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Chapter 1  

Introduction: 
The debate on screen violence & this study  

When it comes to it, what does television provide? One of the most debilitating 

forms of narcotic addiction yet devised. A daily dose of hypnosis containing an 

abundance of direct and indirect suggestion, much of it negative and all of it 

absorbed subconsciously, with unpredictable consequences…. An artificial 

substitute for everything real. The ultimate magic show in which nothing is what 

it appears to be. The modern equivalent of the Evil Eye which, in the words of a 

historian of witchcraft, 'could harm children simply by looking at them'. The 

most pernicious and pervasive of all threats to the environment - and yet the 

only such threat that can be eliminated by the touch of a button. 

   Television? No thanks. 

 

      - Guy Lyon Playfair in The Evil Eye: The Unacceptable Face of Television 

 

It is not possible to disentangle the influence of the experimental stimulus itself 

from all the other interactive influences occurring during an experiment. It is 

thus not possible to specify the extent to which the behaviour of research 

subjects is the result of the intended manipulation of the experimenter, or the 

result of unintended interactions generated during the experiment. Any 

experimental study which claims to have found scientific evidence in support of 

TV viewing as a cause of specified effects is misleading, to say the least. 

 

      - Conrad Lodziak in The Power of Television: A Critical Appraisal	  

The two polarized views on the powers of television are indicative of the intensity 

of the discussion that the issue has generated. In general, the effects of mass 

media, especially portrayals of violence in them, have been the subjects of 

worldwide public and academic discussion for several decades now. But at the 

center of this discussion, almost invariably, is television as it has taken a 

significant place in our lives more than any other mass medium. TV watching in 

today's household is as much basic in nature as is eating or sleeping. Its 

immediateness increases its effectiveness more than any other media - how 

common is our experience of switching on TV without any particular purpose of 

watching any specific programme and watching it without giving any particular 



attention to what is playing on the screen, even while carrying out routine 

household chores. And this is how normally TV exists in our lives: occupying most 

of our subconscious most of the time when we are awake. 

 

What gives television's power significance is its phenomenal growth and reach. 

Television has outpaced all the media -- with the sole exception of internet - in 

reaching the mark of 50 million users : it reached the mark in 13 years, 

compared to 16 years for personal computer and 38 years for radio. Only Internet 

has been faster than television in its growth: it got 50 million users in four years. 

And it is also becoming a subject of intensive discussion as fast as its growth. 

 

The reach of television is today almost universal. Unesco conducted a worldwide 

study on media violence between 1996 and 1997, the largest ever intercultural 

study on this subject. The study, which involved more than 5,000 12-year-old 

pupils from 23 countries, found that 97 per cent of the school areas in its sample 

could be reached at least by one TV broadcast channel. Ninety-one per cent of 

the children have access to a TV set, primarily at home.  

In Germany, by the end of 1995, 32.81 million households had registered a total 

of 32.14 million television sets. Out of this, 9.23 million sets are capable of 

receiving satellite channels directly. Another 15.5 million households pay for cable 

facilities. Trends showed on an average 1 to 2 million new households owned a 

television set each every year.  

Television came to China in 1960 and in three decades or so, it had got about 5 

million sets. But since then, the Chinese television market has experienced a 

phenomenal growth: the total number of TV sets were estimated to be over 250 

million at the end of 1996. By 1994, there were nearly 74,000 satellite ground 

stations in China.  

When television license was introduced in Britain in 1946, 15,560 licenses were 

issued. Today, television ownership is almost universal, and video ownership is 

heading the same way. In 1994, television was estimated to have reached almost 

all (99 per cent) British households, up from 93 per cent in 1972. Comparatively, 

video had grown from nil to 77 per cent, computer from nil to 24 per cent and 

telephone from 42 per cent to 91 per cent, during the same period.  

While accuracy in measurements of television penetration is not easy, available 

estimates show that television has had an equally phenomenal growth in India 



too. The latest report of the international investment bankers Saloman Smith 

Barney, "Asia-Pacific Television - the Big Picture", put television penetration in 

India at about 31 per cent, "not as high as in China". The report, however, 

displayed optimism about the future growth, saying that, "while we do not expect 

the Indian economy to grow as fast as China through to 2005, there will be 

sufficient growth in at least two components of the television industry growth 

equation - penetration and income - and through it, ad revenue and subscriber 

revenue." The report estimated that the number of television households would 

grow from 65 millions in 1999 to 80 million in 2001, to 98 million in 2003 and 

would reach 120 millions in 2005. The Times of India, however, recently reported 

that the number of households owning TV has already crossed 82 million, out of 

which about 70 per cent are connected through cable.  

 

The growth has been outstanding, considering the fact that in 1980, the number 

of TV sets in India was approximately 1.6 million, which then increased to 6 

million in 1986, and to 32 million by 1994. 

Changing audience habits  

Parallel to increase in television's reach, there have been changes in audiences' 

watching habit. More and more people are today spending more time watching TV 

today. As the worldwide study by Unesco showed, children all over the world 

spend an average of 3 hours daily in front of the TV screen. That is at least 50 

per cent more time spent with this medium than with any other out-of-school 

activity, like home-work, being with family or friends, or reading. The Second 

World Summit on Television for Children, held in London in March 1998, was told 

that watching TV is now the number one after-school-activity for 6-17 years 

olds.According to Washington-based TV-Free America Group, American children 

spend an average of 4 hours a day watching TV; they spend only 39 minutes a 

week in meaningful conversation with parents. According to the BBC's research 

department, the national average for 1989 among the British was 3 hours 46 

minutes a day.  

Closer home, Indonesians watch TV for an average of 3 hours 42 minutes every 

day, according to the rating system of Survey Research Indonesia (SRI). This is 

the most time any national audience spends before TV in Asia. Even university 

students have become television addicts. In an early 1998 survey, 59 per cent 

students (out of 105) stated that they watched TV for 4 hours or more on school 

days. The average viewing time on holidays was 5 hours 24 minutes.  



A study conducted in the Jakarta area found that among high school students, 

there is little difference between rich and poor as far as the time spent in front of 

the TV set is concerned. More than half the students (55 per cent) watch 

television two hours or more daily, 37 per cent spend three hours or more. The 

average free time these students have is between 3 and 4 hours a day, most of 

which they spend before the TV. One-third of Indonesia's population, that is 60 

million, are now estimated to be regular TV viewers.  

 

In India, the National Readership Survey 1997 shows that the time spent on 

watching television has increased to more than 13 hours a week amongst all 

television viewers. This is a 12 per cent increase since 1995. Audiences of 

households with access to satellite and cable channels spend 25 per cent more 

time - 16.5 hours in an average week - watching TV. The audiences in the top 

eight metros watch more television than those in smaller towns. 

 

The amount of time today's audiences spends watching TV shows how important 

a place television has come to occupy in our lives. Not only it is the most 

important means of communication among the mass media, crucial to viewers' 

need for information and entertainment, but also it casts significant influence on 

their behaviour, attitude and lifestyle. As Nilanjana Gupta points out,  

Much of our knowledge, many of our attitudes, the topics of conversation at 

work the next day, the brand of soap we pick up at the grocery store, the 

cartoon characters on our children's clothes, our aspirations - almost every 

conceivable aspect of our lives is touched by this medium: yet, like eating or 

sleeping, we accept it as just another part of our daily routine, uncritically and 

unknowingly.	  

It is this "subliminal communication" that television is capable of which has 

worried social scientists and psychologists. Commenting on research into 

subliminal communication, Norman Dixon has written: 'The most striking finding 

to date … is that subliminal effects appear negatively correlated with stimulus 

energy. The further below threshold, the weaker or briefer the stimulus, the 

stronger its effect.' Which means, the viewers' "state of half-attention" during the 

time they spend before or around TV is ideal for "insertion of suggestions" into 

their subconscious. This fact is behind the commercials being shown in between 

programs by advertisers who know very well that viewers use "breaks" for brief 

work like going to toilet or fetching something from kitchen or refrigerator. 

Playfair explains the process of "indirect suggestion" that works here. 



It is not necessary to watch a TV commercial to get the message. A word in the 

ear from a distance while opening the fridge, or a brief glimpse of the product 

while settling down for Part Two is just as effective, probably more so.	  

Two schools of thought  

Playfair goes on to question if indirect suggestion sells products, is it not likely to 

influence and thought and behaviour in other ways as well? Much of modern 

media research has arisen out of such concern about the ways in which television 

can influence human behaviour. The points of concern have been various: from 

the impact of commercials - which urge viewers to buy newer products for "better 

life" - to obscene and unrealistic presentation of life, and overuse of sex and 

violence in TV programming. But the substantial research has been on the 

portrayal of violence on television. One estimate puts the number of research 

studies on the subject beyond 5,000 , which makes this subject one of the best 

examined in media effects research. 

 

However, all these research vary enormously not only in quality, but in results 

too. On the basis of results drawn from these researches, there have appeared 

two group: on the one hand those self-styled "abolitionists" who demand 

"elimination" of television, citing its long-term negative influences on society, and 

the other opposing tooth and nail such campaigns.  

Playfair represents the TV abolitionists who see television as the root of all 

possible evils in society and have launched a movement to eliminate television. 

Jerry Mander has gone to the extent of writing a long book with the title 'Four 

Arguments for the Elimination of Television' emphasising the word 'elimination'. 

Mander concludes that television is 'a totally horrible technology' and beyond 

reform, so it must be eliminated. Playfair and Mander found friends in Marie 

Winn, who described the TV set at a 'pathogen', the source of such symptoms of 

present-day society's ills as 'alienation, dehumanisation, apathy, moral vacuum' , 

and likened TV watching with addiction to narcotics. Playfair plays along, 

lamenting in his book The Evil Eye that addiction to alcohol, tobacco and drugs is 

treated and regulated through various taxation and licencing measures, but "only 

TV addiction goes untreated and unregulated."  

It should be noted that when the entire debate is reduced to such an over-

simplified formula - that violent scenes on television are the main reasons for the 



increase in violence by children, teenagers and society in general and must be 

banned -- then the entire reasoning behind the over-simplification needs scrutiny.  

Much of these abolitionists' arguments are in the form of, in Kunczik's words, 

"simple, monocausal, easy to understand by everyone explanations of the 

problems of media effects, even though they are wrong." He points out that such 

argumentation keeps repopularising the accusation that television is a mighty but 

in the final analysis dysfunctional medium. The problem, he says, is that 

communication science is unable to push back the influence of such popular 

scientific notions, which are mostly dependent on pseudo-scientific research, such 

as psychological experiments, and media reports on spectacular individual 

incidents of supposed copy-cat violence/crime.  

As Eysenck and Nias point out, if a strong relationship is found between 

compulsive TV viewing, high aggression scores, and particular personality types, 

as measured by a psychological test of personality, it may be wrong to suggest 

that television viewing is a cause of aggression. Viewers of certain personality 

types may be predisposed, due to various social and family factors, to be more 

aggressive than others and more attracted to viewing violence. On the other 

hand, subjects of such experiments may have been aggressive to start off with, 

or certain aspects of their personalities may have predisposed them to be 

compulsive viewers. 

Broadcasters' lobby  

The specific controlled environment in which these experiments are done, argues 

Douglas, pose 'the danger that we are studying research procedures, not the 

natural social world, the world of everyday life' . Lodziak concludes that such 

psychological research 'promotes the impression of scientific rigour, and disguises 

the unscientific aspects of such research'. In the case of copy-cat violence, it is 

difficult to take a sensible, analytical look at the subject when feelings run high 

after such events. The reactions then are simply polemics and do not represent 

the scientific approach. These polemics, however, do help to liven up these 

discussions (mostly in media, again) which are marked to a large extent by 

emotions, over-simplified explanations and hasty conclustions.  

On the other extreme are broadcasters and producers of television programmes 

who see no danger whatsoever on the average viewer in depictions of violence in 

television. Not only do they find fault with the way experiment-based research is 

done, but they even disown the findings of social scientists. It is such a lobby of 



broadcasters that rejected renowned social scientists -- such as Albert Bandura, 

Leonard Berkowitz and Leon Eisenberg -- as members of the Surgeon General's 

Scientific Advisory Committee on Television and Social Behaviour in the US in 

1970, in the name of "an impartial scientific investigation". The rejected scientists 

were known to regard aggressive television contents as dangerous. Such 

proponents of media violence use other academics who point to flaws in the 

research of social scientists, inadequate analysis of the context of violence in 

television and films, and the lack of acknowledgement that very often pro-social, 

anti-violence messages prevail. They also point to studies that, through direct 

interviews with children, challenge the idea that children are particularly 

vulnerable to the effects of the media. Recently, a newspaper quoted a German 

family affairs expert advocating that parents should not bar their children from 

watching television programmes they consider too violent or cliched, or else 

children would not learn what constitutes a superior programme and cannot 

distinguish the inferior ones. 

The polarisation, fortunately, does not exist any more in the scientific community. 

There are different ways of viewing and approaching the problem of portrayals of 

violence on television. Many psychologists focus on the effect at the level of 

individuals and small groups, but most often ignore the macrosocietal 

perspective. On the other hand, sociologists tend to lay more emphasis on the 

macrosocietal aspects: they do not concentrate on the violence contents, but 

examine all the programming as a whole. 

Despite the different approaches, there is broad consensus that media violence 

certainly can negatively influence certain problem groups, for instance children 

and adolescents from broken families. A recent American review of available 

research, covering 188 studies over the period 1957-1990, concluded: "Overall, 

the vast majority of studies, whatever their methodology, showed that exposure 

to television violence resulted in increased aggressive behaviour, both 

contemporaneously and over time." In the 1980s, the National Institute of Mental 

Health in the US looked at 2,500 scientific studies on impact of violent visual 

imagery on children. It concluded that that the visual images on TV and in movies 

are tremendously harmful. 

Generally one can say that the effects caused by television are dependent on 

many individual and social factors. The claim that scenes of brutality in the media 

cause an increase in violence among children, is, therefore, not a firm enough 

foundation for demanding bans on programmes showing violence. In any case, it 



is not the quantity of the conflicts (children becoming violent) which are 

increasing, but rather the quality of violence carried out by some children and 

young people is changing (psychological aspects, weapons, the forming of 

gangs). The appearance of individual and new kind of extremes is causing the 

media to underline the events. But actually the increases are smaller than the 

media would have us believe.  

Solutions to the problem, however, cannot be achieved through polemics of the 

"abolitionists", or by banning or censoring scenes showing excessive violence in a 

knee-jerk reaction. A suitable intervention strategy needs to be developed in 

order to counter the influence of media violence on the vulnerable people without 

hampering the rights of broadcasters and producers of television programmes. 

The present study  

It is against this backdrop that this study sought to examine the trend in India as 

far as portrayal of violence in the visual mass media is concerned. The study 

objectives were to examine: 

• The quantum of violence on the Indian screen - TV and films 	  
• How it is influencing the behaviour of children 	  
• What needs to be done to remedy the situation 	  

The study primarily focussed on films and television, but also included computer 

and video games and internet, which are recent additions to Indian children's 

leisure activities. A historical review of the genesis of films and television in India 

was undertaken to see when and in what process violence came to be used in 

them, and how much of their contents are now violent in nature. Considering the 

symbiotic relationship that television has with films in India, it was imperative the 

analysis and survey primarily centre on television. However, the qualifying factors 

of the study ruled out any extensive survey of children, films or TV programmes. 

Instead, random sample method was used for the surveys, keeping in mind the 

necessity to prepare a sample as representative as possible. The field survey was 

limited to Delhi, but care was taken in its design to ensure that all economic and 

social strata of society are included in it. 

For the field survey of children, six groups of 20 children were selected. These 

groups were constituted in such a way that they would represent all economic 

and educational strata of society as well as six age categories between 4 and 16. 

Five of the groups were from five different schools of different socio-economic 



categories. The sixth group represented children not going to school. Each school 

group had students from maximum two classes, 10 from each. The constitution of 

the sample is given here: 

CONSTITUTION OF SAMPLE FOR FIELD SURVEY  

Group	  	   School type	  	   Chidlren's age	  	   Classes	  	  
1	  	   Middle class public school	   4-6 years 	   Nursery & KG	  
2	  	   Municipality school 	   6-8 years 	   I & II	  
3	  	   Govt-aided high school	   8-10 years 	   III & IV	  
4	  	   Elite public school	   10-12 years 	   V & VI	  

5	  	   Children not going to 
school	   12-14 years 	   -	  

6	  	   Experimental school 	   14-16 years 	   IX & X	  

The survey among children was conducted, in the first phase, through informal 

interviews with the help of a pre-designed questionnaire. The questions related to 

how much TV or films children watch, whether they watched TV or films alone or 

with parents or other adults, how much control they have on watching TV and in 

selection of programmes, which programmes the children like and which they 

disliked and why, whether they like to watch action-oriented films and TV 

programmes, and whether they ever imitate what they see on TV or in films, etc. 

They were also asked about their access to computers, video games and internet 

and their favourites therein. 

During the first phase of survey, 10 children were selected at random, but 

depending on their ability in verbal communication, for the second phase of 

detailed interaction. These children were then interviewed at length in homely 

environment for eliciting their frank reaction and opinion about certain 

programmes and films. 

In the third phase, parents of these 10 children were interviewed for their inputs 

about the children's TV/film watching behaviour, and any way they may have 

been influenced by what they see. 

For examining films and TV programmes, two separate sample lists were 

prepared. The selection of films was restricted to Hindi films because of the well-

established fact that they are popular all over the country spanning all languages 

and cultures, and represent, so to say, the Indian national movie culture. A list 

was prepared by picking up films at random from 1970s to this date, half of them 



action-oriented films and the rest non-action films. Besides, films telecast on 

various television channels - specially the exclusive movie channels - were 

regularly monitored and reviewed. 

TV programmes were selected from 10 television channels, including the National 

and Metro channels of Doordarshan, based on media critics' opinions about their 

popularity. The selected programmes were regularly monitored over three 

months for qualitative analysis of their contents. 

This study is not able to establish a cause-and-effect link between watching of 

violence and behavioural changes - especially aggression - in children. The nature 

and scope of this study ruled out this possibility: such behavioural changes can 

be measured and studied only over several years. But, more significantly, as we 

will see subsequently in this report, such a link has been now definitely 

established by several hundreds of studies all over the world in the past five 

decades. Therefore, this study has focussed on the impact and scope of media 

violence on Indian children. In brief, this study has attempted to serve as a 

pointer towards the trend in use of violence in Hindi films and television 

programmes - and also in computer/video games and internet - and towards 

changes that may be occurring in our children's behaviour due to over-exposure 

to such violence. This has been done by correlating the children's and their 

parents' feedback with established socio-psychological theories on human 

behaviour and putting them in context of case studies of children turning 

aggressive and/or violent, reported in the media and otherwise. Thus, this is 

primarily a correlational research based on surveys of viewing habits and reports 

of children's behaviour, reported by themselves/parents.  

The findings of the survey will be more meaningful if seen in the context of 

various ways in which violence may be depicted on screen, the sociological and 

psychological behaviour theories and the intervention strategies tried all over the 

world. So a substantial part of this study concentrated on these aspects of the 

issue - though instances available from the survey were incorporated too - and 

examined their applicability to the Indian environment. The summary inferences 

are given in the following chapters along with references to the survey results 

wherever relevant. 

The second chapter lays down the base on which the issue of media violence 

should be viewed: it spells out the various forms screen violence can take and 

how exposure to them affect children psychologically and physiologically. 



The third chapter discusses the trend in India of using violence in films and 

television programmes as well as the new media forms of computer and video 

games and internet, and how much of them contain scenes depicting violence. It 

also explains, principally on the basis of the survey results, in what manner and 

how far children watch such violent programming and how they are influenced, if 

at all. 

The concluding chapter looks at various intervention strategies tried in the 

different countries and their effectiveness. It contrasts them with how the issue 

has been approached so far in India and discusses the course that can be taken 

in future. It also draws out an agenda for future research in India in this field. 

The value of this study may be limited because of its nature: small sample, short 

duration of survey and the imprecise results thereof. Part of the problem may be 

the manner the surveys were conducted and their results examined: in 

journalistic method rather than such scientific methods as used by 

communication and social scientists. But, as corroborated in subsequent chapters, 

the results of the survey, viewed along the trends all over the world, are 

indicative enough to press for better programming and media education for 

children. 

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  



	  
	  

Chapter 2  

The Action and the Reaction: 
Faces of violence on the screen & their influence  

There is a general perception that what children watch today is more violent than 

what previous generations watched. And they are watching more of these violent 

portrayals in films and on television than ever before. The assumption is not far-

fetched, given the extensive penetration the mass media, particularly television, 

have achieved in the last few years (See Chapter 1). With more than 65 

television channels - most of them on the cable or through satellites -- now 

available in India, our children are exposed to much more television in terms of 

quantity and thus to more variation in terms of quality. Besides, the market is full 

of films showing realistic torture scenes and even real murder; computer games 

that enable the user to actively simulate the mutilation and killing of "enemies"; 

and the internet has become a platform for child pornography, violent cults, and 

terrorist guidelines.  

Violence obtains attention. Perhaps this is because attention is part of an old 

mechanism dating back to the early development of human beings. Early man 

learnt how to look closely at dangerous situations so as to be able to defend 

himself and survive. Television uses this for its own end. There is a danger that 

television, battling for the attention of the viewers, may place more value on 

showing unusual pictures than pictures providing information.  

Violence is a demonstration of power. Its principal lesson is to show quickly and 

dramatically who can get away with what against whom. That exercise defines 

majority might and minority risk. It show one's place in what Gerbner calls the 

societal 'pecking order'.  

Most television and movie producers, who export their products, need a dramatic 

ingredient that requires no translation, "speaks action" in any language, and fits 

any culture. That ingredient is violence. As Gerbner points out,  

Formula-driven media violence is not an expression of freedom, popularity, or 

crime statistics. It is a de facto censorship that chills originality and extends the 

dynamics of domination, intimidation, and repression domestically and 



globally. The media violence overkill is an ingredient in a global marketing 

formula imposed on media professionals and foisted on the children of the 

world. 

With the technical means of automatization and, more recently, of digitalization 

any media content has potentially become global. The media themselves differ in 

their impact. Audiovisual media in particular are more graphic in their depiction of 

violence than books or newspapers; they leave less freedom in the individual 

images which the viewers associate with the stories. As the media becomes ever 

more perfect with the introduction of three dimensions (virtual reality) and 

interactivity (computer games and multimedia) and as they are always accessible 

and universal (video and internet) the representation of violence "merges" 

increasingly with reality. 

Another crucial distinction is that between "context-rich" and "context-free" 

depiction of violence. Novels or sophisticated movies usually offer a story around 

the occurrence of violence. What is its background, what are its consequences. 

Violence as a pure entertainment product, however, often lacks any embedding in 

a context that is more than a cliché-ed image of good and bad. The final 

difference between the individual media forms has to do with their distribution. A 

theatre play or a novel is nearly always singular event; the modern mass media, 

however, create a time-and-space omnipresence. 

Violence is a stable and integral part of the world seen on today's television. Even 

programmes targeted at children are not free of violence. In the United States, 

violent scenes occur about 5 times per hour in prime time, and between 20 and 

25 per hour in Saturday morning children's programmes. The depictions of 

violence are camouflaged in humour, so it is difficult for uncritical viewers - 

specially children -- to realize what they are consuming. 

The commercial mechanism of violence - this is one of the two most important 

ingredients used in almost all forms of television broadcasting for attracting 

viewers, the other being sex - leads to manipulated use of scenes depicting 

violence. The exploitation of violence occurs in many different forms - only some 

explicit and the others not so. 

Differing perceptions  

At a seminar on violence in German programmes organised by the Goethe 

Institute in Delhi in December 1998, an episode from the series The Police Station 



shown on RTL channel was presented. The serial, based on the Thames Television 

series The Bill from Geoff McQueen, deals with the everyday life in a fictional 

Cologne police station in a typical soap-opera way. A main story is interwoven 

with other incidents and involves characters with differing personalities. The main 

theme of this particular edition centred on an inspector who fails to prevent a 

bank robbery due to lack of cooperation.  

The presentation - which included several other samples from different German 

television programmes - made it clear that scenes of violence on German 

television are not as spectacular as those in Indian or international productions. 

Indian members in the audience of the seminar wondered why this series was 

sampled as one of the violent programmes. Used to rapes, bursts of fire from 

automatic weapons, brutal torture and buckets of blood, they had to pay real 

attention to see someone having his face pulled around or someone complaining 

to an informant or even the suggestion given by a policeman that somebody 

needs to be smashed in the face a couple of times as violence at all.  

However, perceptions of violence can differ as widely as their forms, depending 

on social and cultural contexts, viewers' personality, age and environment, 

among other things. For instance, a study carried out in Germany by Werner Fruh 

on violence perception also arrives at large perception differences such as in the 

case of age groups when differing types of violence and the form in which it is 

shown are included.  

• Direct violence portrayed on the screen is more clearly identified as having 

a violent content than verbal violence. 	  
• Physical violence is more strongly experienced than psychic violence. 	  
• Violence directed at people contains a higher violence content for the 

viewing public than say violence directed at property and things. 	  
• Real violence, as shown in the news and in documentaries, is perceived by 

the viewers as containing more violence than the same violence shown in 

a fictional form. 	  

Most of the violence we see in films and television programmes are crude not 

only in nature, but in form also. The depictions include a wide spectrum of 

violence from direct physical assaults on humans, animals and inanimate things 

to domestic violence and verbal assaults, which may not be construed by many 

viewers as violence per se. Depictions of sex in otherwise non-violent 



programmes too can be frightening for children for whom the act is beyond 

comprehension.  

The other less obvious forms of violence are: reality violence seen in news, 

documentaries and real-life-based programmes; the aggressiveness of production 

techniques used in sound, camerawork and editing; interactive video games that 

encourage users to shoot and kill "enemies"; and internet sites that offer demo 

versions of such games and do-it-yourself information on assemble of bombs and 

weapons.  

There is a vast array of approaches to presenting violent material, as there is to 

its perception. In terms of its visual presentation, the violence may occur in front 

of the camera and be shown with graphic details. Or it may occur off-screen but 

be clearly implied. Violent acts may be shown in clinical manner in close-up shots, 

or they may be shown from a distance, in long shots. Characters involving 

themselves in violent acts may be presented - through various scripting tools - in 

many different ways and there may be different reasons for different characters 

being violent. So also, the results of violence shown may be widely different, 

including both the pain and suffering of victims as well as the outcomes for the 

perpetrator or perpetrators.  

Simply put, not all portrayals of violence are the same. There may be differences 

in their context in many important ways, and implications of those differences can 

be crucial for the impact of violence on the audience. Obviously, a distinction has 

to be drawn between problematic and non-problematic forms of media violence. 

In each of the television genres - reality and investigative programmes, 

entertainment programmes and message-oriented programmes - there may be 

problematic and non-problematic forms. 

Key elements of violence  

The most critical aspect for any study of television violence is the definition that is 

used. The criteria used to classify certain acts as violent and certain others as 

non-violent will ultimately determine how much of programming under study will 

be seen as violent. The US National Television Study - one of the biggest 

television research projects that has analyzed over 50,000 violent interactions 

culled from roughly 10,000 hours of programming from 23 channels over three 

years - laid emphasis on three key elements while defining violence: intention to 

harm, the physical nature of harm and the involvement of animate beings. For 

that particular research, it defined violence as  



any overt depiction of a credible threat of physical force or the 

actual use of such force intended to physically harm an animate 

being or group of beings. Violence also includes certain depictions 

of physically harmful consequences against animate being/s that 

result from unseen violent means.  

Thus, the study identified three primary types of violent depictions: credible 

threats, behavioural acts, and harmful consequences of unseen violence. 

Using this definition, it was found that during the 1996-97 television season, the 

majority of programmes (61 per cent) contained violence and two-thirds or 67 

per cent of violent interactions on television portrayed actual behavioural acts of 

aggression against others. Very few (3 per cent) violent interactions depicted only 

harmful consequences of unseen acts. There was an average of 6.8 violent acts 

per hour throughout television landscape; the highest rates, most importantly, 

were found in the genre of children's programming. On the positive side, 

relatively few violent incidents (14 per cent) show explicit blood/gore. A final 

concern raised by the study involves the finding that many children's cartoons 

contain violent portrayals that pose particular risk for young children's learning of 

aggression. 

Animation films - or cartoons, as they are popularly known - and televised shows 

of the World Wrestling Federation (WWF) are the leaders in violent content and 

sponsorship value in this genre. Along with cartoons and WWF show, there are 

two major areas that have recently turned into virtual battlefields: violent 

computer games and the live coverage of violence. 

In depiction of actual physical and behavioural violence, WWF shows perhaps 

outclass the rest of porgrammes. A detailed Indiana University investigation of 50 

WWF Raw episodes telecast in 1998 on the USA Network found a staggering 

amount of profane or risque incidents. Researchers counted 1,658 instances of a 

character grabbing or pointing to their own crotch - roughly eight every 30 

minutes, not counting the slow-motion instant replays. On an average, there was 

less than 36 minutes of wrestling in a two-hour show. There were 609 instances 

of wrestlers or others being struck by objects like garbage cans or nightsticks. 

"Somehow they managed not to hurt each other," said Walter Gantz, a professor 

at the Indiana's Department of Telecommunications. "I am not certain that a 10-

year-old realizes that they are skilled at doing this. 



Matt Meagher, a journalist of the syndicated news show Inside Edition - which 

commissioned the study --, said that he became interested in studying wrestling 

when his wife, a middle school teacher, told him about her students imitating the 

behaviour seen on the shows. Several such cases have been reported from all 

over the world, including India. However, Jime Byrne, senior vice-president of 

marketing for the WWF, said they were "responsible broadcaster." WWF places a 

parental warning on WWF Raw and provides calmer programmes during hours 

when children are more likely to watch, he said. 

Animation films  

Contrary to the parents' conception, cartoon films can be equally violent. And 

several studies have established that most cartoon programmes today seen on 

television contain violence in quantity that may be unsafe for regular viewing by 

children. According to a study conducted by Quebec's Laval University, cartoons 

have 68 per cent more violence than any adult show.  

At their impressionable age, children love to watch the slapstick humour, the 

fantasies and the actions in animation films. Watching cartoon characters being 

blown to pieces or run over by a bulldozer make children laugh because they 

know after all these hazardous attacks by the antagonists their favourite 

characters are going to return to life, as active and violent as ever.  

The protagonist-antagonist structure in cartoon films is essentially the same as 

derived from the real world. Violence in animation started in the early 1920s, 

when Felix the cat used metaphors to ward off and quell enemies. Violence was 

very subtle then, but it was nevertheless creeping into animation, which was 

considered until this point as pure entertainment and fun. Disney's era started 

with sound and entered Mickey Mouse in 1928.  

Mickey Mouse was a cute, well-mannered, little mouse who had very mild 

mannerisms and gestures. Mickey Mouse was the epitome of peace and 

goodness. He was the protagonist to the core and there were no shades of gray 

in him. People adored Mickey Mouse for being such a gentleperson. Walt Disney's 

philosophy was to have characters as black and white with very few traces of 

gray. The themes that he chose for his subsequent feature films, Snow White and 

the Seven Dwarfs, Pinocchio, Bambi and other short films just reiterated that fact 

as these films had characters which represented in black or white. The prince and 

the princess had to be good all through and the witch was an evil person with 



absolutely no goodness in her soul. Disney condemned the blacks and glorified 

the whites in all his films. Violence did exist, but an acceptable level.  

However, in 1941, ended the golden era of world animation and Disney's era. 

People were tired of seeing the same good characters and the same goodie-

goodie stories. As a tremendous backlash of the boring characters that Disney 

was churning out, Warner Bros and Chuck Jones came out with Bugs Bunny, a 

whacky rabbit with an incredibly gross sense of humour. Bugs Bunny was neither 

a protagonist nor an antagonist. He was crude and violent in his methods and all 

goodness went to the dumps when he was around. Many a time Bugs would act 

in bad taste and do things just to evoke laughs. He would hack people down, 

blow them into smithereens, throw them off a cliff or tie them to a rocket and 

despatch them into space. In other words, Bugs defied and ridiculed everything 

that Mickey stood for and people loved him just for that. Bugs was the perfect 

example of people's changing aesthetics and tastes. Cuteness was out, 

whackiness was in.  

The histrionics adopted by Bugs was here to stay. Except that now, new 

characters started coming into the picture, like Tom and Jerry, among others. 

Jerry was by and large the protagonist, as he was the meek mouse, the 

persecuted one. Tom, the cat, was big and the antagonist. However, Jerry 

adopted violent methods to keep Tom in check. Tom would find his fingers 

snapped in the rat trap, or find himself in the refrigerator, locked in by Jerry.  

The success of Bugs Bunny and Tom and Jerry led to rapid growth in animation 

films production. Fifty years after Bugs Bunny appeared, cartoon programmes are 

a popular ingredient of television channels around the world. While the Cartoon 

Network shows 14 hours of the stuff, Doordarshan and other channels like Zee, 

Star Plus, Sony and MTV too have their own slots. On their menu are various 

kinds of cartoons - some of them with mindless violence - such as Teenage 

Mutant Ninja Turtles, G. I. Joe, Batman, Spiderman, Superman, He Man, Alladin, 

Flash Gordon, Defenders of the Earth, and Duck Tales. Two cartoon shows -- The 

Simpsons, and The Flinststones - are of a different class, with good stories told in 

interesting manner through good clean humour and clever ideas, without 

resorting to violence to capture its audience. But these two cartoons use typical 

American humour, because of which they are less watched by children in other 

countries.  

 



Reality programmes  

Reality programmes, like news bulletins, documentaries and real-life crime-based 

programmes, often show real-life violence. Violence used in news for the most 

part do not have any link with crime: rather politically motivated violence - such 

as demonstrations, arsons, riots, clashes with police etc. - are more likely to be 

featured. Because violence has more news and visual value, often political and 

extremist groups resort to violence to get noticed my mass media. Personal 

crimes and violence are reported by media more than any other form of violence, 

but what is shown in news bulletins is mostly the effect of such crime and 

violence on victims.  

Television coverage of wars by implication contains a lot of violence. How violent 

it can get was obvious during the Gulf War when television worldwide for the first 

time carried live war pictures. Filmmaker Shyam Benegal condemns such 

coverage pointing out that it leads to desensitisation of the viewer.  

I would say the most reprehensible thing that happened recently 

was the air attacks on Iraq, and Clinton was watching it like it was 

a performance. Hundreds of thousands of people were suffering, 

thousands of tonnes of dynamite was exploding all around them. 

While we were sitting in front of our television sets, impatiently 

waiting for the bombings to begin. Now, that is the worst kind of 

pornography of violence, and we've not stopped it, we're not even 

capable of stopping it, are we?  

Documentaries and real-life crime-based programmes, on the other hand, show 

personal violence and crimes, re-constructing events of the past. In these 

depictions, violence is predominantly physical and shown in graphic detail. Indian 

television has recently produced such programmes on almost all leading 

channels. India's Most Wanted on Zee (which was later withdrawn by the 

channel), Bhanwar on Sony and Apraadhi on Star Plus are all based on real-life 

criminal cases, though they vary in treatment and focus. India's Most Wanted has 

often been compared to America's Most Wanted, which mostly concentrates on 

actual police raids. But producer and director Suhaib Ilyasi points out that his 

serial is closer to BBC's crime feature of the early 90s, Crime Stopper. 

It is not just programmes that contain violence, but many of the programmes' 

promos and commercials utilize violence too. There are logical reasons why so 

many promotions feature scenes of violence. Promos have only a very short time 



to show something interesting enough to attract the viewer. Most promos contain 

several scenes thus complicating efforts to explain the plot in 10 or 20 seconds. 

With so little time, the easiest things to feature are those that require little 

explanation: violence and sex. 

Computer & video games 

But now with violent video games we have entered a realm where instead of 

being the passive receivers of images of human death and suffering, we are 

pushing the button that inflicts human death and suffering on another human 

being. The growing threat to our children - and their parents - from violent video 

games is not just an extension of violent television and movies, it is a whole new 

world, and a quantum leap in danger.  

Video games are so effective in training a person to kill, so economical, that the 

military and the law-enforcement community have begun to use them. The most 

common one used by the United States Army is made by Nintendo (a leading 

maker of violent video games). It's really indistinguishable from the games that 

kids buy and play. 

And when we take that even another notch further, where we actually hold a 

weapon in our hand (as in arcade games and some home games), and point and 

shoot and learn the motor skills of killing another human being, like children in a 

fire drill or pilots in a flight simulator, we've entered into a realm that is 

absolutely despicable. 

Human beings have a powerful resistance to killing their own kind. Trying to get 

people onto the battlefield to kill one another is extraordinarily difficult. Until the 

Vietnam War, fewer than 20 per cent of soldiers on the front lines would ever 

actually fire at the enemy. But with the same kind of conditioning caused by 

these games, the US military raised that to 90 per cent in Vietnam and 

scientifically overcame the soldier's innate resistance to killing. 

Violent video games are the mental equivalent of putting an assault rifle in the 

hands of every child - a friend of mine refers to them as "murder trainers". By 

sitting and mindlessly killing countless thousands of fellow members of our own 

species without any ramification or repercussions, we are teaching skills and 

concepts and values that transfer immediately anytime they get a real weapon in 

their hand. 



Typical of the standard violent genres are: mythical adventure (Dark Vengeance), 

war (Total Annihilation) and "point and shoot" - the most dehumanising kind - 

(Damage Incorporated and Blood Bath). There is a rating system, akin to the one 

for movies, maintained by the Entertainment Software Rating Board. Dark 

Vengeance and Total Annihilation are 'Teen 13+' for animated violence; Blood 

Bath is 'Mature 17+' for realistic blood and violence. Damage Incorporated is not 

rated. 

Of these, Dark Vengeance is by far the most advanced graphically and gives a 

glimpse of future games that will be so realistic as to be interactive movies. 

According to Grossman, such realism will result in the game players being even 

more likely to actually commit violence, just as the most realistic flight simulators 

actually train people to fly planes, even the first time they step into a real one. 

Games where the death wish spills over in no measured proportions and could 

very well overflow into real life. Psychologists say that with the increasing 

addiction of computer games, the bombshell of violence has already started to 

explode. Teenage violence is expressing itself in the increased suicide rates and 

the preponderance of school bullies and instances of actual physical violence in 

the campus. 

Can games like Doom and Daikatna actually spell doom? Psychologists say that in 

these games victory becomes synonymous with putting the other person down. 

One can only score points if one kills or maims somebody. Naturally, the child 

loses the ability to say no to violence in real life too. 

Some internet sites that offer game demonstration programmes do not use 

ratings and do little to block children's access to violent games. This added to 

weak adult supervision and poorly enforced or displayed violence ratings bolster 

children's access to such games. 

Prevalence of violence  

Continuing studies of the prevalence of television violence have included more 

qualitative approaches to this issue. Initiated in 1994, the US National Television 

Violence Study (NTVS) was a three-year effort to assess violence on television. 

The National Cable Television Association (NCTA) of the US funded the project. 

The study involved the efforts of media researchers at four universities, an 

oversight Council of representatives from national policy organizations, and 



project administration and coordination. The project is possibly the largest 

scientific study of television violence ever undertaken.  

The NTVS found that during 1996-97, the third year of the study, a week of 

television contained over 700 violent portrayals that qualify as high risk for 

children under 7. Almost 20 per cent of all programmes with violence contained 

such portrayals. Of all genres, children's programming contains the most high-

risk portrayals for young viewers.  

Of all channel types, child-oriented basic cable, such as Cartoon Network, Disney, 

and Nickelodeon, contained the most high-risk portrayals for young viewers. 

Nearly all of the high-risk portrayals (92 per cent) for young children were found 

in cartoons. Indeed, a preschooler who watches an average of 2 hours a day of 

such content would be exposed to at least 10 hazardous portrayals a week, and 

over 500 in a year.  

Older children faced less risk, compared to children under 7. A week of television 

contained nearly 400 violent portrayals that qualify as high risk for older children 

and adolescents. Of the genres, movies and dramatic programming contained the 

most high-risk portrayals for older viewers. Of the channel types, premium cable 

and general-entertainment basic cable contained the most high-risk portrayals. 

One of the most notable findings of this report is that there was relatively no 

change in the portrayal of violence during the three years over which the study 

was conducted.  

During 1994, a quantitative research project was carried out in order to 

determine the number of scenes of violence shown on children's programmes on 

open and cable television in Argenitna. 534 broadcasts of 47 children's 

programmes were studied, corresponding to the five open channels in Buenos 

Aires and two cable signals.  

The project, carried out by teachers and students of Quilmes and Buenos Aires 

National Universities, showed a total of 4,703 violent scenes for the 242 hours 

observed in the study. Thus, an average of two hours a day in front of the screen 

would mean that within a year children could see about 14,200 violent scenes - 

just watching children's programming. The research also revealed that violence 

increases noticeably on Saturdays and Sundays (between 100% and 150%), 

precisely those days on which children have wider exposure to the screen. The 

hour span with the highest proportion of violent scene content is from 7 to 9 p.m. 



Open and cable TV programmes do not differ in their abundance of violent 

scenes.  

The study by Gerbner and his colleagues shows that violence dominates the 

software exported by the United States. "We compared 250 US programmes 

exported to 10 countries with 111 programmes shown in the US during the same 

year," he writes. "Violence was the main theme of 40 per cent of home-shown 

and 49 per cent of exported programmes. Crime/action series comprised 17 per 

cent of home-shown and 46 per cent of exported programmes."  

Clearly, the studies of prevalence of television violence demonstrate pervasive 

and persistent levels of violence in television entertainment. The various studies 

have used somewhat different approaches to sampling. Nevertheless, the overall 

conclusions from these diverse studies are similar in demonstrating extensive 

violence in television programming. The next step in assessing television violence 

is to move from studies of prevalence to studies of impact by demonstrating a 

relationship between viewing violence and aggression.  

Theories & researches  

Many scientific theories and studies have dealt with the problem of media 

violence since the beginning of the 20th century. Most of them originate in North 

America, Australia/New Zealand or Western Europe. But increasingly, Asia, Latin-

America, Africa are contributing to the scientific debate.  

The early studies of television's influence began almost simultaneously in England 

and the United States in the mid-1950s. In England, a group of researchers at the 

London School of Economics and Political Science under the direction of Hilde T. 

Himmelweit, a reader in social psychologoy, began the first study of children's 

television viewing patterns while television was still relatively new (only 3 million 

television sets had been installed in the 15 million households in England). This 

study was proposed by the audience research department of the BBC but was 

conducted by independent researchers and funded by a private foundation, the 

Nuffield Foundation. The research, which began in 1955, was published in a 1958 

report, Television and the Child: An Empirical Study of the Effect of Television on 

the Young (Himmelweit, Oppenheim, &Vince, 1958, Oxford University Press).  

In the United states, a similar survey of children's television viewing was 

undertaken by a research group at Stanford University under the direction of 

Wilbur Schramm, a professor of communication. This study, which began in 1958, 



was published in a 1961 report, Television in the Lives of Our Children (Schramm, 

Lyle, & Parker, 1961, Stanford University Press).  

These two early studies set the stage for later efforts by establishing the basic 

paradigm of correlational research based on surveys of viewing habits and self-

reports, or teacher/parent reports, of children's behaviour. Both studies found 

that the time spent with television displaces time spent with other (older) media. 

Also, both studies found that there were differences between the television 

viewers and the control subjects (those who did not have access to television) in 

various domains. For example, Himmelweit et al. noted 

We have found a number of instances where viewers and controls 

differed in their outlook, differences which did not exist before 

television came on the scene. There was a small but consistent 

influence of television on the way children thought generally about 

jobs, job values, success, and social surroundings.  

With regard to aggression, these correlational studies were less specific, as 

Himmelweit and her colleagues noted, "We did not find that the viewers were any 

more aggressive or maladjusted than the controls; television is unlikely to cause 

aggressive behaviour, although it could precipitate it in those few children who 

are emotionally disturbed. On the other hand, there was little support for the 

view that programmes of violence are beneficial; we found that they aroused 

aggression as often as they discharged it."  

In the case of the Schramm et al. study, their conclusions about television 

violence included the observation that those Canadian and American children who 

had high exposure to television and low exposure to print were more aggressive 

than those with the reverse pattern. Thus, the early correlational studies or 

surveys identified some areas of concern about television violence and set the 

stage for more focused investigations. 

Moving beyond these 1950s surveys, there was another set of studies that 

emerged in the early 1960s - not surveys or correlational studies but rather 

experimental studies that were addressed to cause-and-effect relationships in the 

television violence/aggressive behaviour equation. These initial experiments were 

conducted by two prolific researchers who were studying two distinctly different 

age groups: Albert Bandura, at Standford University, conducted studies with pre-

school-age children, and Leonard Berkowitz, at the University of Wisconsin, 



worked with college-age youths. In both instances, the studies were experimental 

in design. 

The early Bandura studies, such as Transmission of Aggression Through Imitation 

of Aggressive Models and Imitation of Film-Mediated Aggressive Models , were set 

within a social learning paradigm and were designed to identify the processes by 

which children learn by observing and imitating the behaviour of others. Despite 

the structured nature of these studies, Bandura's research was central to the 

debate about the influence of media violence, and his popular article, "What TV 

Violence Can Do to Your Child" (published in Look magazine in 1963), ignited a 

firestorm of social concern. 

The works of Berkowitz, such as Effects of Film Violence on Inhibitions Against 

Subsequent Aggression and Film Violence and the Cue Properties of Available 

Targets , studied the simulated aggressive behaviour of youths and young adults 

following the viewing of segments of violent films, for example, a Kirk Douglas 

boxing film, The Champion. The demonstration of increased willingness to use 

aggression against others following viewing further fuelled the debate about the 

influence of media violence. 

These early surveys of Himmelweit and Schramm and their colleagues, as well as 

the experiments of Bandura and Berkowitz and their colleagues, set the stage - in 

the late 1950 and early 1960s - for serious discussions of television violence and 

established the broad paradigms that have been employed in this field through 

the 1990s. 

As the 1960s progressed, several major government commissions and scientific 

and professional review committees were established, from the late 1960s 

through the 1990s, to summarize the research evidence and public policy issues 

regarding the role of television violence in saving or savaging young viewers. 

The five principal commissions and review panels - the National Commission on 

the Causes and Prevention of Violence, the Surgeon General's Scientific Advisory 

Committee on Television and Social Behaviour, the National Institute of Mental 

Health Television and Behaviour Project, the Group for the Advancement of 

Psychiatry Child and Television Drama Review, and the American Psychological 

Association Task Force on Television and Society - have been central to setting 

the agenda for research and public discussion.  

 



Commissions & review panels  

Violence Commission: The Louis Harris and Associates (1969) poll found that 

there was a similarity between those who held norms that approved of the use of 

violence (the "approvers") and those who had firsthand experience with real-life 

violence as either victims, assailants, or observers (the "violents"). So, too, the 

analysis of television content (by George Gerbner and his colleagues at the 

Annenberg School of Communication at the Univeristy of Pennsylvania) found 

that 81 per cent of the programmes studied in 1967 and 1968 (prime time and 

Saturday morning) contained some form of violence . Indeed, in the case of 

"content analysis" and interpretation, the commission initiated a line of research 

on television that was to prove central to all future discussions of this topic. This 

research tradition is manifested in more recent, although modified, approaches to 

content analysis conducted for the cable television industry (National Television 

Violence Study, 1994-7) and broadcast network television (UCLA Centre for 

Communication Policy, 1995).  

Surgeon General's Study: The Surgeon General's Scientific Advisory Committee 

on Television and Social Behaviour was established in June 1969 to "study the 

effects of television on social behaviour, with its focus on the effects of televised 

violence on the behaviour, attitudes, development, and metal health of children". 

One of the major accomplishments of the Surgeon General's study was 

commissioning almost 60 studies by more than 80 researchers (from multiple 

disciplines) throughout the United States and several other countries. This was 

not only the first time such focussed study was undertaken but also the first time 

these diverse studies would be reviewed by a panel of 12 social scientists and 

clinicians who had expertise in research, mental health and education practice, 

and the communications industry. This committee structure was innovative but 

not without considerable controversy. In particular, concerns were expressed that 

there were too many committee members with ties to the television industry who 

might influence the interpretation of research findings and committee 

recommendations. In the end, the committee members, under strenuous urging 

by (the chairman of the committee) Eli A. Rubinstein (deputy director of the 

NIMH), unanimously agreed to a committee report that, although cautious, did 

conclude that viewing television violence can lead to increase in children's 

aggressive behaviour.  

One of the unexpected outcomes of the Surgeon General's study was the 

expansion of support for studies of the impact of television, which led to increase 



in publications on this topic from 285 in 1971 to about 1,200 in 1975, to almost 

3,000 in 1980. There was some slowing of the growth in publications in the 1980s 

but the cumulative impact of the Surgeon General's study could be felt into the 

1990s. Much of the strength and diversity of research on television violence, as 

well as the establishment of a research agenda, is directly attributable to the 

impetus of the Surgeon General's Scientific Advisory Committee on Television and 

Social Behaviour.  

National Institute of Mental Health Study: In 1982, the NIMH published a 10-

year follow-up of the 1972 Surgeon General's study. That two-volume report 

(NIMH, 1982, Government Printing Office) collectively titled Television and 

Behaviour: Ten Years of Scientific Progress and Implications for the Eighties, 

provided a reminder of the breadth and depth of knowledge that has accumulated 

on the issue of television violence, although the NIMH report was not focused 

solely on violence. However, with regard to television violence, the NIMH staff 

and consultants concluded, 

Áfter 10 more years of research, the consensus among most of the 

research community is that violence on television does lead to 

aggressive behaviour by children and teenagers who watch the 

programmes. This conclusion is based on laboratory experiments 

and on field studies. Not all children become aggressive, of course, 

but the correlations between violence and aggression are positive. 

In magnitude, television violence is as strongly correlated with 

aggressive behaviour as any other behavioural variable that has 

been measured. The research question has moved from asking 

whether or not there is an effect to asking explanations for the 

effect.  

The release of the NIMH report caused some concern in the television industry , 

but was generally supported by knowledgeable researchers. For example, in a 

survey conducted shortly after the release of the NIMH report, the majority of the 

109 psychologists, sociologists, and communication researchers strongly agreed 

with the NIMH conclusions. Moreover, an earlier study of 468 communications 

professionals found strong support for the proposition that television violence is 

causally related to aggressive behaviour in children. 

Group for the Advancement of Psychiatry Report: The Group for the 

Advancement of Psychiatry (GAP) is an organisation established in 1946 to foster 



innovation and interdisciplinary reviews of issues in mental health and human 

relations. In 1982, the Committee on Social Issues of GAP, chaired by Roy W. 

Menninger, undertook a review of the role that television plays in the socialization 

of young children. This report, The Child and Television Drama: The Psychosocial 

Impact of Cumulative ViewingI (1982, Mental Health Materials Centre) provided 

an overview of the research and professional insights that have accumulated from 

the Eisenhower Commission through the surgeon general's study and the NIMH 

report. One of the recommendations to the television industry was particularly 

relevant to the issue of violence and the portrayal of conflict: 

Television dramas ought to reconfirm the reality that human 

behaviour is complex, that motivations are many, and that the 

personal and social problems to be solved have many answers. In 

this vein, drama should not portray human conflict as responsive to 

simple solutions, simple choices, snap decisions, or violence. 

Drama should reinforce the fact that no human being is free from 

anxiety, immune to conflict, or likely to live happily ever after.  

The GAP report helped to move professional discussions from research findings to 

the development of practical guidelines for positive mental health practices in 

programming, a theme that has been revisited in later reports from the Institute 

for Mental Health Initiatives and the OKTV Foundation. 

American Psychological Association Report: In 1986, the American 

Psychological Association (APA) impaneled a Task Force on Television and Society 

to review the research and professional concerns about the impact of television 

on children and adults. The final report, titled Big World, Small Screen: The Role 

of Television in American Society (Huston et al., 1992, University of Lebraska 

Press), included the following observation about television violence: 

American television has been violent for many years. Over the past 

20 years, the rate of violence on prime time evening television has 

remained at about 5 to 6 incidents per hour, whereas the rate on 

children's Saturday morning programmes is typically 20 to 25 acts 

per hour. There is clear evidence that television violence can cause 

aggressive behaviour and can cultivate values favouring the use of 

aggression to resolve conflicts.  

The report ends with a plea to the television industry and government to rethink 

and renew our commitment to enhancing children's television, noting, "Our failure 



to realize the potential benefits of the medium is perhaps more significant than 

our inability to control some of its harmful effects". 

Extensive research  

Over the past half century, about 5,000 studies are estimated to have been done 

on the issue of television violence . Of course, only a small percentage of these 

thousands of reports represent original studies or research, but there is without 

doubt an extensive body of research on the impact of television violence.  

Throughout this history of concern, there have been diverse questions raised 

about the extent of television violence and the nature and scope of its impact. 

Social scientists have employed three broad strategies to answer questions about 

prevalence, correlation, and causation. Questions about prevalence of television 

violence have been addressed by content analysis of selected broadcast periods. 

Questions about the correlation between television violence viewing and 

aggressive behaviour have been addressed by surveys of viewing patterns in 

relation to viewers' attitudes or overt behaviour. Questions about causation of 

aggressive behaviour by television violence viewing have been addressed by 

experiments conducted in either laboratory or field settings.  

One of the earliest studies of television content was the work of Gerbner and his 

colleagues. With regard to the prevalence of violence, Gerbner found that 8 out of 

every 10 plays broadcast during the survey period in 1969 contained some form 

of violence. Similar studies conducted each year have documented consistently 

high levels of violence. It can be seen that the average for the three major 

networks (ABC, CBS, and NBC) is about 70 per cent of all programmes, with 

peaks at 80 per cent and several drops to around 60 per cent or even 50 per 

cent. These drops or "valleys of violence" usually correspond to years in which 

there was significant public "outcry" about media violence.(e.g., 1973-74 

following the 1972 release of the surgeon general's report on the harmful effects 

of television violence, 1982-83 following public concern about the bloody 1981-82 

season that saw an all-time peak in the number of violent acts on children's 

Saturday morning television [about 31 acts per hour], drops in 1990 and 1995 

following congressional and FCC hearings concerning the V-chip and educational 

programming). Even the very violent FOX network dropped form 90 per cent to 

60 per cent from 1993 to 1995. Nevertheless, over almost a quarter century of 

yearly monitoring of television violence levels, this analysis has found the average 

level of violence in prime time holding about 5 violent acts per hour, whereas 



children's weekend morning programming has averaged around 25 violent acts 

per hour.  

The correlational or survey studies assessing real-world relationships developed 

almost simultaneously with experiments designed to assess the causal influences 

of viewing violence. Nevertheless, it is important to keep the correlation versus 

causation approaches separate because they represent different paradigms with 

different logical interpretations and implications. In these correlational studies, 

the issue of causation is not relevant; rather, the emphasis is on the co-

occurrence of viewing and aggression.  

In typical correlational studies such as those conducted for the Surgeon General's 

research programme, the researchers found consistent patterns of significant 

correlations between the number of hours of television viewed or the frequency of 

viewing violent programmes and various measures of aggressive attitudes or 

behaviour. In a later study, Atkin, Greenberg, Korzenny, and McDermott found 

that heavy television violence viewers were more likely to choose physical and 

verbal aggressive responses to solve hypothetical interpersonal conflict 

situations; fully 45 per cent of the heavy violence viewers chose physical/verbal 

aggressive responses versus 21 per cent of the low violence viewers who did so. 

Similarly, a more recent study in this genre (Walker & Morley) found that 

adolescents who reported enjoying television violence were more likely to hold 

attitudes and values favourable to behaving aggressively in conflict situations.  

A somewhat different set of correlational studies was designed to assess subtle 

shifts in attitudes and behaviour that might be observed only in large samples of 

the population. Two studies in this genre, conducted by David Phillips at the 

University of California, San Diego, assessed the effect of television on adult 

fatalities. In one study, Phillips found that whenever a major suicide (i.e., that of 

a main character) occurred in a soap opera in the 1960s, there was a significant 

increase in the national incidence of suicide by women (a major audience for soap 

operas in those days) within 3 days of the telecast.  

Kuncizk reports that a German TV series prompted an increase in youth's suicides 

in 1981-82. The ZDF public TV network twice aired the six-part film, Tod eines 

Schulers (Death of a Student), in which a 19-year-old high school student is run 

over by a train. Imitations of the suicide could most clearly be proved in people 

most similar to the character; in this case youths aged 15 to 19, for whom an 

increase of 175 per cent in suicides of the type shown on TV was observed. By 



contrast, there was no ascertainable effect on men over 40 and women over 30. 

This points towards the validity of the "suggestion theory" which believes that 

certain acts of violence are imitated by certain people.  

Similarly, a second study found that the telecast or cablecast of a major boxing 

event was related to a significant increase in death by homicide for men (a major 

audience) who were similar in age and ethnicity to the loser of the boxing match. 

Phillips suggested that television portrayals can stimulate subtle changes in 

attitudes that might make a particular behaviour or course of action, such as 

suicide, seem more acceptable to viewers because it is portrayed as acceptable 

for the television performers.  

In a similar vein, another large database, the Cultural Indicators Project has been 

used to explore the relationship between television portrayals and viewers' 

conception of the world. In a series of studies that began in 1974, Gerbner and 

his colleagues have tracked public perceptions of society in relation to the 

respondents' extent of television viewing. Of relevance to the violence issue, 

these researchers have identified differences in the risk-of-victimization 

perceptions, described as the "mean world syndrome" effect, of light versus 

heavy viewers. The heavy viewers (usually 5 or more hours per day) are much 

more fearful of the world around them than are the light viewers (about 3 or 

fewer hours per day). When questioned about their perceptions of risk, heavy 

viewers are much more likely to overestimate (i.e., greater than the Federal 

Bureau of Investigation crime reports for their local would suggest) the chance 

that they will be victims of crimes in the ensuing 6 months, have taken greater 

precautions by changing the security of their homes or restricting their travels at 

night, and are generally more fearful of the world. As Gerbner et al. noted, 

We have found that long-term exposure to television, in which 

frequent violence is virtually inescapable, tends to cultivate the 

image of a relatively mean and dangerous world… in which greater 

protection is needed, most people "cannot be trusted," and most 

people are "just looking out for themselves.  

Correlational studies  

Studies such as these clearly demonstrate that violence viewing and aggressive 

behaviour are related, but they do not address the issue of cause and effect. Yet, 

there are some special correlational studies in which "intimations of causation" 

can be derived from the fact that these studies were conducted over several time 



periods. There have been three major "panel" studies: one study funded by CBS, 

another funded by NBC, and the third funded by the Surgeon General's 

committee and the NIMH.  

The CBS study was conducted in England with 1,565 youths comprising a 

representative sample of 13-to-17-year-old males living in London. The boys 

were interviewed on several occasions concerning the extent of their exposure to 

a selection of violent television programmes broadcast during the period 1959 

through 1971. When Belson compared the behaviour of boys who had higher 

exposure to televised violence with that of boys who had lower exposure (and 

had been matched on a wide variety of possible contributing factors), he found 

that the high-violence viewers were more involved in serious interpersonal 

violence.  

The NBC study was conducted over a 3-year period from May 1970 to December 

1973 in two cities, Fort Worth, Texas, and Minneapolis, Minnesota. In 

summarizing the results of this study, the authors concluded, "On the basis of the 

analyses we carried out to test for such a causal, connection, there is no evidence 

that television exposure has a consistently significant effect on subsequent 

aggressive behaviour in the [elementary school] sample of boys." Similar null 

findings were reported for the elementary school girls and the teenage boys. 

However, reanalysis of these data by Kenny , and by Cook, Kendzierski, and 

Thomas concluded that there are small but clear causal effects in the NBC data 

and that these effects become stronger when analyzed over longer time periods 

through successive waves of interviews.  

Finally, one of the longest panel studies, 22 years, is the work of Leonard Eron 

and his colleagues. In the initial studies, conducted for the Surgeon General's 

investigation of television violence, the researchers were able to document the 

long-term effects of violence viewing by studying children over a 10-year period 

from 8 to 18 years of age. At these two time periods, the youngsters were 

interviewed about their programme preferences and information was collected 

from peer ratings of aggressive behaviour. The findings demonstrated that 

television violence at age 8 was significantly related to aggression at age 8, and 

the 8-year-old violent television preferences were significantly related to 

aggression at age 18, but television violence preferences at age 18 were not 

related to aggressive behaviour at the earlier (age 8) time period. When other 

possible variables, such as parenting practices and discipline styles, were 

controlled (e.g., partial correlation), it still was clear that early media violence 



could be part of the cause of later aggressive behaviour. Furthermore, in a follow-

up study, when these young men were 30 years of age, the authors found a 

significant correlation between television violence levels at age 8 and serious 

interpersonal criminal behaviour (e.g., assault, murder, child abuse, spouse 

abuse, rape) at age 30.  

Another study by a Washington psychiatrist, Brandon Centerwell, showed that 

children who had been introduced to violence on TV showed a greater propensity 

for crime as soon as they became adults.  

The potential role of television violence in the causation of aggressive behaviour 

was among the first topics investigated by social scientists. The studies by 

Bandura and Berkowitz set the stage for later experimental studies in which 

causal influences of television violence could be assessed by randomly assigning 

subjects to various viewing conditions. These later studies employed both the 

structured, laboratory-based settings and more naturalistic settings in schools 

and communities.  

One of the earlier studies in this genre assessed the effects of viewing segments 

of a violent television programme, The Untouchables, on the aggressive 

behaviour of 5-to-9-year-old boys and girls. The results indicated that youngsters 

who had viewed the violent programme manifested a greater willingness to hurt 

the other child than did youngsters who had watched the neutral programme. 

Moreover, an elaboration of this study by Paul Ekman and colleagues included the 

recording of the facial expressions of these children while they were watching the 

television violence. In this instance, the children whose facial expressions 

indicated interest or pleasure while watching television violence were more willing 

to hurt the other child than were youngsters whose facial expressions indicated 

disinterest or displeasure while watching television violence.  

Other early experiments by researchers using physiological measures of arousal 

(e.g., galvanic skin respons [GSR], heart rate, respiration changes) while 

watching violent cartoons found that children are emotionally responsive to even 

animated violence. So, too, other studies found that exposure to even one violent 

cartoon leads to increased aggression in the structured playroom settings. 

Furthermore, studies by Drabman and his colleagues showed that children who 

view violent television programmes become desensitized to violence and are 

more willing to tolerate aggressive behaviour in others. Moreover, later studies 

with emotionally disturbed children found that these youngsters may be more 



vulnerable to the influence of television violence. For example, it was found that 

8-to 12-year-olds who were diagnosed as having either attention deficit 

hyperactivity disorder, oppositional defiant disorder, or conduct disorder 

manifested less emotional concern for victims and were more willing to accept 

violence as justified than were a matched group of children who did not have 

these disorders.  

Field studies  

All of the aforementioned studies were conducted in fairly structured laboratory or 

playroom settings in which the displays of aggression, emotional arousal, or 

desensitization were relatively contiguous to the viewing of television violence. 

Questions remain about what might happen in more naturalistic settings or field 

studies of violence viewing and aggressive behaviour. One early study that 

assessed these issues was the work of Aletha Huston (Stein), now at the 

University of Texas, and her colleagues in which they assessed the impact of 

viewing aggressive versus prosocial television programmes on the behaviour of 

preschoolers in their normal child care settings. The results were that children 

who initially were more aggressive and had viewed the diet of Batman and 

Superman cartoons were more active in the classroom and on the playground, 

played more roughly with toys, and got into more aggressive encounters. 

Conversely, youngsters from lower-income families who had viewed the Mister 

Rogers' Neighbourhood diet increased their prosocial helping behaviour. One 

suggestion from this early field study is that viewing aggressive programme 

content can lead to changes in aggressive behaviour, whereas the opposite also is 

true for prosocial programming.  

As basis for the Unesco study, Jo Groebel has formulated the compass theory. 

Depending on already existing experiences, social control, and the cultural 

environment, media content offers an orientation, a frame of reference which 

determines the direction of one's own behaviour. Viewers do not necessarily 

adapt simultaneously what they have observed; but they measure their own 

behaviour in terms of distance to the perceived media models. If extreme cruelty 

is "common", "just" kicking the other seems to be innocent by comparison if the 

cultural environment has not established a working alternative frame of reference 

(e.g., social control; values).  

Another approach to field studies involved the assessment of the effects of 

naturally occurring differences in the television exposure available to children in 



communities with or without teleivision or in communities with differing television 

content. In one set of studies , the researchers were able to study the 

introduction of television in a rural community in Australia, in contrast to two 

similar communities that had differing experiences with television. In a second 

set of studies , the research team studied the introduction of television in a rural 

Canadian community, in contrast to two similar communities with differing 

television experience. In general, the results of both the Australian and Canadian 

studies converge in showing that the introduction of television has a major 

influence on restructuring the social lives of children in these rural communities. 

In this regard, both studies found that television displaces other media use and 

involvement in various social activities, not dissimilar to the findings of earlier 

studies of children in England or in the United States and Canada . However, with 

regard to the effects of television violence, these newer field studies provided 

stronger evidence of negative influence in differing but complementary ways.  

In the other community-level analysis of the impact of television, the study of 

children in three Canadian communities , the authors found that the introduction 

of television in a community led to increases in aggressive behaviour. In this 

instance, the researchers compared children living in the before/after television 

town (Notel) with their peers in two other towns where television was well 

established (Unitel, receiving the government-owned commercial channel, CBC, 

and Multitel, receiving both CBC and three American commercial networks, ABC, 

CBS, and NBC). The authors concluded that it is particularly striking that "the 

effects of television were not restricted to a subset of children. Boys and girls, 

children initially high and low in aggression, and those watching more or less TV 

were eqully likely to show increased aggressive behaviour [in the Notel town]".	  

Effects of violence  

Hundreds of studies of the effects of TV violence on children and teenagers have 

found that children may:  

• Become "immune" to the horror of violence; 	  
• Gradually accept violence as a way to solve problems; 	  
• Imitate the violence they observe on television; and 	  
• Identify with certain characters, victims and/or victimizers. 	  

Extensive viewing of television violence by children causes greater 

aggressiveness. Sometimes, watching a single violent programme can increase 

aggressiveness. Children who view shows in which violence is very realistic, 



frequently repeated or unpunished, are more likely to imitate what they see. The 

impact of TV violence may be immediately evident in the child's behaviour or may 

surface years later, and young people can even be affected when the family 

atmosphere shows no tendency toward violence. 

This does not mean that violence on television is the only source for aggressive or 

violent behaviour, but it is a significant contributor. Factors which can be 

mentioned as being able to influence the effects of television violence alongside 

the general cultural system and the sub-system one lives in are the imbedding 

(or better the lack of imbedding) in peer groups as well as personality traits such 

as self-esteem, intelligence and gender. All in all, the children's aggressive 

behaviour patterns and perceptions are a mirror of what they experience in their 

real environment: frustration, aggression, problematic circumstances. Peer 

influences, family role models, social and economic status, educational level and 

the availability of weapons can each significantly alter the likelihood of a 

particular reaction to viewing violence on television. 

In what is now being described as the "deadliest school massacre in US history", 

as many as 13 people were killed when two heavily armed young men stormed 

into a suburban high school in Littleton, near Denver (Colorado), at lunch time 

and indiscriminately sprayed the crowded classrooms with semi-automatic 

gunfire. The two shooters (Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold), both students as 

"disaffected outcasts", were part of a school gang with a sinister appellation, "The 

Trenchcoat Mafia". The two killers walked into the school parking lot carrying 

semi-automatic weapons and explosives and wearing balck ski-masks. They 

began firing at will once they reached the parking lot, strode into the classrooms, 

aiming their fire at both students and teachers. At the crowded school cafetaria, 

they tossed a "home-made bomb" and kept explaining their motives as they 

fired. They said they were taking revenge for being "outcasts". The rampage 

ended in the library where more children were hiding under desks. The killers 

searched out if there were any "athletes or Blacks, giggling all the while", before 

turning their guns on themselves. Later 32 homemade grenades and bombs were 

found at the school… Political pundits as well as many parents have been trying to 

piece together the skewered lives of the two Goth-obsessed young killers. Besides 

the fact that both of them spent a lot of time on the Internet playing war games 

like "Duke Nuke'Em" and "Doom", Harris and Klebold adored the German techno 

band KMFDM - an acronym for "Kein Mehrheit Fuer Die Mitleid" - roughly 

translated to mean "No Pity For the Majority". One lyric had this nugget:  



I have come to rock your world 

I have come to shake your faith 

Anathematic anti-Christ  

I have come to take my place.  

The gothic subculture is perceived as being "deeply disturbed and vacuous". 

Those who have studied the 'Gothic traditon', popular among certain sections of 

marginalised students in many American schools, are seen as "demonic - as living 

in hell, overdosing on drugs and viewing life as worthless". The two killers also 

exulted in the music of shock rocker Marilyn Manson. If they needed "technical 

data" to assemble a pipebomb, it was there on the Internet. Harris also left this 

message on the Internet: "I live in Denver, and I would love to kill almost all of 

its residents. You all better hide in your houses, because I'm coming for everyone 

and I will shoot to kill." Students said all high schools in Littleton have branches 

of the Trenchcoat Mafia. 

Lord Cullen, who conducted the inquiry into the massacre at Dunblane Primary 

School (in Britain), heard detailed evidence on the state of mind that had driven 

the damaged loner, Thoms Hamilton, to murder 17 pupils and their teacher on 13 

March 1996. Two of the principal psychologists he called disagreed about whether 

Hamilton was a paranoid personality or a psychopath, but they both ruled out any 

form of mental illness. He took no drugs, he did not smoke or drink, he had no 

physical abnormalities. That he was lonely, rejected and embittered was obvious, 

but it was the sheer banality of his life rather than evidence of his sinister intent 

that struck the inquiry most forcibly. 

Lord Cullen saw Hamilton's repeated failures - sexual, social and professional - as 

leading up to a fatal point at which the "daylight sanity" referred to by William 

Golding (in his novel The Lord of the Flies) gave way to nightmare madness. But 

even he could not say what had pitched so vacuous a character into mass 

murder. Instead of demons inside one grown man, the American killers belonged 

to a group of adolescents who seem to have fuelled their own sick fantasies by 

indulging a shared idea. 

 

 



Real vs. imaginary  

Many children are surrounded by an environment where "real" and media 

experiences both support the view that violence is natural. The fascination of 

violence is often related to strong characters who can control their environment, 

are (in the end) rewarded for their aggression, and can cope with nearly every 

problem. The message is at least threefold: Aggression is a good means to solve 

conflicts; aggression offers status; aggression can be fun. One high school 

student was killed and another injured in a shooting at a school on April 27, 1999 

in Taber, a sleepy farming community of 7,200 people located roughly 175 km 

southeast of Calagary, Alberta in Canada. The shooting occurred around 

lunchtime at W. R. Myers High School of about 400 students. The two students 

who were in Grade 11 and the boy in custody was a grade 9 student who was 

receiving home schooling after dropping out.  

Three teenage students were arrested on 27th April, 1999 in Lancaster, 80 km 

north of Los Angeles, after police, acting on a tip off from teachers, raided their 

homes and found bomb-making ingredients, a hand grenade and a map of their 

high school. The boys, all 15, had boasted to their fellow students that they were 

going to blow up Quartz High School.  

For almost a week, four teen-age boys took turns raping a 15-year-old captive, 

beating her and torturing her with electric shocks. Their girlfriends watched, or 

sat in front of the TV in the next room. When she finally died and the teens were 

arrested, the junior high-school dropout who led the gang said "the victim 

deserved what she got for stealing a pager and being a pain.  

The larger-than-life hero, of course, is an old theme of art and literature. It 

served both needs, the compensation of one's own deficits, and the reference 

point for one's own behaviour. Relatively new, however, is the global uniformity 

of such heroes through the mass media and their commercial weight.  

The Unesco study found that action heroes and pop stars are the favourite role 

models among children. In particular, boys are fascinated by aggressive media 

heroes. Some of these like Arnold Schwarzenegger's Terminator, have become 

global icons; 88 per cent of the world's children know him. Most children (26 per 

cent) name an action hero, followed by pop stars and musicians (18.5 per cent) 

as their role models.  



Whether scenes of violence result in fear or aggression is dependent on the sex of 

the person concerned, character traits and factors caused by the social 

surroundings, i.e., boys display more aggressive reactions while girls show more 

fear.  

In 1994-95, the Broadcasting Standards Council in the UK funded a study of 

children's emotional responses to television, undertaken by David Buckingham 

(author of Moving Images: Understanding Children's Emotional Responses to 

Television, Manchester University Press, 1996) and Mark Allerton. They found 

that negative emotional responses to television - fright, disgust, sadness and 

worry - are common experiences. Most children could recall examples of bad 

dreams or nightmares, and of real-life fears of victimisation, which were a 

response to television programmes or videos. The material that provokes such 

responses is diverse and sometimes unpredictable.  

However, there are common themes in such material, which cut across generic 

distinctions. Images of bodily violation provoked a complex mixture of disgust 

and fascination, while many children expressed considerable anxiety about the 

supernatural. Fears were provoked by threats to small children or animals, 

whether they occurred in horror films, in the news, or even in comedies. At the 

same time, children make distinctions within genres: horror films are judged in 

terms of their technical quality and plausibility, for example.  

In both fact and fiction, such responses appear to derive primarily from a fear of 

victimisation, rather than any identification with the perpetrators of 

violence….Nevertheless, responses to fiction are quite different to those for non-

fiction…Particularly if they do not understand the context and the causes of what 

they are seeing, children may find images of violence and suffering in news 

programmes much more disturbing than similar images in fiction. Films or 

programmes that cross the boundaries between fact and fiction - such as crime 

reconstruction programmes - are particularly likely to generate problematic and 

ambivalent responses.  

However, there is no evidence from this study that children are any less upset by 

real life violence as a result of watching fictional violence - in other words, that 

they are desensitised. Children who watch large amounts of fictional violence, do, 

of course, gradually become used to it. But there is no justification for 

extrapolating from this to their responses to real events.  



A fearful attitude towards the world can be intensified by a large number of 

threatening scenes in television. Here one must differentiate between short-term 

aggressive or fearful reactions while watching particularly brutal scenes. 

Long-term aggressive reactions  

Among others, Edward Donnerstein, Neil Malamuth, and Donald Linz have 

investigated the effect of long-term exposure to extremely violent images. Men in 

particular get used to frequent bloody scenes, and their empathy towards 

aggression victims is reduced. The media protrayal of men as the aggressors and 

women as the victims of violence corresponds with behaviour involving usage: 

programmes containing violence are primarily watched by men.  

The way parents deal with the media does not set a good example to children. 

Aggressive children tend to stem more from backgrounds in which violence may 

be accepted as a problem solution. Violent scenes on television can be taken as 

confirmation of their own behaviour.  

Action scenes and violence create short-term stimulation. A person's pulse and 

breathing rate increases. The limiting values, in which stimulation is accepted 

pleasant, differ from individual to individual.  

Action scenes coupled with emotional music, a rapid sequence of pictures and 

"special effects" tend to rivet a person's attention. Stimulation of this kind, if 

repeated at certain intervals, increases the chance that the viewer will continue to 

watch the screen. This also applies to small children.  

Children are able to imagine certain images i.e., when reading, against a 

background of individual "psycho-hygiene". This protection against shock reaction 

does not work in the case of detailed scenes of violence.  

According to psychologists, violence in any form is bad for children under seven 

because they can't differentiate between fantasy and reality. It could precipitate a 

state of anxiety leading to sleep disturbances, fearfulness, loss of appetite and 

excessive crying. On the basis of theories and research in cognitive development 

and using experimental and survey results, Cantor has reached the following 

generalizations on preschool and older children respond to violence on the 

screen:  



For preschool ("pre-operational") children (approximately age 2 to 7), how 

something looks is the most important determinant of whether it will be scary. At 

this age, children's thought processes are dominated by whatever is most readily 

perceptible and whatever does not require reasoning to comprehend. They watch 

cartoons closely and focus on what the characters do, not the story. They are 

attracted to programmes with rapid movements, loud music, special sound 

effects or other vivid production features. At the same time, they are especially 

frightened by media images of vicious, attacking animals, "repulsive" creatures, 

like snakes, bats, and spiders, the graphic display of injuries and physical 

deformities, and monsters. Preschool children are especially frightened by 

character transformations, such as when a normal person turns into a vampire 

before their eyes. They also have trouble understanding that a monstrous looking 

hero is not a villain. Since they are not fully competent in the fantasy-reality 

distinction, the fact that something is blatantly fantastic or impossible does not 

make it less scary.  

At this stage of childhood, therefore, children - especially boys -- are prone to 

imitate aggressive characters in cartoons. A cartoon character is the closest 

identifiable mobile talking life form for a child, even if it lives in a TV set. And the 

child befriends a couple of these cartoon characters indirectly and ends up 

imitating their actions, wherein lies the potential danger. He starts believing that 

jumping, hitting, kicking and pulling doesn't really hurt. Younger siblings and 

smaller-built friends become sitting targets. He sometimes hurts himself too.  

In cartoons, as in other entertainment shows, the good guys are often 

exaggerated by an ultra bad character like Snowhite's evil stepmother or the 

giant in Jack and the Beanstalk. Children's abstract intelligence is not very well 

developed so it is difficult for them to grasp these concepts. At times, children 

start identifying with the victim (who is closer to them in age and size) so deeply 

that they imagine themselves in similar situations.  

Animation if not done with care can also affect children's eyes and nervous 

system. In December 1997, 600 children were hospitalised in Tokyo after 

watching a popular cartoon because it showed a character flashing its eyes at the 

viewers which led to irritation. In another case, some children had vomited after 

seeing a Japanese cartoon.  

 

 



Growing awareness  

In the early primary school years, children develop a greater awareness of the 

difference between reality and fantasy. By eight years, children are less likely to 

use aggressive actions if the violence they see is shown as evil, causing suffering, 

or results in punishment or disapproval. Children five to eight years (primary 

school children) are more likely to be fearful if they see scary events on TV, 

especially if the people affected are like themselves or their family in some way.  

Children of this age do not have many diversions and their mental screen is very 

fresh. Consequently, many disorders may develop in them for watching too much 

of violence and horror. Fear of darkness and bed-wetting are two such disorders, 

which are seen to develop among children as an after-effect of watching horror 

serials. In many cases, they also fear sleeping alone. Fears imprinted on a child's 

mind even affect his personality and retard the growth of the mind and body.  

For older elementary school ("concrete operational") children (ages 8 to 12?), the 

importance of how things look diminishes, as these children begin to take motives 

into account, reason more abstractly, and understand the difference between 

fantasy and things that can actually happen. They become more and more likely 

to be frightened by real stories (like those shown in television news and reality 

programming) and by fiction that makes them aware of their own vulnerabilities 

to harm.  

For adolescents, watching TV can be a passive, relaxing activity requiring low 

concentration, and they are most likey to do it when they are tired, bored or 

lonely. It can be something they do when they want to 'keep up' with their 

friends. Even though they have new skills at understanding they rarely use them 

when they are watching TV for 'relaxation'. However, they are much more likely 

than younger children to question the reality of TV content and less likely to 

identify with TV characters. Adolescents who continue to believe in the reality of 

TV and to identify with violent heroes are the ones more likely to behave in 

aggressive ways.  

But new generations are hearing and seeing less and less from the real and 

immediate environment. In their world full of images from movies and music 

channels, the ground reality - parents, home, school, transport, etc. - are, in a 

commentator's words, "as in the Doom computer game, hurdles between info-

nuggets." Psychologists assess that the over-exposure to the new media has 

made children at least two-and-a-half years older their chronological age, which 



makes them end up seeing things they shouldn't be seeing. They're losing their 

media virginity much earlier, which is making them both precocious and 

impatient.  

Many incidents around the world finally indicate that children often lack the 

capacity to distinguish between reality and fiction and take for granted what see 

in entertainment films stimulating their own aggression. If they are permanently 

exposed to messages which promote that violence is fun or is adequate to solve 

problems and gain status, then the risk that they learn respective attitudes and 

behaviour patterns is very high.  

Britain banned in 1994 violent video films like Child's Play-III, which was linked to 

the torture and murder of a two-year-old boy, James Bulger, by two 10-year-old 

boys in 1993. Bulger was kidnapped from a shopping mall after he had strayed 

for a few minutes from his mother. The two abductors led him to a spot alongside 

a railway track, where they tortured him and then left him to die on the track. 

Scenes from the film in which a doll is splashed into paint and battered to death 

were worrying similar to the violence inflicted on the 2-year-old. The film was 

also said to have inspired the murder of a young girl in Manchester. Another 

violent film, Juice, had been linked to an incident where a group of children 

kicked a man to death in Wales in 1994 for no apparent reason.  

A teenager who stabbed an ex-girlfriend's parents while wearing a black robe and 

white mask like the attacker in the slasher movie Scream 2 has been sentenced 

to 45 years in prison. Thaddeus Swim, 16, indicated that he was influenced by 

the movies and that his "reality and fiction started to intertwine", distict attorney 

Tim Scobie said. Swim had pleaded guilty to battery and attempted murder for 

wounding Eugene and Debbie Neitge in their home on July 27, 1998.  

More than any previous crime, the February (1998) murder of the girl in Chutung, 

a small city two hours south of Taipei, shook Taiwan. But there is no shortage of 

such cases, including a 15-year-old dropout who stabbed her former classmate 

86 times in a jealous fit and a group of teens who tried to bury a high school 

classmate alive. Police say 409 juveniles were arrested for murder in 1997. 

Closing down video parlors and imposing a midnight curfew on minors already 

has reduced juvenile crime in Taipei by 33 per cent. Police hope such moves will 

stop anti-social behaviour before it turns violent.  

 



Powerful influence  

Scientific evidence has also established that the portrayal of violence on television 

need not lead to the reinforcement of aggressive attitudes and behaviours. If the 

consequences of violence are demonstrated, if violence is shown to be regretted 

or punished, if its perpetrators are not glamorized, if the act of violence is not 

seen as justifiable, if in general violence is shown in a negative light, then the 

portrayal of violence may not create undesirable consequences. But, if violence is 

glamorized, sanitized or made to seem routine, then the message is 

communicated that it is acceptable, perhaps even desirable. Television can be a 

powerful influence on social mores concerning violence and aggression, for good 

or for ill. Content of violence in TV programmes more in Japan than US, but the 

impact is less, because violence is not glorified.  

Comstock and Paik examined much of the experimental literature and concluded 

that three dimensions of a portrayal are important in predicting whether a 

programme is likely to facilitate aggression among viewers: 1) how efficacious or 

successful the violence is; 2) how normative or justified the violence appears; 

and 3) how pertinent the violence is to the viewer. The types of violence that 

affect children depends on their age, but children of all ages are at risk of 

learning to be aggressive when they see:  

• 'heroes' winning by being violent 	  
• violence being presented in a humorous way 	  
• violence not causing pain 	  
• violence inflicted on children, adults and animals 	  

Groebel and Donnerstein both show in European and US studies that nearly 75 

per cent of the aggressive acts depicted on the screen remain without any 

negative consequences for the "aggressor" in the movie or are even rewarded. 

Most violent portrayals on television reflect a pattern of context features that 

heightens their risk of harmful effects. For example, most violent incidents are 

sanitized; that is, they show no pain for victims, unrealistically mild degrees of 

harm, and/or no long-term negative consequences. In addition, violence on 

television is often glamorized; more than one of three violent incidents involve 

attractive perpetrators who are likely role models for children.  

The NTVS study shows conclusively that across all genres and channels of 

television, when violence is portrayed, its likely effect is to contribute the learning 

of aggression. Given the findings of this study that more than 60 per cent of all 



TV shows contain some violence, and that such programmes are likely to contain 

elements that encourage aggressive attitudes and behaviours, at least two 

conclusions can be drawn: for children and young adolescents viewing television 

increases the risk of learning aggressive attitudes and behaviours; and for adults 

as well as children, viewing television carries with it risk of becoming desensitized 

to violence, both on television and in the real world.  

Two polls carried out in 1993 (the current affairs magazine Focus and the 

Allensbach public opinion poll organisation) put television and video violence at 

the top of the list of causes for the upsurge in violence by children and teenagers. 

Almost 75 per cent of people polled were in favour of limiting or banning violence 

on television. Eron estimates that TV is responsible for only 10 per cent of the 

violent behaviour in this country (the US). But," he says, "if could reduce violence 

by 10 per cent, that would be a great achievement."  

In conclusion, it seems clear that laboratory experiements and field studies 

converge in suggesting that television violence is implicated in the production of 

aggressive attitudes, values and behaviour. Not all children are affected, and not 

all children are influenced to the same extent, but television violence can lead to 

increases in aggression. The questions that remain are questions about the 

process of effects and the nature of interventions that might mitigate the 

influence of televised violence on young viewers.  

Research conducted over the past 40 years leads to the inescapable conclusion 

that televised violence does affect viewers' attitudes, values, and behaviour. In 

general, there seem to be three main classes of effects: aggression, 

desensitization, and fearfulness. In general, the impact of media violence 

depends on several conditions: media content; media frequency; cultural and 

actual situation; and the characteristics of the viewer and his family surrounding. 

Yet, as the media now are a mass-phenomenon, the probability of a problematic 

combination of these conditions is high. This is demonstrated in many studies. 

Based on scientific evidence, one can conclude: the risk of media violence 

prevails.  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  



Chapter 3  

The Great Indian Picture: 
From Zanjeer to Doom's Day  

Just when the debate on television violence was gaining momentum in America 

and Europe in the 1960s, Indian television was just faltering on its first steps. 

Though the first telecast is officially dated 15th September 1959, it is not until 

1976 that Doordarshan was created and that television programming was 

broadcast to any meaningful proportion of the population. Satellite channels came 

not before another 15 years. But once commercial television landed here, the 

industry grew quickly and today more than 65 channels are available through 

free-to-air, satellite and cable telecasts.  

However, in the five decades of television's existence, barely any attention has 

been drawn in India - except for occasional media reports of children committing 

crime or turning violent imitating film or TV characters - to the issue of violence 

that is seen on the Indian screen. As we have seen in the first chapter, television 

has achieved an impressive growth: with 31 per cent of Indian population having 

access to it. In terms of TV ownership, it works out to more than 65 million 

households, which no other mass medium, not even radio which has existed 

much earlier than television, has been able to reach so far. This has meant 

Indians are spending on average 2 hours a day watching TV. Those viewers who 

have access to satellite and cable channels spend 25 per cent more time - on 

average 16.5 hours a week - watching TV than those who don't. And urban 

viewers - especially in metro cities - watch TV more than viewers in smaller 

towns.  

A big part of this TV viewership consists of children and adolescents. The total 

population of children in India, according to the 1991 census, is 302 million. 

Children under the age of 15 constitute 36 per cent of the country's total 

population. A recent telephonic poll conducted by TNS-MODE among 248 Delhities 

found that 94 per cent respondents said children prefer to watch TV or work on a 

PC nowadays instead of reading a book. Only 9 per cent of them had visited the 

Delhi Book Fair going on at that time. Twenty-three per cent more planned to 

visit the fair. But the rest 68 per cent had not visited nor did they plan to visit the 

fair.  

How big an audience it is and what how it is influenced by and in turn influencing 

television programming is evident from the way satellite channels are 



concentrating on this group. Rupert Murdoch's Channel V was re-launched in 

August 1999 from being a 24-hour music channel to a 24-hour "youth channel". 

The channel has decided to increase its investment on the Indian market from 35 

per cent to 50 per cent of its total budget - pegged at $38 million for 1999-2000 .  

The channel so far paid almost equal attention to the Indian and Chinese 

markets. But, having failed to win over Chinese parents to allow their wards to 

watch a foreign music channel, it has now decided to step up focus on its Indian 

operations. "Parents in china control the remote more," said managing director of 

Channel V worldwide, Steve Smith. The Indian youngster was more open minded 

with higher spending power, compared to the Chinese youngster. It can be easily 

imagined how big a section of the Indian youth many have unrestricted exposure 

to television and how it may be influencing their psyche, attitudes and behaviour.  

At the time of India's independence, the nation-state of India was conceived to 

fulfill the notion of a paternalistic role, based on the concept of working for the 

national interest. The nation-state would work for the good of all groups and 

classes. Radio and later telecasting policies were naturally formulated in 

consonance with the overall ideological thrusts of the state, and changed as the 

conceptions of the role of the state in the polity changed. Films, though free from 

the state control, also represented the conceptions of the nation-state and the 

Indian people's aspirations in the early years and sought to create a homogenous 

cultural identity for them. As Rajadhyaksha explains,  

…from the earliest features of (Dadasaheb) Phalke's work and ever 

since then, film presented its most critical value as being a neo-

traditional cultural form par excellence, a gadget that worked at its 

best in suturing cultural difference and producing an easily 

consumable homogeneity for an increasingly undifferentiated mass 

audience. …Phalke himself attempted a theory of film that made it 

virtually a traditional Indian art in the context of Swadeshi…New 

Indian Cinema was born in the context of Indira Gandhi's 

developmentalist programmes culminating in the Emergency and 

the establishment of Doordarshan.  

Birth of television  

So the effort was to create a 'consensus narrative' through government policies 

on broadcast programming. Since the birth of Doordarshan and All India Radio, 

progamming has been about development messages, with the long-term goal of 



getting millions of adult men and women to participate in the democratic process. 

With this objective, the government invested in a countrywide system of 

television and radio linkages. The censored news and information, based with 

some entertainment were their main programmes. Educational programmes for 

school children, literacy for adults, market information for farmers, and health 

and nutrition information for women were the major aspects covered by them. As 

time went on, these objectives were partially met. With rapid population growth, 

low levels of literacy and people's resistance to change - be it to adopt high 

yielding varieties of seed, family planning methods, or sending children to school 

- the pace of attitudinal change was not fast enough.  

One example of this failure is the incorporation of more 'popular' programming on 

AIR. Though usually dismissed by the cultural elite as vulgar, trivial and 

melodramatic, the emergence of the popular cinema and the related form, Hindi 

film songs, as the dominant form of popular culture forced AIR to introduce Vividh 

Bharati in 1957. Advertising was introduced in AIR in 1967, which was partly a 

reflection of the beginning of the consumer market and a growing middle class in 

India. Thus, in the space of twenty years, the programmes broadcast on AIR 

changed in character as the goals of the nation-state themselves changed.  

The birth and development of television in India reflects the contradictions, 

schisms and directional changes in the conceptualization of the role of state in 

India even more clearly. The initial hesitations regarding the direction of 

development of telecasting in India is a result of the confusions regarding the 

ideological moorings of the state. On the one hand, the socialist or leftist 

perspectives within the polity regarded television as a luxury. However, the 

immense possibilities of using television for education, information, dissemination 

and socially important programming were also recognised, especially in country 

like India with its large population of illiterates. Thus, the consensus which 

emerged was that telecasting could be developed in India if the thrust of 

programming was educational and socially useful, and the public service slogan of 

Information-Education-Entertainment was accepted.  

Globally, too, this was the dominant attitude in the sixties and the early 

seventies. Television was seen to have tremendous potential in education, 

especially in the developing world. For example, a USAID study 'Educational 

Technology and the Developing Countries' published in 1972 concluded that 

'simply by what has happened so far, we must reach the simple pragmatic 

conclusion that the most impressive current uses of educational technology in the 



developing world are those that use television,' and cited the examples of El 

Salvador, Samoa and Hong Kong.  

In India, the first television broadcasting was made possible by the equipment 

offered by Phillips, the electronic manufacturing firm, UNESCO grants of $20,000 

and 180 free sets, technical and other help from the Federal Republic of Germany 

and financial support for ten years from the Ford Foundation. The beginnings 

were modest indeed. The lack of any long-term planning by the Government is 

reflected in the fact that the AIR was entrusted with the responsibility of 

producing and broadcasting these programmes for which some of the existing AIR 

personnel were hastily trained.  

Initially, the range of transmission had a radius of only 40 kilometres and 

educational programmes were broadcast for 20 minutes twice a week. These 

programmes, meant to supplement school education, began on 24 October 1961. 

Usually these programmes were addressed to schoolteachers, rather than to 

children. The low reach of these programmes is reflected in the figures for 

television licenses: in 1962, 41 licenses were issued which grew to only 4170 by 

1966. Initially, all television sets were imported and were quite expensive in 

terms of Indian purchasing power.  

The low priority given to telecasting is clear if one looks at the allocation of 

government funds for AIR and television. What makes the lack of initiative and 

perspective planning even clearer is the fact that these amounts remained 

underutilized. Obviously, there was very little planning for even the proper 

utilization of the available funding.  

Meanwhile, the social impact of the educational programming remained unclear. 

No clear indication of a positive impact could be seen. Television programmes 

were often little more than radio programmes with static, unimaginative visuals.  

From urban to rural  

On 15th August 1965, a daily general service began for an hour. Television was 

still restricted to the capital. These programmes were conducted in Hindi or 

English and comprised of music and dances, often folk; news and other 

programmes in what was a basically audio-oriented format like discussions, 

interviews and quiz competitions.  



On 26th January 1967, there began the first serious attempt to take television 

into rural areas in order to fulfill its role as the public service broadcasting 

system, with the production of Krishidarshan. Initial studies for the assessment of 

the impact of the programme found some increase in the level of knowledge or 

awareness about the topics addressed by Krishidarshan. However, more 

comprehensive and in-depth studies have found the results to be rather 

disappointing.  

A more ambitious and holistic project was the Satellite Instructional Television 

Experiment (SITE) which ran for one year from 1st August 1975. In 1967, a 

UNESCO mission to India headed by John Willings studied the possibilities of 

using television to achieve educational and developmental goals. In its report, 

submitted in 1969, the commission recommended the use of satellites for 

broadcasting programmes designed to achieve educational and developmental 

goals. Two thousand and four hundred villages in Orissa, Madhya Pradesh, Bihar, 

Rajasthan, Andhra Pradesh and Karnataka were chosen for this experiment.  

The project aimed to bring about behavioural changes among the viewers in 

some of the social problems defined by the state as antithetical to the goals of 

progress and development. The Primary Instructional Objectives were to motivate 

family planning, improve agricultural practices and contribute towards national 

integration. The Secondary Instructional Objectives included an attempt to 

improve the general school and adult education; contribute to teacher training; 

improve occupational skills and improve health and hygiene. Of the four hours for 

programming, one and a half hours were meant for children aged between five 

and twelve, and were supposed to be watched in schools as supplements to the 

regular school curriculum. However, most evaluations of this project admit that 

there were few, if any, behavioural changes in the audience. Most places saw a 

significant drop in viewership once the novelty of television had worn off. The 

ISRO report assesses the gain as 'not statistically significant'. In fact, in some 

cases a negative impact was recorded.  

The introduction of the National Programming on 15th August 1982 as a result of 

improved technology and microwave links allowed Doordarshan to develop into a 

truly national network capable of fulfilling two of the objectives of television in 

India: 'to promote national integration' and 'to stimulate appreciation of our 

artistic and cultural heritage'. Unfortunately, it failed in both.  



The development of appropriate software, however, seemed to lag behind. The 

Joshi Committee Report of 1983 emphasized the need to develop an 'Indian 

personality for Indian Television', but this was easier said than done. Till well into 

the eighties, the most popular programme by far remained the weekend feature 

films. In 1983, 67% of the audience watched the feature films which consistently 

achieved by far the highest ratings, followed by 43% who watched the news, 

compared to rating of 3% for National Programmes and meager figures of less 

than 1 or 2% for educational programming. Other popular programming 

remained film-related ones like Chitrahaar. Interview-based programmes like 

Phool Khile Hain Gulshan Mei too fed off the popularity of Hindi films. On the 

other hand, the existence of folk traditions, regenerated classical music traditions 

and popular mass media made India a dense culture which could not be 

effectively penetrated by exported Western programmes. In 1985, for example, 

an audience survey showed that the audience for programmes like Star Trek was 

only 3 per cent of viewership of Chitrahaar.  

Television in India originally placed entertainment as a distant third in the triad of 

duties to be undertaken. The kind of entertainment to be provided was also very 

restricted, at least at the beginning. In the Reithian tradition, 'high culture' was to 

be broadcast in the effort to 'raise' the audiences' cultural tastes and values, in 

preference to popular or populist forms of culture. Thus the emphasis on classical 

Indian music and dance as these were designated as authentic Indian cultural 

products. Space was given to 'folk' culture, but these programmes lacked a 

popular appeal.  

Genuine folk culture is always intimately connected with the lives and societies of 

the people out of which it is created. Instead of genuinely supporting and 

appreciating the warmth and vitality of these cultures, Doordarshan has created a 

'made for television' style of folk culture that is distorted and determined by 

urbanized tastes and misconceptions. Naturally, this peculiar hybrid appeals to 

neither the rural audiences from which these cultures have been appropriated, 

nor the urban audiences with their unrealistic expectations. The attempt to bridge 

the gap between folk and urban cultures has led to a situation unacceptable to 

everyone.  

Entertainment with social value  

The first attempt to create a new kind of entertainment programming was the 

serial Hum Log which ran from July 1984 to December 1985. Examples from 



Mexico and Brazil on social change messages through tele-novellas (TV stories) 

became the inspiration for Indian TV. Messages against child marriages, wife 

beating, alcohol abuse, bride burning were woven into serialised stories about 

love, sex, marriage, fidelity, literacy, caste, class and money. This worked to 

some extent. Research and surveys on changes in attitudes and identification 

with the characters of serials reveal that viewers identified more strongly with 

some characters than others. The evidence was that TV could trigger attitudinal 

shifts, but by no means could it alone achieve social change.  

However, the importance of Hum Log lies much beyond its immediate impact. 

Hum Log was the first sponsored serial and it brought together a talented team of 

indivduals from various other meda. Hum Log was sponsored by Food Specialities 

Ltd. (a Nestle subsidiary) and was used to launch its Maggi Noodles product. The 

tremendous success of this product all over India and across all income groups 

prompted advertisers to rethink their attitudes towards advertising on television. 

Soon sponsored serials grew in number and quality, though the element of social 

commitment was gradually diluted. Thus, Hum Log marks a watershed in the 

history of television programming in India.  

On 15th August 1984, a new area of educational broadcasting was inaugurated - 

that of higher education. In several countries, television has been successful in 

imparting higher level education. Once again, these programmes have achieved 

nothing near their targets or potential. Most audience research has shown that 

these are consistently among the least watched programmes on Doordarshan in 

all areas of India. It seems as if these programmes are screened to provide lip 

service and statistical support to Doordarshan's claim that it is imparting 

education to the masses.  

Unfortunately, Doordarshan has always tended to privilege only narrow and 

limited group interests, so that instead of becoming a medium by which a true 

national consensus can be created and disseminated, Doordarshan has itself 

become a symbol of the exclusionary nature of the national narrative. Instead of 

manufacturing consent, Doordarshan has often manufactured dissent. In many 

ways, Doordarshan has intensified the feelings of regionalism, the urban-rural 

contradictions and the rich-poor divide instead of being able to fashion a true 

consensus on the ideological, political and cultural justifications for the nation-

state of India.  



Thus, failing to create a homogenous cultural look that would appeal to all 

Indians, Doordarshan alienated its viewers for whom better programme options - 

at least in terms of production quality - were gradually becoming available. In the 

face of competition from commercial channels, which stormed the Indian market 

with wider variety of programmes - including news -- and more film-based 

programmes, Doordarshan started losing its viewership and advertisement 

revenue.  

While the TV advertisement market grew 76 per cent in 1996-99, Doordarshan's 

advertisement revenues actually registered a negative growth. Though DD 

continues to be number one in overall audience share, it has lost out on 

viewership segments with the highest purchasing power, and is getting pushed 

out of state-wise viewership as private channels go regional. Private sector TV 

channels are very close to leaving Doordarshan behind them in the race of 

advertisement revenues and key viewership segments.  

Doordarshan channels' advertisement revenues were Rs 400 crore in 1998-99 

(25.8 per cent of the market). But as per published data, Zee was close on its 

heels at a reported Rs. 385 crore, with Sony at Rs. 253 crore, the Star channels 

at Rs. 200 crore, the Sun channel at Rs. 170 crore and others making up around 

Rs. 130 crore.  

What is more crucial is the rate at which the private sector advertisement 

revenues have grown, and just how poorly Doordarshan has performed in 

comparison. DD-National's Rs. 211 crore advertisement sales for 1998-99 was a 

12.9 per cent growth over the period 1997-98. In contrast, DD-Metro slumped 

7.92 per cent in this period and DD's regional channels plummeted a stupendous 

29.69 per cent in the same time-frame.  

In its attempts to keep its viewersship base intact, Doordarshan has become 

increasingly "commercial" in its approach over the years. The previous system of 

commissioning programmes to producers has been discontinued. Less 

commercially profitable programmes have been edged out or removed to non-

prime time slots. Gradually, children's programmes on Doordarshan have also 

been affected. They have been replaced by animation or live action serials that 

were sought to be shown in the name of children's programmes.  

 

 



Gensis of films  

However, since the early 1970s the cinema has offered the public far more than 

television in the way of sex, violence and general depravity. The gangster 

mindscape urging for immediate, violent rebellion, manifested itself only in the 

70s-80s when the popular mood - popular cinema too - had grown acerbic and 

anarchy was the underlying leitmotif. When television programmes like Hum Log 

and Buniyaad saw the disintegration of the Indian family in the wake of unbridled 

urbanisation and the emergence of the big bad city, films like Zanjeer, Deewar, 

Agneepath saw the birth of the tormented vigilante.  

From the seventies onwards, one actor had a curiously energising effect on Hindi 

cinema. Perhaps no Indian actor has exercised such hypnotic appeal and sway on 

popular imagination as Amitabh Bachchan. His angry young man persona in the 

seventies and early eighties in films like Zanjeer, Deewar, Trishul, Muqaddar Ka 

Sikandar, Inquilab and Coolie was a turning point in the history of Indian cinema. 

Here was a social underdog who throws off some of the constraints that inhibit 

the use of personal force to achieve his mission of social justice. Violence, the 

first resort of traditional masculinity, was used as a metaphor for fight against 

injustice and inequality. Violence did not attain a pejorative connotation in these 

movies as the spectre of Emergency in the mid-seventies had shattered common 

man's faith in the institution of democracy. He was looking for a messiah to voice 

his repressed anguish and it was left to this angry young man to act as a conduit 

for this pent up frustration. In the movie Inquilab, Amitabh after becoming the 

chief minister guns down each of his ministers since they were all corrupt and 

hence misfit to rule. Violence, in all these movies, heals the wounds it has 

inflicted on the victim's psyche.  

However, less than three decades after he first emerged, Amitabh Bachchan's 

brand of violence seems almost innocuous. In today's mainstream cinema, there 

is enough to suggest that ours is a darker age: the Sunny Deols, Shah Rukh 

Khans and Nana Patekars have taken over, and their viewers don't become 

hysterical were they to first beat up the villains and shoot them dead later. 

Indeed, poetic justice is inevitable in the good-versus-bad brand of commercial 

cinema, but a simple shot in the chest is downright boring. So, the hero places 

the pistol on the villain's forehead, and presses the trigger without uttering a 

word. Hair, blood and bullet fly out of the back of the villain's head. That's 

attractive, unpredictable, beyond the threshold limit of the viewer's tolerance.  



Today's violent heroes do stretch their importance across several films. However, 

they do not achieve the status of personae because the narratives they are 

inscribed in do not offer any logic for the acts being performed. It is here that the 

major difference between the 'anti-hero' image of Shah Rukh Khan and the 'angry 

young man' persona of Amitabh Bachchan. Zanjeer (1973) charted out for the 

first time Bachchan's smouldering presence, haunted by the childhood memory of 

his parents being killed and his desire for revenge. However, it was Deewar 

(1975) in which Bachchan plays a smuggler, that finally pinned the persona down 

and gave voice to a debate on the path to be chosen of living within or without 

the boundaries of law. It was this transcendent logic that defined his being in all 

the films he acted, even in those in which, as in Manmohan Desai's films, for 

example, the spirit of carnival and excess of coincidences was the dominant, 

rather than a single-minded desire for revenge.  

Community violence  

Several films today, notable among which are Tezaab (1989), Angaar (1993) and 

Gardish (1993), show the community participating in the fights between the hero 

and the villain as mute spectators. This is an absolutely new and frightening 

aspect of 'mass' culture that cinema has internalised. The spectators are mute 

and will not interfere or intervene, or even give evidence later. They watch within 

the frame and magnify the terror of the violence that is being experienced. Their 

very passivity is a background against which physical violence stands out in stark 

contrast. One of the most devastating of such mass scenes in recent times has 

been in Jigar (1993) where the protagonist's sister is raped publicly in a square to 

teach the brother a lesson. The mother runs from pillar to post and even tries to 

enlist the help of a policeman nearby, but to no avail. The girl then publicly 

commits suicide. Rape has always been a staple ingredient of the villain's villainy, 

but it has always been committed as an act away from public gaze: in the privacy 

of a room, in the jungle but always in a lonely, isolated spot. The voyeuristic gaze 

in this particular instance also includes an incestuous one, since the brother is 

tied up at a height and has perforce to witness the rape and death of his sister.  

Today's hero moves around in a group (Anil Kapoor is the quintessential mob-

hero - refer, for example, to his role in Ram Lakhan, 1990), in the way the 

underprivileged instinctively move in a clannish group. It is not as if Amitabh 

Bachchan as the persona par excellence of the seventies and eighties did not 

have friendship with other male characters - as, for example, in Sholay where he 

and Dharmendra are partners in petty crimes. However, an aspect of the 



personality that he always cultivated was that of a loner, and a nonchalant one at 

that.  

Acts of violation committed against the father, sister or mother are what are 

responsible for the rebirth in violence of today's hero. The storyline in the films of 

the fifties and sixties, whether they dealt with romance or gangsterism, often 

rested on a tension between familial and social relationships. In the films of the 

70s, the family showed signs of breaking up, with the father getting lost either 

morally or physically. This loss defined the hero's being. Today it is the family and 

by extension the community, as territorial notions, that are to be defended at all 

cost by the hero.  

It is in this context that the hit of the late 1980s Phool aur Kaante is interesting. 

It deals with the 'lost father' returning very decisively to reinstate himself 

emotionally and physically into the 'family'. This inversion of the popular 70s 

theme possibly was as much a factor in the film's success as the new type of 

violence it ushered in. Nageshwar Rao, the city's leading underworld don, kidnaps 

his own grandson to force his estranged son and daughter-in-law to come and 

live with him. He is finally killed in an encounter with a rival gangster and his 

'surrogate' son, who has been with him through thick and thin and expects to 

inherit the 'empire', is now incensed at Rao's affection for his biological son. In 

the gangster films of the 1970s, it is the hero who, estranged from his real 

father, gravitates towards a surrogate one from the underworld.  

After the long spate of violence-oriented films upto the mid nineties, melodies, 

interspersed with stories of teen romance, have made a comeback in commercial 

films. It was Maine Pyar Kiya that initiated the return to melodies in films. A 

record number of audiocassettes of this film were sold and the popularity of the 

songs outdid hits of the preceding decade. The film was produced by Rajshri 

Productions who were known for their small-budget, modest-return films based 

on rural, non-violent themes and featured new stars and a new director. The film 

became a super-hit, surpassing Sholay, mainly because of the popularity of the 

songs. But even in these successful comedies, the use of violence is mandatory at 

least in resolving the conflict between the rich and the poor.  

Endless violence  

Although romance-based films are drawing huge box office returns, some action 

films, based war themes, have recently been successful. There have been box 

office winner films like Border, Roja, Kachche Dhaage, and Sarfarosh that have 



dwelt in dramatic detail on Pakistan's proxy war. Violence thus continues to be a 

major ingredient in most Hindi films. Take the instance of recently released 

Soldier, a revenge story produced by Abbas-Mustan duo whose previous venture 

Baazigar was a hugely successful film. Bobby Deol is on a hunting and slaying 

mission. His father, a patriot and Army officer, has been cheated by three of his 

closest friends. The dead father is accused of being a traitor and the villagers 

refuse to cremate him. As if this weren't drama enough, Bobby's mother's 

forehead is tattooed and she is thrown out of the village. Emotion flows like water 

from a holed dam and Farida Jala, wife of one of the actual traitors, deserts her 

selfish husband and decides to rear the young Bobby.  

Twenty years later, everything is set for action. Bobby goes to Australia, falls in 

love with Preity Zinta, sings, dances and in between that, runs around 

slaughtering people. There is unending, uncanny violence in the film, which is an 

indiscriminate jumble of Hindi and English films. Soldier is like a cartoon movie 

that combines excessive violence and extravagant songs and dances. And this 

assessment is true of most of the Hindi films.  

With a gangster film like Godmother - which is based on the true story of a 

woman gangster -- bagging half a dozen awards in the 46th National Film Festival 

and another gangster movie Satya bringing the best supporting actor award to 

Manoj Bajpai, the message is clear: that violence is no more a disqualification for 

being adjudged the best. That both Godmother and Satya are films which are 

unmistakably violent is common knowledge. And, with the government-appointed 

jury recommending them for the prestigious national award, it will indeed be 

difficult for the government to shrugg off the charge that it is indirectly promoting 

such films even if it is on the grounds of "thematic and cinematic necessity".  

The Indian film industry, with an estimated turnover of Rs. 6,000 crore, is one of 

the biggest in the world, churning out an average of 900 films every year. Out of 

these 900 not more than a handful are made for children. The National Centre of 

Films for Children and Young People (NC'YP) produces films for children but they 

are again very few in number, because works with a meagre budget from the 

Ministry of Information and Broadcasting and no help from the film industry. 

Moreover, its films are not shown commercially, and Doordarshan telecasts them 

perhaps once. The NC'YP do have a television slot which used to show a dubbed 

serial but that is not sufficient to promote children's programming.  



Whatever few children's films are made, they fail to create the fun, the fantasy 

and the magic that a child loves. The three Indian children films selected for the 

Children Film Festival 1999, for example, have little to attract a child's attention, 

except that the characters are played by young adults. All three of them dealtwith 

the dark part of reality rather than the joys of life. Santosh Sivan's Malli is about 

a tribal girl's compassion for nature, for her disabled friend, pity for wounded 

animals and disdain for long desired new clothes in the face of a plea from 

wounded nature. A. K. Bir's Nandan is about the life of a runaway pre-teen boy, 

who steals money from his mother's trunk to buy the toy motor of his dreams. 

While waiting for the imported machine to be delivered, he meets a lame beggar-

boy, a madari, a fortune-teller, a comical barber and a policeman. These 

encounters change him and he returns the money to its original place. Kabhi Paas 

Kabhi Fail is an overtly commercial film about how abusive behaviour can thwart 

natural talent. It shows how crooked people exploit the genius of a eight-year-old 

boy to make money.  

Made for each other  

There are two fundamental differences between cinema and television. One is 

that the cinema offers its product on its own territory, whereas television invades 

the home. This is a difference of considerable psychological significance. The 

other, equally obvious, is that whereas television diminishes and belittles, the 

cinema enlarges. Film stars are a good deal larger than life especially in close-up, 

and viewers have a natural tendency to look 'up' to them just as they 

unconsciously look 'down' on the miniaturised world of television.  

However, in the Indian context the differences have turned thin because of the 

unique relationship that Hindi films share with television. Hindi film songs are the 

reason for the strong draw that film-based programmes have on Indian 

audiences. In America, for instance, TV does not depend on Hollywood because 

Hollywood films, generally, do not have situational songs. There, pop videos are a 

great draw, but interestingly the pop video culture started only as late as 1979 

when the group called Plastic made the world's first video called Video Killed the 

Radio Star. On the other hand, India has had a grat pop 'video' culture in the 

form of Hindi film songs. And as everyone knows, Hindi film songs are as deeply 

ingrained in the Indian psyche as the caste system.  

When TV started it took its cue from radio, where the most appealing thing was 

the Hindi film song. So when TV was not educating, it entertained through Hindi 



films songs. It is just incidental that the songs shown on TV were connected to 

films, since non-film popular songs were almost non-existent.  

Any TV viewer from the early days of television would remember two names with 

nostalgia - Chhaya Geet on Thursdays and Phool Khile Hain Gulshan Gulshan on 

Fridays. These two shows were started a little after Mumbai Doordarshan began 

transmission on October 2, 1972. On Thursday evenings at 8 pm people begged, 

borrowed and stole to be at their TV-owning neighbours' house to catch jerky, 

black-and-white images of songs from the films of the 1940s and 50s. The next 

day, Friday, it was Phool Khile Hain Gulhsan Gulshan time and a date with 

Tabassum. Every Friday at 8.30 viewers waited with bated breath to see who was 

the film personality that Tabassum would get to the studio.  

Chhaya Geet was replaced by Chitrahaar in 1982, when the national network and 

colour telecasting came into existence. Then came the sponsored programmes, 

Showtim being the first one, later renamed Showtheme.  

A decade later came private satellite channels like ATN, Jain and Zee TV. They 

established their credentials the only way they knew, through film-based shows. 

When Zee TV started, unlike Doordarshan, there was no doubt what it wanted to 

do. It had to entertain. But because television was just opening up, there was a 

dearth of software. Zee had to develop software. But until that was done the 

channel took recourse to what was at hand: film software. So it telecast had film-

based show, film-based quizzes, songs, films and other such things.  

Film-based shows are cheap to make. Zee TV started the trend at a time when 

budgets and revenue from television were very low. Once Zee started the trend 

others started absorbing it. One of Zee's best film-based shows was Kya Scene 

Hai.  

This use of films by television displays yet another facet of popular cinema: as an 

entertainment consisting of different kinds of ingredients, contextually 

unconnected, each ingredient is complete on its own without needing the rest for 

its enjoyment. Filmmaker Shaym Benegal describes this as "a revue rather than a 

film. You only have to see picturized songs from films on television. They are 

complete in themselves even without the context of their films." He further 

explains:  

There is a complex relationship between the collective fantasy of 

Hindi films and Indian culture. Though itself a cultural produce, the 



Hindi film has definitely shaped popular culture in an 

unprecedented way.…And today, television entertainment is not 

only an extension of popular cinema, but also tends to cannibalize 

on it.  

From theatre to home theatre  

In spite of the overkill, films continue to be very popular with the Indian viewer. 

They are the biggest source of television viewership with Television Rating Points 

(TRP) going above 10 points . During 1995-96, television channels telecast 

blockbusters like Sholay, Hero and Tezaab and raked in crores of rupees in 

advertising revenue. According to the TRP ratings, the Hindi movie channel has 

the third largest viewing rate of all TV programmes. There is a flood of movies to 

keep the viewers glued to the set. At any given time, and specially in the 

evening, a viewer who wants to watch a film has a choice of several movie 

channels - Doordarshan MovieClub, Zee Cinema, Star Movies, TNT, Sun, In 

Cablenet/Siticable or the local cable network, and also films on the other channels 

like Doordarshan National, Doordarshan Metro, Star Plus, Sony, Zee, Star World, 

and regional language channels like Asianet, JJ, Gemini, Udaya and the 

Doordarshan's regional channels. All existing channels also seem to have a 

disproportionately large chunk of film-based programming.  

There are so many options of films available at any given time that in some 

homes, the video recorder has become redundant. A lot of video libraries have 

closed down in recent times - with so many movies available for the price of a 

cable subscription, the videos have lost their appeal.  

In 1998, television channels telecast more blockbusters. The films were again the 

largest revenue earners on the idiot box. While Hum Aapke Hain Kaun's video 

rights were still up for grabs, Sony pounced on them and premiered the film on 

Diwali. Ghulam and Satya were telecast on Star Plus within six months of their 

theatre release. Pardesh, again on Star Plus, preceded the screening of Ghulam. 

Star officials said they were guaranteeing advertisers and sponsors TV rating 

points of about 30 for each Hindi blockbuster. Although Star did not confirm, 

Bollywood sources said the broadcaster acquired the right for one-time screening 

of Pardes for about Rs. 4 crore. Acquiring rights for Ghulam would be more 

expensive, the sources said. Such screening will redefine satellite TV viewing in 

India, they said.  



Star Plus was expecting a revenue of Rs. 10 crore per film, giving it high profit 

margins. Total advertising time during these Saturday blockbusters is 30 minutes 

and a 10-second spot is being hawked between Rs. 50 and 60 thousand. In case 

of Ghulam, industry sources said total advertising time was about 320 seconds 

and spot rates were cheaper compared to those of Star Plus.  

Star's move followed the success of Sony TV which built up a brand equity around 

Hindi films. Hum Apke Hain Kaun, screened in October 1998 by Sony, notched TV 

rating points of 35. The trend of showing films within three to four months of 

their theatrical release is already starting.  

Though Star Plus' programmes have started figuring in the TV rating points list, 

Sony is ahead of Star Plus where audience share is concerned in most cities. 

According to data collected for the week October 18-24, 1998 by TAM Media 

Research in Mumbai, while Star Plus' audience share in TV households was 1 per 

cent and in cable households 2 per cent, the respective figures for Sony in the 

city were 10 and 14 per cent.  

Cashing in on the popularity of film-base programmes on television, Mumbai 

directors recently have begun making small films - such as Showcase on Sony -- 

on the production of their films. On location footage is interspersed with interview 

clips of the directors and stars, and the whole thing is packaged as a whetting-

your-appetite kind of promotion. All this once again underlines the symbiotic 

relationship between films and TV in India - both need and use each other to their 

mutual advantage. It's a mutual arrangement. TV promos and song clips create 

curiosity about the to-be-released films, pulling in audiences; and also work to 

television's advantage because viewers have this insatiable thirst to soak in all 

that's new and happening in the movies. Media analysts may howl in anger at this 

intimate relationship, but their protests get drowned in the sound of money 

flowing into the coffers of both film producers and channel owners.  

Zee TV has begun using this complex and profitable relationship between films 

and TV to further its business interests. The film industry is a vital software 

provider to the Zee empire which has expanded across continents. It now claims 

cable access to some 200,000 households in the United Kingdom, 30,000 in the 

US and 75,000 in Africa. Movies and movie songs feed all Zee channels: Zee TV, 

Zee Cinema and Music Asia. So, for the last couple of years, Zee proprietor 

Subhas Chandra has takne one initiative after another to strengthen the channel's 

ties with Bollywood, such as instituting Lux-Zee Cine Awards that will showcase 



the industry's stars and films, floating a glossy film magazine Primiere, and 

announcing the group's entry into film production. He has converted his TV 

channels in India and abroad to vehicles for the promotion of all the three 

products.  

The film magazine Premiere, which is tirelessly promoted on Zee TV, is billed as a 

lavish glossy, and its unstated agenda is to build up stars and films rather than 

gossip about them. Its first issue was a tidy success. At Rs. 50 a copy it printed 

an initial 25,000 copies but finally went on to sell a lakh, at a time when the print 

media faces a recession. Premiere is another vehicle developing for clout with the 

film industry.  

Zee has got into film production to create properties that can be endlessly 

recycled as cable and satellite TV software. A film can be produced for a couple of 

crores - the same kind of money that Sony, Star and Zee itself are spending to 

buy one-time telecast rights of blockbusters that are still showing in the theatres. 

Then the film and its song sequences can be shown - free of cost - on Zee's 

channels across the world, including Music Asia. This would mean free promotion 

for the film because such screenings would cost nothing. Ninan calls this a "neatly 

integrated business strategy" by "India's Murdoch" Subhas Chandra".	  

More and more violence  

Hindi films and television channels, because of their conjoint relationship, have 

enveloped the Indian viewer with much more violence and gore than possible as 

separate entities. Sunil Shetty, Sunny Deol and Nana Patekar pumping bullets 

into Kader Khan, WWF icon Undertaker pushing his knee into Hogan's groin, 

Sylvester Stallone slicing a knife clean through the ribs of a KGB agent, and a 

bulldozer running over Tom and Jerry - all these images today co-exist today on 

the Indian screen as part of a continuous narrative.  

Today one can see over 300 films a week, over 50 serials a day, and unlimited 

number of commercials with the mere flick of a finger on the remote. There is 

also the whole uncharted area of the surrealistic music video, horror serials, 

sports like WWF, live coverage of wars such as the recent one in Kargil, wildlife 

documentaries and TNT cartoon features, and even commercials with violent 

depictions. The message implicitly or explicitly is that violence pays.  

A Unesco study on Hindi movies indicated that 75 per cent of them have elements 

of violence in them, either physical or verbal. The study found that while the 



actual number of rapes as explicitly shown in Hindi films have not increased 

significantly over the years -- ranging between 12 to 16 per cent between 1949 

and 1997 -- the sexual harassment of women in films has gone up from 35 per 

cent in the pre-1975 period to 65 per cent in films made over the last decade. 

Rape scenes were generally used in the earlier years to continue the story line or 

justifiy a fight against social oppression -- as in Madhumati (1958) or Roti, Kapda 

Aur Makan (1974) -- while in the 1975-85 period rapes were used to justify the 

changing role of the hero to an angry young man image - for instance, in Lawaris 

(1981) -- or to justify death of protagonists - as in Ek Duje Ke Liye (1981).  

In more recent times, post-1985, women have taken action against a group of 

individuals or society in general, as in Zakhmi Aurat (1988), for harms done to 

them. The last decade of Hindi films have also for the first time allowed women to 

fight and take physical action at the personal level and seek revenge for wrongs 

done to them, instead of a male taking revenge on their behalf.  

The most important functions of violence in the movies are to induce fear, to 

dominate, to create conflict and to establish a character. Of these indicators, the 

major change has been that more Hindi films in the post-1985 period show 

violence to induce fear. This is corroborated by a corresponding reduction in the 

use of violence to dominate (from 65 per cent pre-1975 to 41 per cent post-

1985), showing a relative reduction in feudal type class caste relationships to the 

use of violence to induce fear at the mass scale. This is also supported by a 

growing trend of using violence to acquire property or money. The results 

indicated that the use of violence as a medium of oppression has increased over 

the years.  

A study by the Indian Academy of Pediatrics shows that at the present rate, the 

time spent by Indian children in watching TV will be equal to the time spent in 

school and by the time they complete high school, they would have watched on 

an average 18,000 murders, an equal number of rapes, bombings, suicides and 

other violent scenes besides a lakh or more nude and semi-nude or intimate 

scenes and a staggering number of extramarital affairs and suggestive dance 

sequences.  

Television programmes are also replete with violence. For this study, selected 

programmes shown on 10 different channels - including Doordarshan's National 

and Metro channels - were monitored for three months. The programmes were 

selected on the basis of their review by media critics.  



This study found that cartoons constitute the largest child-specific programming 

across all channels. It found that 20 per cent of children's programmes on 

Doordarshan and 42 per cent on satellite channels are animated. Some of 

children's favourite cartoon shows - such as Scooby and Scrappy Doo, Captain 

Planet and the Flintstones on Cartoon Network - are now telecast in Hindi too. 

Tom and Jerry, Jack and the Beanstalk and Casper are the other cartoon shows 

named by children as their favourites. The Cartoon Network shows cartoons till 

late evening and the new channel AXN Action TV telecasts Japanese cartoons, 

considered to be amongst the most violent in the world. Doordarshan and other 

channels like Star Plus, Sony, MTV and Zee also have their own cartoon slots. 

This study monitored select cartoons and found that more than half of them 

glorified violence.  

Horror and thriller serials such as Aahat, Yehi Hai Raaz, Kohra, X-Zone, Saturday 

Suspense, Anhonee, Dafan, Maano Ya Na Maano, and Ajeeb Daastaan use plenty 

of blood and gore to horrify the viewer. They are also prone to accentuate the 

triumph of good over evil with excessive violence. Only in a few instances the 

perpetrator of violence is shown being punished. Programmes based on real-life 

crimes, such as Bhanwar, Apraadhi and India's Most Wanted use less of blood and 

gore, but their graphic depictions of crime and violence is relatively more. CID, 

another crime-based programme uses the least violence among all the 

programmes in this genre. Programmes on satellite channels contain more 

violence and gore than Doordarshan.  

Most horror serials use a standard cliché-ed formula involving sex, violence and 

gore. A typical story would be about a young girl who gets raped and murdered, 

then returns as an aatma seeking revenge. Once she becomes aatma, she wears 

weird white contact lenses to give her a sufficiently eerie look, speaks in a flat 

monotone, walks like a zombie and laughs evilly when her tormentors are killed. 

The scene of action usually is an abandoned haveli/dak bungalow/ ruined house/ 

locked room, on a misty night. Another hot favourite for action is the graveyard 

where there is usually frenetic activity such as digging and uncovering of mouldy 

graves.  

Between the commercial breaks of horror serials like Aahat (Sony TV) and crime 

serials like Yeh Hai Raj (Star TV) a majority of advertisements are targetted at 

child viewers. Even the feedback from the children in this study show that the 

horror and crime serials have a high viewership among children and teenagers.  



Different types of violence  

One of the biggest concentrations of violence is on Sony's sister pay channel AXN 

Action TV, which depicts nothing but mindless violence 24 hours a day. Some of 

the films aired on the channel are B-grade action movies. WWF fights also 

contained a large quantity of mindless violence: men and women throwing each 

other around all over the place with gay abandon, kicking, punching, hitting 

"where you like it".  

In fact, even Discovery Channel, which is considered by many parents to be 

harmless for children, shows violence in the form of animals chasing each other 

and killing them.  

A study conducted by the Delhi-based Centre for Advocacy and Research 

monitored programmes on five channels over nine days. It found 759 distinct 

incidents of violence across the channels, which included Doordarshan National 

and Metro, Zee, Sony and Star Plus. Zee led the channels with 365 incidents, 

while Doordarshan Metro was last with 62.  

The study identified as many as 59 types of violence - audio and visual, physical 

and psychological - were identified by the study. Threats, slapping, screaming, 

shooting, assaulting, uttering expletives, pushing, clobbering, stabbing, mental 

torture, eerie sound-tracks, threatening music were de riguer on all programmes 

on all channels. A good many were unnecessarily long depictions of violence. 

Over one-third of the "violence-types" appeared in 25 per cent of the episodes 

monitored. The episodes were in the genre of horror, murder, mystery and 

suspense thrillers.  

One shocking finding was that serials like Shapath, Aahat, Shaktimaan, Anhonee, 

Kohra, -- all horror or violence-ridden serials -- had sponsors in Cadbury's 

(confectioners), Johnsons' (baby products), Kissan (jams, squashes and 

ketchups), Parle-G, Chyawanprash, Horlicks, Complan and other health drink 

makers. All these advertisements targeted children as consumers, making it 

obvious that children constitute a major part of these programmes' viewership. In 

fact, most serials made no effort to conceal the fact that they regarded children 

as the prime viewer of horror and crime-based programmes. The study noted 

that Aaahat, Anhonee, Bhanwar, India's Most Wanted and X-Zone received top 

ratings, for audio effects among the four to six years age group.  



However, there were a few positive trends as well: On certain days there was a 

low degree of violence in serials. Occasionally, there were a few programmes - 

such as Just Mohabbat, Amanat, Saans and some of Doordarshan's soaps which 

had no violence, but appealed to the intelligence of the viewers.  

But such serials are not able to counter the popularity of thriller serials. A survey 

conducted by IMRB has revealed that there is a growing class of viewers being 

weaned away from the never-ending soaps to detective serials. The reason, 

according to the survey, is that detective serials are far more action-packed than 

soap operas. The list of the "action-packed" serials included Mohandas B.A.L.L.B., 

India's Most Wanted and Saturday Suspense on Zee; CID and Bhanwar on Sony; 

Bullet and Vakeel Jasoos on DD Metro; Saboot, Kohraa and Yeh Hai Raaz on Star 

TV  

In a separate study, the Centre for Advocacy and Research found controversial 

and popular Shaktimaan to be replete with violence. In one episode there were 

17 acts of violence within a span of 25 minutes, including assaulting, slapping, 

punching, shooting, strangulating, burning, pushing and stabbing.  

Growing addiction to TV  

For this study, 120 children between age 4 and 16 were interviewed. (For a 

profile of the sample, please see chapter 1). The first phase of the survey 

involved informal interviews with the help of a pre-designed questionnaire. The 

questions related to their viewing habits and their likes and dislikes. Ten of the 

children were later interviewed again for detailed interaction in homely 

environment. Then the parents of these 10 children were interviewed for their 

reports about the children's viewing habits and behavioural changes, if any.  

Of the 120 children interviewed, family of only 10 (or, 8 per cent) did not own a 

TV. Out of these 10 children whose families did not own TV, eight (or 7 per cent) 

belonged to the Group5 (children not going to school). Families of these 8 

"without-TV" children also did not have a house of their own and lived on 

pavements or with some other family. But four of these children said they 

sometimes got to watch TV at streetside shops or neighbours' houses. Two 

children from Group 2 (studying in municipality schools) said they did not have a 

TV at home.  

Out of the 110 children whose families owned TV, 62 per cent watch TV for more 

than two hours a day, 32 per cent 1 to 2 hours a day and 6 per cent watch TV for 



less than an hour a day. Other studies (for example, one conducted by the Centre 

for Media Studies, 1994-95) claim most children are watching TV closer to four 

hours a day.  

Out of this study's sample, 55 (46 per cent) said they preferred to watch films or 

film songs on TV. Twenty-one ( 17.5 per cent) prefereed to watch cartoons, 12 

(10 per cent) preferred general serials, another 12 (10 per cent) preferred horror 

and crime serials, 9 (7.5 per cent) liked news, 6 (5 per cent) liked sports - mostly 

cricket -- programmes and 5 (4 per cent) said they preferred to watch 

educational programmes. Of the largest group that liked films and film songs 

more than anything else, 39 (32.5 per cent of all children) gave films as their first 

choice of programmes on TV and 16 (13.5 per cent of all children) said they 

preferred film songs to films. These results show that in total 73.5 per cent 

children liked to watch such programmes that usually have high contents of 

violence.  

However, the parents interviewed said their children watched cartoons for the 

most part of their watching time. General serials, horror and crime serials and 

sports followed in this sequence in terms of time children spend watching TV. But, 

it should be noted that these parents represented only 8 per cent of the total 

sample and it is possible that children are watching different programmes when 

the parents are away. This is specially significant because a large number of 

children watch TV without any parental supervision or guidance. The parents also 

may be under-reporting the children's viewing habits.  

One of the questions in this survey related to who decides what children are 

watching. Most children (84 per cent) said their parents or guardians are not 

around when they watch TV. Sixteen per cent they most of the time watch TV 

with their parents or other adults. But when asked who decides what is to be 

watched, an interesting picture emerged. When watching alone, 87 per cent 

children watch whatever they want; only 13 per cent children are told - in 

absentia - what they should be watching and what not. It was not clear how 

many of them actually followed their parents' instructions. Over all, 10 per cent 

children said their parents discussed with them the quality of programmes and 

films, but only "at times".  

When watching with parents or other adults, 69 per cent children said their 

parents/guardians decided what to watch. Eleven per cent children said they were 

allowed to watch whatever they liked and 20 per cent said the decision was a 



"mixed" or mutual one. At such family watching, maximum time was spent 

watching soaps and films or film-based programmes. Horror and crime serials and 

news followed as second and third priorities. But during sports events, sports 

programmes took precedence over all other kinds of programmes.  

One interesting aspect of the result is that a large number of children (72 per 

cent) were not allowed to watch TV beyond 9.30 or 10 pm. Twenty-one per cent 

said they could watch upto 11 pm provided they completed their studies (usually 

homework brought from school). Seven per cent said there was no restriction of 

time on their TV hours.  

Many of the younger children interviewed said they believed the cartoons to be 

real characters. When asked if it is possible for a character to be alive after being 

run over by a car, children older than 10 (Groups 4 to 6) disagreed. But all of the 

children in the age 4 to 8 (Groups 1 and 2) said it is possible. Of the 20 children 

in the Group 3 (8 to 10 years), 7 said it is possible and the rest said it is 

impossible. Some of the children who thought this is possible said the character 

can still be alive if it has powers like that of Shaktimaan. Mother of one boy said 

he begins to believe that he is part of the story shown in cartoons and dreams of 

the characters that he sees in the cartoon films.  

The parents interviewed mentioned a number of behaviour problems that they 

attributed to overexposure to TV and films. Among these were excessive film and 

TV watching, defiance of parental authority, lack of concentration in studies and 

swings in moods. All most all parents believed their children's performance in 

studies was affected by their "addiction" to TV. Parents of one four- year-old girl 

said their daughter's mood and behaviour changed immediately after watching a 

certain kind of characters on TV. When she sees any child being nice and 

obedient in a serial, she becomes like that child. But the next moment if she sees 

another child being disobedient and throwing tantrums, her behaviour too 

changes. Parents of another boy of 8 said their son was scared of darkness, 

because he believed Mickey Mouse was actually a bat, who'd attack him in the 

dark.  

Mumbai's Nair Hospital studied the impact of celluloid violence on a child and 

found shocking things. A 12-year-old clung to his mother and would not go to 

school after watching horror shows. There were others who had bad dreams, 

sometimes nightmares.  



A survey conducted among 210 families and 343 children of a leading public 

school in Delhi by the Indian Academy of Paediatrics found that imitation of 

violence among siblings and peer groups was 58 per cent and 70 per cent for the 

5-10 and 10-15 age groups respectively.  

A recent telephonic poll conducted by the TNS-MODE among 250 Delhiites 

showed that 94 per cent of the respondents thought violence and crime were 

becoming common among the young generation. Fifty-four per cent of them 

blamed films/TV for this, 31 per cent blamed society and 13 per cent blamed 

parents.  

Another poll, conducted among internet users, found that 75% agreed that 

violence in Hindi movies and serials are responsible for the spiralling crime rate. 

20% did not agree and 5% did not offer any answer.  

"Market is the Temple"  

However, the television industry so far has not been concerned about this issue. 

Vijay Jindal, MD & CEO of the Zee Network recently told a national daily (on low-

brow programming on Zee): "We have a lot of respect for the native intelligence 

of our viewers, and we owe it to them to respect their sensibilities and their 

intellect and treat them as they wish to be treated… The Market is The Temple, 

and the Consumer is The God - it is this healthy respect for what our consumers 

are, as opposed to a misplaced longing for what they should be, which has helped 

Zee to churn out our long string of chart-busting programmes which have always 

had a pulse on their emotional needs for entertainment, infotainment and 

information."  

At the same time his channel's thrust is on horror and crime serials, such as X-

Zone. Zee TV spends Rs. 6 lakh per episode on its X-Zone, its most expensive 

programme. For the first time, Zee put up a show on its channel that demanded 

special effects. And it has reached a new phase where the quality of shows rather 

than the genre mix is the differentiator. X-Zone was among the top 10 of Zee 

TV's shows, enjoying a TRP of 15.03 among men and 14.65 among women in 

Mumbai's cable and satellite homes for the week ending 2nd October 1998.  

Sony Entertainment Television has responded by increasing its special effect for 

Aahat, a horror show in the prime time. Being Sony's top-rated show, Aahat was 

successful in taking on Zee on Thursday. But Sony's CEO Kunal Dasgupta was 

quoted in another paper saying that "my conscience pricks me". "Is this what you 



call success? Spare a thought (for the viewers). Do we want to use this power to 

make them boogie their lives living with supernatural characters in a state of 

loneliness, or do we build in them values that our society will appreciate?" The 

references are obviously to Sony's best-known serials Aahat and Boogie Woogie, 

which are still being telecast on Sony.  

The most ironic response, however, came from Rathikant Basu, CEO of Star TV. 

At a public hearing on the impact of television violence on children in Delhi on in 

December 1998, he suggested if violence on television was to be reduced, one 

way out would be to have more sex on TV. "I don't have a prudish attitude like 

most Indians towards sex," he said to reinforce his point. Taking the example of 

Scandinavia and the Netherlands, where a liberal attitude to sex leads to less 

violence on TV, he said that television producers would not need scenes of 

violence to draw their audiences.  

Producers, though, simply refuse to acknowledge that too much of violence is 

being used in their programmes. In a Unesco seminar around the same time, 

producer Sunil Mehta sought to justify that only 93 episodes of his 467-episode 

serial Junoon had violent scenes. But the fact is that the entire serial was based 

on gang wars and police. Even the marital relationships were fraught with 

violence. And he said his current serial Hindustani, which is full of violence, is not 

really a children's serial. But the serial is shown at 9.30 pm, when children are 

very much awake and watching TV. Recently, two episodes of the serial were 

about the torture, including rape, inflicted on a woman prisoner by the jailor and 

others.  

B. P. Singh, producer of Aahat and CID, defended his serials at the public hearing 

saying that since these serials dealt with crime, it would be easy to think that 

they contain violence and gore. "For our serial CID, we try to show how a criminal 

is caught and not how a crime is committed. For Aahat (horror), we refrained 

from portraying grotesque faces and mutilated bodies. Our purpose is to entertain 

and violence is not entertainment. "  

A new face of violent entertainment is now emerging in India through computer 

and video games. Psychologists and student counsellors feel children who are 

addicted to TV and films are more likely to get hooked to video games and 

internet. Progress from TV to computer and internet does not take much time for 

these children. This study found that 25 out of 40 children in the Groups 1 and 4 

- who came from upper middle class and rich families - had computers at home. 



Twenty of them also had access to computer or video games. Among their 

favourite games were Quake II, Wolfenstein, Doom, Blood, Duke Forever - all of 

them involving shoot-and-kill kind of violence.  

Asked why they liked these games, some children said these games taught them 

how to "defend ourselves" against "enemies". They were, however, not sure who 

these "enemies could be; some said they believed the "enemies" in the games 

could exist in reality, the others were not sure. Some other children said they 

loved to play these games for the "fun of killing enemies". One 12-year-old boy 

said he liked to play the game Doom because he always won it. "It is great fun 

finishing all your enemies. I hate losing. When I lose a game, I cannot wait until I 

win the next game," he explained.  

Case studies  

Every single nation with a marked increase in violence, according to Interpol (the 

international police agency), has been a Western nation. There is one exception: 

India. There the violent crime rate has gone up in just 15 years from 1983 to 

1997. The murder rate has gone from 2.9 per hundred thousand to around 4.6 

per hundred thousand. This corresponds almost directly to the introduction of 

violent television in India. The American Medical Association stated in 1992 that 

just about anywhere in the world that television appears, 15 years later the 

murder rate doubles. All the other variables - availability of guns etc. - remain 

stable. The AMA concluded that half of all the murders in America would not have 

occurred if not for the impact of television. Ten thousand murders a year, 70,000 

rapes, and 700,000 assaults would not have occurred in America alone if not for 

the influence of television. And consider that the compounding impact of violent 

video games on the crime rate is only now being felt.  

There were allegations of negative persuasion by the serial India's Most Wanted 

in 1998 when a certain domestic help named Chhottu alias Rajesh brutally 

annihilated the lady of the house. Chhottu's addiction to this real-life crime-based 

programme on Zee TV was cited as a case in point. However, its producer and 

director Suhaib Ilyasi claims that the police later said that on interrogation 

Chhottu confessed that his act was not influenced by the serial.  

In this context, N. Bhaskar Rao, chairman of the Centre for Media Studies, 

maintains that for every one criminal traced due to efforts of the media, 20 new 

criminals are born imitating the underworld dons and gangsters shown in movies 

and serials. Ilyasi agrees to have shown scenes with such gory details in his 



serial. "True, I can just explain the crime in a few words but it won't be that 

expressive and would not have much impact on the viewers. People get involved 

as these serials reconstruct the crimes in a realistic way," he says.  

In her book, Ire in the Soul, the film critic Nikhat Kazmi cites the example of the 

real life criminal Auto Shankar who blamed cinema for his excesses in his defence 

to the Supreme Court. He murdered six prostitutes for which he was served the 

death sentence in 1994 and was hanged in 1995.  

Incidents of children imitating their role models in films and television are not 

new. It is well known that when the serial Ramayan was first telecast, there was 

a sudden spurt in cases of eye injuries because children started playing with bows 

and arrows. But such incidents are now occurring frequently. The most prominent 

among such cases in the recent period has been that surrounding the children's 

programme Shaktimaan. The serial commanded tremendous popularity and was 

the 14th most popular serial on Doordarshan with a TRP of 24.8 (Doordarshan 

Audience Research Television Ratings, week ending 6th February 1999). Initially 

telecast on Tuesday nights and Saturday morning, this serial was singularly 

successful in making the 10.30 pm non prime-time slot profitable for 

Doordarshan.  

Life imitates art  

The serial - which Ninan correctly describes as "Hindustani amalgam of 

Superman, Batman and Spiderman" -- is about a superhero who is capable of 

extraordinary feats. The character is modelled on the popular Superman 

character - right to his vocation as a journalist - and Shaktimaan nee Gangadhar 

is the archetypal hero who carries the burden of protecting the ordinary from 

unscrupulous villains. A study conducted by the Delhi-based Centre for Advocacy 

and Research found Shaktimaan to be replete with violence. In one episode there 

were 17 acts of violence within a span of 25 minutes, including assaulting, 

slapping, punching, shooting, strangulating, burning, pushing and stabbing. 

Several cases were reported during 1998-99 where children were said to have 

imitated Shaktimaan's feats and injured or killed themselves or others in the 

process.  

• Dinesh Prabhakar, 9, set fire to himself in Patne village of Nashik district 

(Maharashtra) on February 14, 1999 in the hope that Shaktimaan would 

come and rescue him. But the police claimed the boy had burnt himself 



accidentally while preparing tea. The boy hadn't even heard of 

Shaktimaan, claimed the police. 	  
• An incident of two children, Shubham and Rakesh, setting themselves on 

fire on December 27, 1998 was reported from Bhavanandapur village in 

Begusarai in Bihar. But India Today reported that when the local police 

and reporters went there, they found that the incident never took place. 	  
• In the local Rajasthan press, six such cases were reported. In one 

incident, 10-year-old Hansraj Meena was playing with his 6-year-old 

brother Suresh in Nangalvora village in Jaipur district on December 21, 

1998. With a daring that he had often seen in his favourite serial, Hansraj 

let the arrow hiss out of his bow. It hit his brother's left eye. Suresh's eye 

was damaged permanently. 	  
• Imitating Shaktimaan's vanishing act, a 7-year-old boy in Sardarpura in 

Barmer district ran around in cirlces on the rooftop before slipping to the 

ground. He died in a Barmer hospital. 	  
• Two girls, Varsha Kulkarni and Asma Lattiappanavar of Sattur village in 

Hubli district of Karnataka had set themselves afire thinking that 

Shaktimaan would rescue them. Varsha died in the incident. But the police 

say the girls burnt each other in a fit of rage after quarrelling. The two 

didn't even have access to TV. The Week, however, quoted Varsha's father 

Vittal Kulkarni saying that his family had never monitored the girl's 

television viewing, indicating that she used to watch TV. 	  
• Ten-year-old Guddu Shau, who hawked muri (puffed rice) with his father 

on pavements of Calcutta, punched Kumar Bahadur, a boy of his own age, 

so hard in stomach that Bahadur died on the way to hospital. This was the 

result of a minor fight over a cup of tea. Although Guddu did not attend 

school, he was addicted to television and Shaktimaan was one of his 

favourite serials. "I like the way Shaktimaan rescues people, the way he 

defeats everybody with punches," he told a local newspaper. 	  
• In Sehore near Bhopal, 16-year-old Lucky jumped up from bed in the 

middle of the Diwali night of 1998, soaked himself in kerosene and lit a 

match. And then he shouted "Shaktimaan aao, Shaktimaan aao (Come 

and rescue me, Shaktimaan)". He died in a Bhopal hospital the following 

day. "In hospital, he used to murmur that Shaktimaan was coming," 

recalls his father Ramesh Gupta. Lucky was so influenced by the tserial 

that he took to aping Shaktimaan's style. Like his hero he would distribute 

sweets and gifts to children. One of his friends recalled, "Who Shaktimaan 

ho gaya tha (he had become Shaktimaan)." 	  



India Today reported it had verified the reported incidents and that "no 

correlation can be conclusively drawn" between them and the stunts portrayed in 

the serial. But on the basis of the cases reported from Rajasthan a writ petition 

was filed in the Rajasthan High Court, requesting a ban on the serial. Court 

notices were sent to the Doordarshan and the Information and Broadcasting 

Ministry.  

In a knee-jerk reaction, Doordarshan screened a special episode on the making of 

Shaktimaan to demystify the "powers" of the Indian Superman and make children 

aware of the dividing line between fact and fiction. It ran an episode of its media 

review show called A Balanced View showing how the newspaper stories about 

Shaktimaan-related tragedies are baseless. It put out a study by its own 

Audience Research Cell tracking down different reported incidents and showing 

them up also to be baseless.  

But, in a contradictory move, an in-house scrutiny by Doordarshan of four of 

these cases allegedly inspired by Shaktimaan found otherwise. The conclusion 

was that at least one of them, the incident of the two Karnataka girls, was a 

possible case of imitative violence. Mandi House then decided to withdraw the 

controversial serial from 19th February 1999. The decision was based on viewer 

feedback obtained by audience research cells at different Doordarshan Kendras 

and an expert committee's opinion. The committee comprised educationists, 

women, counsellors for children etc. It was decided that the serial ought to be 

discontinued in its present form.  

Obviously agitated at his serial having become the talking point for the wrong 

reasons, Mukesh Khanna alleged that these incidents were "politically motivated". 

Citing an example of a report from Bihar about a child getting seriously injured 

after imitating Shaktimaan, Khanna said, "We investigated and found that it was 

a false report." The UNI tendered an apology in the Delhi High Court over the 

stories it had filed linking deaths of some children to the alleged influence of 

Shaktimaan.  

Khanna told a magazine: "I have acted in Mahabharat where an arrow is pierced 

through someone's eyes. Does that mean we ban Ramayan and Mahabharat?… 

People who are complaining have not seen the serial. Ask the children and they 

will all say we want Shaktimaan." In another interview, he also claimed that he 

got thousands of letters from mothers, one of whom said her child was drinking 

thrice a day after watching his serial. "What can be greater usefulness than this?" 



he asked. He says he is keen on propagating "Indian and only Indian" values 

enshrined in the vedas and yogic powers amongst today's children through his 

serial.  

Double-edged art  

Khanna moved the Delhi High Court to challenge Doordarshan's notification 

terminating the telecast of the serial. The Delhi High Court appointed a three-

member committee to examine the "adverse" effects of the serial and stayed the 

termination order till the panel submitted its report. It permitted telecast of the 

serial in a "restrained" form. The committee, which included National Commission 

for Women chairperson Vibha Parthasarathy and journalist Dileep Padgaonkar, 

gave clean chit to the serial in August 1999.  

The committee concluded the serial had no adverse impact on viewers, especially 

children. On the contrary, the report states, the serial is "a refreshing contrast to 

the climate of violence, cruelty, exploitation of sex, crime and the like being 

generated in a series of films and tele-serials." The committee also felt the serial 

could "inspire the younger generation" and the representation of miraculous feats 

of physical and psychic power would not have a harmful effect on youngsters, 

specially since these were" already in the realm of Indian mythology". The court 

was scheduled to consider the committee's report on 28th October 1999.  

Shaktimaan was revived on Doordarshan from the 15th August 1999. But the 

story had not ended. Within two weeks, a 42-year-old mentally ill man, Vasti 

Singh, from Baraut town in Baghpat district of UP, allegedly killed a constable 

before being shot by policemen. The man had made a steel armour for himself 

like the character Shaktimaan in the serial and had terrorised his neighbours and 

attacked a police constable.  

In this study, children were specifically asked about this serial. A large number of 

children (77 per cent) said they watched Shaktimaan regularly and all of them 

liked it. Asked whether Shaktimaan exists in reality, 62 children (52 per cent) 

said yes, the rest said no. Most of those (47 children) who believed Shaktimaan 

exists belonged to the Groups 1, 2 and 3 - age group 4 to 10. A few of the 

younger children excitedly described how the character "finishes" everybody with 

his extraordinary powers. Fifteen children said sometimes they acted out the 

character's doings, but usually without any "hathiaar" (weapons) and among their 

play groups. Seven children did mention that their parents had asked them not to 



try copying Shaktimaan. One 8-year-old boy said he always carries "my gun" - an 

air gun presented to him by a relative - wherever he went including school.  

There is no doubt that a large number of young children believe that Shaktimaan 

can present himself before them. And ironically, the belief is fuelled by none other 

than the superhero himself in the monologue that precedes the screening of each 

episode. Unable to understand the subtleties of his statement to the effect that 

"you can become Shaktimaan because he exists in you," some children believe 

the character is for real.  

What Khanna has failed to realise is that his good intentions to educate children 

are failing because of the confusing manner the multiple characters Khanna 

himself is playing in the serial. He plays three characters belonging to three 

different spaces and times, and in the narration of the story, the three characters 

are interwoven in a way that can be too complex for a young child to understand. 

No explanation is also given how Shaktimaan the superhuman character with 

super-spiritual powers can come in the same persona among the children 

characters of the serial to teach them about basics of good health.  

Khanna should also realise that if children have followed his suggestions to 

ensure good health (like drinking milk and water regularly), he could be 

unwittingly having a similar influence on children who have tried to imitate his 

stunts. In the revived sequel of Shaktimaan, a warning is given at the beginning 

of each episode that the story and characters of the serial are imaginary and any 

resemblance to any person or incident is purely coincidental. But it does not warn 

or inform the viewers about its violence contents.  

The broader debate  

An intense debate continues on whether film or TV characters can influence 

children in such manner. It's true that not all children are likely to imitate what 

they see on the screen. But as we have seen in the second chapter, such violence 

or aggression can definitely influence children, particularly those who are 

emotionally weak or in problematic family environment. In fact, even books 

describing such characters can deeply influence such children, as was clear in the 

case of a 11-year-old Calcutta boy, Aritra Sen. Aritra hung himself to death 

accidentally on 4th September 1997, trying to imitate the hanging of 

revolutionaries under the British rule in pre-independence India. A child of high-

strung emotion, Aritra idolised Khudiram, a teenager revolutionary who was 

hanged by the British. A number of books on the revolutionaries of yesteryears 



were found from the room of Aritra, who also used to write poetry on his role 

models.  

In the past few years, there have been several such incidents where children 

have brought harm to themselves or others by imitating aggressive and violent 

characters in films or TV programmes. In some cases, teenagers and adolescents 

have learnt methods or got inspiration of committing crimes. Some of the 

prominent incidents are briefly described here:  

• Six-year-old Ausaf from Lucknow told his friends that he could jump from 

the second floor of his residence and then bounce back, as they had seen 

in the Thums Up commercial where the model bungee jumps off a cliff to 

get his favourite cola. Before his friends could react, he jumped off the 

balcony, head downwards, and lay in a pool of blood on the ground. Ausaf 

had been imitating the commercial for some time, but that evening in April 

1996, he took the plunge and could not bounce back to life. 	  
• Nine-year-old Prabal Saha, a class IV student from Calcutta, died on 21st 

July 1997 after falling unconscious while trying to imitate bungee jumping 

shown in the cola ad. A knot strangled him while he swung himself from a 

rod used to dry clothes. Fascinated by the TV ad, the boy had tried bungee 

jumping a number of times before. "My poor child - he couldn't read the 

small-lettered warning on the screen. He was too small to realise how 

dangerous the stunt, which he tried to enact, was," said Prabal's mother 

Chhaya Saha. 	  

The cola advertisement which inspired these children was later withdrawn 

following heated discussion of the incidents in the media. However, the same cola 

company now runs two new advertisements where popular film actor Salmaan 

Khan enacts similar stunts - such as diving into deep water to fetch a cola bottle.  

• In Haathipur village near Kanpur, 2½-year-old girl Parveen was stoned to 

death by three boys aged between three and four, on the evening of 14th 

March 1999. The boys confessed to having stoned the girl to death, saying 

that she had bitten them when they were trying to climb a tamarind tree. 

A heated debate ensued among the villagers, who challenged the police 

story of the three kids having committed the crime. But The Times of India 

reported that television was the only source of entertainment in the 

village, and quoted a villager as saying that often boys jumped off from 

parapets and walls of unbuilt houses, saying they had seen heroes do 



similar stunts in movies. A Calcutta paper reported that the boys were 

ardent fans of Shaktimaan. 	  
• In Gulbarga, a 13-year-old girl was kidnapped by a besotted teenager and 

five of his friends. She was raped and photographed in the nude and later 

blackmailed. The teenagers got the idea from Hindi films, in which such 

crime is a very common concept. 	  
• Ten-year-old girl Swati from Kandri near Nagpur cooked up an abduction 

story and sent the police hunting for the abductors for three days. Swati 

had gone to Kamptee, 5 kms from her house, from school to visit her 

relatives. But she could not locate the relatives' house. Afraid of being 

scolded for returning home late, she approached some people with an 

abduction story. The girl, who was addicted to television serials, was 

particularly fascinated by the detective serial Tehqiqat. No wonder she 

managed to give graphic details of her abductors, the place where they 

abducted, the place where she managed to escape and the plight of the 

other five victims - all from her active imagination. 	  
• Seventeen-year-old Mehboob from Rohini was charged with murder. When 

he was out on bail, Mehboob befriended a man called Devraj who was 

similar in height and build. In July 1995, Mehboob killed his friend, 

beheaded him and put his own clothes, watch and ring on the dead boy's 

body. The reason: Mehboob wanted, rather like Gulshan Grover in 

Raghuveer, to convince cops that he was dead, and then lead a free life. 	  
• In 1995, Ashish, a 16-year-old student stabbed to death his friend's sister 

Anita at her south Calcutta residence, imitating Shah Rukh Khan who goes 

on a killing spree after the heroine rejected him in Anjam. 	  
• Infuriated by a senior student's friendship with a girl classmate, a 

schoolboy Sandeep alongwith four of his friends, hacked Vishal to death 

with a sword on 15th March 1995 in Faridabad. All the five were about 16 

years old and sons of affluent businessmen and were not the least 

remorseful. "Badla lena tha, le liya," (We wanted to take revenge and we 

did), they said in a written confession to the police, who believe they were 

influenced by Hindi films such as Baazigar where violence is glorified and 

revenge justified. 	  

The Sajal Barui case  

Possibly the worst case of such influence, however, was that of 17-year-old 

Sajal Barui who with the help of five of his friends killed his father, step-

mother, and half-brother in a particularly gruesome manner. On the night of 



22nd November 1993, Sajal let in his friends at about eight in the evening to 

his house in north Calcutta. First his step-mother Neoti Barui was gagged and 

tied up. When his half-brother Kajal arrived a little later, he too was 

overpowered and tied up similarly and when Sajal's father Subal Barui came 

home a little before midnight, the killing began. It last for nearly three hours 

for neither Sajal nor his friends were adept in the art of murder. He and one 

of his accomplices Ranjit took the lead in despatching the victims, first trying 

to strangulate Kajal and Subal, and when they simply refused to die, hacking 

them to death with choppers. Only Neoti died of strangulation.  

Under Sajal's instructions, his friends cleaned the weapons with mustard oil. 

Tired and hungry by their exertions they took out some sweets from the 

fridge and had their fill. And, in an almost surreal touch, arranged the 

weapons neatly on the dining table and placed a few coins at their tips. The 

idea behind the gesture, Sajal explained to the police later, was taken from a 

clip in the popular television programme The World This Week which had 

shown a murderer in the US leaving behind the payment for the soft drink he 

had had at the victim's expense. Sajal's friends similarly paid for the sweets, 

he said. After two years of trial, Sajal and Ranjit were sentenced to death and 

the rest of the gang to life imprisonment by an additional district judge.  

Sajal's family life was far from what could be called stable or conventional. His 

father Subal Barui had abandoned his first wife Neoti and their son Kajal and 

taken up with another woman named Minati. Sajal was born out of that 

relationship - an illegitimate child - for Subal had never divorced his first wife. 

After a few years, however, Sajal's parents separated. His mother left him 

with his father. Subal now started living with his first wife and elder son again 

and Sajal remained with them.  

Sajal never saw his own mother after the age of eight. Nor did he display any 

particular desire to see her. Quite to the contrary, all along the trial and even 

after the death verdict, he refused to see his mother, saying, "Who is my 

mother? I have no mother."  

One does not know when the sense of alienation started taking root in young 

Sajal. Whether it was as early as the time when he realised that he was 

abandoned by his own mother, that his status in the family was frighteningly 

ambiguous. Perhaps his family had made it clear to him that he was there on 

sufferance. Perhaps the horrifying tales of torture that he told his friends and 



the police - that he used to be burnt with a hot iron or cigarette butts, that his 

step-mother used to jam his head inside the refrigerator and inflict countless 

other physical and psychological indignities -were all true. Perhaps he hated 

and despised his father's continuous dalliances with women, and equally 

hated his brother for his string of affairs. Whatever his own particular hell, it 

was obviously enough for the kind of person Sajal was to start contemplating 

putting his family members to gruesome death.  

Always gifted with an acute brain and a vivid imagination, his paintings, 

especially one entitled Thunder Cats, startle by their obsession with brutish 

forms and their lurid colour schemes of blacks, reds, yellows and oranges, 

somewhat similar to the Gothic paintings by the Trenchcoat Mafia involved in 

the American school massacre. And it may not be sheer coincidence that all 

the six youth used to regularly see movies together with the money that 

Sajal's father gave him in plenty. They also feasted at restaurants and 

occasionally had a drink or two. But how Sajal managed to convince each of 

his friends of the pressing need to murder three people is a mystery. For 

though one of his friends came from a fairly lower middle class background 

and may have been swayed by his money, another boy came from a well-off 

family and was in no particular need of Sajal's largesse.  

In the jail, the six youths surprised even hardened criminals with their show 

of merriment, ecstacy and joy as well as arrogance. They appeared to have 

arrived on a long vacation to one of the finest holiday resorts in the world. 

They spent their time singing and tapping their feet to the latest Hindi film 

songs. Three of them were particularly fond of filmi music and watched 

television every evening in the prison. Even when the sentences were 

announced, all of them clapped and sang in unison.  

	  
	  
	  



Chapter 4  

Growing Up with the Child: 
Indian censorship and American V-chip  

On the evening of 29th April 1999, Ajeeb Daastaan, a thriller programme on Star 

Plus warned its viewers of contents that might be "unsuitable for children". The 

story of that evening's episode went like this:  

A man accidentally kills a young man while driving a car in a drunken condition. 

The young victim's mother dies of shock, but not before cursing the killer driver 

that he would lose his family in a similar way. Before the man could warn his son 

of the inevitable, he dies. And the spirits of the mother and her son take revenge 

by killing the son exactly on the same day one year later. Besides the very 

improbable nature of the story, the other part that could be unsuitable for 

children's viewing was where close-ups of the injured accident victim was shown, 

with lots of blood and gore. Excluding those shots, the episode could be watched 

by any child, at least in terms of visuals, without being terrified.  

But, in contrast, that evening's episode of Aahat, an immensely popular 

programme on Sony dealing with stories of supernatural events, depicted much 

more explicit violence and gore. However, the producers of the programme did 

not warn viewers of the nature of its contents, but for their usual declaration that 

the incidents shown in the programme were imaginary and meant only for 

entertaining the viewers. The following programme on the Sony channel, 

Bhanwar - based on real-life court cases - carried shots of a woman supposedly in 

the grip of a spirit that were intimidating enough for even adults. But this 

programme, otherwise showing restraint in use of violence and gore, that evening 

did not carry any sort of warning for viewers.  

In fact, none of such programmes on Indian television gives any indication of its 

contents. The necessity to provide any such information to the viewer has not 

arisen in India so far, because neither is there any consumer awareness about 

the impact of media violence on society nor any regulation - state-imposed or 

voluntary - to prevent the impact.  

There have been occasional uproars, of course, following reports of children being 

influenced by what they see in films or TV programmes. But such public 



discourses for the large part have done nothing beyond raising demands of 

censorship or ban, and more control of the state on the mass media.  

The issue of "unhealthy" programming on Doordarshan and other channels has 

also exercised the Indian judiciary and the state. While Article 19(1)(a) of the 

Indian Constitution gives people the right to communicate ideas through different 

media, it is subject to reasonable restrictions listed out in Article 19(2), which, 

among other things, lists restrictions placed in the interest of public order, 

decency or morality, and incitement to crime.  

It is interesting to see what some of the judges have said on this issue. In 

September 1997, Delhi's Chief Metropolitan Magistrate Prem Kumar said the 

effect of obscene and adult movies greatly affected the mental health of the 

children. It also violated the National Policy for Children of August 1974, and the 

UN Declaration on the Rights of the Child of November 1959, apart from the 

Cinematograph Act 1952, the Indecent Representation of Women (Prohibition) 

Act 1986, or the Cable Networks Regulation Act 1995. He also quoted from an 

American Senate Sub-Committee on Juvenile Delinquency to show the ill-effects 

of TV programmes on children and said, "We cannot afford to go on slow sweet 

poisoning our young children by feeding them with obscene, indecent and vulgar 

programmes to destroy our coming generation."  

In another case, Delhi Metropolitan Magistrate Rakesh Aggarwal recently took 

cognisance of the increasing horror shows and the effects of advertising on the 

media, and issued notice to the Commissioner of Police to make inquiries with 

various TV channels and report to the court.  

Cultural zealots in the game  

The reactions of the judiciary are another form of the exaggerated concerns over 

the "invasion of foreign culture" into India expressed by cultural zealots. Fears 

are often expressed about the effect of the growth of satellite television channels 

on our culture. But it is pertinent to remember, as Benegal correctly points out, 

"Culture is not something static. If it were, it would be ossified and cast into 

museums. It evolves; absorbing and adapting to the times." Moreover, India is 

one of the two exceptions (the other being Brazil) where the traditional 

perceptions of economically backward nations also being media poor nations do 

not apply. India already has got a rich media culture, which can withstand 

cultural and media imperialism.  



But the state's response also has been reactionary and geared more towards 

gaining more control on the audio-visual media on the pretext of protecting the 

Indian culture. A national newspaper recently reported that Mumbai 

Commissioner of Police Ronnie Mendonca has asked the chief of the National 

Board of Film Certification - commonly known as the Censor Board -- Asha Parekh 

to allow the Mumbai Police to check films that depict "excessive violence - verbal 

or physical" before they are given a clearance by the censors. "The Censor Board 

chairperson's response has been very encouraging, and we are in the process of 

working out the modalities," Mendonca said. He also said that he had 

recommended certain changes in a movie that he had seen and that he hoped 

authorities would accept them. Though he refused to name the film, it was 

believed to be Mahesh Bhatt's controversial film, Zakhm which revolves around 

the 1992-93 communal riots and which had been referred to the Union Home 

Ministry for clearance.  

The same cast of mind is seen at the level of polity too. Central Information and 

Broadcasting minister of the outgoing BJP government Pramod Mahajan has 

proposed a programme and commercial code for television channel. While the 

code for commercial advertising, so far binding on Doordarshan's channels, 

frowns upon liquor and cigarettes, the programme code cautions broadcasters 

from showing mindless violence and sex. "Hopefully, the Information and 

Broadcasting Ministry will be putting a mechanism in place to keep a check on the 

programme and commercial code," Mahajan said.  

The government already has set up a committee in Doordarshan with the primary 

objective of ensuring that the films telecast by its own channel do not contain 

scenes of vulgarity, sex and violence. The committee has been entrusted with the 

task of screening films already cleared by the Censor Board. The logic behind this 

exercise is that the government does not even want to be seen as sanctioning 

violence, sex or vulgarity on its own medium.  

Mahajan's deputy, the minister of state for Information and Broadcasting Mukhtar 

Abbas Naqvi, also talked about a code of ethics at a public hearing on television 

violence and its impact on children, held in December 1998. He said the code 

would also seek to curb violence-related and "misinformative" programmes, and 

added all channels would have to abide by the code being formulated. However, 

the code would not mean "censorship or monitoring", he assured producers and 

representatives of various private satellite channels.  



At yet another seminar, former Prime Minister I. K. Gujral, who was once also 

Union Information and Broadcasting Minister, suggested that a commission 

should be set up to look into the issue of "distortion of children's minds" by 

television. He did not elaborate what mechanism such a commission would aim 

at, but it is likely he was hinting at a regulatory one.  

However, censorship is no answer to the problem. There are two fundamental 

problems with censorship. First, and the most obvious, it is against the principles 

of democracy and freedom of expression. Second, and the more important, 

censorship does not succeed, as a brief look at film censorship in India will tell us.  

Indian films are still censored by the guidelines enunciated in the Cinematograph 

Act of 1952. This, buttressed with Sections 293 and 294 of the Indian Penal Code 

-- which codify obscenity as a punishable offence --, the Indecent Representation 

of Women (Prohibition) Act of 1986 and the plethora of guidelines issued in 1994 

virtually weaves a chastity belt around Indian cinema.  

There are 19 guidelines to the Indian censorship code. A large number include the 

censorship of violence - of anti-social activities, modus operandi of criminals and 

the involvement of children, mentally handicapped, and even animals in violence. 

Vulgarity, double entendres catering to baser instincts, sexual perversions and 

scenes denigrating women, particularly violence against women are to be 

avoided, and in case of absolute necessary, are to be restricted to the barest 

minimum.  

There are Regional Boards of Film Certification in Mumbai, Calcutta and Madras. 

Together they scrutinize all the films made in India. They have a tough job on 

their hands because over 900 feature films are produced each year. The Board at 

Mumbai scrutinized 230 films in 1995, and 253 violations of the censor code were 

noted. Of these, 212 violations had to do with defamation and contempt of court. 

There was only one film that had a violation when judged in its entirety. 

Eventually, 100 films were passed without cuts. A point to note is that, 

contextually speaking, only one film in its entirety seemed to have violated one of 

the codes.  

Amended many times over in the last 80 years, the foregrounding of censorship 

categories has not changed. The attitude remains the same: paternalistic with a 

well-entrenched view that Indian audiences are essentially immature and overly 

impressionistic. The attitude towards morality remains unchanged.  



Leaking chastity belt  

Nevertheless, the chastity belt that is supposed to preserve the morality of the 

Indian people has virtually turned into a leaking sieve. In a country where the 

National Board of Film Certification - commonly known as Censor Board - is 

vested with such power through legal provisions, crude depictions of sex, blood 

and gore are the staple diet of most films. A large quantity of what the Board 

seeks to prevent - sex, violence, double entendres, sexual humiliation of women 

and much more - is routinely used in the mainstream cinema. Even in routine 

romantic masala movies, the lovers often have to walk over dozens of bloody and 

mangled dead bodies before they unite. It is said that the Mumbai underworld 

dons have learnt lessons in methods of torturing people from Bollywood masalas.  

Oblivious of its failure to check the profusion of murder, killing and bloody, 

severed bodies in Hindi films, the Board has been courting controversies by trying 

to protect Indian audiences from such innocuous images such as a brief shot of 

an impaled head in Shekhar Kapur's Oscar-nominated film Elizabeth. As a critic 

pointed out, going by such standards, the Board ought to ban screening of even 

films based on Mahabharat and Ramayan.  

In fact, instead of ensuring and encouraging clean, harmless and meaningful 

films, what the Censor Board has actually succeeded in doing is, in Benegal's 

words, 

perpetuating a certain conformity on the films made in our country. 

We all know that cinema imposes its own reality on a captive 

audience, but the Censor Board has had a great deal to do with 

how that reality has been shaped. There is little use in laying the 

blame solely on the Censor Board or even the film industry, of 

course - it represents the mindset of the entire establishment, 

which does not favour any unpredictable response, or challenge 

from its audience.  

Benegal adds that over a long period of time "we have conditioned them 

(audiences) and ourselves by making films pitched to low intelligence levels with 

a sensibility than can only be termed as coarse." He then elaborates how this has 

happened despite the Censor Board: 

Be it in the depiction sex or violence, a cat and mouse game is 

played by the censors and film producers. The only way the 



censors can deal with sex and violence is to reduce its duration on 

screen. The producers get their way by extending the duration of 

these scenes, allowing the censors to edit it down to what they 

would have liked it to be in the first place. Both parties are 

satisfied, and in all this, the casualty is sensibility - that of the 

audience as much as that of the film producers.  

The films that are thus cleared, however, cannot be redeemed or sanitised by half 

a dozen or even fifty cuts because many of them are inherently vulgar and 

harmful. Many producers are even known to arrange a few token cuts for 

publicity purposes and then bribe their way past the Censor Board.  

The set of guidelines given to the Censor Board thus means precious little even 

through they categorically state that "pointless or avoidable scenes of violence, 

cruelty and horror" should not be shown. Besides, there is a constant conflict 

between the archaic laws of the Censor Board and the new channels of 

communication. It is in this context that censorship becomes a toothless 

mechanism, specially for television where pre-censorship is not possible. In any 

case, to wait for the government to prepare a legislation may be endless, as it 

has been in the case of the Broadcasting Bill. The solution, all concerned sections 

would agree, lies not in censorship.  

Uncle Sam prescribes  

However, in the United States, where the research into media violence initiated, 

it's state regulation - comprising a mechanical tool and a content rating system -- 

that is being tested in the attempt to improve television contents. The Children's 

Television Act of 1990, which was implemented from 1st January 1992, was a 

major piece of legislation instituted by the Federal Communications Commission 

(FCC) of the United States, and it is just now having its real impact on the 

structure and content of programmes for children. The act has four primary 

elements, but a major feature is that it established a ruling that each television 

station must provide educational and informational programming for children to 

qualify for licence renewal. In 1996, President Clinton signed into law the 

Telecommunications Act.  

Among other features, the law mandated that within 2 years of the signing of the 

bill, each new television set sold in the United States must contain a V-chip. The 

V-chip is basically a programmable chip that allows consumers to block shows, 

depending on their content rating. The V-chip works by reading a rating code 



imbedded in the transmission of the programme. The rating is electronically 

inserted into one of the 525 lines used in the US to transmit TV signals. The V-

chip decodes the information, and if a programme exceeds the tolerance levels 

set by the parent, it is blocked. Scales range from 1 to 5 for violence (from none 

to graphic), language (no problem to strong) and nudity (none to explicit sex). 

For example, zero in the violent category will block all violent programmes, with 

the screen going black, four will block only the most violent programmes, while 

five will not block any violent programme. The remote control device needs a 

numerical password to operate it. The current V-chip technology was developed 

by an engineer named Tim Collings.  

The Act included the provision that television programming that contains sexual, 

violent or other indecent material be rated or labelled in a form that would be 

readable by the V-chip. It directed the FCC to prescribe guidelines and 

recommended procedures for rating programmes, but only if video programme 

distributors had not established an acceptable ratings system within one year of 

passage of the Act. Shortly after the Act's passage, entertainment industry 

executives agreed to develop a ratings system. A major effort in the area of 

rating television content was instituted by a committee under the leadership of 

Jack Valenti of the Motion Picture Association of America. This committee 

proposed an age-based rating system similar to that used by the movie industry.  

The new system, named the "TV Parental Guidelines", was unveiled on 16th 

December 1996, and began being implemented on 1st January 1997. The new 

system was in many ways similar to the Motion Picture Association of America's 

(MPAA) decades-old movie rating system. Like the MPAA ratings, the TV Parental 

Guidelines gave general ratings that indicated the appropriateness of 

programmes for different age groups. Programmes not specifically designed for 

children were given one of our ratings: TV-G (General Audience), TV-PG (Parental 

Guidance Suggested), TV-14 (Parents Strongly Cautioned), and TV-MA (Mature 

Audiences Only). A separate, two-level ratings system was also included for 

programmes that were considered to be designed for children: TV-Y (All Children) 

and TV-Y7 (Directed to Older Children).  

This rating system, however, was widely criticised by parents, child advocacy 

groups and influential members of the United States Senate and House of 

Representatives. In a survey released by the Media Studies Centre, 79 per cent of 

the parents polled said they preferred a system that specified the objectionable 

content to a general one giving only age limits. Another poll conducted by US 



News and World Report found 62 per cent of parents preferred a system based on 

content instead of age markers.  

As a result of broad-based criticism, the television industry agreed to amend its 

ratings system in July of 1997. The revised ratings system adds content letters to 

denote the presence of coarse language, sex, violence, and sexual dialogue in a 

programme. This content-driven system provides parents with greater 

information about programmes and helps them to gauge the age appropriateness 

and values being communicated to their children. The revised system began 

being implemented on 1st October 1997 on all major networks except NBC and 

Black Entertainment Television (BET). The ratings are given by the producers and 

distributors of the shows, and are printed in newspaper TV listings so parents can 

use them as a guide for shielding their children from undesirable programmes on 

the television.  

Following the success of United States, where the film industry has successfully 

lobbied against censorship, in establishing legislation for the V-chip to be built 

into television sets of the future, Brussels officials are considering whether this 

initiative can be implemented across Europe.  

However, some critics predict failure of the V-chip. They point out Hollywood has 

to rate roughly 550 movies (1,000 hours of programming) per year. In contrast 

the 70 US channels produce 600,000 hours of programming per year and it would 

be difficult to rate them. There are unanswered questions too: should crime-

related local news be blocked? Or should war reports and real-life stories showing 

crime and violence be rated and blocked?  

Conflict over interests  

Even if such questions raised by the V-chip could be resolved, it will be years 

before most households have TV sets with V-chips. In homes with multiple sets, 

that means each set needs a V-chip, otherwise children will watch violent 

programmes on older sets. Even when all TV sets are equipped with V-chips, 

parents with kids in different age groups will have to choose between their 

younger and older children when they want to watch TV. And it is only a matter 

of time before children learn to break the security code of the V-chip.  

The content ratings system too has its problem, say critics. Once all programmes 

carry content labels on them, producers and broadcasters would see it as a 

license to use as much sex, violence and vulgarity as they want. Dick Wolf, 



creator of programmes like Law & Order and New York Undercover, pointed out, 

"If all these shows have a warning on them, you could have a situation where 

producers are saying to standards people at the networks, 'I've got a warning. I 

can say whatever I want. I can kill as many people as I want.'"  

Representative Edward Markey, the Massachusetts Democrat who was the V-

chip's initial supporter in Congress, objects to the very notion of giving the rating 

responsibility to the people who produce and distribute shows. "If you look up 

conflict of interest in the dictionary," he says, "you will see that it is defined as 

letting TV producers rate their own shows."  

Some critics have suggested that the industry and the government are looking for 

a quick fix with the V-chip and new regulations, but ultimately there is violence 

on television because people are watching. The respondents to a US News-UCLA 

survey named viewers and ratings pressure as most responsible for encouraging 

violence on television. This may be even more true now because television 

networks in the United States are now owned by bottom-line-conscious 

corporations like GE, Westinghouse and Disney. Which again underscores the fact 

that voluntary self-regulation by the industry - as implemented in Germany and 

Argentina -- is the more plausible solution to the problem than any kind of 

censorship or state regulation.  

The majority of Germany's commercial television channels set up a joint 

association in 1993 which carries the name the Television Voluntary Control Body 

or FSF. The association is designed in the lines of the German Film Industry's 

Voluntary Control Body or FSK, which orients itself on the law for the protection 

of children in public. Film material is assessed by the FSK according to certificate 

ratings for certain age groups. Basically, children and young people under the age 

of 18 are not allowed in normal cinema showings. There are five categories of film 

certificates and these are "films suitable for all age groups", "films suitable for the 

age of six upwards", "films suitable for the age of 12 and upwards", "films 

suitable for the age of 16 and upwards" and "films not suitable for anyone under 

the age of 18". The control body consists of representatives from the ministries of 

the interior and youth protection, from the cultural ministries in the various 

federal states, the Federal Youth Ring, the Protestant and catholic churches and 

the Jewish communities in Germany.  

In 1993, commercial television stations in Germany signed the "Convention on 

responsibility - a code of conduct applying to the showing of violence and 



sexuality in German television programmes" The same year the FSF was formed 

and the next year it began work parallel to the voluntary controls exercised by 

the film industry for a number of decades.  

The FSF's voluntary control work attempts to fill in the loopholes in current laws. 

The body does not have the right to impose legal sanctions. The views expressed 

by the control body are generally seen as a kind of moral obligation on the part of 

those who are in favour of voluntary control. The weaknesses are balanced out by 

strength. A broadcasting station is able to subject material to voluntary controls 

before going on the air. Official bodies are only able to check once a programme 

has been aired to avoid the impression of state censorship.  

All stations have agreed to follow the lines laid down and tie them to certain 

transmission time limitations. Films which are not suitable for young people under 

the age of 16 can only be shown between 22hrs and 0600 hrs. Films which are 

not licenced for young people under the age of 18 can only be transmitted 

between 2300hrs and 0600 hrs.  

The association is financed by membership contributions and control charges. The 

emphasis in the body's work lies in preventing threats or harm to children and 

young people by social or ethical disorientation. In order to achieve this, the FSF 

works hand in glove with youth affairs representatives in the individual television 

stations. These representatives select various programmes along clearly defined 

lines which are submitted to the FSF for scrutiny. The examination of all 

programmes is impossible considering the daily output of roughly 180 hours 

daily.  

Examination is done by a committee consisting of 15 specialist representatives. 

Five are selected by the association members in agreement with the state control 

bodies, five come from the state control bodies themselves and five members 

from the scientific, research, political and arts sectors are directly nominated by 

the FSF and state control bodies.  

Once examination has been completed, the following recommendations are 

made:  

• broadcast as submitted without changes 	  
• broadcast at a later transmission time 	  
• reviewed transmission time with editing recommendations 	  
• late-night transmission and shortening of certain scenes 	  



• no transmission 	  

The following sanctions can be imposed if recommendations are not adhered to:  

• An official reprimand is issued after the first infringement. 	  
• For a second infringement, a reprimand is handed out which has to be 

carried by the channel in question in its programme. 	  
• A third infringement carries a warning of expulsion from the voluntary 

control body. 	  
• A fourth infringement means expulsion proceedings are instigated. 	  

As a result of these voluntary control mechanism instituted by the German 

television industry, several changes have occurred in television programming in 

that country.  

• Programme trailers containing scenes of violence have been removed from 

the daily programme output. 	  
• Programmes screened during the early evening hours contain less 

violence. 	  
• Adult films designed for late-night showing are no longer re-run during the 

course of the morning. 	  

In a similar exercise, Argentine private television broadcasting stations have 

made a commitment to stop sending film trailers containing violent images, sex, 

drug use and homosexuality within the child protection time-period, with effect 

from August 1997. According to the current radio broadcasting law in Argentina, 

this time-period extends from 8 a.m. to 10 p.m.  

In addition, the agreement supported by the Argentine Association of Radio and 

Television Broadcasting Stations (ATA) - an entity which represents private 

operators - is putting into effect a rating system for those films scheduled at 

times outside the child protection time. Thus, at the beginning of every film, an 

audio and visual warning will be sent which rates the material to be shown. The 

films will be rated as follows:  

• L/Adult Language: swearing, four letter words and insults. 	  
• N/Nude Scenes: nudity not having to do with love. 	  
• V/Violent Scenes: when blood, horror and destruction are shown. 	  
• LVD/ Combined: when the film contains all three elements. 	  



 

The future course  

We have seen in our analysis that censorship is not the solution to the problem of 

media violence. The Indian experience in case of film censorship and the 

American experiment with censoring television programmes are pointers towards 

a more open approach to the issue. The results of Germany and Argentina's 

experiments with voluntary regulation should encourage the Indian television 

industry to come forward and formulate a similar self-control mechanism. Of 

course, the dynamics of the mechanism and the rating system have to designed 

in the context of the Indian socio-cultural ethos.  

It is a positive development that major players of the Indian broadcasting 

industry got together in April 1999 to launch the Indian Broadcasting Society 

(IBS), a forum of broadcasters, software producers and airtime marketers. The 

IBS will help broadcasters tackle issues on a common platform and develop an 

active interface with the government. Among the members are industry leaders 

like Sony, Zee, ESPN-Star Sports, Sun TV, Discovery, UTV, Plus Channel, Nimbus, 

Adhikari Brothers and TV Today. It is hoped that the Society will also address 

itself to the problem of media violence that has been ignored at all levels so far. 

The first steps for the industry in that direction would be to:  

• Set up separate cells for children's programmes. 	  
• Put child psychologists and counsellors on programming panels to give 

proper guidance about the kind of programmes children will like or should 

be shown. 	  
• Develop quality criteria for production and selection of general and 

children's programmes. 	  
• Develop professional codes of conduct and self-discipline for producers. 	  
• Reduce depiction of violence and sex during children's viewing hours. 	  
• Put violence in documentaries and news in context with a responsible 

explanation of events. 	  
• Explain to the viewer the making and special effects of programmes 

containing violence. 	  
• Involve children in production and selection of their programmes. 	  
• Stop presenting violence as a solution to life's problems and glorifying 

violence. 	  



But above all, for self-regulation to succeed, the standards and practices of the 

industry have to be transparent. So television broadcasters and producers have 

to first of all create a consensus in the industry to commit themselves to 

transparency.  

Voluntary regulation, nevertheless, alone will not be sufficient to tackle the 

problem, given the complex and enormous commercial dimensions of the Indian 

television viewership market. A simultaneous two-pronged approach is essential 

to create an environment that not only makes a self-regulatory mechanism 

essential but ensures its success. The two dimensions of this approach are: media 

education and continuing research.  

The element of media education has two aspects: education about media and 

educating the media. As we have seen in the second chapter, over-exposure to 

violence on the screen can harm children in a serious way. And, in the third 

chapter, we have seen that Indian children are today over-exposed to media 

violence. It is therefore essential to ask ourselves: Is the existence of real 

violence a sufficient justification for the amount of violence shown in films and TV 

programmes? How many of us in real life are exposed to the amount and the kind 

of violence that we see on TV day after day? What can be done to protect our 

children from undesirable influences of violence? It is through media education 

that these questions can be answered.  

So it is imperative that the focus is turned to educating children, their teachers 

and parents about the negative influence that media violence can have. At the 

same time, the media professionals themselves - producers, journalists, actors 

and actresses, directors and broadcasters - need to be educated about it. 

Children's advocacy groups, media research organisations, educationists, 

psychologists and media professionals will need to come together to work in this 

direction. Children and parents, along with teachers, will need to form viewers' 

groups for educating themselves as well as creating pressure on the industry and 

the state to keep children's interests in mind while deciding programming 

standards and practices. In the United States, similar citizens' initiative groups 

have achieved influence in deciding what should be shown. For this reason, it is 

necessary to create a course of action for such groups and to allow them 

adequate room in the media to articulate their views. The major strategies for 

this should be:  



• Forming viewers' groups comprising parents and children to ensure that 

children's programming adheres to certain standards. 	  
• Initiating public debate between politicians, producers, children and 

teachers. 	  
• Inventing innovative forms of media education to create competent and 

critical media users. 	  

Parents will have a major role in educating children about media violence and 

preparing them to fight violence. They can protect children from excessive TV 

violence in the following ways:  

• Pay attention to the programmes their children are watching. Watch some 

with them. 	  
• Set limits on the amount of time they spend with the television. 	  
• Point out that although the actor has not actually been hurt or killed, such 

violence in real life results in pain or death. 	  
• Refuse to let the children see violent shows, and change the channel or 

turn off the TV when something offensive comes on, with an explanation 

of what is wrong with the programme. 	  
• Disapprove of the violent episodes in front of the children, stressing the 

belief that such behaviour is not the best way to resolve a problem. 	  
• To offset peer pressure, contact other parents and agree on similar rules 

about choice of programmes and length of TV watching time. 	  

	  


