Television, The Opium of the Masses

By bettworld.com
Television is a big part of our culture. We talk about the shows we see with our friends and family. Television is our baseline from which we identify with others. We can talk to our cousin in another state about what happened on “Friends,” and feel like we are connecting. But television has negative effects we should be aware of.  Many people lose the ability to differentiate fiction from reality, the ability to concentrate, and the ability to be creative when they watch television. The effects of television can counteract critical thinking.  Viewers need to be aware of the effects and take measures to protect themselves.

View of Reality

Television can affects a person’s view of reality. The television gives such an illusion of reality that people are unable to realize that it is very different from reality. Pawlowski, who holds a Ph.D in media ecology, writes, “When television says everyone is engaged in promiscuous sex or alcohol, tobacco, and drug use, it becomes increasingly difficult for viewers to swim against this perceived tide. On one hand, television encourages viewers to be individuals, to buck the system. Yet it also creates its own culture that demands conformity” (163).  Television changes a person’s view of reality from the one they gain from real life experiences. It also can make a person feel like they are not doing what they perceive everyone else is doing. Some of the aspects of reality television affects are a person’s view of marriage, sex, children, senior citizens, human interaction, and violence. Some of the possible effects of this flawed view are the high divorce rate, unrealistic expectations in relationships, sexual transmitted disease, less respect for senior citizens, and less respect for human life.

Studies show couples compare themselves to what they see on television explains Cheryl Pawlowski Ph.D. They evaluate their own relationships with the guidelines given them by their favorite programs. Couples change their views of their relationship after watching television (42). Holding up their relationship to the marriage standard of a commercialized institution is beyond ridiculous. 

The view of marriage is distorted by television. The myth everyone needs to be “in love” all the time is often shown. Being “in love” is a temporary emotional state occurring when “the walls” come down between two people (Fromm 49). Hollywood shows that two people who are not “in love” need to move on till they find someone with whom they are in love. Being “in love” is an emotion. The fallacy is marriage should be based on emotion, when in reality marriage should be based on compatibility, not on emotion. Real love is a verb. It is an action, not an emotion. 

The view television programs portray of sex is it is fun and cool to do with anyone anytime. In reality sex is very much a sacred act which when abused can lead to serious consequences. Pawlowski writes, “The researchers noted that just 9 percent of programs dealing with sex also dealt with its risks or consequences. Moreover, of the 88 scenes that actually depicted sex or strongly implied it, not even one referenced safe sex or contraception—even on teen-oriented shows” (118). The consequences of sex are only shown if they move the plot forward; otherwise we are left to believe that there are none. Some of them are emotional scaring, sexual transmitted diseases, and unwanted pregnancy. 

Children on screen are smart beyond their years. They speak and act like adults who just happen to look like children. The way the children talk is unrealistic. If you took the same words and put them into your own child’s mouth it would be apparent. Pawlowski writes about this unrealistic view of children; “In comedies, kids possess intellects that quickly outshine that of mom or dad. Children’s repartee is no longer innocent or endearing—it’s now witty and cutting, often bordering on cruel”(41).  The mature conversations a false impression that children in reality should be just as grown up as the children on screen. 

The view of elderly on television is brief. Rarely do senior citizens make appearances in television shows. When they do, they are humorous. Senior citizens are not viewed as part of the everyday lives of the characters. In reality, grandparents and other wise members of the community should be included in our lives as they can teach us truths from their wide and deep knowledge. Besides their useful insights, they are humans who need to be treated with dignity, not thrown away because they are not fast and fun like our peers.

The view of friendship is also tainted on television. Television portrays all relationships as exciting and all conversations as witty and entertaining. In reality, relationships are often hard and take work. Conversation is rarely witty or entertaining. The point of friendship is not to be entertained, but to share the experience of life. Friendship takes much sacrifice and is rarely fun, but like any relationship it can be very rewarding if enough effort is put into it. 

Television is often a replacement for human intimacy as suggested by Pawlowski.  She says that viewers consider the onscreen characters their friends. 

Despite this perceived intimacy, however, the relationship remains unbalanced. Television opens up every crevice of its fictional but often highly believable characters’ lives, creating what appears to be an intimate situation. It then fails to ask of viewers anything beyond their attention. It neither listens to nor cares about viewers’ lives, concerns, or personal experiences. TV demands viewers’ complete attention but offers no warmth, compassion, or understanding in return. (161).

Replacing real friends with televised ones and viewing people as entertainment are dangerous effects television might have on a viewer. 

Violence on television is often criticized, but what might not be realized is how desensitized our culture has become to it. Television affects our view of violence making us less sensitive to it. There are so many violent acts portrayed before children’s eyes now, it is amazing they would think there is anything wrong with beating up someone. There are “…twenty to twenty-five violent acts per hour children’s programs…”(Minow 32). Newton Minow says between zero and four, children do not understand the people on television are not as real as their mother and father. They learn behavior from the people they see, including the ones on the screen.  Preschoolers on average watch twenty-seven hours of television a week (Minow 33).  Minow also says, “countless studies and reviews over the past decades have argued that there is a link between aggressive behavior and exposure to television violence” (28).  Human life is valuable, but how can people understand when they see it harmed over and over on television everyday?

The view of reality gained from television is flawed, yet so many in our society think it is reality. Television is how we relate. If we all believe television’s view of the world is reality, then we are all basing our view of the world on a lie. Television’s main purpose is commercialism. Everything said and shown is helping someone’s bottom line. People’s view of reality will control the way they evaluate situations all their lives. Personality is developed in a child from zero to three. If children extensively watch how people on television interact during those malleable years, what they see will be a part of them for life. No matter how hard they try as adults, they will never be able to rid themselves of the personality traits that television introduced. 

Concentration

Concentrating is hard, but it is nearly impossible once people have trained their minds to think in five-second clips. The format of the television limits the mind’s ability to hold onto ideas. Television’s format shortens, dulls, and even stops concentration. Children’s academics are affected.

Television stops concentration because a person cannot think and watch it at the same time. The constant change in images stops the brain from thinking by calming it. People’s eyes focus on the movement and their body relaxes. All a person’s attention becomes absorbed in watching the moving pictures. This is an involuntary instinctual reflex built into us to avoid danger:

The attraction seems to spring from our biological ‘orienting response.’ First described by Ivan Pavlov in 1927, the orienting response is our instinctive visual or auditory reaction to any sudden or novel stimulus. It is part of our evolutionary heritage, a built-in sensitivity to movement and potential predatory threats. (Kubey, Television)  

As television captivates the person, it dulls them. 

Another way television stops a person from concentrating is afterwards they still cannot focus. In the same article from Scientific American the authors quote findings from a study on how people feel after watching television. “They say they have more difficulty concentrating after viewing than before. In contrast, they rarely indicate such difficulty after reading” (Kubey, Television). So long after a person stops watching, his or her mind is still feeling the effects. 

The effects of this lack of concentration are in children’s academics. Teachers struggle to get their students to write papers without cheating and to read books. When asked, Mary Johnson, a high school teacher, said she noticed less respect for teachers, lower grades, less study time, and communication problems. 

Students who spend too much time watching T.V. will have a harder time inter-acting with others. Their lack of social skills will show up in their grades because they are too afraid to ask their peers or teacher for help. They seem to not know how to communicate as well as those who spend more time in-group activities. (Johnson).  

Students feel the effects of television the most clearly in our culture. The affects show up in the quality of their schoolwork.

Concentration is being impaired by television. It is shortened, dulled, and even stopped by the television set. The way programs are filmed and edited limits the viewer’s ability to concentrate.  The effects of it are seen in our children. They have low test scores and lack social skills.  The lack of concentration will stop a viewer from being able to think straight about issues leaving them open to whoever can and wants to take advantage of them. 

Creativity

Creativity is a process of building on previous ideas to create new ones. Art and science both come from creativity. Without it we shall fail for certain; with it we shall enjoy the act of creation and the act of comprehending creation. Creativity is a fundamental quality in humans for survival. Edward de Bono said, "There is no doubt that creativity is the most important human resource of all. Without creativity, there would be no progress, and we would be forever repeating the same patterns." This essential attribute of human nature can be attacked and subdued by television. Television can reduce creativity in three easy steps. First, it entertains taking away the reason people are creative: to entertain themselves. Second, it takes up time they would be using to think creatively. Thirdly it stops creative thoughts by replacing them with pseudo-creativity. 

Creativity is developed in childhood. Childhood is the only time a person can devote hours to imagination. In times past, children had to invent games, play with non-electronic toys, build forts, play with blocks, and draw pictures to entertain themselves. These activities took imagination on the part of the child. Now there is no need to be creative. Imaginary worlds are placed in front of them, and they can easily join any adventure just by clicking a button and sitting back. Why would they go through all the effort of imagining anything when real pictures of flying witches flash across the screen? 

Second, it takes up time they would be using to think creatively. “On average, individuals in the industrialized world devote three hours a day to the pursuit[of watching television]--fully half of their leisure time, and more than on any single activity save work and sleep” (Kubey, Television). Creativity takes hours and hours of devotion. Ask any writer. The mind needs time to muse over the topic and play with it. Then as the writer types words come out and creativity occurs. The creative process is time taking and tedious. 

How often has my husband told me he likes watching television because it “inspires” him? I can only wonder what he is going to do with all that inspiration. Pseudo-creativity is the feeling a person gets when they are sitting in front of the “boob tube.” 
They feel like they are part of the world on screen and are some how creating it. This feeling, which my husband refers to as inspiration, must be a delusion. The fact remains, the person is sitting staring blankly at a box full of wires. Whatever feeling they might be getting, it is not true creativity. Creativity is created by hard work and perseverance.

What will happen when our youth lose all their creativity because they have the entertainment they need from television?  What will happen when all their time is taken up by passive activity? What will happen when they are being lulled into believing they are creative with pseudo-creativity? Will other countries develop our technology? Will other countries take over our economy? Will we cease to matter in the global market? Humanity needs creativity. Without it we are doomed. Television subdues creativity leaving children and adult’s mindless couch potatoes. 

The effects of television are counter-productive. Losing the ability to differentiate the fiction of television from reality is one of the effects. Another effect is the decrease in concentration and length of attention span. Creativity is subdued by television leaving the viewer to repeat the same old patterns over and over. In a world where things are not always what they seem, each person should be critical of happenings around them and whose values they are receiving. When we have so many problems that need mental power, we need to have a correct view of reality, concentrate on fixing the problems with creative solutions.
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