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Modern Media and the power of

the lowest common denominator
An article for an international equivalent of Folkeskolen

about rising violence in news and shows on TV and decline in

TV taste and decency

Followed by a summary of a Danish journalist’s article called “Big Brother is emotional realism”. 
Modern Media and the power of 

the lowest common denominator

Intro on modern media and media in the eighties in Denmark

- As kids in the eighties in Denmark we had one TV-channel with kids’ programs half an hour a day from six o’clock p.m. In the monopoly period we did homework before bedtime, while every grown up person watched the one and only TV-news program at 7.30 p.m. But today every Danish family like the British have several television sets with a lot of channels in their homes. News and entertainment on TV has become an individual experience instead of a conversational topic for the whole nation - and the quality of TV is lower than ever.

I’m quoting a fellow future teacher with whom I fully share opinions about modern media development coming to Denmark later than in the UK and across the Atlantic. Born in the USA singer-songwriter Bruce Springsteen already in the eighties looked desperately for professionalism in the TV-business and wrote his famous song “Fifty-five channels and nothing on.”  Little did he know how often the world’s viewers twenty years later would identify with his frustrations in front of the most common piece of furniture in every home around the world.

Unlike USA and UK the taxpayers in Denmark are heavily supporting the TV-business. Denmark’s Radio, DR, was alone on the market until 1988. At this time the Government allowed a competitor on the market. From that point and up to now both channels are financed by the Government and have the same public service obligations for quality of the news and all other TV-programs.

More violence and less quality

Ever since the two competitors, TV 2, and DR, have fought and still fight for higher ratings, i. e. the largest numbers of viewers. And history has proved that best ratings in general are to be reached by making TV-programs appealing to the lowest common denominator. A few private TV-stations and a lot of foreign companies are fighting bravely to gain viewers. But in vain The two public service national companies in Denmark rules some ninety per cent of the market together, and the criticism about lack of seriousity is rising.

Financing TV-programs seems to be wicked circles for both channels. DR and TV 2 are both dependent on taxpayer’s money and have through the years experienced support from the Government directly proportional with the ratings. The result has been an increasing programming of cheap entertainment, soap operas, talk shows and superficial documentaries on both channels.

The development of Danish Television is similar to the British as stated in Text 10, TV taste and decency in decline (Page 34 from Top)

More than half of the British public believes that standards of taste and decency on television are getting worse, a new survey by the broadcasting industry’s watchdogs will ward this week. The survey to be published by the BSC and ITC will also disclose that a third of people think that the quality of programs is deteriorating.

Similar surveys and similar results are published from time to time in Denmark. The public is offended by increasing violence, dirty talking and bad habits exposed in news programs as well as in all other programs. But despite the critics ratings are still rising for TV-shows with superficial substance and growing violence shown even before children’s bedtime in the TV-news programs. A lot of Danish ministers could also be quoted for the following statement made by the UK Government’s minister (Text 10, TV taste and decency in decline, page 34):

I think people are growing increasingly worried about the levels of violence in television. Broadcasters including the BBC need to ask them what they are trying to achieve with programs like these. I think a lot of the content has a corroding effect on the soul. I am particularly worried about the violence, which would seem to have no relation to real life. A lot of it is simply gratuitous and it plays to the lowest common denominator.

Bad habits and bad identifications

As a future teacher I join in the complaining choir. It becomes a growing harder job to teach youngsters in the schools to speak and act decently and respect otherwise thinking persons, when the heroes from the cheap TV-shows fights and beats the bones out of every opponent.  The children grow bad habits identify more often with TV-personalities than their own parents. I fear the children spontaneously to start fighting instead of finding decent arguments for the unavoidable collisions and clashes in the every day life of the future schools. 

In Denmark the tough TV-competition has so far resulted in an alternative channel created for “narrow programs” at both the two major ruling TV-companies. DR has nowadays got DR2 and TV 2 has opened TV 2 Zulu, but no changes seem to happen. People looking for quality programs in Denmark are yet not to be satisfied. The two companies seems to occupy the same kind of spin doctors ordering the same kind of news and entertainment at almost the same hours as the competitor do. And the lowest common denominator is ruling the degenerated TV-business.

The declining quality of TV-shows in Denmark and Great Britain is not a coincidence in my opinion. It is part of a pattern connected with the globalization of countries around the world. TV is a very powerful media, and the USA is in the lead with creating nonsense talk shows, superficial entertainment, violently growing news-programs and the so-called reality shows. Worldwide success for ordinary people exposing themselves and their faked everyday life to the biggest audiences in “Big Brother” and similar reality-shows is underlined by Adam Piore in the article Call My People (Text 3, page 5):

This new power extends far beyond U.S. shores. True, reality television as a genre has long been popular in Japan and the United Kingdom – “Survivor” and “Temptation Island” were both imported from Britain. But nothing has the power to telegraph a trend across the globe like the Hollywood machine. China, India and even Africa have al attempted to introduce reality shows based on the American model in the recent months.

Today development of television-series is big business also in Denmark. The companies invent and sell concepts from USA and Great Britain and by others back. The result is for the time being a lot of sell-my-house-programs, do-my-garden programs and family-programs to the Big Brother-concept giving the viewers a lot of opportunities to identify themselves with characters in seemingly natural surroundings. But if you look behind the scene or if you have been part of the journalistic crew on a reality show as I have in “Big Brother” in Århus, you will have a chance to realize the faked circumstances. But sitting in the sofa after a busy day of work you don’t notice being cheated.

TV-news the most wanted and trusted 

Despite the growing criticism of television-quality the big audience in Denmark and in Britain is yet more dependent on TV-programs as a main source for news and entertainment. According to ITC and BSC – the viewer’s watchdogs in U.K. – news is the public service priority (Text 9 “The public’s view”, page 31):

93 per cent of respondents consider it essential that BBC1 and ITV1 continue to show news programs…There has been a significant increase in the number of people who regard television as their main source of world news: 79 per cent in 2002 compared with 66 per cent in 2001. By contrast, 9 per cent of respondents named newspapers, down from 16 per cent in 2001. …When asked which source of news they trusted to be the most fair and unbiased 70 per cent said television compared with 14 per cent for radio and 6 per cent for any newspaper. 

The result of several surveys in Denmark has shown the same results despite the fact that almost all television-news are quoted or stolen from the newspapers. Again television is proved to be a powerful media, and in my opinion there is no doubt that the entertainment programming for the lowest common denominator has inflicted and will in the future inflict on the type of news brought out to millions and millions of viewers.

A hard job teaching children moral and decency 

As a future teacher I see a lot of problems connected with this pattern. The young boys and girls in the school will have growing difficulties separating faked everyday life with their own real everyday life. Likewise violent shows and violent habits by the TV-characters will inflict on the social life in the schoolyards. A lot of fighting is already going on, and the weapons are dangerous.

The news programs increase the number of troubles for parents as well as for teachers. We can no longer makes excuses as like “It’s only a movie”. Children coming home from school alone have been watching 3000 people dying on September the 11th of 2001 as a live-show on TV. A lot of the dying jumped out into death from the top of World Trade Center in New York, before the cameras were turned away. I myself called my 9-year-old daughter at home and asked her to switch off the afternoon TV-news. But the next day she knew all about the terror attack from her school – and from the two Danish TV-stations, who again exposed people jumping into death from the burning buildings. Likewise the war in Iraq has been intensively covered with bombings reminding children of New Years Eve. We have seen the earthquake catastrophe in Asia around Christmas 2004 costing now 250.000 people their lives.

Every day the limits for what is decent to be shown on Television are pushed downwards. As teachers we are supposed to learn the children skills and train them as decent citizens for the future, but as violence, death and decency in decline seems to be the pattern for TV-programs now and as long as the ratings decides, we also have a new serious task to do: To help the children in the schools distinguish between entertainment and real life as rough as it is when you look for it around the world’s wars, disasters and nature’s catastrophes. Nothing is hidden away for the children by the television-companies competing for higher ratings. (Finish of the first task of two) 

English summary of the enclosed text in the examination task by Danish journalist Anne Jerslev:

B: Big Brother is emotional realism

You have all before this year 10 class been confronted with opinions about “The Robinson Expedition”, “The Bar”, “Temptation Island” and “Big Brother”. You might even be hard-core fans of so called “Reality TV” shows quarreling with your parents or teachers about whether this kind of TV-entertainment is planned rubbish or good real life-based happenings. According to a Danish journalist you are both right at some points. And the best introduction to this only four year old genre, “Reality TV” as a theme for year 10 class, is simply letting you reflex on this following summary of Anne Jerslev’s article from October 2001 to the Danish Center for Journalism and Education, “Big Brother is emotional realism”:

(Quote): Reality-shows are constructed with the feeling of real life happenings as the aim. Anne Jerslev and a lot of other journalists are in September 2001 invited in to write and hereby create bigger audiences to the second Danish edition of “Big Brother”. “Pure survival”, the TV-viewers are promised, and a lot of personal crises, nerves, more reality, and more affect are about to follow. Private confessions have become a vital part of the media culture and especially in the reality-shows putting up a reality after a very planned concept. “First person media” the Englishman Jon Dovey names it.

“Big Brother” as constructed reality

“Big Brother” and similar shows constructs a scenario with a group of selected “ordinary” persons act in a structure designed for creating tension, suspense and excitement. You always talk in the first person, singular saying I, and the your intimate life is the one and only agenda. The competitors reflect on feelings and mutual relations and talk about how they experience the others and themselves here and now. As watchers we are accordingly situated in a privileged eyewitness position being able to look into this private room, which offers intensity and the excitement of the unpredictability. 

Reality-shows differ from other types of series on patrol with the cops or on duty with doctors at hospitals, where the substance is circling around the threatening family or personal catastrophe, it’s professional defense mechanism and the scars it leaves behind. 

Reality-shows like “Big Brother” offer “real” emotions far from American soap-glamour and with yet more emotional realism, as the prolonged concept enables recognize ability, familiarization and identification. The watchers are so to speak offered a feeling of a specific here-and-now effect, an experience of witnessing non-scripted, authentic and coincidental happenings with everything a possibility as a principle. Something, which no one has written an ending for – like in real life.

“Big Brother” is constructed reality. But the important element in reality-TV is that the programs establish an emotional realism, which communicates a feeling of reality. The genre of these shows establishes a relation to the viewers around an experience of authenticity, genuinity and spontaneity, as the events are not selected (in opposite to the participants, editorial note/Hasse Boe). The watchers are offered a feeling of being present here and now, even if we all know that the event is steered from a control room usually making live-internet admission 24 hours and frequent edited shows-shows.

The role as yourself

The inhabitants in the Big Brother house are likely playing roles. Possibly they play up against the cameras appealing to the viewers, which votes decides who of the nominated persons are sent out of the house every second week. <In short it’s possible that the autencity is produced. But if only the inhabitants are convincing directing themselves in front of the cameras, then the relation towards the audience can be established.

- I am acting live on TV, and I show that I am aware of being live on TV, accordingly I am naturally me, seems to be the formula for autencity in “Big Brother”.

The formula is obvious at more places. For example the participants walk openly up in front of the cameras and talk out of the house for the watcher or the production team in the “Big Brother” studio. In this round of the show they often speak of the casting and of what the previous team of inhabitants did and said. This acting becomes in its own right a cursor for the autencity.

The total exposure

Another part of the formula is the confession – the exposure of one self. As Jill in the spring (of 2001 in the Danish version, editorial note HB) with more than 70 per cent of the viewers votes won the first prize in the first round of “Big Brother” the reason was possibly that she in a week moment – or was it exactly a well coordinated moment - exposed her former bad experiences as a rape victim. The reason was possibly that Jill cried heavily, when the neighbors had letters from home, and the reason for her victory was possibly her looking like a hanged cat the last days up to the final ending of the tough competition. 

In short Jill possibly won because she talking about her traumatic and authentic accidents from the past. was able to show autencity (which was guaranteed by the TV-stations switching off the sound cable to the Internet right after her speech about the rape).  Her strong emotions were the guarantor for genuine personality and reality being projected on to the screen.

Experience of reality only

Has “Big Brother” and similar shows then something to do with reality? Seen from one angle the answer is no. TV Denmark’s decision on keeping the inhabitants in “Big Brother” uninformed about the terror-attack in USA (on the September 11th 2001 catastrophe, editorial note HB) qualify this statement. 

Seen from another angle, questions about reality in “Big Brother” must be answered with a yes, as the program communicates an experience of reality. The show produces real emotions because no one can be sure of what’s going to happen. This being a fact, as we know that a group of coincidental gathered people will always have an explosion at risk as a possibility.

