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A Joint Select Committee of the Federal
Government, under the chairmanship of
Dr Richard Klugman, currently is
considering the effects of video material
upon Australian society. The Committee
received a submission from the
Australian Institute of Criminology
reviewing the current status of
international research on the impact of
sexually explicit and violent material on
human behaviour.

The Institute submission contends that
the research presents some dilemmas for
policy makers. On the one hand, there
appears to be no sustainable research
evidence of a causative link between
media violence and violent criminal
offences. More particularly, a direct
association between exposure to sexually
violent media material and sexually
aggressive behaviour has yet to be
proven.

Despite these findings, a significant
proportion of Australians, including
some researchers, believe that there is
sufficient tentative evidence of the
harmful effects of exposure to media
violence to support official action
curbing its availability to the community
at large. According to that view,
restricting the freedom of expression is
justified by the competing value of
ensuring a safe society.

For other persons, protection of
freedom of expression is so important
that it should not be restricted on such
uncertain grounds.

Resolving this policy dilemma
represents a major challenge to political
leaders and to concerned citizens.

Duncan Chappell
Director

ublic concern over the
availability of sexually
explicit and violent
LI media material is con-
siderable. The following head-
lines are taken from major
newspapers and illustrate corres-
ponding media concern with this
issue:

How video is breeding violent
kids;

Viewers see risk in sexually
violent films,

TV violence linked with delin-
quency: expert;

Irate groups berate the R-raters;

Horror film blamed for teen
suicides;

Junk violence for our children;

Yes . . . pornography can lead
io sexual violence.

As these headlines suggest,
much of the concern is centred
on the effect which pornographic
and violent material is having on
the behaviour of individuals,
particularly on the behaviour of
children and teenagers. A num-
ber of studies, including one car-
ried out by the South Australian
Council for Children’s Films and
Television Inc.,! suggest that
many young people under the
age of 18 are gaining access to
explicit material in the form of R-
rated and X-rated videos. These
studies have reinforced calls by
some sections of the population
for increased censorship of video
movies.’
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.sexual material, especially, the.use..
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Clearly, there are also many
people opposed to such a pos-
ition. These citizens believe that
adults should be able to view
what they like and argue that
censorship is a violation of civil
rights: rights that are an integral
part of democratic society. The
debate can be seen as an argu-
ment involving the alleged ‘evils’
of explicit material in videos, ver-
sus the alleged “evils’ of excessive
censorship.

This debate is certainly not a
new one. Indeed, Pearson in re-
counting the history of arguments
concerning censorship, points out
that in the 1840s and 1850s it is
possible to find ‘more recogni-
sably modern forms of complaint
brought against the “penny gaff”
theatres and “two penny hop”
dancing saloons for encouraging
immorality and imitative crime
ameng the young'?

However, technology has
shifted the grounds of the debate.
The prerecorded video movie
designed for consumption in the
home first appeared in Australia
in 1980. Since that time there has
been a rapid increase in owner-
ship, so that today almost half of
all Australian homes contain a
VCR.* Along with the prolifer-
ation of these machines, there
has been a rapid increase in the
number and range of video tapes
being offered for sale or hire at a
wide range of outlets all over
Australia. The proliferation of
both machines and video tapes
raises very real problems concern-
ing the home use of violent and




by young people of such material.
Though this report concentrates
on video material the findings
are, we believe, generally appli-
cable for film materials as well.

Many of the newspaper headlines

mentioned at the start of this
report refer to either violence or
pornography. These two categor-
ies of material are the focus of
public concern. The following
definitions may help to clarify
what is meant by these words.
The portrayal of violence has
been defined by Gerbner and his
fellow researchers as ‘the overt
expression of physical force (with
or without a weapon, against self
or other), compelling action
against one’s will on pain of be-
ing hurt or killed, or actually
killing or hurting’.?

A number of different defi-
nitions of pornography have been
proposed. In its submission to
the Joint Select Committee on
Video Material, the Institute rec-
ognised the range of material
covered by the generic term ‘por-
nography’ by distinguishing be-
tween ‘soft” pornography,
‘hard-core’ pornography, and hard-

-

core incorporating violence.® Soft
pornography is characterised by
the fact that it contains, at most,
implied or simulated sexual inter-
course. Hard-core pornography,
on the other hand, is far more
explicit. It is characterised by the
fact that it is quite clear that the
sexual act is actually taking place.
The final category contains hard-
core sexual acts intertwined with
apparent threat or violence (e.g.
rape). These definitions though,
are more applicable to visual me-
dia and it 1s difficult to transfer
them exactly to print media.

The following sections deal
with exposure to explicit media
material and the effect of such
exposure on viewer behaviour.
This issue will be discussed in
three parts based on the above
distinctions. Three categories of
explicit material will be discussed
in turn. These are (1) violent media
material, (2) sexually explicit ma-
terial, and (3) sexually violent ma-
terial. The sexually explicit
category includes material de-
fined as erotica, soft pornogra-
phy, or hard-core pornography.
Sexually violent material will refer
to pornography which incorpor-
ates violence. Unfortunately,
ntuch of the research in this area
fails to distinguish between these
different types of material. How-

ever, the Australian videotape
censorship guidelines distinguish
between these categories of ma-
terial in stating what is acceptable
under each censorship classifi-
cation.

Censorship
The censorship guidelines for

videotapes contain the following
in relation to violence.

General (G). Minimal and inci-
dental depictions, and only if
in a justifiable context.

©. Parental Guidance (PG). Discreet,
inexplicit and/or stylised depic-
tions.

. Mature (M). Depictions of real-
istic and sometimes bloody
violence but not if gratuitous,
exploitative, relished, cruel or
unduly explicit.

- Restricted (R). Explicit depic-
tions of violence, but not de-
tailed and gratuitous depictions
of acts of considerable violence
or cruelty.

Extra-restricted (X). No specific
guidelines.
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Figure 1 Amount of explicit material in videos according to censorship classification: raw data
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11 Refused classification. Detailed
and gratuitous depictions of
acts of considerable violence or
cruelty.

In a recent study carried out by
the institute and the Attorney-
General’s Department, a compre-
hensive content analysis of 58
frequently-hired videos was un-
dertaken.” As Figure 1 illustrates,
the viewers of PG-, M- and R-
rated videos were exposed to
relatively frequent depictions of
aggressive activity.

A further, more detailed analy-
sis of the degree of severity in the
aggressive scenes revealed that,
though R-rated videos had the
highest number of very severe
scenes, M- and PG-rated videos
contained a ‘severity’ score only
minimally lower than that ob-
tained in the R-rated classifi-
cation.

Usage

In a previous report we outlined
the hiring patterns at two video
outlets in Canberra and Quean-
beyan.? The results of this analy-
sis are presented in Figure 2.

R-, M- and PG-rated videos
appear to account for the great
majority of hires from video out-
lets. These categories also contain
scenes of aggressive activity,
some severe in their depictions.
Much of this violence is readily
accessible to young people under
the age of 18 (M- and PG-rated
videos). These findings, we be-
lieve, reflect the degree to which
our society accepts aggression,
and the extent to which it expo-
ses its young people to filmed
violence. The possible effects of
such exposure will now be dis-
cussed.

Effect on behaviour

In the submission to the Joint
Select Committee on Video Ma-
terial, the Institute stated that the
research evidence available at the
time could not be said to estab-
lish a causative link between me-
dia violence and violent offences.
Research conducted since the
preparation of that submission
has still not, in our opinion, con-
clusively established such a link.
Even so, it appears that many of the
researchers in the area are now con-
vinced that excessive media violence
increases the chances that at least
some viewers will behave more vio-
lently.®

It is also possible that exposure
to media violence may result in
undesirable effects other than
aggressive behaviour. Linz,
Penrod and Donnerstein, in a
recent review of the literature,
suggested that exposure to media
violence may numb the ability of
the viewer to feel empathy, or
may reduce the viewer’s capacity
to be emotionally aroused at the
sight of violence (a process re-
ferred to as desensitisation).!
They also suggest that media
violence may produce changes in
attitudes that indirectly affect
aggressive behaviour.

Numerous studies have consid-
ered the effect of media violence
on a specific population, namely
children. Professor Peter
Sheehan, one of the leading Aus-
tralian researchers in this area,
believes that the research data
suggest that a relationship exists
between children’s viewing of
television violenice and their be-
having aggressively." However,
he says that this relationship has
not been proven to be causal in
nature.

Even though exposure to media
violence has not been proven as a
direct cause of violent behaviour,
there appears to be enough evi-
dence of its ‘harmful’ effects to
warrant real concern, This con-

cern is reinforced by the findings
on the amount and severity of
aggressive and violent depictions
in popular video movies. Possible
responses to this concern will be
discussed in the final section of
the report.
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Censorship

The following videotape censor-
ship guidelines relate to accept-
able sexual content for the
various classifications.

11 G. Very discreet verbal refer-
ences or implications and only
if in a justifiable context.

1 PG. Discreet verbal and/or vis-
ual suggestions and references
to sexual matters.

3 M. Depictions of discreetly
implied sexual activity.

IR, Implied, obscured or simula-
ted depictions of sexual activity.

01 X. Material which includes
explicit depictions of sexual acts
involving adults, but does not
include any depiction suggest-
ing coercion or non-consent of
any kind.

Figure 2 Censorship classification share of total videos hired from two
outlets: June/July 1986
40
30
g
§ 20
=
10
0
G PG M R X




. The following report discusses the

findings of the content analysis:
Brooks, T., Fox, D., Nugent, S., and
Wilson, P., Sexually Explicit and Violent
Video Material: A Content Analysis,
Australian Institute of Criminology,
Canberra, 1987.

. Findings of the first stage of the video

project are discussed in the following
report Brooks, T., Fox, D., Wilson, P,
Walters, A., and Pope, T., Video View-
ing Patterns: A Preliminary Investigation,
Australian Institute of Criminology,
Canberra, 1986.

. Huesmann, L. R. and Malamuth, N,

M., Media Violence and Antisocial
Behaviour: An Overview, Journal of
Social Issues, 42(3), 1-6, 1986.

12.

13.

14.

Kutchinsky, B., The Effects of Easy
Availability of Pornography on the
Incidence of Sex Crimes; The Danish
Experience, Journal of Social Issues, 29,
163-81, 1973.

Findings of the second stage of the
video project are discussed in the
following report: Pope, T., Wilson, P,
Brooks, T., Fox, D., and Nugent, S.,
Video Viewing Behaviour and Attitudes
Towards Explicit Material: A Preliminary
Investigation, Australian Institute of
Criminology, Canberra, 1987.

Special Commission on Pornography
and Prostitution in Canada, Report of
the Special Committee on Pornography
and Prostitution (Vol. 1), Canadian
Government Publishing Centre, Ot-
tawa, 1985.

nission Lied About Pornography, Mino-
taur Press, New York, 1985.

18. See p. 324 of US Commission Report
referenced at note 16.

See p, 103 of Canadian Commission
Report referenced at note 14.

20. See p. 75 of Malamuth, N. M., and
Briere, J., Sexual Violence in the
Media: Indirect Effects on Aggression
Against Women, Journal of Socinl Is-
sues, 42(3), 75-92, 1986.

21, See Wilson, P., Murder Of The inno-
cents: Child Killers and Their Victims,
Rigby, Sydney, 1985,

22, For a detailed critique of inadequacies
in experimental studies in this field
see Lab, 5. P, Pornography and
Aggression: A Response to the US

19

10. Linz, D., Penrod, S. and Donnerstein, ) . . Attorney-General’s Commission,
E., Issues Bearing on the Legal Regu- 15. Sef Pé; 9 of submission referenced at Criminal Justice Abstracts, June, 301-21,
lation of Violent and Sexually Violent note 6. '1987.
Media, Journal of Social Issues, 42(3). 16. Attorney-General's Commission on -
171~93, 1986. Pornography, Final Report, (Vol. 1) US Our thanks to Terry BmOkS, and DE}Wd Fox
: ; from the Attorney-General’s Department
Department of Justice, Washington, . . . :

11. Sheehan, P. W., Age Trends and the DC 332 July 1986 for their assistance and advice. Joint
Correlates of Children’s Television ' P y ) reports from the Institute and the Depart-
Viewing, Australian Journal of Psychol- 17. Nobile, P. and Nadler, k., United States  ment form the basis of some research
ogy, 35, 417-31, 1983. of America vs Sex: How the Meese Com- reported here.

A T T T S T T T T LTI T s Ty

ISSN 0817-8542
ISBN 0 642 12321 7

Australian Institute of Criminology
PO Box 28, Woden, ACT 2606 Telephone: (062) 83 3833




IO g B

{2 Refused classification. Child por-
nography, bestiality.

The video content analysis under-
taken by the Institute and the
Attorney-General’s Department
provided a tentative measure of
the degree to which these censor-
ship guidelines were being
adhered to. As can be seen from
Figure I the X-rated videos con-
tained far more sex scenes than
did the other categories. Further
analysis revealed that the number
of sex scenes as a proportion of
total scenes was, on average, 40
per cent for X-rated movies. In
addition, the sex scenes were far
more explicit in the X-classific-
ation than in other categories
with few sex scenes in the PG
and M classifications rated as
relatively explicit. We concluded
that based on these findings, it
appears that the censorship
guidelines in relation to sexual
content were adhered to by classi-
fication authorities.

Usage

Figure 2 shows that R- and X-
rated videos accounted for 33.4
per cent of hires from two video
outlets in June/July 1986. It is
apparent that videos containing
relatively frequent depictions of
sexual activity do not appear to
account for a majority of video
hires. Little is known about the
psychology of those who regu-
larly view X-rated material. Most
(88 per cent) are male but in
other social and demographic
characteristics (age, social class,
marital status) they do not appear
to differ from irregular and non-
users of explicit material. Though
such material may interact with
personality characteristics of sex-
ual offenders it is possible that
explicit sexual scenes may also
serve a cathartic or therapeutic
purpose for those who are pre-
disposed to sexual aggression or
who are sexually inadequate. Thus
Kutchinsky (1973) in his study of
the increased availability of por-
nography in Denmark presents
strong evidence to suggest that
decreases in child molestation
may be directly attributable to the
availability of such material. The
argument here is that those with
a predisposition towards child
molestation ‘used’ explicit ma-
terial instead of acting out their
predispositions with children.’
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Effect on behaviour

Stage two of the three part video
project conducted by the Institute
and the Attorney-General’s De-
partment, involved a sample of
video users in Canberra and
Queanbeyan completing a ques-
tionnaire which sought infor-
mation on viewing habits and
attitudes towards availability.”
One section of the questionnaire
asked respondents to indicate the
extent of their agreement with a
series of statements regarding the
effects of R- and X-rated videos
on society. Approximately half
the respondents (50.3 per cent)
strongly agreed or tended to
agree with propositions stating
that X-rated videos led some peo-
ple to commit sexual crimes and
to commit crimes of violence. The
equivalent figures in relation to R-
rated videos were 34.3 per cent
for sexual crimes and 40 per cent
for crimes of violence.

A number of government en-
quiries in different countries have
considered the effect of pornogra-
phy on society. The first major
enquiry was the 1970 Federal
Commission on Obscenity and
Pornography in the United States
(the Lockhart Commission).
Other government reports pro-
duced since that time include the
1979 Williams Committee Report
in the United Kingdom, the 1985
report of the Fraser Commission
in Canada, and the 1986 report of
the Meese Commission, again in’
the United States. :

Most of these reports have dis-
tinguished between different cat-
egories of pornography in making
recommendations. For example,
the Fraser Commission distin-
guished between three levels of
pornography in recommending
action for regulation. These levels
were: (1) child pornography; (2)
sexually violent pornography—
material in which physical harm
or abuse is portrayed in a sexu-
ally explicit context; and (3) visual
pornographic material—material
that includes depictions of geni-
tal, oral or anal intercourse, mas-
turbation, fondling of breasts or
genitals, or nudity.™ It is this
third category of pornography
that is the subject of this section.
Sexually violent pornography will
be discussed in the next section.

In its submission te the Joint
Select Committee on Video Ma-

terial, the Institute stated that, in

relation to soft pornography,
there was ‘no convincing crimino-
logical or psychological evidence
that exposure to such material
produced measurable harm to
society’.” In relation to hard-core
pornography, the Institute was of
the opinion that there was no
proven link between this category
of material on the one hand, and
sex offences on the other. The
Institute considered most of the
research evidence available to the
four government commissions in
formulating these opinions. The
first of the American commis-
sions, along with the British and
Canadian reports, came to the
same conclusions as the Institute
in relation to non-violent pornog-
raphy. The Meese Commission
concluded that substantial expo-
sure to non-violent pornography
bears some relationship to ad-
verse attitudinal changes relating
to rape and other forms of sexual
violence." It is important to note
that there have been suggestions
of alleged political bias in the
formation and determinations of
the Meese Commission. Nobile
and Nadler believe that the Com-
mission’s verdict was a foregone
conclusion due to its leading
terms of reference and its conser-
vative membership.”

Given that the censorship
guidelines for X-rated videos pro-
hibit depictions of sexual vio-
lence, the research evidence does
not appear to support those re-
spondents (50.3 per cent) in Insti-
tute surveys who believed that
X-rated videos led some people
to commit sexual crimes and to
commit crimes of violence. In
addition, X-rated videos appear
to constitute a relatively small
proportion of total video hires.
Based on findings of commissions
that we have reviewed, it is sug-
gested that videos containing non-
violent pornography are less of a
‘threat’ to society than are videos
containing depictions of nggression
and violence.

Censorship
Sexually violent material is gov-

erned by the following videotape
censorship guidelines,

IR, Depictions of sexual violence
only to the extent that they are




discreet, not gratuitous and not
exploitative.

: X. Material which includes
explicit depictions of sexual acts
involving adults, but does not
include any depiction suggest-
ing coercion or non-consent of
any kind.

Refused classification. Explicit or
gratuitous depictions of sexual
violence against non-
consenting persons.

In Institute studies the incidence
of sexually aggressive material in
classified videotapes was remark-
ably low. Though Figure 2 shows
that there were some sexual ag-
gression scenes in X-rated videos,
these relate to videos classified
prior to the 1984 guidelines.

Depite the relatively low fre-
quency overall of sexually aggres-
sive scenes it was disturbing to note
that R-rated videos (legally available
in all states) contained nearly half of
all sexually aggressive scenes found
in our content analysis. Though
these scenes were not nearly as
explicit as those found in the pre-
1984 X videos, they intertwined
sex with violence in a direct man-
ner.

Usage

Figure 2 shows that R-rated vid-
eos accounted for 28.3 per cent of
all video hires from two video
outlets in June/July 1986. It is not
doubted that some videos which
have been refused classification
are available for hire or purchase
at certain video outlets. However,
because they are not legally avail-
able, there are no statistics on the
extent of their usage.

Effect on behaviour

Respondents to Institute ques-
tionnaires, administered as stage
two of the video project, ap-
peared to see sexually violent
material as potentially more
harmful than non-violent porno-
graphic material. Only 5 per cent
of respondents thought that X-
rated videos should be banned,
whereas over 60 per cent thought
that videos featuring sexual vio-
lence should be banned. Our
assessment is that public atti-
tudes towards sexual violence
seem justified given the research
findings in relation to the effects
of exposure to sexually violent
material. As with violent media_

material, it is difficult to demon-
strate conclusively a causative
link between exposure to such
material on the one hand, and
criminal offences on the other.
However, the Meese Commission
concluded that depictions of vio-
lence in sexually explicit contexts
were likely to increase the inci-
dence of sexually violent behav-
iour."® The Fraser Commission in
Canada considered much the
same evidence as its American
counterpart. Despite having res-
ervations about the value of the
social science data, the Canadians
came to the conclusion that vio-
lent pornography is harmful to
women. The harm resulting from
violent pornography was said to
include its impact on the funda-
mental values of Canadians. It
was seen as denying the validity
of female aspirations to be
‘treated as full and equal citizens
within the community’."

A recent, comprehensive review
of all the evidence in this field
confirms the findings of official
commissions. Malamuth and
Briere, in their review, conclude
that exposure to media sexual
aggression may adversely affect
the thought patterns of some
men, and that there appears to
be a link between thought pat-
terns condoning sexual violence
and sexually aggressive behav-
iour. However, they caution
against concluding that this link
is a cause and effect relation-
ship.® Similarly, there are strong
arguments suggesting that sexu-
ally violent media material played
a part in the psychology of per-
sons who commit some violent
murders (see Wilson, 1985)
though this evidence is anecdotal
and inconclusive.?

A direct link between exposure
to sexually violent media material
and sexually aggressive behaviour
has not been proven, and is un-
likely to be proven in the near
future given the nature of the
problem and the research meth-
odology available. A vast array of
methodological problems are evi-
dent in the literature. These prob-
lems include the questionable
applicability of the laboratory
studies to the real world, the use
of unrepresentative subjects (usu-
ally university students), material
presented to subjects out of con-
text and the use of laboratory
measures of aggression not equiv-

~ alent to sexual assault.?? Despite

the difficulties in imputing a
causal relationship between sexu-
ally violent material and aggres-
sion (sexual or non-sexual) there
appears to us to be enough tenta-
tive evidence of possible harmful
effects of such material to place it
alongside violent material as a
cause for at least some concern
for the community at large.

Conclusion

In voicing this concern over the
possible harmful effects of sexu-
ally violent material, we would
urge that such material be clearly
differentiated from non-violent
sexual material, suggested to be
less of a threat or no threat to the
community in quoted research.
Such a differentiation allows in
the minds of legislators, policy
makers and the community a
clear identification of material
with a possible potential to cause
harm. Furthermore, a clear
identification of sexually violent
material could promote more
efficient monitoring, regulation
and perhaps reduction of such
material in the Australian com-
munity.

NOTES

1. South Australian Council for Chil-
dren’s Films and Television Inc., Kids
and the Scary World of Video: A Study of
Video Viewing Among 1498 Primary
School Children it South Australia, 1985.

2. See for example: Irate Groups Berate
the R-Raters, Sydney Daily Mirror, 20
February 1987,

3. See p. 97 of Pearson, G., Falling
Standards: A Short Sharp History of
Moral Decline, in M., Baker (ed)., The
Video Nasties: Freedom and Censorship in
the Media, Pluto Press, London, 1984.

4, A study conducted by Yann Campbell
Huare Wheeler in November 1986
found that 48.1 per cent of all Austra-
lian households contained a video
player. A Television Bureau of Adver-
tising study conducted by McNair
Anderson in the same month found a
penetration rate of 47.4 per cent, Both
studies were reported in: Shoebridge,
N., A Remarkable Love Affair, Business
Review Weekly, 6 March 1987, p, 79.

5. See p. 2 of Gerbner, G, Gross, L.,
Morgan, M. and Signorelli, N,, Vio-
lence Profile No. 11: Trends in Network
Television Drama and Viewer Conceptions
of Social Reality, 1967-1979, Annenburg
School of Communications, University
of Pennsylvania, Philadelphia, Pa,
1980.

6. Australian Institute of Criminology
Senate Select Committee on Video Ma-
terial; Submission of the Australian Insti-
tute of Criminology, AIC, 1985,






