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It is suggested that television and its surrounding media is a societal drug that has created a severely negative side-effect on American families through its “facilitation of parental withdrawal from an active role in the socialization of their children, and in its replacement of family rituals and special events” (Winn 264).  But is television really to blame, or is it simply an escape goat for an evolving family structure that is slowly removing parental responsibilities from natural parents and moving them instead onto society?  By examining several aspects of television and family life, including family viewing habits, television content, and the societal evolution of human beings, it will be clear that while television can have a negative impact on family life, it is instead social evolution that is the root of television’s perceived evils.
Television is everywhere.  In fact, twenty five years after television was introduced into American society it was “so deeply ingrained in American life that in at least one state the television set ha[d] attain[ed] the rank of a legal necessity” (Winn 258).  Today, over thirty years later, that same trend continues to progress, and it is now not only difficult to find an American household without a television set but also extremely challenging to find a home without a television set in every single room.  In addition, technological advances have complimented the progression of television as it is now possible to view television in places previously thought impossible, such as on personal computers, cell-phones, lenses of sunglasses, on top of gas station pumps, built inside children’s toys, and countless other settings.  It is definitely safe to say that television is everywhere, but the question remains on whether or not it can impact family life positively or not.

There is a lot of conflicting evidence on the impact television viewing has on family life.  The positive side of the argument claims that “People who enjoy time with their families will be more inclined to choose to be together and to watch television together and, at the same time, hours spent watching together may reinforce and enhance family solidarity.” (Kubey, 1990, p. 320).  This statement seems to imply that families who spend time together viewing television may actually experience a positive influence in their family unity.  The real question though, is if this increase in unity is truly quality time spent together or simply a shared, non-interactive experience.  The latter claim is solidified with the idea that television robs people of a social experience, such is the case with the National Institute of Mental Health (1982).  They assert that "When the set is on, there is less conversation and less interaction...there is more privatization of experience” and that ultimately “the family may gather around the set, but they remain isolated in their attention to it” (p. 69).  If this is true, it means that even when a family is spending time together watching television, they are not interacting with each other, are further separating themselves from each other and the idea that television can ‘reinforce and enhance family solidarity’ (Kubey) is ludicrous.  Either way, generally speaking, family television viewing experiences are reported as “being more passive” than other family activities” (Kubey, 1990, p. 312), but there is evidence that suggests television viewing is not as bad as one may think.
Many studies have found that family time spent watching television is not as isolating as first thought.  In a 1990 study of more than a hundred nuclear families, conversation occurred during 21 percent of family television time, and the comparable percentage for all non-television familial activities was 36 percent (Kubey).  This helps both sides of the argument, as it does show that family activities without the television yield more interaction than with a television, but at the same time it shows that television viewing is not a completely isolating activity for families to participate in.  A question arises from these discoveries: If families can interact more when they are not in front of a television set, why aren’t they?  The answer is not surprising:  “other activities that family members do together often require planning, money, or the same background or shared interests. Watching television requires virtually none of these and it is understandable that some family members who enjoy being together watch more television together” (Kubey, 1990, p. 320-321).  In other words, it’s a matter of convenience.  It is easier to find commonality with television viewing than it is with other family activities.  So if it is easier and cheaper to experience television viewing than most other family activities, and if it’s even possible to interact as a family while viewing television, how do we use television viewing for the good of a family?

The answer to the above question is through the advice of a very famous philosopher, Aristotle, who ideas about living in the mean can be applied to this situation.  Essentially, the key to keeping family television experience positive is moderation.  Studies show that “families that spend small proportions of their total time together watching television are likely to experience greater percentages of their time together feeling activated and challenged than families who spend great proportions of their time watching television” (Kubey, 1990, p. 317).  In other words, television viewing can be a positive experience for families that don’t forget about all of the other family activities necessary for family growth.  So long as you don’t completely replace family time with television viewing you can still utilize television for increasing family solidarity.  Since it is understood that watching television can yield positive results, the question still remains on what type of programming will facilitate appropriate results.
Before diving into the topic of what makes television content appropriate, it should be understood that television content (and all other types of media for that matter,) possesses the power to shape ideas and influence people.  In fact, Stephan Mulhall goes as far as to say that television can be an exercise that contributes to philosophical reflection and thought by provoking “serious and systematic thinking” through “reflecting and evaluating” the philosophical views and arguments made apparent within a program (Wartenberg 23).  What he is essentially saying is that media can actually be used as an exercise to learn with, much like a book is used to teach a concept, or a map is used to teach geography.  With that said, television media, much like other arts such as astronomy and psychology, is subject to change, improvement, and adaptation from an evolving social conscious.  Far from just being an entertainment deliverer, television has the ability to actually teach whatever concepts are portrayed on it, whether they are good or bad.
It should be no surprise that “radio and television are so pervasive in society that they can affect almost anything, either positively or negatively” (Gross 332).  The problem is that radio and television programs are infused with violence, sex, drugs, and a plethora of other negative influences present in society, and thus an inherent controversial argument develops on whether or not the negatively infused programs will lead to diminished family life.  There is consistent evidence that “violent imagery in television, film and video, and computer games has substantial short-term effects on arousal, thoughts, and emotions, increasing the likelihood of aggressive or fearful behaviour in younger children, especially in boys” (Brown & Hamilton 9).  This suggests that while the television programming may not directly lead to a negative consequence on family life, indirectly it is a different story.  An angry or more aggressive family member will not be as open to interactive family time as one who is more laid back and relaxed, and early problems may develop into more serious ones later.  As evidence of this fact, “the families of a number of victims of the Columbine High School shootings filed a lawsuit against several companies that create video games and sex-oriented websites” (Gross 328) blaming their media programming for the death of their children.  Generally speaking, television typically rewards and justifies violence, and children bring what they see on television into real life.  In backyards across the country children are acting out popular television shows; pretending to shoot, fight, and kill each other.  For now it is just pretend, but what happens when the line between reality and fantasy fades away?
Although it is important to understand how much influential power television has, we must not forget the societal evolution that is allowing the negative use of television to progress.  Marie Winn reports that “thirty-six percent” of people surveyed “indicated that television was the only family activity participated in during the week” (2002, p. 264).  That means more than one out of every three people you see will have absolutely no family interaction in a given week besides the time they are watching television together.  Indeed, the greater evil is not with families watching television but instead with families not doing anything else together.  Winn also states that “not since prehistoric times when cave families hunted, gathered, ate, and slept, with little time remaining to accumulate a culture of any significance, have families been reduced to such a sameness” (2002, p. 262).
It is clear that television has a lot of potential.  It has the potential to numb family interaction and the ability to spark it at the same time.  It has the potential to teach positive concepts and at the same time reinforce negative ones.  Television has the potential to be used as a babysitter, a distraction, or a useful tool.  The power lies with society to ruin family life, not with television.
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