was at first only an occasional trickle,
the studio, network, and advertising bosses (those
who held the ultimate authority simply because
theirs was the money) might have had some personal
misgivings about the wisdom of assaulting the
national consciousness with the present mixture of
pornography, vulgarity, and violence. In any event, it
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quickly turned out that they were perfectly willing to
sleep with His Majesty when the price was right.

It is fortunate that the present phase of the dialogue
did not take place a quarter of a century ago when
there was still a semblance of serious debate about the
relative strengths and weaknesses of capitalism on the
one hand and doctrinaire socialism on the other. The
corporate community, after all, already had a thor-
oughly besmirched reputation because of its frequent
disregard for our planet’s water, air, and soil. The Marx-
ists had already picked up the weapon provided two
thousand years ago in the observation of the Apostle
Paul that love of money was the root of all evil. (Par-
enthetically, the famous attribution must have been in
part a misquotation or translation error since it is
obvious that, while a lust for money is the root of a
great deal of evil, there are other forms of evil with
which it has no connection.) But there had been actual
offenses, outrageous crimes committed as part of the
imperialist, colonial expansion—several centuries of
slavery being only one of them—and formidable
philosophical defenders of free enterprise had to be
rallied around to respond seriously to such charges.

We are fortunate that Communism eventually col-
lapsed of its own weight, if not yet in every part of the
world, so that we can at least contain the debate
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within the philosophical domain. But, that the crit-
ical process itself absolutely must continue—unless
we are prepared to totally discard moral considera-
tions—there can be no doubt. Just as in the one case
we finally were forced to admit that, yes, specific cor-
porations and industries were guilty of the most gross
and selfish pollution of natural resources, we now
have come to the equally sobering realization that it
is again large corporations—today vastly more powerful
than ever before—that are in part responsible for the pre-
sent plague of cultural pollution.

Formerly the heroic critics of the desecration of
natural resources were all left-of-center, whereas
today the chief and perhaps most effective critics of
the creation of a cultural wasteland are right-of-
center. But I hope that we will not be so blinded by
team-loyalties that we will now make ourselves delib-
erately oblivious to principles. As regards this partic-
ular issue, it happens that the conservatives are right,
and it would be a mistake to oppose them simply
because one may also differ with them as regards gun
control, women’s reproductive rights, affirmative
action, or the minimum wage. I'm constantly run-
ning into nonconservatives who are just as revolted
by today’s ugly vulgarity as is any Southern Baptist.

Because conservative speakers, writers, and pub-
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lishers have long been, to their credit, outspoken
critics of the high percentage of tasteless fare in pop-
ular culture, some observers have erroneously
assumed that only conservatives are troubled by
today’s popular culture. Since this is not the case, it
ought not to be believed. As long ago as 1988 the
Planned Parenthood organization, working with the
Louis Harris polling company, released a stinging
criticism of American television. Said Planned Par-
enthood’s president, Fay Wattleton, "TV leaves teen-
agers with the very dangerous impression that sex is
something that people are swept away by....We
cannot help but assume this has a tremendous im-
pact on young people’s beliefs and habits.”

SUMNER REDSTONE

It occurred to me several years ago that there are a few
executives in the entertainment industry who, be-
cause they control such vast media empires, have the
power, if they chose to act in concert, to resolve the
vulgarity-and-violence problem, literally over one
weekend. Unfortunately any such virtuous act will
almost certainly never happen for the simple reason
that the gentlemen in question—whose reputations
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depend on their ability to master the current market-
place—would apparently not dream of risking a
diminishment of their own profits.

According to Don Kaplan, critic for the New York
Post, media mogul Sumner Redstone, chairman of
CBS Viacom (which also owns the MTV and Show-
time cable networks), speaking on TV vulgarity, said
in 1999 “I don't consider that gross. Violence is bad,
sex is good.” Is Mr. Redstone being deliberately
devious here? Of course sex is good, but I doubt that
when Mr. Redstone engages in it he invites children
into his bedroom to witness the event. In case the
essential point here hasn’t quite gotten through to
today’s defenders of cultural garbage, sex is not only
good, it's wonderful. But what we are talking about in
this context is not sexuality’s essence, which is obvi-
ously necessary even for the continued existence of
our species. The point is that not all forms and
aspects of sex can be described as good. Everything
depends on the surrounding circumstances.

I know so little of Mr. Redstone that I have no idea
if he is married. If he is, what would he think if
someone proposed to report to his home at some
convenient time and physically, sexually assault his
wife? I assume that he would heatedly object to such
a scenario. His objection would of course be based on
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moral grounds, on the simple recognition that some
things are right and other things are wrong. Teenage
pregnancy is wrong. Rape is wrong. Incest is wrong.
Adultery is wrong.

No doubt Mr. Redstone would claim that we
should not depict rape, incest, or adultery as good. I
quite agree. Unfortunately the ugly fact remains that
when many television programs deal with the subject
of sex, particularly in a dramatic context, they depict
certain sexual offenses and crimes in such a way as to
titillate viewers, particularly the young among them.
A recent USA Today study of scenes depicting sex on
the four major broadcast networks (ABC, CBS, NBC,
and Fox) found that only 9 percent were between
married people. The other 91 percent of the sex scenes
featured adulterous, teen, homosexual, or otherwise
nonmarital sex. With the average American now said
to view approximately 14,000 TV references to sex
each year, this should be a cause for true concern.

AN IRONIC TWIST

Perhaps nothing so clearly reveals the cynicism of
television’s networks and production studios as the
fact that even though they are prepared to bring back
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such morally neutral programs as The Brady Bunch
they are deliberately restructuring them with full
components of sleaze.

It would be a mistake to assume that this and sim-
ilar offenses are happening because the television
production industry has largely fallen into the hands
of personally immoral individuals. Although the
entertainment industry may have a higher percentage
of such creatures than the rest of the population aver-
aged-out, the explanation for the continuing outrages
is not quite so dramatic. What is involved is nothing
more than the anything-for-a-buck mindset that even
Adam Smith, who was, after all, a moral philosopher,
recognized as the central problem of free-enterprise
capitalism. Its ability to produce profits and a high
standard of living has never been in doubt; the ques-
tion is, can it do so without corrupting its practi-
tioners and the societies in which they function?

SHASTA McNASTY

In early October 1999, the UPN television network
added to its all-too-common offenses by introducing
Shasta McNasty, an alleged teenage comedy about a
hip-hop band. Daily Variety critic Ray Richmond quite
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correctly called this garbage by its right name in
saying

If Shasta McNasty doesn’t hammer the final
nail into the family-hour coffin, then prob-
ably nothing can. A parrot scream([s] “jack
off’ and chomp|s] somebody’s crotch
before getting pummeled to pieces.. ..
Shasta McNasty's message to adolescent
guys is that if they don’t want to be branded
as losers, they should seek out chicks to ogle
and make certain to avoid even the thinnest
attempt at pro-social behavior. The show
probably won't live long, facing as it does,
slot competish . . . but the damage it can do to
good taste will be incalculable. (Italics added.)

TV Guide's 1999 fall preview issue was equally
condemning, describing the show as a “raunchy
romp” and “the season’s lowbrow watershed.” Execu-
tive producer Neal Moritz was quoted as saying “I'm
sure some people will be offended but I think the
main audience is young men and women under 22.”
Regardless of for whom Mr. Moritz thought he was
providing the series, Shasta McNasty was rejected by
the television viewing audience and ultimately can-
celled by UPN.
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PUSHING THE ENVELOPE

Our modern society is the most cliché-ridden in his-
tory. The problem with clichés is not that they so
quickly become tiresome but they eventually become
used as substitutes for thought. A good example of
recent vintage is “pushing the envelope.” In the con-
text of the present problem the most unfortunate
thing about the phrase is that it seems invariably to
apply to going beyond the boundaries imposed by
simple common sense and even tolerant good taste.
The harm is compounded by the fact that in the lan-
guage of social critics and others who comment upon
the culture of the moment, pushing the envelope
seems never to involve a clear reference to reprehen-
sible and sometimes truly revolting conduct or lan-
guage. The total absence of ethical or moral comment
represents an instance of dumbth of its own.

On April 7, 1999, Fox aired a program called
Banned in America: The World's Sexiest Commercials.
The word sexiest, of course, was employed as a com-
mercial come-on. What it really meant was the world’s
most vulgar commercials. TV Guide described the
show in its guidelines section simply as “a saucy col-
lection of foreign ads that push the envelope” (italics
added). It quoted the show’s producer in the same
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issue as saying “It's very twisted.” An apt description,
the program was precisely the sort of fare that is
making increasing numbers of television viewers give
up watching altogether, on the assumption that the
present offenders who are profiting from the
avalanche of sleaze are beyond hope of reform.

SHOCK-JOCK FIRED

The obvious central danger of conducting the affairs
of a society on an anything-goes basis, which at least
theoretically might make sense if most of us were
ladies and gentlemen, is that since far too many of us
now are not, the new class of talentless sensation-
mongers seem to have literally no internal moral
monitors at all. In the earlier radio and television
days, had such people emerged, they would have
been immediately fired. Now such discipline is rarely
imposed. But it did happen in February 1999 when
Doug “Greaseman” Tracht of Bethesda, Maryland,
rock station WARW played part of a recording by
Lauryn Hill, a Grammy Award-winning black record-
ing artist, then commented, “No wonder people drag
them behind trucks.”

The reference of course was to the brutal torture
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and death of African American James Byrd Jr., who
was decapitated while being dragged behind a pick-
up truck driven by white supremacist John William
King of Jasper, Texas.

Reportedly Tracht was initially only suspended by
his station management but, after a chorus of
protests from listeners and black leaders, he was fired
the very next day. Mr. Tracht subsequently issued a
formal public apology for his comments.

LATE NIGHT RAUNCH

By 1998 the wave of criticism about television's
sleaze was already so evident that it might have been
assumed that the networks, if only out of self-interest,
would pass the word along to the producers of their
programs that they might profitably consider at least
diminishing somewhat the amount of vulgarity for
which they have now become notorious. On the con-
trary, the targets of national ire have seemed to
become even more defiant.

Regarding late-night entertainment, the argument
can at least be made that few children are watching at
such hours, but on one of the popular shows in early
December the host appeared in a comedy costume in
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the imaginary role of a popular Christmas toy. Play-
ing straight for him were two adorable children who
appeared to be about six or seven years old, a boy and
a girl. As accustomed as [ am to television vulgarity, [
was shocked when the subject matter of one of the
jokes—again, with children in the sketch—was based
on the fact that their mother might prefer to use the
toy’s batteries for her own vibrator.

PORNOGRAPHY AVAILABLE

In some cities that have public-access TV channels it
is now possible to watch actual pornography. [ do not
refer to programs that concentrate on sex to such an
extent that critics carelessly use the word “pornog-
raphy” to describe their content. Rather I refer to
actual pornography of the most explicit sort. For the
last few decades there has been a general under-
standing that for those who are either addicted to or
merely pruriently curious about pornography a
market exists to satisfy such demand. What is new
about the situation is that such material is now avail-
able on television. And what is socially dangerous
about the new permissiveness is that children are
being exposed to it.
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Time-Warner’s cable system in the San Fernando
Valley suburbs of Los Angeles, for example, has car-
ried a program hosted by a lingerie-clad Dr. Susan
Block, who appears in bed offering sex advice to
phone-in callers on a wide variety of sex acts and
fetishes. “I know some people think this is awful, this
is pornography, we should be prosecuted,” concedes
Block’s producer, Max Lobkowicz, who is also her
husband, and a veteran of some thirty years in the
pornography industry, according to Los Angeles Times
columnist Sandy Banks, who has written of her deep
shock at coming across Block’s program by chance
while channel surfing. The most alarming part of
Banks’s report in the January 12, 1999, Times is the
revelation that among the program’s viewers children
are included.

“We hear from kids all the time,” Lobkowicz says.
“They flick through the remote until they find us.”
Much modern journalism simply reports such things
and seems to consider it unprofessional to evaluate
them morally. To Ms. Banks's credit, she concludes by
saying “I cringe at the thought of my thirteen-year-old
stumbling upon Block’s show. . . . It's hard enough to
tune out all the talk about sex that dominates our
days. Do we really need to see it on display?”
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JUST SHOOT ME

In the case of the prime-time comedy series Just Shoot
Me on NBC (whose original premise I believe ironi-
cally dealt with a journalism graduate taking a job
with her father’s fashion magazine hoping to raise its
standards but being met by continual opposition)
what is being criticized is not its comedy credentials.
I have admired David Spade’s work since I first saw
him on Saturday Night Live, and his present producers
have assembled a thoroughly professional comedy
writing staff; but the degree of the program'’s funni-
ness has no relevance to the point of the criticism that
has quite rightly been directed at it. What is at issue
here is that the deliberate and explicit vulgarity goes
far beyond the boundaries of even the overly permis-
sive standards that have prevailed in recent years.

In one particular episode, Spade’s character,
Dennis, returning from a Jamaican vacation he took
with a new girlfriend, hints to his co-workers that
things got steamy (“The tide wasn’t the only thing
going in and out”) but soon admits she snubbed
him. “It's not like I didn’t see her naked,” Dennis
adds. “I was just pretending to be asleep while she
was getting it on with the tennis pro.” Later in this
same episode, co-worker Elliott tells Dennis that he’s
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"going to do to her what she did to you,” to which
Dennis replies, “Give her a painful, seventy-two-hour
erection?” But instead, Elliott has sex with the same
woman, who gives him “the hottest, wildest, oiliest
night of crazy, freaky, monkey sex this side of
Bangkok.” In explaining the sexual particulars, Elliott
says, “She’s amazing. I felt like I was with three
women—and I've been with three women.”

Who sponsored this particular episode of just
Shoot Me (the material of which is, by the way, indica-
tive of much of the series)? Companies perceived to
be family-friendly, such as Milton Bradley, Target,
and Toys S Us were among the list of advertisers
making this episode possible. When company dollars
send this kind of depravity into the home at the early
hour of 9 r.M., something is dreadfully wrong with
the equation.

AWARDS SHOWS

Certain means of measurement may be more instruc-
tive than others for purposes of demonstrating how
far television entertainment has fallen. A particularly
disturbing instance is that of the prestigious awards
shows such as the Oscars (for motion pictures), the
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Emmys (for television), and the Tonys (for theater).
In addition to the inevitable glamour and celebrity-
power of such telecasts the one quality that was most
typical of them, during the earlier period, was that
indicated by the simple word class. The hosts were
generally chosen for their air of authority and dignity
and encouraged to officiate the proceedings with an
appropriate degree of decorum.

A new low was reached on the 1998 Tony Awards
show when many found fault with the work of the
mistress of ceremonies, otherwise gifted comedy
actress Rosie O’'Donnell. As one friend of mine, a
radio veteran experienced at comedy, put it, “She
emceed the whole show as if she were introducing
acts at a schlocky comedy club.” The other objection-
able area concerned her indulgence in the grossest
sort of vulgarity (for example: A tasteless joke about
feminine napkins and the brilliant musical Ragtime)
that made one long for the days when Angela Lans-
bury hosted such ceremonies.

I emphasize that this is by no means only my own
opinion, but represented the consensus among show-
business veterans at the time. Veteran Broadway pro-
ducer Alexander Cohen, who had served as the pro-
ducer of the program from 1967 to 1986, was quoted
by Daily Variety as complaining, “They have robbed
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the Broadway theater of its heritage and sense of
occasion, and substituted it with a crude vulgarity
which demeans, embarrasses, and infuriates those
professionals who really care.”

The 71st Annual Academy Awards in early 1999
were also roundly criticized, in this case for the
shameless behavior of host Whoopi Goldberg. While
I was one of Ms. Goldberg's first fans in Hollywood,
even [ was shocked that she would use the occasion
of the Oscar ceremony to make crude jokes about
female genitalia and masturbation. An executive of
the ABC network, which broadcast the ceremony, was
quoted as saying "Ms. Goldberg was a complete dis-
aster and she should not be the host of the program
ever again. . . . She was way out of line.”

As of September 1999, not only was the tidal wave
of schlock assuming ever-larger proportions, there lit-
erally seemed to be no getting away from it. On the
Emmy awards program an animated character from a
Fox TV series actually said, while introducing a car-
toon clip reel, "It’s tribute time, or as we call it in my
house, time to go take a poop.” The fact that the words
seemed to come from a cartoon character would have
made them of even more interest to children, millions
of whom must have been watching the program, but
of course the line was written by a human being and
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apparently was considered within the bounds of con-
ventional taste by the program’s producers and the
executives of the network that carried it.

At a time when we are trying to show the world
and our kids the very best that film, television, and
the theater have to offer, the presentation ceremonies
are tainted by sexual innuendo and vulgarity. What
image does that send to the world?

THE TABLOIDS

Among the worst offenders of good taste are the early-
evening programs which, oddly enough, do not origi-
nate or create the vulgar material they exhibit on our
television screens but nevertheless they do bring it to our
attention. I refer to programs such as Extra! and Access
Hollywood, which are usually described by the adjective
“tabloid.” Here most of what is aired is offered during
the hours when children are watching, by the way.
They not only report news, they also occasionally
express an editorial opinion. But when the subject
matter is sex—in practically any and all of its mani-
festations—that editorial opinion seems literally
never to be critical. What is usually involved is a
woman announcer—often quite a pretty one—
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smiling suggestively herself and using such terms as
“steamy,” “hot,” “spicy,” or “sexy.” The actual mean-
ing of such references, if you break them down ana-
lytically, is “We don’t want you to miss something that
is definitely vulgar and erotic.”

The verbal references are of course accompanied
by objectionable visual components, given the family
dinner hour airtime of most of these programs. But it
is not only the early-evening tabloid shows that dis-
tort the ethical perceptions of our children. Local
news shows, too, if you can believe it, are now part of
the problem.

I quote here part of a letter I was moved to send in
1997 to the management of a Los Angeles television sta-
tion—one affiliated with the ABC television network.

On Thursday of this week in San Diego I
was the keynote speaker at the first Char-
acter Education Project convention to take
place outside of Washington, D.C.

I'm assuming, in this connection, that
you noticed that the President referred to
character education in his State of the
Union Address.

In all such contexts I am constantly
hearing the most scathing and sad-to-say
well-deserved criticism of television, which
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is unremittingly teaching lessons, con-
cerning morals and ethics, precisely the
opposite of what our culture has for cen-
turies tried to inculcate, and clearly the
opposite of what concerned scholars—
including both religious believers and athe-
ists—recommend now.

In this connection has it by any chance
even remotely entered the mind of any of
you at Channel 7 that it is pretty stupid to
treat the visit of Howard Stern to Los
Angeles as a legitimate news item con-
cerning which, in fact, you wasted valuable
air time with a "special report”?

Not only did you carry this segment—
which was, as expected, utterly inane and
unfunny—but your station wasted additional
valuable air time, incredibly enough, with
four separate “stay tuned” promos about it.

It is obvious that even someone like Mr.
Stern could be a legitimate object of news
interest. So—what was the rationale here?
Out-and-out free promotion for Stern’s
movie, with a typically Howard Stern title,
Private Parts.

Sir, is what I'm saying here a total sur-
prise to you? Do you think I'm some far
right-wing religious nut who's pestering you
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when you are minding your own business
and telecasting nothing but perfectly legiti-
mate fare?

If so, you really had better wake up and
smell the coffee. I think you ought to
appoint some consumer affairs specialist to
attend a few parent-teacher conventions.

It is now generally agreed—on the polit-
ical right and left—that our whole culture
and society is sliding, at an increasing rate
of speed, down into a moral sewer.

It is also a matter of very common agree-
ment that television is among the causative
factors.

When I perform my comedy concerts—
which I'm constantly doing around the
country—I get my chief laughs by answer-
ing actual questions from my audience, and
one of the subjects that comes up literally
every time now is the role television and
films play in contributing to this big
problem that I can assure you concerns
every intelligent parent in the country.

So—in connection with something I'm
preparing for publication on this issue—
what’s your story?

I received no answer.
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PEORIA

I've been recommending to associates in the enter-
tainment industry for about fifteen years that they
actually take a trip into the Midwest or to any of
America’s thousands of rural communities to find
out what the preponderance of Americans think
about the present state of affairs.

They certainly found out a few years ago when a
combination of television executives and public offi-
cials from Washington asked Midwestern parents
what they thought of the new content-rating system
(V for violence, S for sexual situations, L for coarse
language, and D for suggestive dialogue).

It should perhaps be explained that the ever-
increasing complaints about television’s objection-
able content had created a demand for something
like the film-ratings procedure to be instituted for
television programs. Unfortunately, even with such a
system the harmfully bad programs would not be one
bit improved, but at least potential customers would
be warned about excessive violence or vulgarity and
therefore have only themselves to blame if they
watched the labeled shows.

The meeting was deliberately scheduled for
Peoria, Illinois, long assumed to be a typical Amer-
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ican community. As the Hollywood Reporter said, the
parents involved didnt devote much time to com-
menting on the rating system; “Instead they gave the
TV and political people an earful about the content
itself.” One woman said, “You can’t even watch car-
toons anymore. What are you going to do? Why have
you let TV go this far?”

Republican Representative Billy Tauzin, from
Louisiana, brought his telecommunications subcom-
mittee to town, where he heard one young woman, a
mother, say “I was horrified by some of the things I
saw on TV, and the ratings they were given.”

To that remark the entire hall erupted in loud
applause.

CHILDREN

There’s one aspect of this large debate that does not
appear to have been adequately dealt with by the net-
works or the studios. I refer to a quite specific element,
namely, the involvement of children in the viewing
audience. The moral weaknesses of adults, who
interact with other adults, are, insofar as they don't
affect me personally, none of my business. I have
enough trouble with my own shortcomings. But soci-
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eties in all parts of the world have rules that at least
attempt to guide adult conduct. This is not a situation
in which all virtue is on one side of a sharply defined
line and all evil on the other. There are complicating
factors. For example, even if we all could agree—con-
cerning our private behavior—on what is virtuous con-
duct of a sexual nature, for example, very few of us
want the government—either local, state, or federal—
to be involved in policing us. But of course that is
exactly what happens whenever any law is enacted. Again,
it is some form of government that is making an
attempt—a legitimate one if the law is properly en-
acted—to control our conduct. The philosophical
rationale for it is often that the attempt does conform
to the will of the people—either the majority or at least
the better, wiser elements of the people. It can never
conform to the total popular will because the narcotics
sellers want to be permitted to continue to sell their
deadly product, bank robbers take a dim view of
infringements on their freedom to steal other people’s
money, rapists think the police have a lot of nerve to
try to interrupt their form of pleasure, and so on.

But there is one particular area where there is a
remarkable unanimity of opinion and that concerns
crimes or offenses of various sorts of which children
are the victims. Even in the degraded context of
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prisons the most hardened criminals have a particu-
larly low opinion of those among their number who
have murdered, beaten, or raped children. Even
behind bars those who abuse children are considered
the scum of the earth.

So to return to our basic subject, the influencing
of children is the crux of the difficult problem with
which television, Congress, and the nation are
presently wrestling.

Please understand, we are dealing here not only
with my own opinion. Poll after poll has shown that
it is the opinion of the majority of the American
people that show business and television have
gotten too dirty. You could argue that the majority of
Americans are wrong. You might say that you per-
sonally can’t get enough dirty jokes or innuendo,
and happily for you there are places you can go to
get more of it. I don’t question your right to have
actual pornography made available to you. I don't
care if it's video tapes, magazines, photographs,
whatever you want. 1 may think less of you for
wanting it, but it's none of my business if you do.
But we're talking here about specialized markets in
connection with which it is considered by everyone
to be important to keep such materials away from
children. There’s virtually no debate about this. But
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in the case of TV the tricky factor is that it’s not spe-
cialized, except in the obvious sense that there are
different channels. When a show is on the air it’s
being projected with the intent of the network to be
seen in as many homes as possible.

What angers many parents or other concerned
adult Americans is that not only do they personally
find a lot of the jokes and other elements of modern
entertainment highly offensive, they are made addi-
tionally uncomfortable by the fact that many of us do
still sit down and watch these programs with children.

So the ball is really in the networks’ court. I say
networks rather than the studios because the studios
will market anything as long as they think they can
sell it. But there’s no law that says the networks have
to accept whatever the studios put in front of them.
And of course in many instances the networks are cre-
ating their own programming,

Consider now what has been the networks’ reac-
tion to being so widely criticized, especially the last
few years, for the vulgarity of some of their programs.
Has any programming executive exhibited the
slightest tendency toward contrition? Has anybody
said, “Well, maybe there is a point here. Maybe on
some of our shows we've gone a little too far”?

On July 16, 1997, there was a front-page story in
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Variety quoting programming chief Leslie Moonves of
CBS—a talented and likeable fellow—giving his frank
comments on the issue. He made it clear that he didn't
like the criticism and apparently felt it was simply not
deserved. As he put it, quite specifically, the new tele-
vision content code adopted a week or so earlier “will
not influence our programming one iota.”

Was this perhaps a momentary exaggeration that
Mr. Moonves might have subsequently regretted?
We've all had experiences of that sort: We overstate
our case and are later a bit embarrassed at having
done so.

No, apparently not at all. To make his point even
clearer, Moonves said, “The ratings will not affect
anything we do, for one second. We think it will have
zero effect. The whole point is to inform parents
about what'’s on our schedule, not to edit what we're
putting on the air.” If we assume that Mr. Moonves's
comments represent the views of his associates at the
networks, then the chief result of his thinking is
going to be to amplify the roar of criticism, which I've
been warning my associates in the industry about for
more than a decade.
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THE OCCASION OF SIN

More and more in recent years I find myself thinking
of an ancient theological concept, the occasion for
sin, referring to social contexts from which individ-
uals attempting to reform themselves would be well
advised to stay away. Examples: A recovering alco-
holic ought not to spend time in saloons. Someone
trying to kick the curse of drug-addiction ought not
go to parties where pot and cocaine are freely passed
around. A man wrestling with a sexual compulsion
shouldn’t go to houses of prostitution or singles bars.

In today's culture it sometimes seems that our
entire society has become one massive occasion for
sin. Such a thing was never technically possible in
former times, but now, when we live in an environ-
ment bombarded morning, noon, and night with
messages from films, television, radio, recordings,
and other means of mass communication, it is
almost impossible to escape encouragement to act in
ways that have traditionally been the province of the
libertine, the thuggish, and the depraved.

The result? We now have twelve-year-old school-
children walking down the street blithely singing
lyrics that advocate the rape and violent abuse of
women, the killing of police officers, and other forms
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of social madness, while at home they watch teen
drama Dawson's Creek and the animated comedy
South Park, to name but two of the productions now
featuring moral disorder and tastelessness. Mean-
while, the latest R-rated movie opens with a splash at
the cinema down the street, only to turn up on HBO
or at the neighborhood video store a few months
later. MTV pours out its slick, seductive images and
the radio blasts its shock-jock crudities and soul-
destroying music.

Some modern folk are made uncomfortable by
such terms as “sin.” Personally I don't care if we refer
to such morally heedless, destructive cultural produc-
tions as simply “bad stuff,” but we had better agree
on some set of terms to discuss the profoundly dis-
turbing realities of our present social predicament. As
I've indicated, there was a time when we might have
been able to ignore the worst of all this since it was
once at the margins. But it is now in the mainstream,
and the evidence is everywhere, certainly on the
Internet but especially on TV, the most pervasive
medium in the history.

Although such humorists as Mark Twain, Will
Rogers, Robert Benchley, S. J. Perleman, and the the-
atrical team of George S. Kaufman and Moss Hart
made us laugh hysterically without sexual references,

108

WorldRadioHistory




THE PROBLEM

there’s hardly a sitcom on TV today in prime time
that doesn’t depend on them, crudely and explicitly.
As Mary Tyler Moore has said, “In today’s television,
on all the sit-coms, if the A story is not about sex, the
B story is.” And there is apparently no longer a debate
about the sleaziness of soap operas. As for cable TV,
many of its shows should be rated double-V for vio-
lence and vulgarity. Some are plain pornography.
Luckily, increasing numbers of people are dis-
turbed by this collapse of standards and values in the
popular arts. Civilization has faced such decadence
before, of course. It is said, for example, that during
the reign of the Byzantine emperor Justinian in the
seventh century the arts became so depraved that the
church often refused religious burial to anyone con-
nected with them. Today’s clergy are more compas-
sionate, but they are nevertheless gravely concerned.
And they are not alone. All across the political
spectrum thoughtful observers are appalled by what
passes for entertainment these days. No one can
claim that the warning cries are simply the exaggera-
tions of conservative spoil-sports or fundamentalist
preachers. Even people who fall far short of a state of
personal sanctity—myself included—are revolted.
What are we to do? An old rural joke from the
turn of the century concerns a farmer who had a par-
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ticularly obstinate mule. A stranger came along one
day and said “I can work on that mule for you.” The
farmer told him to go right ahead, at which point the
fellow picked up a club and gave the animal an
unmerciful blow to the head.

“Why did you do that?” the farmer said.

“Well,” said the man, “first you've got to get their
attention.”

THE PARENTS
TELEVISION COUNCIL

For more than a dozen years I've been trying to get
the industry’s attention by quietly communicating
with friends and associates in the entertainment busi-
ness, warning them about the mounting chorus of
complaints and the various forms of censorship to
which continued excesses could lead. Friendly per-
suasion hasn’t worked, so in recent years I've served
as a spokesperson for the Parents Television Council,
which has long stood for family-friendly program-
ming. The PTC has placed a series of full-page ads in
newspapers across the country appealing to the tele-
vision executives who are personally responsible,
along with sponsors and others, for the present coars-
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ening of American culture. The ads frankly declare
that "TV is leading children down a moral sewer,” call
on the sponsors of degrading shows to withdraw
their support, and invite readers to back the PTC's
efforts with a contribution with which more ad space
is purchased. To judge both by letters from several
corporate sponsors and by what I interpret as embar-
rassed silence from the studios and networks, we've
gotten their attention.

The Parents Television Council membership has
rapidly passed the 600,000 mark and continues to
grow daily, adding to the millions of Americans
telling us they want sponsors to stop bankrolling tele-
vision filth. With the help of these people our
national full-page advertisement has appeared in over
500 papers across the nation. And though still in its
infancy—as of October 2000—the PTC has expanded
its project of public awareness from a $100,000 cam-
paign to one of more than $3.8 million.

In May 1993, Ken Auletta wrote an insightful fea-
ture in the New Yorker reporting the answers of the
film industry’s top executives to the simple question
of whether they would want their own children to see
some of their productions. Many of the executives
dodged and weaved—and implicitly answered no.
Since then the problem of cultural coarsening has
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only gotten worse. Mr. Auletta’s question must con-
tinue to be asked.

Our radio and TV stations and networks, after all,
are not owned by pornographers like Larry Flynt or Al
Goldstein—the former being the publisher of Hustler
while the latter published Screw—who at least do not
disguise what they are doing. The offenders often
turn out to be the country-club elite, many of whom
are Republican, and some of whom are proudly con-
servative and church-going.

Let us, by all means, direct the beam of our ethical
concern on this until now dark corner. Let us see who
scurries away, or—if we are lucky—who vows to
mend their ways. This will happen, though, only if
the finger of public disapproval is pointed at specific
individuals and entities. The PTC is doing its part, but
surely there are other organizations that might join
in. The occasion for sin, it turns out, is also the occa-
sion for doing the right thing.

The networks and studios cannot claim they were sur-
prised by the 1999 wave of criticism that reached a
short-lived crescendo. On September 17, 1995, the
Omaha World-Herald published an important edito-
rial titled “How a Nation Teaches Its Young: TV
Drowns Other Voices.” Clearly the editors had
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Parents...Grandparents...Families...This is for YOU

into our homes?

Steve Allen

TV Is Leading Children

Down a Moral Sewer
How You and | Can Stop It

Are you as disgusted as | am at the filth, vulgarity, sex and violence TV is sending

Are you fed up with steamy unmarried sex situations, filthy jokes, perversion,
vulgarity, foul language, violence, killings, etc.?

Are you as outraged as | am at how TV is undermining the morals of children. ..
encouraging them to have pre-marital sex. . . encouraging lack of respect for authority
and crime . . . and shaping our country down to the lowest standards of decency?

Well now you and I can end it. Yes we can, actually and literally. We can do it by
reaching the TV sponsors whose ad dollars make it possible. And here's how:

A Parents’ Appeal to

TV Sponsors

Look At The Evidence

These Are Some of the Tragic Consequences of the TV
Filth, Sex and Violence You Send Into Our Homes

o Since television started around 1000 studies, reports, etc.
concerning the impact of TV violence have been published.
The National Institute of Mental Health and 7 more national
organizations say there is overwhelming evidence that
violent entertainment causes violent behavior.

An ABC network study found 22 to 34 percent of young
felons imprisoned for violent crimes said they had
consciously imitated crime techniques learned from
watching television programs.

Homicide rates doubled in 10 to 15 years after TV was first
introduced into specific areas of the U.S. and Canada.

In a survey of 10 to 16-year olds, 62 percent said sex on TV

TV sponsors: This is just a small sampling of the massive
evidence showing the terrible damage you are causing by
paying to send TV filth, sex and violence into American
homes. We beg you to stop sponsoring it.

Please don't tell us to take our complaint to the TV
networks. For years network officials went to Washington
and promised to reduce violence on TV. Janet Reno, U.S.
Attorney General, called their promises “worthless”. We
know, and YOU know, that without your advertising dollars
the TV programs that are desensitizing an entire nation to
killing, violence, promiscuous sex and vulgarity WOULDN'T
BE BROADCAST.

influences their peers to have sex when they're too young.

We Want It Stopped!

A Message from Steve Allen
Together We Can Make It Happen

I'm asking every person who agrees with this ad (virtually EVERYONE we speak to DOES) to send in the Appeal To TV Spon-
sars on the right. Every month we at Parents Television Council will total the number received and notify the sponsors.

They're going to KNOW that we, their customers, are angry and we want them to stop sponsoring sex, filth, violence and
sleaze... and instead put their ad dollars in the kinds of decent, family-safe programs that are getting huge ratings.

The heads of these companies are fine people. Many are parents and grandparents. The trouble is they have been letting
their ad agencies and others decide which programs to sponsor and they are unaware of the harm they are doing.

We can really get them to stop sponsoring the TV that is so harmful to our children and our country. All it takes is for
emough of us to make our voices heard. Here's proof:

Recently viewers critical of just one TV program let the sponsors know of their anger, and over 35 sponsors cancelled their
ads! This project is going to succeed!

Sa please, mail YOUR Appeal To TV Sponsors to me foday. We'll do the rest.

Please don't put it off. Our children and our country are being hurt too badly for any one of us to remain silent. Mail your
Appeal to me NOW!

Parents Television Council
P.O. Box 7802
Burbank, CA 91510-9817

Steve Allen, Honorary Chairman
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decided that the time had come to tell it like it is.
"Once-taboo words, expressions, and subjects have
flooded the family-viewing hours—not only on
movie channels and the Fox network but also on the
big three networks. ... References [are made] to
"screwing” and barnyard terms for urination and the
anal orifice. [Included are] graphic discussions of the
character’s sexual urges. Nudity. Breast jokes. Penis
jokes. Characters that once won fans with witty,
humorous roles now talk about jumping into bed
with each other.... Virtues such as modesty and
politeness have been replaced with dirty-dancing and
gutter-level quips.”

REACTION TO ACTION
SHOULD BE REVULSION

In the Summer of 1999, Parents Television Council
Chairman L. Brent Bozell III warned readers of his
weekly syndicated column about an upcoming Fox
series whose content was shockingly vulgar even by
that network’s standards. What is most disturbing
about his account is how the early reaction to the
program from media insiders was so positive, and
how conscious was Fox’s attempt to further lower the
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standards of American television. Here is an excerpt
from Bozell’s cautionary column.

Almost every year, television's fall schedule
boasts at least one program that generates a
great deal of talk—"buzz,” as they say in
Hollywood—before it premieres. Usually,
shows attain buzz status by featuring some
sort of envelope-pushing material.

The current buzz series is Fox’s Action,
and apparently justifiably so. Press reports
have indicated that this sitcom, set in the
movie industry, features all manner of
objectionable content, including a protago-
nist who "utters bleeped-out profanities at
will,” a call girl as a major character, and a
homosexual studio executive who “sur-
rounds himself with gay studs.” As is to be
expected, the ultrahip showbiz set is eating
this up. "I loved [Action], but some adver-
tisers are going to have a problem with it,”
prominent media buyer Paul Schulman
told TV Guide.

TV Guide states that Fox entertainment
boss Doug Herzog, who, while at Comedy
Central, brought the obnoxious South Park
to that cable network, "was looking to push
the content envelope” when he joined Fox a
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few months ago. So he green-lighted Action.
Some Fox executives, fearing controversy,
didn't want the series on the fall schedule,
but Herzog prevailed: “I said, ‘Guys, this is
why we're in the business. If this works,
we've moved the ball forward. ”

Herzog's football metaphor sums up the
modern prime time mentality: increased
raunch equals progress . . . this is how most
of Hollywood thinks. A recent Entertainment
Weekly article said that after There's Some-
thing About Mary struck box-office gold, “it
was like a permission slip for moviemakers
everywhere to share their sickest, smelliest,
suckiest toilet humor with the rest of the
class.” To illustrate that point, the author
cites Austin Powers: The Spy Who Shagged Me,
wherein the title character “sips a diarrhea
daiquiri” and has “gerbils appear to pop out
of his butt.”

Fortunately, there’s no guarantee that
“shock television” has any staying power.
After its relentlessly hyped first year, ratings
for South Park have dropped by almost two-
thirds. Howard Stern has lost 67 percent of
the audience for his syndicated TV show
since it began last August. According to the
New York Post, back then 79 stations carried
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Stern’s show; now only 55 do. Indeed, sex-
crazed prime time has been in an ever-wors-
ening ratings slump for several years.

What Action—and Fox—deserve is pub-
lic humiliation. More to the point: the
show's sponsors, whose funding makes this
garbage possible, should be held account-
able. Let’s see who sponsors Action and we'll
know who is responsible, directly respon-
sible, for the sewage being thrust on
America’s families.

As its premiere approached in September 1999 TV
Guide designated Action a “Fall Preview Favorite,”
saying, “The season’s most talked-about comedy
doesn't just push envelopes [can we get a new cliché
here?], it scorches them.” TV Guide predicted that
Action "could be huge,” but also acknowledged that
viewers could be “turned off by its relentless vicious-
ness and self-absorption.” I suspect viewers were
turned off by more than that. Action failed to attract a
sufficient audience and was cancelled quickly.
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SELF-POLICING OF
POPULAR ENTERTAINMENT

The history of self-policing in the entertainment in-
dustry shows that the trend has been away from the
industry’s limiting what can and can't be included in
its product and toward simply labeling the product to
warn consumers when it contains material they may
find objectionable.

As for television, the networks have long had stan-
dards-and-practices departments—censors—to deter-
mine what is and isn't suitable for airing, but in the
1990s these departments have become toothless or
closed up. For example, the NBC program standards
in effect in the early 1990s stated that “coarse or
vulgar language should be avoided.” Anyone who
watches much of NBC's prime-time fare these days
knows that this guideline is no longer followed.

In 1975, the networks, though only as a result of
prodding from Congress and the Federal Communi-
cation Commission, agreed to set aside the first hour
of prime time for all-ages programming. Who could
complain? Well, the Writers Guild of America, of
which I am a member. They and other groups went to
court and successfully challenged this restriction on
First Amendment grounds. In January 1997, the
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industry, again spurred by the possibility of federal
intervention, implemented age-based parental-guid-
ance ratings (TV-G, TV-PG, TV-14, and TV-MA) for
much of its programming. These ratings were supple-
mented in October 1997 by content ratings. These
ratings added more information about the content of
a rated program in an attempt to clarify why it was
rated as appropriate viewing by a certain age group.
(More than one study has demonstrated that in prac-
tice, both types of ratings have done a poor job of
informing parents about which shows are and aren't
appropriate for all-ages viewing. In fact, according to
the Annenberg Public Policy Center, nine out of ten
parents they surveyed didn't even know the age rat-
ings for programs that their children watch.)

Popular music has fared no better. In 1985, in
response to public pressure from such citizens groups
as the Parents Music Resource Center, the Recording
Industry Association of America (RIAA) began its vol-
untary program under which companies were urged
to label releases (tapes and CDs) containing “strong
language or expressions of violence, sex, or substance
abuse.” The RIAA introduced the uniform “Parental
Advisory: Explicit Content” sticker in 1990.

But recordings have since become even more
offensive. Some artists and music executives have sug-
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gested that the existence of a ratings system actually
allows them to provide even more outrageous mate-
rial under the theory that the presence of warning
labels provides parents and other consumers with the
only “protection” needed.

The debate about the practice of warning potential
customers—children or adults—about certain mer-
chandise that is vulgar, violent, obscene, or otherwise
degrading, is trickier than it at first appears. Consider
the analogy of cigarettes. It took a great deal of con-
gressional pushing and shoving, not to mention the
deaths of millions of Americans from smoking, to
finally force tobacco manufacturers to quote on the
labels of their product a warning, from the Surgeon
General’s office, that cigarette smoking is dangerous to
health. Now consider the same kind of warning but
this time on a videocassette or a musical recording.

An ideal response to the Surgeon General’s warning
on packs of cigarettes—a clearly rational result—
would have been that tens of millions of Americans
who were already smokers would have stopped the next
morning. Of course nothing of the sort ever happened.
In fact there are those who feel that it was in the
tobacco companies’ interest to include the Surgeon
General's warning because, in the event of a future law-
suit by a smoker who because of the manufacturer’s
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product had become seriously ill, the tobacco mer-
chants could at least say, “We're not to blame for your
own stupidity. Every pack of cigarettes now carries a
clear-cut warning about possible dangers to health. So
if you started smoking after the date of that first
imprint then you have only yourself to blame.”

It is sadly obvious that not all American parents
are responsible and loving enough, indeed even intel-
ligent enough to take serious steps to protect their
children against negative influences from the popular
arts. And even when children are lucky enough to
have concerned parents, such admirable individuals
cannot possibly personally supervise every minute of
their children’s watching or listening to audio or
video material.

And what of the millions of American children
who spend long afternoons or weekends at the
homes of friends and sometimes make overnight
visits? Too often parents know little or nothing about
what is considered appropriate material for viewing
or listening in the homes of their children’s friends.

An earlier example of content codes was the Hays
Office Code for motion pictures. It was born in the
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1930s when Will Hays was the president and chief
executive officer of the Motion Picture Association of
America. He installed a man named Joe Breen as the
head of the censorship department.

A catalog of “do’s and don't's” was sent to all film-
makers and studios. It was a stern document literally
outlining what was not permissible on the screen,
such as open-mouth kissing. Any couple in bed, even
if they were married, had to have one foot on the
floor before any kind of affection could be shown; all
films had to show that crime does not pay. In order
for a picture to pass muster it had to get a seal of
approval from Mr. Breen and his associates.

Because the major studios, members of the MPAA,
owned all of the first-run theaters in America,
without a seal no filmmaker could get a play date. As
a result, Mr. Hays and Mr. Breen had supreme
authority over what could and could not be displayed
in films.

In 1949 a number of independent theaters went to
the U.S. Justice Department to protest the monopoly
of first-run theaters. The Justice Department filed an
antitrust suit against the studios/theater owners. In
1950 the U.S. Supreme Court decided in favor of the
Justice Department and the major studios were forced
to sell their theaters to independent businesspeople.
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This seminal event broke the back of the Hays Code.
Though it stayed in effect for another fifteen years, in
reality the screen was not as rigidly policed as it had
been because now independent filmmakers could get
their pictures shown without the seal of approval.

By the late 1960s, filmmakers were straining at the
leash to open up the screen and many major studios
were creating new distribution company logos to dis-
tribute films that did not have a seal of approval. In
1968, the third head of the MPAA, Jack Valenti, abol-
ished the Hays Code and in its place inserted the Vol-
untary Movie Rating System. But, in its day, the Hays
Production Code was a remarkably effective example
of the entertainment industry’s ability to police itself.

In addition to the thou shalts and thou shalt nots
I have already mentioned, some of the other ele-
ments on the Hays list of eleven “don’t’'s” and twenty-
five “be careful’s” included taboos against “licentious
nudity,” trafficking in illegal drugs, and ridiculing the
clergy. Producers were warned to be careful about
depictions of bloodiness; “lustful kissing”; “the delib-
erate seduction of girls”; and extremely violent
destruction of buildings, vehicles, and the like.

One thing that seems never to have been contro-
versial was the insistence that films make it clear that
crime does not pay—which meant that all evildoers
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must be punished in one way or another. That is by
no means the case today.

I have little sympathy when today’s producers
whine that the strict old rules would inhibit good art.
Some of the greatest pictures ever made were created
under that original production code. Casablanca, for
example, and Citizen Kane, The Maltese Falcon, Mutiny
on the Bounty, and many others. In fact, on June 18,
1995, Washington Post entertainment critic Rita Kem-
pley argued that while the old Hays Code may now
sound “quaint,” it “just might have been the midwife
of Hollywood'’s Golden Age.” That'’s because the con-
straints “forced writers, directors, and performers to
tax their skills and to use their imaginations. Film-
makers evoked everything from sheer terror to sexual
longing—in some cases unforgettably—without
resorting to excesses of profanity, flesh, blood, or
grandiose effects.”

Today’s unbridled freedom of expression has
"only limited the moviemakers’ vocabulary,” argues
Kempley. "The more they show, the less they create.”
Sex and violence are resorted to heavy-handedly as a
"simplistic way to manipulate audiences.”

Kempley notes that the architects of the Hays Pro-
duction Code expressed concern over "the effect a
too-detailed description of these may have upon the
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moron.” Today, she warns, the morons are at the
gates.

But it's not too late. With a little common sense,
decency, and forbearance, America’s entertainment
producers could develop a voluntary code of conduct
that would largely eliminate the antisocial elements
of today’s programming without cramping their art.

WHAT WOULD YOU THINK?

What would you think if you were in some public
place, perhaps a busy airport, in the company of your
young children or grandchildren, and a perfect stranger
came up to you and began to express himself in incred-
ibly vulgar terms, employing the traditional four-letter
words, and as if that were not objectionable enough,
the stranger’s female companion began to expose por-
tions of her anatomy and do a deliberately erotic
dance? Obviously anyone, even if he were personally
depraved, would strenuously object to such a situation.

But now let us further assume that when you
protested such shocking behavior, in the presence—I
repeat—of children in your family, the offenders as-
serted that they had a perfect right to their behavior
on the grounds that the United States Constitution
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guaranteed them such freedom of speech. Your objec-
tions, it is clear, would not have been without reason.
There are, after all, simple principles that would make
your protests not only justified but inevitable.

Now will somebody please explain to me, why,
when exactly the same offenses and those that, as we
all know, are often far worse occur not in a public
place, open to all, but in the privacy of our own
homes, and when the offenders transmit their ugly
messages through our television sets, we are suddenly
supposed to be helpless to defend ourselves against
such onslaughts.

The defensive argument that “If we are offended
by something on television all we have to do is turn
the set off” is so ineffectual that it must be advanced
simply as a delaying tactic. It is clear enough that
turning off one’s own TV set only puts an end to such
provocations in that one location, and only for the
time being. But it certainly cannot be argued that the
background problem is thereby solved. Similarly
offensive material will likely still be present when
you eventually turn the set back on, and in the mean-
time the very material you found atrociously offen-
sive will still be sent into millions of other homes in
God-knows-what surrounding circumstances—chil-
dren watching without any parental or adult supervi-
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sion, or visiting children already contaminated by
early exposure to such material.

WEAK ARGUMENT

One of the weakest arguments advanced by those who,
in effect, say “I can do anything I want on television or
other media, no matter how disgusting, because of the
First Amendment” involves pointing out that the great
majority of those exposed to morally corrosive vul-
garity and violence never actually proceed to commit
rape, murder, or any other serious crime.

So what? A majority of those who have smoked
cigarettes nevertheless do not eventually die of lung-
cancer or heart disease either. But it is still a fact that
the small percentage of Americans who do die from
the poisonous effects of tobacco-smoke number well
over 400,000 per year!

It is instructive to note that once our society began
to fully grasp such tragic facts, two things happened:
(a) laws and other restrictions on smoking were
enacted, and (b) the people who made a living by
selling tobacco products simply went on lying on a
daily basis in defense of a business they were per-
fectly aware often had lethal effects.
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As regards vulgarity and violence in entertain-
ment, thousands of responsible studies have shown
what was apparent enough all along. And yet this
same pattern of denial is precisely what we have seen
in recent decades from the entertainment industry. As
far back as 1972, U.S. Surgeon General Jesse Steinfeld
issued a report and testified before Congress that tele-
vision violence “does have an adverse effect on cer-
tain members of our society” and yet the Hollywood
corporate and creative community have consistently
denied any responsibility whatsoever for the past
thirty years.
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DENIAL OF
RESPONSIBILITY
e o T

Hollywood and popular culture must be fought. The
movies, the media, and the popular-music industry
offer their own heroes—most of whom are dis-
dainful of normal life, hard work, and fidelity.
Instead, they glorify violence, excitement, and aber-
ration. The cumulative effect of such indoctrination
is incalculable, but frightening.
—Peter Gibbon, headmaster,
Hackley School, Tarrytown, N.Y.

The day after a teenager guns down the sons and
daughters of studio executives in Bel-Aire or West-
wood, Disney and Time-Warner will stop glamor-
izing murder.
—Greg Easterbrook,
The New Republic, May 1999
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THE ISSUE IS MISCONSTRUED

ecause almost all of us are guilty, and on a

daily basis, of instances of irrational thinking,
it should come as no surprise that we so often think
hazily as we engage in the present debate over stan-
dards for television, radio, movies, and other types of
entertainment. The purveyors of vulgarity sometimes
respond to even the most justified criticisms by acting
as if those who take issue with them wish to affect
their personal conduct. This is an astonishing mis-
perception. The individual behavior of those mem-
bers of the creative community who are doing the
most shameful work may be admirable, par-for-the-
course, or shockingly depraved. For those who might
have a special interest in the third category, it has
been well-documented not, as the impartial observer
might expect, in conservative journals, but in such
liberal publications as Spy and Buzz, two ultra-hip
and free-swinging general-audience publications.

But there are sinners, if one may use so out-of-
fashion a word, in the conservative camp, too. Not
because they are conservative, but because they are
human. Even in the professions that specialize in the
subject of morality—those of priests, ministers, and
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rabbis, for example—we hear endless tragic stories of
clergy who have succumbed to the very weaknesses
and/or appetites against which they warn the rest of us.

But all of that, as I say, has no direct relevance to
the issue at hand. The offenders may live as they wish,
in private. Indeed they may even so live in public in
our tolerant times without being denied invitations to
very many dinner parties. What the American
majority—itself particularly moral or not—is trying to
get them to stop doing is heedlessly promoting their
own low standards to America’s youth through televi-
sion, radio, films, and theatrical arts generally.

[ know, I know; the theater is separate from televi-
sion and radio. The latter two invade our homes. In
fact, all too often they dominate our homes. It is by
now, [ assume, common knowledge that our children
spend much more time attending to television than
they do communicating with their parents. Indeed
many of them develop an ability to tune out the
voices of their parents even while in their physical
presence. There is no evidence that they turn so deaf
an ear to television, radio, and popular recordings.

The counterargument is sometimes proposed that
no one is forcing American viewers or listeners to
consume any particular programming. That is so
obviously true that an entirely appropriate response
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to it is this: So what? No one forces anyone to
become addicted to heroin or to rot one’s brain and
other internal organs by repeated excessive use of
alcohol either. Should we therefore abandon all
public criticism of narcotics and alcohol addiction?
What we need is not less but a far more formidable
combination of parental and general adult responsi-
bility, private personal and corporate responsibility,
and—if necessary—yes, more laws to safeguard the
hearts and minds of our children. This will require,
needless to say, the cooperation of many professional
disciplines. America’s magazines—especially those
sold from grocery store racks, should be forced to
admit that they are part of the national problem. Ever
since Helen Gurley Brown took over the popular
American institution called Cosmopolitan magazine—
for which, come to think of it, I wrote a regular
column back in the mid-1950s—and turned that
once family-oriented periodical into a deliberately
salacious magazine by concentrating on sex, it's
become difficult if not impossible for editors of rival
publications to publish anything whatever of a moral
nature, however mild. It has apparently come to be
considered “hip” to snigger and joke about every sort
of home-wrecking behavior that has troubled
humankind for thousands of years.
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Fortunately some individual journalists have
gotten the message and, particularly in the last few
years, there have been admirable instances of writers
for major and minor newspapers calling things by
their right name, but at the same time the notorious
cancer that always gnawed at the heart of the free-
enterprise economy, the anything-for-a-buck prob-
lem, makes it ever more difficult to stop promoting
evil and crime so long as they are perceived as mer-
chandisable commodities which can be—and are—
turned into massive profit.

THE FRAGILITY OF CIVILIZATION

There is a strong tendency on the part of those who
live in technologically advanced cultures to assume,
probably because of the high visibility of the accou-
terments of civilization, that it is securely fixed in
place. Civilization, in fact, is pathetically fragile.
Forms of technology are likely to persist, or return if
destroyed, but the sense of even minimally shared
values that is the essence of civilization is quite
capable of being blown away in a short period of
mindless passion.

If we arbitrarily assume that the only human his-
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tory worth the name covers a roughly three-thou-
sand-year period, it is immediately apparent that the
sort of policies generally described by the adjectives
progressive, liberal, or reformist, have held stage for a
very small percentage of the total time. It by no
means follows that living conditions for the masses
in earlier ages were generally so pleasant or just as to
preclude revolutionary sentiment. Quite the reverse
was the case. Conditions were so deplorable that nei-
ther the majorities nor their presumptive spokesper-
sons saw any hope at all of ameliorating their cir-
cumstances by political means other than violent
rebellion. But when in more recent centuries it finally
became possible to at first dream of change and then
attempt to peaceably bring it about, a pattern
emerged that persists to the present day and presum-
ably will far into the future. Starting from the back-
ground of disgracefully unjust circumstances, social
philosophers initiate change by laying a rationale for
it, after which champions of justice—many of whom
pay dearly for their efforts—set about the long, slow
process of protest, debate, and legislation in an effort
to gain fairer treatment for the suffering majority. Far
from being welcomed and thanked for their efforts,
however, the pioneers of progress are invariably
firmly opposed. Nevertheless, glacial status quos do
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finally begin to crack, melt, and crumble; changes,
both major and minor, do take place, in the context
of a contest of wills between opposing powers. But
the factor of moral persuasion, weak as it sometimes
seems when pitted against guns and tanks, and
armies quite prepared to employ them, often does
have an affect on the conscience of those guilty of
sustaining the old, oppressive regimes. This is not,
alas, always the case. Moral arguments, even in their
sweetest forms, had not even the possibility of any
helpful effect when they were preached to Nazis, Stal-
inists, and Fascists.

It has been recognized that India’s revered
Mahatma Gandhi succeeded in his incredible accom-
plishment of bringing a degree of freedom to India
and releasing it from the British yoke. His efforts were
possible only because, as a moral spokesperson, he
was able to appeal to the conscience of the English
who, despite what was often their personal selfish-
ness and rigidity, at least were Christians of one sort
or another, and who were aware of the necessity of
preserving their own good names, something they
could hardly do if they simply said, in effect, to hell
with the poor, whether in the British homeland or
the colonies they controlled. But when we speak of
appealing to the conscience of those in positions of
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power, we are talking about a process with two sepa-
rate factors: (a) the simple, direct reference to com-
monly accepted moral standards and (b) stimulation
of acute personal guilt on the part of those largely
responsible for having so long maintained the cruel-
ties of the established order.

The old saying “The pen is mightier than the
sword” refers to the same process. An assassin’s
dagger or the bullets of a firing squad can quite easily
exterminate a given philosopher or activist who calls
for social justice, but such weapons can have no effect
on the thinker’s ideas.

The same general dynamics were, of course, at
work regarding the long battle, within the United
States of the nineteenth century, to do away with the
monstrosity of slavery. The only proslavery argument
that retained any “sense” at all was the economic one
since it is obviously to the benefit of an employer if
he can, by whatever means, simply avoid paying his
workers. But all the moral strength was on one side of
the argument, and those loyal sons of the South to
whom fell the job of defending the indefensible had
the thankless task of opposing the ultimately invin-
cible. It is important to review such factors now, as we
enter the twenty-first century, because while it is
obvious that slavery has been legally abolished, it by
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no means has followed that its ugly residue has been
completely swept away. There are still dark corners,
and in far too many hearts, where the contempt that
made it possible to treat other human beings as if
they were mute beasts of burden in the first place still
lingers, if only hazily articulated. This is quite clear
from the truly sickening literature of the far-right
racist wing whose members by no means try to dis-
guise their anti-Semitic and anti-black sentiments
but, such is the horror, proudly flaunt them. They can
do this and still sleep peacefully at night only by
dehumanizing those they hate simply because if the
objects of their scorn were perceived as humans, with
the same rights as themselves, the haters would be
consumed with paroxysms of guilt.

Unfortunately for the fate of the nation, some of
the haters on the right are as impervious to the
normal human emotion of guilt as are the Islamic
terrorists who hold the tragic belief that they not only
perform virtuously but literally assure themselves a
place in heaven by their bloody slaughters of inno-
cent victims in the many bombings they have perpe-
trated around the world in recent years.

137

WorldRadioHistory




VULGARIANS AT THE GATE
JUDGING

We judge the human race by the actions of both its
best and worst representatives. The evaluation is
made more difficult, alas, by the fact that the actions
of the worst tend to be much more dramatic than
those of the best. If there is only one murderer in a
village of one hundred people and you have the mis-
fortune to become the object of his interest you are
still dead, even though the other ninety-nine bore
you no ill will whatever.

Motion picture lobbyist Jack Valenti, among
others, has argued, in effect, that most television pro-
ducers and executives are good old boys and that the
admitted excesses are committed by a minority of
offenders. This variation of the “few-bad-apples”
argument is worth only passing attention. Those pro-
ducing the foulest entertainment may indeed consti-
tute a minority in the statistical sense. The uncom-
fortable fact is, however, that for quite a few years
now they have not only been permitted to function
in the marketplace, they have come to dominate that
marketplace. Moreover, they are the ones who are
giving the rest of the industry a bad name. I person-
ally will have more sympathy with the rest of the
industry when I hear them beginning to criticize the
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offenders in the same spirit in which millions of
Americans are now doing.

INFLUENCE OF MEDIA
ON CHILDREN

Important matters, even those that deal with nar-
rowly specific matters, are essentially philosophical.
One such question with which everyone in our
society should be profoundly concerned is this: Do
the entertainment and communications media—
radio, television, newspapers, magazines and books,
motion pictures, and recordings—have any influence
at all on the popular consciousness?

When the question is stated in such simple terms
the answer is so self-evident that it seems a waste of
time to have brought up the matter. At this basic
starting-point there is literally unanimous agreement
that, yes, we bother to write, to speak publicly, to
communicate in various technological ways not only
in the remote hope that we will be able to influence
the perceptions and thinking of others but with con-
fidence that we will do so.

As regards television and radio specifically there
has never been the slightest doubt that they are effec-
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tive and powerful means of communication. Other-
wise they would not be the mega-dollar industries
they are. There is a relevant clue in the fact that we use
such terms as the movie business, the television business,
or the radio business in referring to such fields. In a
business there is always a product or service made
available in the marketplace. Those who need that
service, or perceive some way in which it can be put
to use for their personal advantage, buy its wares in
the same simple way in which a homemaker buys a
loaf of bread or a pound of tomatoes. Since all of this
is so obvious there is a particular fascination in the
twist that dialogue on the matter takes when the evi-
dence we are considering is not sales figures on the
number of automobiles, pain remedies, or athletic
shoes sold but rather the effects on the popular con-
sciousness of the unremitting exposure, through the media,
to material that obviously transgresses common moral
assumptions. The motion picture industry, at least in
the early days of its development, without any impo-
sition of outside censorship, without the necessity of
advice from organized religion, simply recognized
the social wisdom of making clear, in its films, that
illegal, immoral, or otherwise destructive conduct
had to be called to account. The at least semiheroic
on-screen protagonists had to be rewarded and the
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evil-doers punished. Obviously powerful moral
lessons were inculcated in that simple way.

In the context of war there was never any question
about the remarkable power of films, radio, and
eventually television to unify the common will for
the end of defeating the enemy, invariably shown as
a dangerous and despicable creature who deserved to
be vanquished.

It is unnecessary to cite additional examples. But
against this almost monolithic perception certain
subsidiary questions began to be raised of a more
complex nature. These dealt with sex and violence.

No one has ever argued that we are totally im-
mune to the appeal of pornography. Indeed a vast
and profitable industry has been erected on the fact
that in our capacity as animals literally programmed
to propagate our species, we are easily aroused by
exposure to stimuli of a sexual nature. And of course
it is not only professional pornographers who take
commercial advantage of this fact. The advertising
industry knowingly employs sexual material, not so
much with the conscious intention of weakening the
moral fiber of a nation but merely to sell merchan-
dise. I doubt that anyone has ever seriously argued
that the purpose of Sports Illustrated magazine’s
"annual swimsuit issue” is to enlighten the public
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about the benefits of swimming or the latest devel-
opments in beach couture.

All of this is clear enough, so clear, in fact, that
one marvels at the blank-faced “who-me?” denials
now commonly advanced by networks, production
studios, the corporate giants that own them, and
product sponsors when they are criticized for the
daily barrage of blatant images to which they are sub-
jecting America’s children.

THE UNABOMBER

One background factor that greatly worsens our pre-
sent predicament is the recent quite mysterious diffi-
culty in making moral judgments, even when consid-
ering moral outrages. One particularly annoying
factor of the social problem we are considering is the
seeming inability of a great many of Hollywood's
executive and creative community to criticize even
the most revolting examples of offensive material.
Their predicament is, to a degree, understandable.
They may often meet the offenders socially at the
same dinner parties or public functions. They may
even work side-by-side at the same studios or net-
works. As we used to say in the Army, “I feel for ya but
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I can’t quite reach ya.” The longer people who are
well-qualified to speak out refuse to do so because of
a sort of social cowardice, the longer millions of
Americans will tar them with the same brush as the
worst miscreants.

Additionally disturbing is the fact that the same
unwillingness to criticize evil is now detectible in
many areas of society. Social critic Terry Teachout, in
reviewing David Gelemnter's 1997 book, Drawing Life,
makes an important and certainly relevant point.
Gelernter was one of the victims of the Unabomber,
Theodore Kaczinski. “Mr. Gelernter is not interested
in understanding the beast who nearly killed him.
His interest, rather, is in how America responds to the
works of such creatures and their lesser brethren. He
believes that by elevating tolerance to the status of a
cardinal virtue, our intellectual elite has created an
environment in which ordinary men are deprived of
the ability to recognize evil when they see it—or do
it.” It is inevitable, he argues, that vile crime should
flourish when a “squalid cutthroat coward” such as
the Unabomber is automatically assumed to be mad
rather than evil, and the making of moral judgments
is viewed not as a responsibility but as a sin. “A
society too squeamish to call evil by its right name,”
he writes, “has destroyed its first, best defense against
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cutthroats. Our best line of defense against crime is to
hate it. . . . No free society can defeat crime by force.
If we fight it (as we are doing) with force alone, it
overwhelms us.” My own view is that Kaczinski is
both mad and evil, but Gelernter’s point deserves our
careful consideration.

Make no mistake, what the champions of cheap-
ness and sleaze are doing is not simply a matter for
judgment according to taste. While their offenses are
not in a sense as dramatic as the sickening crimes of
the Unabomber and other violent terrorists, they are
nevertheless evil and therefore should be opposed as
such.

NOT SEX

Those who have commented defensively, over the
ages, on controversies over sex, violence, and vulgarity,
often imagine that what critics are saying is, essen-
tially, that sex itself is evil and that, therefore, almost
all manifestations of it should be vigilantly discour-
aged. The misperception is understandable, given the
all-too-frequent historical instances of religious fulmi-
nations against the dangers that sexual behavior pre-
sents. Indeed the writings on the subject of some of
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the early church fathers sound pretty peculiar to us
today, and to many religious believers as well. It is not
necessary her