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Against a backdrop of fifty years of public controversy concerning children’s use of violent entertainment, a group of cultural studies scholars have become Amici Curiae in the video game industries battle against St. Louis’s attempt to  regulate violent games. They have characterized the public reaction to youth violence as media panic and blamed moral entrepreneurs for stirring the pot of public controversy with  false claims about the media’s  contribution to the culture of violence. They  have also called for an end to the application of community standards to violent video games which they see as censorship of cultural taste. Noting that anxiety now permeates postmodern family life, this paper critically examines the politics of media panic. Revisiting Cohen’s case study, the essay goes on  to suggest that the fifty year long controversy about media violence in America is more (or less?) than a moral panic – it is a highly politicised example of the widening ambit of risk controversies which pits corporations against concerned and anxious parents in a struggle over the well-being of children. 

A Brief Un-natural History of Media Panics?
“The Battle of Waterloo was won on the playing fields of Eton”  proclaimed the Duke of Wellington musing on  the way that games and sports proved an excellent tool for mental and physical training of  young soldiers – involving skill, team play, strategy and bravery. Americans too, have encouraged their boys to practice their martial prowess and bravado on the playing field,  promoting  in games and sports, the values of  the revolutionary virility and frontier independent mindedness which forged the American nation. Cultural historians noted that guns have had a special place within American masculinity, not only as a useful hunting skill and right of individual self defense, but also as the collective means for projecting the ‘Pax Americana’ throughout the world. As Bowling for Columbine reveals, weapons occupy a curious  place in American society, as both the continuity in its value system and the lever of its growing national self-confidence. 
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After the second world war, in the early stages of consumerism, American’s virile dreams of social order began to dissolve into an anxious fretting about the growing crisis of  postmodern childhood at home (Jenks 1997; Davies 2001 ). Media reports of a spoiled ‘Spock’ generation gave rise to the apprehension about the weakening of the very cultural mechanisms which, in the past at least, had maintained social control of anti-social behaviour in America – respect for authority and self-restraint (David Reisman, 1954). Sociologists examining the baby boomers expressed concern that new modes of childrearing were loosening the moral shackles of the post war generation (Goodman 1956). The rising youth crime rates and frequent scenes of aimless street gangs provoked an anxious sociological debate about juvenile delinquency (Becker 1961), and the widening  ‘generational gap’ rending American society. 

Primed as it was with journalistic accounts of  the  breakdown of the family, the downward spiral of high school drop-outs, and the rising tide of youthful agro, the  baby boom generation – the first TV cohort – was  regarded suspiciously from birth by the American  public. So it is hardly surprising that children’s deep fascination with TV was viewed  with both optimism and horror, not only by social theorists, but by the public at large (Siegal 1997). Some alarmist followers of Dr. Wertheim sought easy answers to the degradation of American civic culture by blaming it all on the mass media and the rise of popular culture. (Rosenberg et al. 1954). Did TV provide children with early access to the  cultural treasury of the nation, or did it produce a generation of ignorant and uncivilized couch potatoes? Giving testimony at the Kefauver inquiry in 1954, Paul Lazarsfeld claimed there simply wasn’t sufficient scientific research to determine the impact of TV violence on children. He called for a research programme that might address these questions. Noting the growing concerns about the television generation’s changing attitudes and values, media guru Marshall McLuhan warned that in this  “Age of Anxiety” we must understand how mass media are linked to the profound traumas of our age: (pg 33) Children growing up within the electronic environment would have different values and sensibilities than their parents raised in a print culture; for this reason their lifestyle choices were destined to be misunderstood and feared by those in power.

McLuhan was right about the growing anxiety of  mass-mediated culture. Concerns about  the television  generation echoed through  the  corridors of power as well: Especially during the Viet Nam War, the American culture of violence received critical scrutiny not only on the killing fields of Asia, but also on the playing fields of America: were not boys who identified with warrior action heroes and steeped in a world of crime drama less likely to accept legitimate authority? Governments turned to social researchers for insights into the possibility of media effects. The seeming  link between endless symbolic killings in the vast wasteland of television, and the  rising crime rates, disobedient children, and falling grades at schools led some at the FCC to wonder about the contribution of media violence to delinquency and anti-social behaviour. (Newton Minnow 1996) Youth culture  became  a contested zone of “social regulation”, that grew ever more heated as the rising youth crime rates and young peoples growing enthusiasm for violent and anti-social narratives became manifest.

In  America of the late sixties –traumatized by an unpopular war abroad and rocked by the shocking brutality of the Manson slayings at home – media’s celebration of violent entertainment remained high on the public agenda. It is not surprising therefore that  legions of psychologists, youth workers and religious authorities have been  called upon to help explain the crisis of youth violence: mostly they blamed the usual suspects -- drugs, sex and rock and roll -- but also family  breakdown, educational malaise and of course media for the growing culture of violence. The Federal Communication Commission began hearings focused on tightening the regulation of violence on TV and in movie theatres. Emerging from their labs, a number of behavioral psychologists were called together to report scientific studies of the relationship between media and anti-social behaviour: Although  effects are small and  difficult to specify, the scientific community suggested, there was evidence that the  impact of media violence on  some children in some circumstances was significant. (Comstock et al.1972) The evidence was sufficient for the  Surgeon General who concluded tentatively that media violence was a public health concern--  a position maintained ever since. 

Behind the scenes too, a protracted political struggle over children’s media was taking shape between the media industries and parental advocates. (Murray 1995)  Against the rising tide of threatened regulation, the media industries became increasingly pro-active  perceiving this  issue to be a threat to their freedoms. They undertook research of their own, lobbied government persistently, and  hired academics to critique the scientific establishment. In this respect they were highly successful, achieving deregulation of children’s TV during the Reagan presidency. Yet in the mid 1980’s,  the super-hero programmes produced by the deregulated television industry generated its own backlash precipitating a new round of critiques of the promotion of militarized masculinity by children’s cultural industries. Fighting and bullying seemed to be a growing problem in schools as children playfully enacted their action heroes moves. Power Ranger character toys were banned in nurseries across North America and shows were re-edited in Canada.  So too in the 1990’s, copy cat killings that seemed inspired by the  movie Natural Born Killers brought the relationship between grotesque horror films and fighting and killing by youth back into the news. It also entered the courtroom as relatives of these copy cat victims attempted to sue Oliver Stone. In the wake of increasing public furor, Congress rewrote the Children’s Television Act and sanctioned the introduction of the V-chip.

Panic and Youth Culture 
Stanley Cohen’s (1972) book Moral Panic and Folk Devils offered a different perspective on the controversy about the generational divide rending the post war years in Britain and America by reflecting on the public’s growing concerns about youth culture. Cohen’s case study of the Mods and Rockers in Britain during the mid-1960’s led him to suggest that delinquent youth cultures were  not only misunderstood by the establishment, but mistakenly apprehended as an exaggerated threat to public order. Arguing that even modern 'Societies appear to be subject, every now and then, to periods of moral panic’ he explored the parallel between the media coverage of  these working class youth movements of the era, and anthropological accounts of collective social phenomenon like witch hunts, inquisitions, and public hangings in which scapegoating rides  on a  groundswell of public ally expressed angst.

Both his analysis and his method were focused on detailing the role that media played at the various stages in this public ritual of social control. By tracking the panic through the media Cohen shows that the  moral panic was framed  by erecting a ‘gallery of social types to show its members which roles should be avoided and which should be emulated.’ This discourse is moral, because in this gallery, there are many characters who represent good and evil -- heroes, villains and fools -- but of these, he focuses on the  group he calls ‘folk devils’ who play a special role as the  ‘visible reminders of what we should not be”. Pg 10  It becomes political too  because focusing on the threat leads to the blaming of working class youth for problems which  are in fact structural. He  described the mediated cycle  of ‘panic amplification’ underlying this wave of anxiety and breast thumping: “A condition, episode, person or group of persons emerges to become defined as a threat to societal values and interests; its nature is presented in a stylized and stereotypical fashion.......;the moral barricades are manned......; socially accredited experts pronounce their diagnoses and solutions; ways of coping are evolved or (more often) resorted to; the condition then disappears, submerges or deteriorates and becomes more visible.” (Cohen 1972, 9) 

anic is the quasi- social psychological term Cohen used to characterize the ‘sudden and overwhelming fear or anxiety’ permeating public discourses on youth violence. The word panic itself derives from the god Pan who the Greeks imagined unleashed the powers of  irrational fear experienced in moments of uncertainty. Tracing the rise and fall of controversial youth issues within the media’s journalistic agenda, Cohen’s study  provided an insightful account of how youth  violence can be misinterpreted by the press and thus galvanize inappropriate reactions to youth culture. Cohen’s case study suggested, that the escalating panic about youth violence, was  mostly a ‘media effect’. Cohen showed that media coverage of these confrontations which actually inflamed deep seated anxieties that precipitated a subsequent hysterical over-reaction  –  the ‘irrationality’ of the response being magnified by the labeling of this conflict as a threat to public order. Without blaming journalists for creating these panics, their  sensational language did contribute to public apprehension, and through their biased nomination of sources they legitimated those who blamed youthful folk devils. Although media coverage of Mods and Rockers did not cause aggression directly, it clearly contributed to the social discourses which did. Cohen noted that  media attention was devoted to youth cultures because in many ways their violence symbolized “much of the social change taking place in Britain over the last twenty years” Pg 11. Youth was becoming a contested zone, as Cohen noted,  because  these debates are linked to anxieties that parents experience in their moments of rapid social change.

Cohen’s book therefore helped refocus academic debates on  the underlying moral and political dynamics upon which the contemporary anxiety about youth violence and anti-social behaviour rested. This book thus provided cultural critics with  a new tool  for thinking  about emerging youth values and counter cultural sensibilities. Blended with Stuart Hall’s encoding and decoding model of cultural industries, moral panic theory helped launch  British Cultural Studies investigations into the emerging struggles over youth culture. The same overheated reactions of bourgeois society these cultural critics said, could be discerned in the pubic reactions to punk hair styles, reggae, drugs, feminism and homosexuality. Within this emerging discipline, youth subcultures were often canonized as a form of political  resistance by an oppressed youth cohort, struggling in and through  their stylized cultural practices, to express themselves authentically,  and to ‘resist’ the hegemonic forces of corporate capitalism. The term moral panic became widely used to condemn traditional snobbish dismissal of  counter-culture tastes and  youth pleasures – whether it be punk swastikas, reggae rhythms, rap lyrics, gay lifestyles,  raves or playing games like Counter-Strike or Carmaggedon. An ideological struggle began to take shape between the academic defenders of youth cultures and the academic protectors of public order and traditional family values. 

Media Panic and the Crisis of Youth Culture
Cohen’s theory of moral panic was welcomed among scholars of young peoples media, television, movies and video games where moralizing debates were long standing. As Kirsten Drotner commented “Children and young  people are prime objects of ‘media panics’ not merely because they are often media pioneers; not merely because they challenge social and cultural power relations, nor because they symbolize ideological rifts. They are panic targets just as much because they inevitably represent experiences and emotions that are irrevocably lost to adults.” (1992:  59). Scholars used the term media panic especially to refer to the anxious public discourses about violence and sex in children’s mediated culture – comics, cartoons and that vast wasteland, television. Guy  Cumberbatch noted that these debates went back in history pointing out that earlier generations of censorious prudes have similarly sought to protect children from the evil influences of idleness, comics, or TV wanting  to sanitize children’s media. (Cumberbatch, 1993).  He scoffed at the underlying moralism of these bourgeois psychologists who  forgot their own youthful resistances, and  wrongly laid the blame for children’s enjoyment of “video nasties” on the media industries. 

David Buckingham similarly writes that the medias growing  attention to the issue of media violence is “of course, largely driven by moral and political panics about the harmful influence of media on children.” David Buckingham notes that media panics have a very long history. He too lays the  blame for media panic squarely on the shoulders of a coalition of behavioralist psychologists and right-wing and religious conservatives motivated by an “elitist disdain for mass culture” and “a contempt for the common herd”. (pg 124) Anxiety is rife he implies because this  “the media effects industry”  brandish simplistic behavioral evidence  of media effects to bolster their calls for censorship. Yet their  out-moded psychological theories of media effects  simply failed to understand  the robustness of  children’s culture he argued, or acknowledge that children are active and savvy audiences who can tell the difference between fictional violence and news, play and reality -- even if their parents can’t. (Buckingham 2000). Buckingham (2001) thus conjures a alarmist bevy of “moral entrepreneurs” politically motivated to suppress the pleasures of children who embody a  fundamental lack of respect for children’ genuine  quest for more varied and less conventional forms of re-creation and amusement. He  argues that media provide children  with a discursive zone that they recognize and talk about as their own – and wherein they meet their own needs. Children watch violent TV , or play war games because it is provides them with a rich and diverse fantasy resource from which children choose willingly in order to cope with the many problems of growing up he  concludes. He suggests that we should not succumb to media panic, but rather recognize the diversity of media representations, and credit young people’s ability to distinguish real violence from fictional conflict and to actively interpret imaginary conflict narratives. 

Particularly  in the wake of the Jamie Bulger murders in Britain, the  question of  media panic moved to center  stage in Britain too,  as psychologists sociologists, and child workers were summoned to comment and  to explain how watching horror movies could provoke such  a crime in children so young. Reports were cobbled together and, some anxious commentators pointed to current films like Childs Play 2 calling for more regulation of violent and anti-social content.  A group of British cultural studies scholars got together claiming that the public’s fears about violent media arise from their reactionary traditional values and not from real effects of media. Their objections were to both the assumptions about well-being, and normal development implied by psychology, and to the science they used to justify it. (Barker and Petley 2001). Based on these arguments cultural studies scholars dismiss the fifty year long study of media violence  as  moral panic rather than a  scientific theory. Rallying cultural studies against the threatened censorship of children’s culture, Barker and Petley claimed there are no ‘ill effects’ of media violence.

Citing scientific critiques of the effects science it is also argued that  a varied diet of  popular entertainment has never been shown to  be harmful to children.  So  the moralizing claims of the media effects  brigade is not only  ‘false and misleading’ but also “daft” and “mischievous”.  It is false because there is “no such thing as violence in the media’ which can have either harmful or beneficial effects” in the first place. Mischievous because culturalist scholars believed the ‘alarmism’ precipitated by “effects science” contributes to public censorship of children’s culture  by pumping up the anxiety of parents. The evidence that childhood is in crisis, or that TV influences aggression is weak and based on mindless positivistic effects theory that fails on close examination to  demonstrate that media are to blame, they claim. 

Digital Panics
During the 1990’s  parents also began to notice their children’s fascinations with dramatized combat and first person shooter video games. The release of the game Mortal Kombat provoked wide discussion of a  need to regulate this new media too. Under the threat of regulation, the video game industry formed the ESRB which, based on the movies ratings, provided a self-regulatory alternative. (Kline 2000)  Coupled with the V-chip, the Clinton government threatened regulation, especially after a series of  school yard massacres, notably the ones  at Jonesboro and Littleton, brought the video game industry  to the forefront of the struggle over media violence. Some commentators, claimed that copy cat crime, desensitization, and virtual weapons training from playing video games have contributed to frequency and viciousness of these killings. Perhaps not coincidentally Jonesboro was also the place where Dr. Dave Grossman author of On Killing (1995) and a leading critic of violent video games had retired. Grossman had been a lieutenant colonel who had built a career figuring out how to train soldiers to kill.  As a retired US army officer, Grossman (1998) seems well positioned to comment on the similarity between the tactics used in the army to train soldiers and they use of violent video games among children today: “children don’t naturally kill; they learn it from violence in the home and…from violence as entertainment in television, movies and interactive video games”.  The US military has long used simulation training games for its soldiers he pointed out, because the “repetition and desensitization” of simulated killing effects kill rates (the actual percentage of soldiers that will pull the trigger in real life combat). Like the training of these soldiers, Grossman believes that violent video games may have a similar effect on young people who play them a lot, not by creating models or templates for children’s behaviour, but because they help break down the psychological barriers that prevent killing. Grossman became an  advocate for legislation of the video game industries arguing that “the main concern is that these violent video games are providing military quality training to children”.

In the wake of this long standing public controversy about the relationship between violent video games and children’s antisocial behaviour, Congress was prodded once again to hold public hearings on the subject of media violence.  Media psychologists like Dr. Craig Anderson (2001) have been called upon to testify to the scientific communities growing consensus that evidence was sufficient to believe that there was a risk for children and youth from  heavy exposure to violent entertainment in films and video games. Dave Grossman expressed his strong views to the committee. The ISDA president submitted the industries view that video games did no harm to children and  Jeffrey Goldstein contested  Anderson’s argument that video games  have been proven to cause aggressive behavior. (Goldstein 2001) Headed to Washington to testify too, cultural studies scholar Henry Jenkins, claimed that beneath the outrage lay  a profound distrust of young people. The hysteria about video game violence he said indicates that: “We are afraid of our children. We are afraid of their reactions to digital media. And we suddenly can’t avoid either”.  In the face of changing digital technologies that we didn’t understand, American parents had been gulled into a moral panic: “Suddenly, we are finding ourselves in a national witch hunt to determine which form of popular culture is to blame for the mass murders and video games seemed like a better candidate than most” he says. Eliminating violence from the screens will have absolutely no impact on aggressive and antisocial behavior he claims, fearing instead that the attention given to these school yard slayings would be used by right wing moralizers and media psychologists to intensify the heavy-handed surveillance and regulation of children and youth. Even in the wake of these post-Columbine hearings,  Congress has not enacted any legislation restricting violence in video  games.

Panic Theory goes to Court
The issue of video game violence however did move back  into the courts recently in the USA, over municipal ordinances which attempt to restrict the sale of violent video games to children. The  case at hand, was an appeal by the ISDA (International Software Developers Association) to a contested St. Louis ordinance which would imposes restrictions on the sale of violent video games to children according to the industries own rating system.
 An industry coalition had successfully defeated such an ordinance in Indianapolis where the judge to declared that since violence has long been part of children’s literature throughout history that it “would not only be quixotic, but deforming to shield children from the very graphic violence in new media like television and video games.” Needless to say, the industry lobby group took neighboring St. Louis to court,  when proposed similar restrictions on the sale of video games to children there. But the  judge there was more sympathetic In his ruling on the motion for summary judgment by the ISDA stated clearly:

“The County has two compelling interests: 1) to protect the physical and emotional health of the children in St. Louis County, and 2) to assist parents to be the guardians of their children’s well-being. In addition, the Court finds that the Ordinance is narrowly drawn to regulate only that expression which is necessary to address the County’s compelling interests.” 

Judge Stephen  Lindbaugh ruled that the state still played a role in the mediated marketplace by assisting parents to be effective guardians. On June 3, 2003 this ruling was overturned by the appeal judge.
What is unique about both cases is that the industry’s challenges have been supported by academic friends of the court who separately opposed the growing moral panic surrounding the video game industry. The Amici Curiae are in the St. Louis case  a group of thirty three international cultural studies scholars – including prominent cultural studies scholars Henry Jenkins, Jib Fowles, Todd Gitlin,  Julian  Barker and David Buckingham – who believe that while we have become  profoundly anxious about our children, these “efforts to address real –world violence by censoring entertainment are profoundly misguided.” In their brief to the court, they express their opinion that  the St. Louis County Council’s Ordinance is a result of a media panic which assumes the  “commonly held but mistaken beliefs about a proven causative link between violent  entertainment and violent behavior to uphold a censorship law.”  Video game play,  they argue is a voluntary behavior, which  is much enjoyed  by young people for reasons  which include the potential to fantasize  ‘empowerment’ and transgression’ and to experience ‘intensified emotions’ or reinforce ‘ideological’ understandings of the grown up world. In so doing they have taken up the cudgel not only against the moral  entrepreneurs like Dr. Grossman but also called into question the body of professional scientific opinion concerning the persistent relationship between heavy media consumption and aggression. In their submission to the St. Louis courts, the Amici Curiae repeat these core tenets of media panic theory: firstly they argue that  violent entertainment has no effect on children and secondly  that children’s media should not be regulated.

These authors of course are referring to a body of social science research which has investigated the issue of media effects quantitatively. Based on their reviews of this literature  the American psychological association and the American Pediatrics Societies have issued repeated public advisories about the risks associated with children’s consumption of  violent entertainment (2001). The Surgeon General too has declared “the science shows that media violence and this is primarily TV, can in fact in the short term increase aggressive behavior” and that there is evidence of  “a small but statistically significant impact on aggression over many years”. The Amici respond by pointing out that violent folk tales have long been with us. They note that children are ‘active consumers’ of violent entertainment: They  know that video games  are entertainment and fictional and they choose to  watch  horror films or play video games for many reasons, some of which include their need to cope in  a difficult world. They go on to  contend that that experimental studies have not  in fact proved  ‘adverse effects’ from playing video games:  The confirmatory findings are small, the measures of aggression used are “dubious”. Ultimately, they claim, thirty years of effects research has failed to prove that violent entertainment “causes – or is even a risk factor for actual violent behavior”. They dismiss completely the social scientific evidence, arguing that the regulatory fervor has been ‘driven’ by an unproven “causal hypothesis” about the media’s effects on behaviour.

The Amici’s letter cites recent reviews of the media effects literature by Jonathan Freedman (2002) and Jeffery Goldstein (2001). These behavioral psychologists question the  weight of evidence supporting the hypothesis that violent entertainment causes violent behaviour. Elsewhere I have called these critics of the evidence of effects into question by pointing out that the actual hypothesis concerns children’s use of the media as a “social learning environment” which can influence children’s understanding of both  the moral and social possibilities of conflict (Kline 2002). The effects most social scientists speak of are not direct and behavioral, but cumulative and systemic. 

Besides which, these reviewers have excluded some very recent research  which adds to the weight of evidence supporting the idea that media are one of the risk factors in the socialization of aggression (Anderson et. al. 2001; Heusman et. al 2002). In a recent longitudinal study published in Science this year and  undertaken in the USA,  Johnson et al. (2002) report that even after controlling for other factors known to contribute to aggressiveness in young people “like childhood neglect, growing up in an unsafe neighborhood, low family income, low parental education and psychiatric disorders” there remain “significant associations between television viewing during early adolescence and subsequent aggressive acts against other persons” later in life. Their data show for example that  young boys who watch  more television are particularly at risk for aggressive behavior media: whereas 45% of the boys who watched television more than 3 hours per day at age 14, subsequently committed aggressive acts involving others, only 8.9%, who watched television less than an hour a day were aggressive later in life. 
 In  another study it was found that  reducing children’s consumption of media can have a demonstrable effect on playground aggression in the medium term (Robinson 2001). Applying Bandura’s social learning models, Robinson reasons that reducing children’s media exposure should  also lessen their identification with aggressive heroes and reduce their enactments  of domination scripts in their playground interactions.  Robinson’s team developed  a  schools based programme for reducing that risk through media education. At the test school  researchers found children in the media risk reduction  intervention had reduced their TV viewing by about one-third. Moreover, based on  ratings of playground aggression, frequencies of bullying and rough and  tumble play were about   25 percent lower in the treatment school,  than those  at the control school. 

I find it curious therefore, given  their contempt for  positivism, that these culturalist scholars have accepted the opinions of behaviour critics like Goldstein and Freedman who have only examined the narrowest interpretation of media effects, rather than looking at new research on the health and safety risks associated with heavy media consumption. What the Surgeon General and the American Psychological Association, among other reviewers  actually assert, is that there is sufficient grounds to believe that media can be a  risk factor in the socialization of aggression – not that the media directly cause it. (Kline 2002) The Amici’s overlooking of this important epistemological distinction is of great consequence, because they argue that it is the hypothesis of these social scientists which is fanning the flames of media panic.

Deconstructing Media Panic

In the struggle over children’s culture, cultural studies  scholars have long  positioned themselves as defenders resisting censorious containment of youth culture. Since we are moving inexorably to a deregulated marketplace in which  “privatized forms of regulation which  place greater responsibility in the hands of the  individual consumer“, scholars like David Buckingham suggest that all media should be treated as matter of ‘taste’, and not social regulation (Buckingham 2001 pg 142). Their  remedy for media panic then is that  adults should learn to  lighten up a bit, and grant to children’s cultural industries more autonomy to serve their child audiences free from the invasive interference of the right wing moralizers. So what if children were fascinated with mature and adult themes or fighting video games they argue. However ribald and aggressive popular cultural products are, what children watched reflected their own values, tastes and needs. At least the commercial producers  didn’t talk down to them in nannyish tones of bland traditionalism. This is why the Amici  have put their names, and their scholarly reputations behind the International Software Developers Association (ISDA) claim that any legislation attempting to deal with marketing and sale violent entertainment to children is tantamount to censorship.
It is probably worth remembering here that Cohen’s theory of moral panic connected the public’s animated reaction to journalistic coverage of acts of delinquency -- not to matters of taste in clothes,  music or films. Interested  in the political struggles over social order, Cohen was not entirely on the side of delinquents and somewhat alarmed by the way some cultural scholars were appropriating his analysis of the ideologically loaded reactions to youth violence to encompass the whole of youth culture. He rejected the culturalist scholars  “constant impulse to decode the style in terms only of opposition and resistance” because it “seeks to elevate delinquents into the vanguard of the revolution”. (Pg xxvi)  He also complains that “the same values of racism, sexism, chauvinism, compulsive masculinity and anti-intellectualism, the slightest traces of which are condemned in bourgeois culture, are treated with a deferential care, an exaggerated contextualization, when they appear in the subculture”. Pg: xxvii He certainly did not  regard youthful acts of aggression as simply matters of self-expression, and drew parallels between panic and responses to natural ‘hazards’. He believed that violent confrontations actually “touched the delicate and ambivalent nerves through which post-war social change in Britain was experienced”.

In fact, Cohen was rather clear that he  thought these delinquent youth subcultures signify: “a reaction to growing up in a class society. The rest is just commentary – a little baroque and far-fetched for some tastes, but not an arena for major dispute”. (pg. xxiv) By seeing violence as only a matter of taste however, cultural studies defenders of youth culture were in danger of ignoring the  contradictory experiences of working class youth. He goes on to protest that “for many or most of the kids walking around with swastikas on their jackets, the dominant context is simple conformity, blind ignorance or knee-jerk racism”. Cohen never denied that these cultures were violent. Nor did he imply that it was the punk hair styles they sported, rather  than  the punkish attacks on old ladies that later aroused the anxieties about youth subcultures. His original intent was simply to de-legitimate the interpretation of working class youth movements as deviations from bourgeois norms and to reveal how reactionary forces mobilized around media panics in response to them. 

Cohen (1987) also rejected cultural studies a-historical appropriation of moral panic arguments to counter all concerns voiced by  various social groups. Cohen was aware that it was the news coverage of the initial conflicts that mobilized those social agencies with a stake in the youth culture: some progressive and some less so. This is what Cohen refers to as the exploitation of panic – which in his mind included both the justice system and the profitable commercial enterprises who began to assert their own interests. Students of cultural styles he felt, were in danger of reducing his complex politics of youth  cultures to matters of freedom of taste. He noted that the public struggle over youth violence and anti-social behaviour, increasingly aligned the cultural industries with youth counter culture movements that used their products stating  “there is also a tendency in some of this work to see the historical development of a style as being wholly internal to the group – with commercialization and co-option as something which just happens afterwards”. (Pg xxv) Noting the various groups and corporations that participated in what he called “deviance exploitation” of the Moods and Rockers he is wary of a one-sided reading of the politics which he fears  leads to a type of sociology which “implied that everything would be all right if only the kids were left alone”. A proper sociology of moral panic, therefore must recognize both the justice establishments, religious groups, social theorists and commercial interests – all of whom claimed a stake in the ongoing struggle over what we think is good and bad  for children, and who has what rights to communicate to them. This is why he insisted that it was important for cultural studies to relate “the working of the moral panic – the mobilization of public opinion, the orchestration by the media and the public figures of an otherwise inchoate sense of unease – to the overall political shifts” taking place after the war. 

It is interesting to note therefore as Peter Horsfield (1997) remarks, that Cohen’s account of moral panic is now also often “invoked by those in positions of power in society and in situations where it doesn’t apply, in order to discount and defuse legitimate challenges to their power”. As the case of video games reveals, few mobilize the rhetoric of panic more than the media industries: Faced with public concerns about media violence, industry flacks have actively intervened in the public hearings, in community enquiries, in the courts,  in the legislatures and the scientific conferences --  where ever the  harmfull effects of media were being debated or contested. 

Welcome  to the  Risk  Society

Since the 1970’s, unforeseen social and environmental crises associated with our emerging consumer society have cast a shadow of disquiet upon the optimism about postwar economic expansion. Synthesizing this sense of foreboding into a critical sociology of modernization, Ulrich Beck's theory of the ‘risk society’  focused attention on the role that scientific knowledge played in apprehending the system-wide threats to social progress (1992). Beck’s (1994) critique focused on the complexity of the global environmental crisis, and the limitations of classical sciences for managing it. The politics of a risk often pitched industrial enterprises against state mandated scientists in a struggle over the risks and benefits of new  technologies: the crises arose because the contemporary approach to risk assessment seemed so poorly equipped to account for the unintended and long term consequences of the profoundly intertwined ecological and economic relations forged by global industrialization. Anthony Giddens (1991)  approached the risk society from the other side, pointing out that the market has become the paramount system for distributing both well-being and risks in ‘post-traditional’ societies. The crisis of risk society therefore is also witnessed in the public anxiety and confusion associated with many aspects of consumer culture, as consumer-citizens strive to manage their daily lives in the face of this increasingly complex scientific discourse on risks and benefits of consumerism. Gidden’s account sets the debates about risk science in the context of the consumers construction of identity construction and lifestyle management. The debate about media violence is therefore situated in a much broader struggle over children’s consumer socialization in  a risk society.
Yet as anthropologist Mary Douglas argues, public discourses on risk are often less grounded in knowledge about the mandated science, than in the social dynamics of fear and blame (Douglas 1992). Her account of witchcraft and pollution, paralleling Cohen’s study of moral panic, compares ‘so-called’ primitive people’s ways of dealing with perceived threats to social order, with those found in the contemporary world. In both, the cultural dynamics of  taboo points to the way “in all places at all times” risk “is moralized and politicized.” (Pg 5) Building on these accounts, other authors have argued that what is emerging is less a risk society than  a ‘culture of fear’ (Furudi 1997)as public confusions about environmental crises and lifestyle choices increasingly underwrites the politics of the risk society. 
The media have created a window unto our post-industrial world that dramatically accentuates both the  pleasures and risks of the  consumerist way of life. The good news,  is amplified by the pleasure-inflated imagery of consumer advertising: The bad news , by the risky mean streets of local journalism and crime drama.  Gazing at this paradoxical world through television, we seem to be confused about our lifestyle choices: We constantly under-estimate some risks and over-state others – at least compared with the sober  estimates of the risk sciences. In the shadow of terrorism, tormented by global strife, plagued by a post-bubble economic recession and facing a burgeoning environmental crisis, the politics of risk preoccupy many ordinary citizens pondering the complex tradeoffs we must make between the anticipated social benefits and threatened perils associated with a consumer culture. It  seems fair to say, that in our contemporary risk society most decisions about children’s well being -- from MacDonald’s hamburgers to Pokemon video games – are infused with some anxiety. The  public anxieties about risks  to children are especially acute, when they are poorly understood by science,  they involve dramatic consequences, and where they are beyond human control. (Kasperson 1992).  At the centre of optimism about  the future,  killings, fighting and bullying on the playground continues to elicit considerable public hand-wringing. Many therefore claim that continued anxiety about youth is linked to the media’s role in the distribution of information, in the sensitization of public opinion, in the attribution of cause and blame, and the explanation of consequences risk for social control of the threat.
Growing Up in a Mean World 

Growing up in America has not been getting more deadly, at least since the 1970’s.

[image: image3..pict]
Bureau of Justice Statistics 

Murders actually peaked during the  early 1990’s, and then declined dramatically thereafter—especially for young victims. Media industry P.R. flacks also note that in spite of the claims, the number of school  slayings, peaked in 1992 and declined as violent video game sales grew. 
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It is hard to conclude therefore, that violent entertainment contributes much to these acts of schoolyard revenge and brutality, when so many factors influence child shootings – like weapons availability, policing and reporting, welfare and poverty, community strife, gangs etc. Moreover, if school shooting were the  issue then gun control would be a more effective policy than media regulation (Gitlin 1995). 
[image: image5..pict]Criminologists agree that many factors besides media influence the commission and enforcement of crime and aggression in America. But it also must be said, that these child slayings  represent only about 1 % of all murders of American children, and provide and even more distal gauge of the persistent intimidation,  bullying and  fighting reported by 33% of teens at school. The fact that schoolyard slayings seem to have little to do  with video gaming gives comfort to cultural studies; but the incidence of bullying and the increase in brutal multiple killings with weapons worries others. Some argue that the overall decline in crime might be better explained by the baby boom bulge  growing to contented middle age. Others have suggested that the stringent policing of youth and zero tolerance policies of schools have helped to dampen gang aggression. But what remains contentious is the consistent evidence of a predictive relationship between media consumption and aggression and fighting as found in the Youth Risk Behaviors Survey 2001 of 13,000 teens which reveals that fighting is frequent among teens (25% of girls and 42% of boys reporting fighting during the last year). But those who view more than four hours of TV daily,  are 7% more likely to get in a fight during the year.

Putting Media back into Media Panic 

It is certainly not useful  to single out violent media as a direct cause of youth violence. Yet dismissing all evidence of media effects, the cultural studies scholars accuse psychologists and other moral entrepreneurs for precipitating public panics over youth violence. It is worth remembering that Cohen’s account focused on the role that news media play in setting the moral agenda and galvanizing the publics reactions to youthful disruption of social order. The media coverage of youth crime probably helped intensify  publics anxieties about youth crime during the late 1990’s. George  Gerbner’s cultivation research has demonstrated that the  media’s biased coverage of crime can explain some of the disparities between the public’s perceptions and the statistical account of  crime and violence in society. His surveys show that the heaviest  viewers of violence on both news and fiction programming come to accept violence as commonplace  and  in some cases inevitable, but  overestimate the actual risks of crime in their daily lives. Americans’ belief that they live in a ‘mean world’ is related to the real and fantasized  media violence they see on the screen. 
Given journalisms’ position within the commercial media system it is hardly surprising that dramatic news stories involving sex, violence and crime featured prominently in U.S. media (Sorenson, S. B., Peterson Manz, J. G., Berk, R. A. (1998). 
 These researchers investigated the degree to which newspaper stories about homicide correspond to actual patterns of homicide victimization” finding that “although homicide constitutes the least common form of crime, it receives the largest share of television and newspaper coverage of crime” (p. 1510). In another recent study, Maguire, B., Weatherby, G. A., & Mathers, R. A. (2002)  
 suggest that “that news coverage of crime tends to be driven by the tenet, ‘If it bleeds, it leads’ and that media coverage of news is characterized by a ‘herd mentality.’ Close examination of the TV coverage of youth violence in America, also indicates sensationalistic news values rather than balanced accounts of crime.  For example Dorfman, L., Woodruff, K., Chavez, V., & Wallack, L.  (1997). 
undertook a content analysis of 214 hours of local television news from California. They found that for 1721 stories that violence dominated local television news coverage of youth, that over half of the stories on youth involved violence, while more than two thirds of the violence stories concerned youth.  The episodic coverage of violence was five times more frequent than thematic coverage, which means that references to any links to broader social factors, or causes including media, are rare.  And only one story had an explicit public health frame. As they explain:

“Local television news rarely includes contributing factors in stories on violence.  In 84% of the stories examined, the context in which violence occurred was ignored or de-emphasised. … Even when stories about violence were contextualized, it was mostly from the perspective of ‘news you can use’ – actions people can take to protect themselves – rather than underlying risk factors or precursors to violence.  At best this could be considered secondary prevention.  Examples of primary violence prevention were rare” (p. 1314).

With an eye to dramatic events, the scientific debates about media effects are reduced to a marginal aspect of the shaping of public discourse, at least in comparison with the vivid journalistic accounts of brutal slayings. Moreover, as  Murray suggests,  rather than feeding a media panic, news reporting of scientific studies have consistently understated the amount of evidence and magnitude about media risk factors. (2001) Perhaps because the media industry has something at stake (copy cat crimes for example), or perhaps because they apply a simplistic conflicted science frame to stories about this scientific research, journalists often  air on the side of caution when reporting science. 
Unsympathetic to science and short on context, news about youth in crisis is ever-present in our media. Sorenson et. al. therefore go on to suggest that these biased “accounts of crime can affect the public’s ratings of the importance of salience of issues, define a social problem, shape public estimates of violence within society, and affect the public’s views on criminal justice sentencing.  They can also influence the public’s fears about personal safety, satisfaction with law enforcement, and trust of others”.  As Maguire, B., Weatherby, G. A., & Mathers, R. A. (2002) go on to note:

“Are there negative consequences to the network coverage of school shootings?  There may be.  First is the possibility of copycat crimes (see, Wittekind, Weaver, & Petee, 2000).  Second, the focus on school violence distracts attention from a far greater threat to children:  domestic violence.  Third, unwarranted fear in the schools produces a less than ideal learning environment.  Finally, national media attention has, in part, contributed to a vast proliferation of new school security measures.  Additionally, many schools have implemented a ‘zero tolerance’ plan that sometimes results in extreme measures.  If school districts have ‘over-reacted,’ perhaps it is partly because of media attention to tragic but uncommon school shooting cases” (p. 470: )

The media attention to school shootings throughout the 90’s may have precipitated increasing surveillance of youth culture and fortified the policing of their transgressions. Yet if anyone is to be blamed for the growing anxiety parents feel  about youth, perhaps it is  the media who sensationalize crime, and  not the effects researchers who study it, who should be in the spotlight.
Conclusions
It is true that we don’t know how video game violence will impact children’s lives in the long run. The research suggests that some children who watch and play over a long period of time may  be more predisposed to aggressiveness  in their play preferences and social interactions. They may also give up sports and social interaction to play them becoming less fit, sleeping less, and slacking off at school because of the time they spend playing them and not doing their homework. Urging caution about media as a risk factor in socialization, I have simply asked whether  it is wise to completely ignore the  issue of  the media’s effects on  crime and aggression  in our society? Perhaps we shouldn’t be panicked about the effects of video games on kids; But neither should we ignore the evidence of health and safety risks to those who consume them incessantly. I have called my colleagues arguments against censorship into question. Given a choice between police state schools and ‘cautionary’ market regulation of know risks (such as the warnings on cigarettes or GM foods) I know where .

The media panic phenomena is not really about whether media cause violence anyway, but the political response to  youth crime and aggression. As Stanley Cohen explained more than thirty years ago,  that as public anxieties once crystallized in the public debates spin outward to implicate the policies for violence prevention and control. Like all risky lifestyle choices, the concerns about media violence has become entrenched in a  policy debate  about what can be done. Is the   long standing struggle over media violence a sign of inappropriate fear or of healthy opposition to the media industries blame parents approach to  consumer risk? Certainly the durability of the debate foreshadows a continued political struggle over  childhood in market society which pits industrial producers against anxious parents over all manner of lifestyle risks. Perhaps there is still hope for our consumer society when parents contest the  institutionalized expectations, laws, and values of the corporate culture because it creates unacceptable ‘risks’ for their families.

The broader implications of this ‘youth in crisis’ agenda of contemporary journalism is not clear:  the mean world hysteria cultivated by TV news and drama may have distracted us from the factors increasing  crime and violence in their  neighborhoods, and thus reinforced the  policing of U.S. schools as the only way  of controlling youth aggression. Another  consequence  of panic is now  becoming abundantly clear in Canada:  we stop letting our children play hockey in the streets, walk to school, and free-form with friends in nature. The result is more children,  using more violent media,  in their bedrooms beyond the cordon sanitaire of familial surveillance. This is what worries me most about the media panic debate as anxious parents, become more  likely to let children play at home in their bedrooms, often  using violent media, rather than allowing them to play in the streets freely with their peers. If the price of an de-regulated media is surveillance in the schools and the end of street life for kids, which is to be preferred?
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