
Violence in Society
Kerby Anderson helps us take a biblical perspective on a very
scary  and  touchy  issue:  violence  in  America.   Applying  a
Christian  worldview,  he  shines  the  spotlight  on  areas  of
today’s culture that should concern us all.

It’s a scary world today!
Growing up used to be less traumatic just a few decades ago.
Children back then worried about such things as a flat tire on
their Schwinns and hoped that their teacher wouldn’t give too
much homework.

How life has changed. A 1994 poll found more than half the
children questioned said they were afraid of violent crime
against them or a family member. Are these kids just paranoid,
or is there a real problem?

Well, it turns out this is not some irrational fear based upon
a false perception of danger. Life has indeed become more
violent  and  more  dangerous  for  children.  Consider  the
following statistics: One in six youths between the ages of 10
and 17 has seen or knows someone who has been shot. The
estimated number of child abuse victims increased 40 percent
between 1985 and 1991. Children under 18 were 244 percent more
likely to be killed by guns in 1993 than they were in 1986.
Violent crime has increased by more than 560 percent since
1960.

The innocence of childhood has been replaced by the very real
threat of violence. Kids in school try to avoid fights in the
hall, walk home in fear, and sometimes sleep in bathtubs in
order to protect themselves from stray bullets fired during
drive-by shootings.

Even families living in so-called “safe” neighborhoods are
concerned. They may feel safe today, but there is always a
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reminder that violence can intrude at any moment. Polly Klaas
and her family no doubt felt safe in Petaluma, California. But
on October 1, 1993, she was abducted from her suburban home
during a sleepover with two friends. If she can be abducted
and murdered, so can nearly any other child.

A child’s exposure to violence is pervasive. Children see
violence  in  their  schools,  their  neighborhoods,  and  their
homes.  The  daily  news  is  rife  with  reports  of  child
molestations and abductions. War in foreign lands along with
daily reports of murder, rape, and robberies also heighten a
child’s perception of potential violence.

Television  in  the  home  is  the  greatest  source  of  visual
violence  for  children.  The  average  child  watches  8,000
televised  murders  and  100,000  acts  of  violence  before
finishing elementary school. That number more than doubles by
the time he or she reaches age 18.

And the latest scourge is MTV. Teenagers listen to more than
10,000 hours of rock music, and this impact is intensified as
they spend countless hours in front of MTV watching violent
and sensual images that go far beyond the images shown on
commercial television.

It’s a scary world, and children are exposed to more violence
than any generation in recent memory. An article in Newsweek
magazine concluded: “It gets dark early in the Midwest this
time of year. Long before many parents are home from work, the
shadows creep up the walls and gather in the corners, while on
the carpet a little figure sprawls in the glow emanating from
an anchorman’s tan. There’s been a murder in the Loop, a fire
in a nightclub, an indictment of another priest. Red and white
lights swirl in urgent pinwheels as the ambulances howl down
the dark streets. And one more crime that never gets reported,
because there’s no one to arrest. Who killed childhood? We all
did.”



“As a man thinks in his heart, so is he.”
Violence has always been a part of the human condition because
of our sin nature (Rom. 3:23). But modern families are exposed
to even more violence than previous generations because of the
media. Any night of the week, the average viewer can see
levels of violence approaching and even exceeding the Roman
Gladiator games.

Does this have an effect? Certainly it does. The Bible teaches
that “as a man thinks in his heart, so is he” (Prov. 23:7).
What we view and what we think about affects our actions.

Defenders of television programs say that isn’t true. They
contend that televised imagery doesn’t make people violent nor
does it make people callous to suffering. But if televised
imagery doesn’t affect human behavior, then the TV networks
should refund billions of advertising dollars to TV sponsors.

In essence, TV executives are talking out of both sides of
their  mouths.  On  the  one  hand,  they  try  to  convince
advertisers that a 30-second commercial can influence consumer
behavior. On the other hand, they deny that a one-hour program
wrapped around the commercials can influence social behavior.

So, how violent is the media? And what impact does media have
on members of our family? First, we will look at violence in
the movies, and then we’ll take up the issue of violence on
television.

Ezra Pound once said that artists are “the antennae of the
race.” If that is so, then we are a very sick society judging
by the latest fare of violence in the movies. The body count
is staggering: 32 people are killed in “RoboCop,” while 81 are
killed in the sequel; 264 are killed in “Die Hard 2,” and the
film  “Silence  of  the  Lambs”  deals  with  a  psychopath  who
murders women and skins them.

Who would have imagined just a few years ago that the top



grossing  films  would  be  replete  with  blood,  gore,  and
violence? No wonder some film critics now say that the most
violent place on earth is the Hollywood set.

Violence has always been a part of movie-making, but until
recently, really violent movies were only seen by the fringe
of mass culture. Violence now has gone mainstream. Bloody
films are being watched by more than just punk rockers. Family
station wagons and vans pull up to movie theaters showing R-
rated slasher films. And middle America watches these same
programs a few months later on cable TV or on video. Many of
the movies seen at home wouldn’t have been shown in theaters
10-20 years ago.

Movie  violence  these  days  is  louder,  bloodier,  and  more
anatomically precise than ever before. When a bad guy was shot
in a black-and-white Western, the most we saw was a puff of
smoke and a few drops of fake blood. Now the sights, sounds,
and special effects often jar us more than the real thing.
Slow motion, pyrotechnics, and a penchant for leaving nothing
to the imagination all conspire to make movies and TV shows
more gruesome than ever.

Children  especially  confront  an  increasingly  violent  world
with few limits. As concerned parents and citizens we must do
what we can to reduce the level of violence in our society
through the wise use of discernment and public policy. We need
to set limits both in our homes and in the community.

Does  Media  Violence  Really  Influence
Human Behavior?
Children’s  greatest  exposure  to  violence  comes  from
television. TV shows, movies edited for television, and video
games  expose  young  children  to  a  level  of  violence
unimaginable just a few years ago. The average child watches
8,000 televised murders and 100,000 acts of violence before
finishing elementary school. That number more than doubles by



the time he or she reaches age 18.

The violent content of TV includes more than just the 22
minute programs sent down by the networks. At a very young
age, children are seeing a level of violence and mayhem that
in the past may have only been witnessed by a few police
officers and military personnel. TV brings hitting, kicking,
stabbings, shootings, and dismemberment right into homes on a
daily basis.

The impact on behavior is predictable. Two prominent Surgeon
General  reports  in  the  last  two  decades  link  violence  on
television and aggressive behavior in children and teenagers.
In addition, the National Institute of Mental Health issued a
94-page report entitled, “Television and Behavior: Ten Years
of Scientific Progress and Implications for the Eighties.”
They found “overwhelming” scientific evidence that “excessive”
violence on television spills over into the playground and the
streets. In one five-year study of 732 children, “several
kinds  of  aggression–  conflicts  with  parents,  fighting  and
delinquency–were  all  positively  correlated  with  the  total
amount of television viewing.”

Long-term  studies  are  even  more  disturbing.  University  of
Illinois psychologist Leonard Eron studied children at age
eight and then again at eighteen. He found that television
habits established at the age of eight influenced aggressive
behavior  through  childhood  and  adolescent  years.  The  more
violent the programs preferred by boys in the third grade, the
more aggressive their behavior, both at that time and ten
years  later.  He  therefore  concluded  that  “the  effect  of
television violence on aggression is cumulative.”

Twenty years later Eron and Rowell Huesmann found the pattern
continued. He and his researchers found that children who
watched significant amounts of TV violence at the age of 8
were consistently more likely to commit violent crimes or
engage in child or spouse abuse at 30.



They concluded “that heavy exposure to televised violence is
one of the causes of aggressive behavior, crime and violence
in  society.  Television  violence  affects  youngsters  of  all
ages, of both genders, at all socioeconomic levels and all
levels of intelligence.”

Since their report in the 1980s, MTV has come on the scene
with even more troubling images. Adolescents already listen to
an estimated 10,500 hours of rock music between the 7th and
12th grades. Now they also spend countless hours in front of
MTV  seeing  the  visual  images  of  rock  songs  that  depict
violence, rebellion, sadomasochism, the occult, drug abuse,
and promiscuity. MTV reaches 57 million cable households, and
its video images are even more lurid than the ones shown on
regular TV. Music videos filled with sex, rape, murder, and
other images of mayhem assault the senses. And MTV cartoons
like Beavis and “the other guy” assault the sensibilities
while enticing young people to start fires and commit other
acts of violence. Critics count 18 acts of violence in each
hour of MTV videos.

Violent images on television and in the movies do contribute
to greater violence in society. Sociological studies along
with common sense dictate that we do something to reduce the
violence in the media before it further damages society.

Television Promotes Not Only Violence But
Fear As Well.
Children  see  thousands  of  TV  murders  every  year.  And  the
impact on behavior is predictable. Various reports by the
Surgeon  General  in  the  last  two  decades  link  violence  on
television and aggressive behavior in children and teenagers.
In addition, the National Institute of Mental Health issued a
94-page report entitled, “Television and Behavior: Ten Years
of Scientific Progress and Implications for the Eighties.”
They found “overwhelming” scientific evidence that “excessive”



violence on television spills over into the playground and the
streets. In one five-year study of 732 children, “several
kinds of aggression (such as conflicts with parents, fighting
and delinquency) were all positively correlated with the total
amount of television viewing.”

Confronted with such statistics, many parents respond that
their children aren’t allowed to watch violent programs. Such
action is commendable, but some of the greatest dangers of
television are more subtle and insidious. It now appears that
simply watching television for long periods can manipulate
your view of the world– whether the content is particularly
violent or not.

George Gerbner and Larry Gross working at the Annenberg School
of Communications in the 1970s found that heavy TV viewers
live in a scary world. “We have found that people who watch a
lot of TV see the real world as more dangerous and frightening
than  those  who  watch  very  little.  Heavy  viewers  are  less
trustful of their fellow citizens, and more fearful of the
real world.”

So heavy viewers were less trustful and more fearful than the
average citizen. But what constitutes a heavy viewer. Gerber
and Gross defined heavy viewers as those adults who watch an
average  of  four  or  more  hours  of  television  a  day.
Approximately  one-third  of  all  American  adults  fit  that
category.

They found that violence on prime-time TV exaggerated heavy
viewers’ fears about the threat of danger in the real world.
Heavy viewers, for example, were less likely to trust someone
than light viewers. Heavy viewers also tended to overestimate
their likelihood of being involved in a violent crime.

And if this is true of adults, imagine how much TV violence
affects children’s perception of the world. Gerbner and Gross
say, “Imagine spending six hours a day at the local movie



house  when  you  were  12  years  old.  No  parent  would  have
permitted it. Yet, in our sample of children, nearly half the
12-year-olds  watch  an  average  of  six  or  more  hours  of
television per day.” This would mean that a large portion of
young people fit into the category of heavy viewers. Their
view of the world must be profoundly shaped by TV. Gerbner and
Gross therefore conclude: “If adults can be so accepting of
the reality of television, imagine its effect on children. By
the time the average American child reaches public school, he
has  already  spent  several  years  in  an  electronic  nursery
school.”

Television violence affects both adults and children in subtle
ways. While we may not personally feel or observe the effects
of TV violence, we should not ignore the growing body of data
that  suggests  that  televised  imagery  does  affect  our
perception  and  behavior.

Obviously something must be done. Parents, programmers, and
general citizens must take responsible actions to prevent the
increasing violence in our society. Violent homes, violence on
television, violence in the movies, violence in the schools
all contribute to the increasingly violent society we live in.
We have a responsibility to make a difference and apply the
appropriate  principles  in  order  to  help  stem  the  tide  of
violence in our society.

Some  Suggestions  for  Dealing  with
Violence in the Media
Christians must address this issue of violence in our society.
Here are a number of specific suggestions for dealing with
violence.

1. Learn about the impact of violence in our society. Share
this material with your pastor, elders, deacons, and church
members. Help them understand how important this issue is to
them and their community.



2. Create a safe environment. Families live in the midst of
violence. We must make our homes safe for our families. A
child should feel that his or her world is safe. Providing
care and protection are obvious first steps. But parents must
also establish limits, provide emotional security, and teach
values and virtue in the home.

3. Parents should limit the amount of media exposure in their
homes.  The  average  young  person  sees  entirely  too  much
violence on TV and at the movies. Set limits to what a child
watches, and evaluate both the quantity and quality of their
media input (Rom. 12:2). Focus on what is pure, beautiful,
true,  right,  honorable,  excellent,  and  praiseworthy  (Phil.
4:8).

4.  Watch  TV  with  children.  Obviously  we  should  limit  the
amount  of  TV  our  children  watch.  But  when  they  watch
television,  we  should  try  to  watch  it  with  them.  We  can
encourage discussion with children during the programs. The
plots and actions of the programs provides a natural context
for  discussion  and  teach  important  principles  about
relationships and violence. The discussion could focus on how
cartoon characters or TV actors could solve their problems
without  resorting  to  violence.  TV  often  ignores  the
consequences of violence. What are the consequences in real
life?

5. Develop children’s faith and trust in God. Children at an
early age instinctively trust their parents. As the children
grow, parents should work to develop their child’s trust in
God. God is sovereign and omnipotent. Children should learn to
trust Him in their lives and depend upon Him to watch over
them and keep them safe.

6. Discuss the reasons for pain and suffering in the world. We
live in the fallen world (Gen. 3), and even those who follow
God will encounter pain, suffering, and violence. Bad things
do happen to good people.



7. Teach vigilance without hysteria. By talking about the
dangers  in  society,  some  parents  have  instilled  fear–even
terror– in their children. We need to balance our discussions
with them and not make them hysterical. Kids have been known
to become hysterical if a car comes down their street or if
someone looks at them.

8. Work to establish broadcaster guidelines. No TV or movie
producer wants to unilaterally disarm all the actors on their
screens out of fear that viewers will watch other programs and
movies. Yet many of these same TV and movie producers would
like to tone down the violence, but they don’t want to be the
first to do so. National standards would be able to achieve
what individuals would not do by themselves in a competitive
market.

Violence is the scourge of our society, but we can make a
difference. We must educate ourselves about its influence and
impact on our lives. Please feel free to write or call Probe
Ministries for more information on this topic. And then take
time  to  apply  the  principles  developed  here  to  make  a
difference in your home and community. You can help stem the
tide of violence in our society.
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