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The currents rage, the dawn’s upon us…   

The currents rage so deep inside us…

No age of reason is landing upon us…

This is the age of Video Violence




--Lou Reed, “Video Violence”




from Mistrial (1986) Sister Ray/

Fernando’s Hideaway Music, Ltd.

Being There: The Way the Camera Follows Us in Slo-Mo

1
Beyond the inherent horror of what had become a too frequent scenario at schools, the initial coverage outside Columbine was discomforting on another level. Reporters using words like "massacre" cited a death toll of "at least 25" without any confirmation. Interviews with parents and students gathered outside the school were equally shocking--shocking at how crisis-comfortable everyone was while talking to reporters as students remained inside the school and S.W.A.T. teams surrounded the building. One woman in sunglasses played perfectly to the cameras as if basking in the glam glow of an Entertainment Tonight exclusive. At a less sophisticated end of the sound-bite spectrum, a man casually commented on his divorce while talking about his children. Teenagers, though rattled, exuded an eerie MTV Real World presence. Several days later, USA Today ran an article on the noticeable media savvy of the parents and kids, simply suggesting it was part of coping. Perhaps--although I've never been one to consider the camera genuinely compassionate, especially one being held by a news reporter.

2
Such presence might also be viewed as a strange manifestation of our celebritized camcorder culture. As accidental and intentional media consumers we have witnessed these tragic episodes before via news coverage and various entertainment presentations. It appears that we have learned how to do interviews; we've read the script, rehearsed the roles. We've become Paul Simon's "Boy in the Bubble" or Chauncy Gardner in Being There. It's The Truman Show and EdTV. Natural Born Killers and To Die For.

3
"Perhaps the new American Dream is to be known," theorizes EdTV director Ron Howard. Opie's on to something. We seem to be willing to do anything under any circumstances for our 15 minutes, or 15 seconds of soundbite. This urgency might be a clock-ticking syndrome--"14:59"--the Sugar Ray (Mellencamp meets Ethan Hawke) album title suggesting our 15 Minutes is about to expire.

4
Understandably, the only people we never saw, or for that matter heard much about other than the fact that they were clueless that their sons were manufacturing a mini-arsenal in the garage and wearing long black coats as school uniforms, were the parents of troubled troublemakers Harris and Klebold. Stay tuned. The parents will likely emerge on a prime-time magazine exclusive with Barbara Walters or a designated interviewer whom they, or their lawyers or agents, feel comfortable with. Preferably during a sweeps period.

Mass Media, Music, and Marilyn Manson Mantras

  
In no event shall any music be tolerated that is not of a temperate or

pleasant nature.

--Item #4. Pleasantville Code of Conduct

5
Predictably, the media, music, popular culture finger pointing began almost instantaneously, those perceived evils preceding virtually any and all accountability elsewhere, including parents, friends, antidepressants, guns, law enforcement, schools, or obvious but ignored warning signs. You don't have to be a prophet to foresee where the blame will be immediately placed following any such tragedy. The exceptions are zealous terrorist bombings and cold-blooded murders of clinic doctors in their homes or offices. Those righteous acts are apparently inspired by God and country, not reruns of Quincy.

6
This tired view is so convenient, so simplistic, so morally arrogant. So offensive to my parental and media-literate sensibilities, which I understand makes me a cultural elitist, and thus a culprit in this madness as well. I should be used to, or, dare I say, desensitized to, the widespread, knee-jerk(off) overreaction. I know it's coming every time. I brace for it and dread it. But I tend to respond more strongly than I used to because we as a society don't get it. Still. We haven't seemed to learn anything or gain perspective on causal connection. TV and movies are always first in line, with music not far behind. This time video games eventually came to the forefront. The progressive antimedia movement has shown progressive trends by conveniently lumping every medium together as "entertainment."

Chicken Little(ton): It's the End of the World As We Know It (Again)

7
Targeting popular culture is nothing new. During the 1990s, the decline of civilization (homogeneous, white, middle-class suburbia, aka Pleasantville) has been blamed on lingering liberal counterculture values; purple Teletubbies with magic bags; animated antagonists like the South Parkers and Beavis and Butthead, who were apparently responsible for, among other bad behaviors, making unsupervised children bum down their trailer in Ohio; Marilyn Manson; Ice T; and rap music. Before that it was Madonna, metal, and MTV. And before that the Beatles, backmasking, Elvis's gyrations, rockabilly, the blues, swing. Yadda, yadda, yadda.

8
In retrospect, it was a good thing we burned all those Fab Four albums to stop Beatlemania. Lennon and McCartney proved to be real subversive threats to the Republic. And with all the fear generated by animated characters these days, it's a wonder a generation survived the cartoon violence of Wil E. Coyote's Acme products backfiring while in obsessive pursuit of the Road Runner.

The Usual Suspects: It Had to Be You...

9
Even more predictable was that the brunt of the bashing was directed at designated demon Marilyn Manson. (Had the crime been black then gangsta rappers would have taken the fall.) The fact that German Goth band KMFDM was apparently in the Klebold-Harris heavy rotation (when they weren't obsessing over Mortal Kombat video games and surfing Hitler web sites) seemed to confound the media. KMF-Who? You mean Manson? Surely those letters somehow spell Manson in the devil's alphabet. It's part of our current cultural code. Marilyn Manson--the maniacal media mantra. Same as it ever was. Insane as it ever was.

10
Gosh, if only those boys had listened to Jewel Kilcher's (sorry, no first-name-only basis here unless it's Elvis) "Only Kindness Matters," maybe none of this would have happened. On second thought, maybe it would have been worse. Who will save your soul?

Ball of Confusion: Send Lawyers, Guns and Money

11
The Columbine classmate memorial song, recorded and pressed on CD faster than Elton John could rewrite "Candle in the Wind" again into another funereal tribute, would no doubt be the lead cut and single on a Littleton soundtrack. (Why not? Party of Five, Melrose Place, 90210 ...) While R.E.M.'s "Everybody Hurts" might also be among the many appropriate cuts, a medley/reprise of the Temptations' "Ball of Confusion" ("That's what the world is today"), Barry McGuire's "Eve of Destruction," and John Fogerty's Creedence classic "Who'll Stop the Rain?" ("Clouds of mystery pouring confusion on the ground") prove timeless in their prophetic characterizations of tragedy's aftershocks.

12
The accountability argument raged with often emotional it-takes-a-village and values-dominated dialogue. Who is responsible and to what degree? Parents? Schools? Media? Law enforcement? Following the condemnation of the media and Manson, the focus shifted to video games and eventually climaxed with guns. Once the discussion became politicized, clashing agendas divided rather than united. And so goes the power and positivity of the political process at work. Summits, Senate hearings, and town meetings. Remote control versus gun control. Hollywood versus the NRA. The Basketball Diaries versus semi-automatic weapons. The Brady Bunch and The Brady Bill. Ratings codes, warning labels, and v-chips to instant background checks. Rosie O'Donnell ambushes guest Tom Selleck. Sharon Stone throws down her gun. The Senate votes against background checks for guns at shows, then reverses the decision following backlash from constituents. From Charlton Heston's soft-spoken tone to Jesse Ventura's steroid growl, many advocated Wild West ways with gun-totin' teachers. Neither could explain why anyone needed to own a semiautomatic weapon. Another brainstorm proposed that schools have one anonymously designated teacher who would be weapon-trained. Cool! Let's play secret agent or spy. And the ball of confusion rolled toward the eve of destruction. And I wonder, still I wonder, who'll stop the rain/reign?

Blue Velvet Postcards from Pleasantville

   
I think we all know what's been going on here. Up until now, everything

around here has always been, well, pleasant. Recently, certain things have

been unpleasant. Now it seems to me that the first thing we have to do is

to separate out the things that are not pleasant from the things that are

pleasant.

--Big Bob, The Mayor, Pleasantville

13
During another intrusive interview, a teenager used one of the universal utterances from any tragedy, "This isn't supposed to happen here!" The student wasn't finished. "This only happens in the South." While racism had previously claimed southern stereotypical exclusivity, the youthful reference was to recent school shootings at West Paducah, Kentucky; Pearl, Mississippi; and Jonesboro, Arkansas. The three shootings became a media flashpoint following Littleton; initial reports tried to hype "epidemic" into the Littleton lexicon. To clarify, there were incidents outside the beautiful south such as Pennsylvania, Kip Kinkle in Oregon, and the New Jersey prom mom.

14
"This isn't supposed to happen here" is a wonderful small-town Mellencampian myth of broken heartland. Pleasantville. The perception echoed the formulaic sound bite from the neighbor after police have discovered the serial killer next door and the buried bodies: "He seemed like a nice person. Kinda quiet, kept to himself." The teenager's comment conjured images from David Lynch's Blue Velvet. The cutaways to a beetle burrowing beneath the surface. The fireman waving in surreal slow motion. A human ear in a field. Leather-clad Frank Booth (Dennis Hopper) inhaling nitrous oxide. The dark underbelly of small-town America. Skeletons in the closet. Homemade bombs in the garage next to Junior's BMW. Pleasantville. Littleton. It's never supposed to happen in our town.

Littleton and Liberalism

15
The blame game was running its course. Even the Millennium got a few mentions from the doomsday prophets. Everyone had run out of targets to point at and accuse. The self-righteous trend (at least for the Littleton tragedy) reached its peak (or bottomed out) in mid-May when former House Speaker Newt Gingrich returned from exile to address the Republican Women's Leadership Forum. In his first major speech since leaving Congress, Gingrich blamed the Littleton shootings on liberalism, specifically "the elite news media, liberal academic elite, and liberal political elite" and the world they created. "Young people may not know who George Washington is ... or Abraham Lincoln ... but they know what MTV is," said Gingrich. The speech was reheated from earlier in the 1990s when the (failed) Republican revolutionary claimed the same liberalism was responsible for Susan Smith sinking her car and two children in a lake in South Carolina.

16
Whether it was strange juxtaposition of stories, camera angle, or the initial wave of endless shagadelic promos for Austin Powers, I began to notice how much Gingrich and Slobodan Milosevic strangely resembled each other--brothers, distant cousins, perhaps evil twins. Check it out, it's there; like surfing past Wheel of Fortune and noticing that Pat Sajak was parting his hair on the opposite side.

Lessons: Too Littleton, Too Late?

“It's astonishing that the world center is so very weak in understanding

the media process. We almost don't teach it and when we do, we teach kids

how to use equipment."

--Patricia Aufderheide 

Communications Policy and the Public Interest

"Advocating more rules and censorship will compound the sorrows of

Littleton and similar tragedies. The wrong-headedness of our reaction as a

country is almost as tragic as the event itself."

--novelist Tom Robbins

17
The most conspicuous and disappointing nonissue during the weeks following Littleton was education, in particular media literacy, which was virtually ignored. Everyone seemed consumed with finger pointing and regulating. On May 4, days before the President's Summit, a Washington Pow Wow where leaders from various walks of life gathered, I called my Congressman with the hope of generating some interest in media literacy so that idea might be somehow filtered into the dialogue process somewhere. I even had a potential bumper sticker: "Educate before Regulate," or maybe "Education instead of Legislation"; I'm still fine-tuning. The Congressman indulged me, asked me to send information, and invited me for coffee next time he was in town. I told him I drink Tab.

18
Coincidentally, the same day USA Today devoted some attention to the topic. At last! A voice of reason from the wilderness. What was interesting was that the article was buried on page 2 of the Money section, nowhere near a Littleton, media, culture-related story. Not the News or Life sections, the Money Section of all places!

19
Next to involved parenting, media literacy education for both adults and children strikes me as one of the most obvious, positive, commonsense approaches to understanding our media, our culture, and to some degree ourselves. I'm convinced (and idealistic and uncharacteristically positive in this regard) that more than legislation, warning labels, and V-chips, media literacy skills can make a difference.

20
Two days after Littleton, about 6 million Americans began their participation in the annual National TV Turnoff Week sponsored by TV-Free America. The unplugged movement is no longer amusing, but annoying. Sorry, folks; turning off the set is not the answer in an age when eight hours is the minimum daily viewing average in households. However, becoming a more discriminating media consumer through awareness and understanding of the process, the information and images being disseminated in news, entertainment, advertisements, and music represents a positive potential solution. Unfortunately, American culture is behind the learning curve. While media literacy is a part of the curriculum in most Canadian schools, we prefer to turn off rather than tune in.

21
Media literacy alone won't solve youth and violence problems. But it is an opportunity for everyone--parents, children, politicians, teachers, corporations, and the media themselves--to "please heed the call" to integrate materials into homes and school programs. The government could support media literacy efforts in schools and communities. "The need is to move from bashing or lamenting television to engaging it, exploring it, inquiring about it," says Elizabeth Thoman of the Center for Media Literacy. And while we're at it, why not do the same with the fine arts and music education? Drawing, painting, acting, and musical instruments can be marvelous tools for coping with adolescence, building self-esteem, activating the imagination, and simply having fun. It's not too late.

