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			Back cover

			Sophie, 2 years old, watches 1 hour of TV a day. This doubles her chances of developing attentional problems as she grows older.

			Lubin, 3, watches 2 hours of TV a day. This triples his chances of being overweight.

			Four-year-old Kevin watches violent youth programs like DragonBall Z. This quadruples his chances of having behavioral problems when he is in elementary school.

			Silvia, age 7, watches 1 hour of TV a day. This increases her chances of becoming an adult without a diploma by more than a third.

			Lina, 15, watches shows like Desperate Housewives. This triples her chances of having an unwanted early pregnancy.

			Between the ages of 40 and 60, Yves watched 1 hour of TV a day. This increases his chances of developing Alzheimer’s disease by one third.

			Henri, 60 years old, watches 4 hours of TV a day. René, his twin, is satisfied with half that. Henri is twice as likely to die of a heart attack as René.

			Every month, international scientific journals publish dozens of such results. For the specialists, including the author, there is no longer any doubt: television is a scourge. It has a profoundly negative influence on intellectual development, school performance, language, attention, imagination, creativity, violence, sleep, smoking, alcoholism, sexuality, body image, eating habits, obesity and life expectancy.

			These facts are denied with fascinating aplomb by the audiovisual industry and its army of complacent experts. The strategy is not new: the tobacco companies had used it, in their time, to contest the carcinogenic character of tobacco...
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			Quote

			“TV is dangerous for men. Alcoholism, gossip and politics already make them morons. Was it necessary to add anything else? The damage is done... No one will be able to stop the forward march of this infernal machine. Goodbye work! Tomorrow, we will think without effort, then we will not think anymore and we will finally die of the saddest life.”

			 

			(Louis-Ferdinand Céline, Cahiers 1957-19611)

			 

			 

		

	
		
			Warning

			The reader will discover, throughout the text, two types of notes. The footnotes, indicated by alphabetical superscripts (example1), clarify certain semantic and methodological points that could pose problems for non-specialists. The endnotes, indicated by numerical superscripts (example1), present the references of the articles mentioned in support of a given statement. These references are useful on two levels. Firstly, for the author, they constitute a precious safeguard: when each assertion must be supported, it is less easy to say anything and to pass off huckster’s junk as proven facts. Secondly, for the reader, they allow to go back to the source of the evidence presented and thus to verify or deepen statements that could be considered suspicious or engaging. These endnotes are in no way necessary for the understanding of the text. They can be totally ignored or consulted on an occasional and parsimonious basis.

			 

			 

		

	
		
			Introduction

			“The problem with intellectuals is that they blame television for not being good enough. They are suspected of wanting to put Arte on every channel and impose their cultural preferences on everyone. For my part, I don’t believe that there is good or bad television - I prefer that there is no television at all.”

			 (Alexandre Lacroix, philosopher2)

			 

			“Because media influences are subtle, cumulative, and occur over a long period of time, parents, pediatricians, and educators may not be aware of their impact.”

			 (Victor Strasburger, Professor of Pediatrics, School of Medicine, 

			University of New Mexico3)

			 

			 

			I am a researcher. As such, I am listed in the distribution directory of the main scientific journals related to the field of basic and clinical neurosciencea. With each new publication, these journals send me their summary, so that I can identify the works that might interest me. For the last 15 years, not a week has gone by without me extracting at least one or two papers relating to the deleterious effects of television on the psychic, cognitive and somatic health of the child. The tendency is so massive that some specialists do not hesitate any more to evoke a true problem of public health4. Some voices are even beginning to call for the extension to the major audiovisual groups of the criminal proceedings originally brought against the tobacco and junk food industries5. The analogy is far from incongruous. Indeed, the tobacco industry was condemned in its time for having unduly stimulated the addictive character of products of which it knew the danger6. Nowadays, the media-advertising complex spends huge sums of money to identify and manipulate the springs of a cathodic addiction whose existence is becoming more and more difficult to deny7-12. Psychology, neuroimaging, ethology, ethnology, sociology, no branch of the human and medical sciences is exempt from contributing to the mercantile cause13-21. In recent years, neuromarketing has become the new manipulative grail. Its credo: to go and find the most intimate flaws of our brain to enslave, without our knowledge, our behaviors, our desires, our fears, our impulses, our representations, our decisions. In a recent book, two specialists on the subject summarize the approach as follows: “Aim for the small. Prepare your target. Mark it on the forehead as early as possible. Only the child learns well [...] Cigarette and soft drinks companies know that the earlier the child tastes, the more addicted he will be. Neuroscience has taught companies the ideal ages at which a given learning is most easily achieved.”22 Can we tolerate this kind of abjection? Can we remain impassive when an army of greedy scavengers mobilize all the tools of modern research in order to offer Coca-Cola “available human brain time”23 ? Can we accept that a “third cathode-ray parent”24 surreptitiously penetrates the psychic intimacy of our children in order to provoke addictive or purchasing behaviors with devastating health effects? Many people seem to think not, including academics16,25, journalists13,17,18,26, specialists in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child27 and many artists, executives or managers in the audiovisual industry who refuse to hand over their precious offspring to the throes of the “image box”28-31. As Liliane Lurçat sums up with her customary talent, “what is the freedom of children, if not to be children, and in the name of what can we allow ourselves to act on them with such power? What is the freedom of adults, if not to be able to understand, and why then target emotion rather than reason?”25

			Small précis of ordinary nonsense

			In theory, the preceding elements should at least cause some concern to us parents and spectators. However, in practice, the overwhelming majority of the social body is indifferent to the problem. As disconcerting as it is, this observation is hardly surprising. Indeed, to criticize television is, at the end of the chain, to erode the one who watches it. If you say “TV profoundly affects our relationship to the world”, the average consumer will hear “I’m just a dumb, dumb calf”. Similarly, if you say “TV is toxic for children”, the famous housewife under 50 will translate “I’m a bad mother and I’m not raising my kids well”. This kind of idea is all the more difficult to accept when an army of “eminent specialists” is trying to saturate the public space with soothing words and slimy tribunes. Of striking verbiages in tragic logorrheas, our learned diafoirus ardently catechize the praises of cathodic holy Tube. Television helps our children to grow up32. It is an extraordinary instrument of democratic culture33. The images it produces are beneficial34. The deep wisdom of the decision-makers preserves us from the worst35. The contemptuous of the small lucarne are demagogues36, incompetent37, reactionary38, hysterical34, neurotic39,40, boastful41, contemptuous42, jealous43 and, to say it all, overwhelmed by a “modernity [which] sends us back to the passing of time and to the fear of the unknown”40. By denouncing television, the dark preventers of watching in circles “give themselves a good conscience”36 and try to “remake a virginity on the back of the medias”34. The latter are then taken “as scapegoats”44. How not to subscribe to these ideas, when one consults the list of the most severe critics of the cathodic thing: Noam Chomsky45,46, Karl Popper47, Pierre Bourdieu48, Liliane Lurçat25,49-51, Neil Postman52, Dany-Robert Dufour24,53, Alain Bentolila54. A terrible bunch of illiterate morons (sic)! Fortunately, the evangelizers of the audiovisual fact are of a different stature. Take Catherine Muller and François Chemel for example32. The first is “a doctor of psychology and psychoanalyst. She intervenes regularly in television and radio programs”. The second is “a graduate of Sciences Po, MBA from the CFPJ Paris-Dauphine”b and “assistant editor of Télé 7 Jours. In television, he participated in the launch of Paris Première”. With such an enthusiastic pedigree, one could not expect anything less than a documented, objective and loyal statement. A statement whose recent publication offers worried parents the keys to “good use” of the television. In reading the words of Muller and Chemel, we learn, for example, that television is “attentive to the needs of children”, that it helps “to raise awareness by showing the world as it is, in its reality, not always easy to accept”, that it is “a social lubricant [...] It is a fantastic pedagogical support when it stimulates “our two brains” and allows children to acquire new knowledge more easily by associating it “with happy memories, privileged moments when they felt big and strong. Like when they learned to read effortlessly by watching Numbers and Letters with Grandma and Grandpa. Analyzing signs, memorizing them and learning to put them together to make sense: cerebral cortex. Feeling happy to share a good time: deep brain”. It does not matter that the well-being of children is of little importance to the commercial interests of advertisers and other shareholders16,55-60. It does not matter that TV distorts the reality of the world to the point of creating a world without reality61. It doesn’t matter that TV is a notable vector of social isolation12,29,62,63. It doesn’t matter that TV is one of the most bitter enemies of learning the written language64. Never mind that the ability to decipher letters says nothing about the ability to read54,65,66. Finally, it does not matter how ridiculous this fable of two brains is, no doubt intended to give credibility to a proposition that is too absurd to be presented without a healthy pseudo-scientific patinac. No matter! Have confidence, parents, and “don’t feel vain guilt if you put your children in front of a DVD and you spare yourself a little calm. TV reflects. It “reflects” like a mirror by sending back to its audience an image of the world and of itself”32. Even reality TV hides a noble project! Did you think, like Michel Meyer, that it was a kind of “low-end for invertebrates”, a “machine to stultify without precedent”28 ? Like Alain Bentolila, you considered it to be a “great nauseating fair”, a “mediocre mush of banalities and approximations”54. You were wrong! Reality TV is basically a “social elevator, [...] [raised] within a society that offers nothing else to give equal opportunities to all its young members”. Reality TV is “a lesson in life, a new version of the adage ‘love one another’ that Jesus preached on the mountains of Galilee”32. Poor us, to murder the test pattern would be like crucifying the Son of Man a second time! Only a deep psychic disorder could justify such madness. It is not Michael Stora, “psychologist, psychoanalyst”, founder of the Observatory of digital worlds in human sciences who will contradict me40. Our man is “suspicious of speeches that tend to demonize images [...] When parents insist on the “bad” character that they attribute to images, [Stora] always asks himself what is “bad” in them”. Thus, for example, this “father of a family wanted to [...] say all the bad things he thought about TV and the danger it represented for the youngest. In the course of the conversation, he ended up explaining that his military career required him to be away from home for several months a year. Some of his children were not well. He didn’t see them much, and had to put one of his sons in a boarding school... The bitterness he felt in front of the images, “bad” according to him, was in fact the expression of a personal suffering linked to his long absences. And thus to his absence of “image”. Michael Stora advised his interlocutor to “communicate with his children by webcam”. It is beautiful as Freud and clear as Goethe. “The spirit finally enlightens me. Inspiration descends on me, and I write comforted”70: without television, no salvation for our children! Do not laugh because the hour is serious! Did you know that “there is a link between self-confidence and relation to the images [...] Just as we could, baby, be admired by our mother without that this one confirms, by tender gestures, hugs, kisses, the love which she carried to us, in the same way we can adopt the same attitude of admiration, contemplation, even of fascination, in front of images which, by essence, do not have body, neither arm, nor mouth”40. Faced with such evidences (sic)d, one can frankly wonder if the apostles of a severe cathodic restriction measure well the danger that they make run to the humanity. The case of those parents who would like to limit the exposure of their children to violent programs is particularly telling from this point of view. This restrictive approach, Serge Tisseron tells us, “an entire people tried it not so long ago [...] It was the German people between 1918 and 1945 [...]. From the moment when Germany was accused en bloc of having behaved inhumanely and pilloried by all the nations, it became [due to the absence of an image] impossible for a veteran of the Reich to recognize that he had behaved inhumanly [...] There was therefore only one thing left for former German soldiers of the Great War to do: bury deep within themselves the fascination with evil and the joy of killing [nothing less!They had discovered it”34. By wanting to control the content of the programs we give to our children, it is therefore their appetite for violence and barbarism that we could inflame! It is just a pity that scientific work shows a rigorously opposite risk, concerning a desensitization to violence and a criminal facilitation in the presence of unpleasant images72. Among the thousands of research studies conducted in this field, none has shown a reduction in violent behavior in the short or long term, after exposure to violent audiovisual content72. This conclusion seems to be shared by Michael Stora, who insists, however, on the dark danger of induced addiction. Thus, as our eminent specialist writes docently, “among the patients who come to see me for a problem of addiction to video games, some [a little? a lot? 1, 2, 3, 10, 100?] were not allowed, as children, to watch television and were pushed to read very early. Their parents, who often [1, 10, 50, 80 % of the “some” cases?] exercise so-called “intellectual” professions, hate television. It is in their eyes a stultifying, degrading object”40. Intellectual pigs! It is to wonder what waits the services of the DDASSe to intervene.

			 

			 

			*

			* *

			There is no one so blind as the one who does not want to see

			“Nerd”! It is curiously the first word that came to Sylvainf when I spoke to him about this book! His exact phrase was, I think, “your thing is a nerd-bobo catch! Anyway, it’s all very complicated and there is no simple answer”. A happy observation, which reminds me of a superb text by my friend Zorn. “In my family,” says this son of fine lineage, “when it came to taking sides, one of the most fashionable recourses was ‘complicated’. Complicated” was the magic word, the key word that allowed to put aside all the unresolved problems [...] It was enough to discover that a thing was “complicated” and already it was taboo [...] One said “complicated” to the people who were in charge.One said “complicated” about a thing as if one pronounced on it an incantation, and it disappeared [...] To find everything “complicated”, that seemed to be the proof of a superior level [...] This superiority [...] was most convenient [...] : we never had to commit ourselves; it was enough for us to always find everything “complicated.”73 Many specialists of the cathodic thing seem to have been raised in Zorn country! If we believe our powerful theorists, everything is in fact so complicated that the very question of the influence of the media ends up becoming “not very relevant”, except of course for the sketchy minds of a few “physicists or biologists that their reputation often leads them to develop points of view that they think are authorized”37. I am one of them, I confess... and from the depths of my inscience, I even dare to persist. I persist not out of rigorist stubbornness but out of simple submission to the obvious! Whoever is a little bit attentive to the daily events cannot, indeed, I believe, ignore the deep impact of the audiovisual media on our behaviors. I remember, for example, a captivating morning trip to the breakfast section of a large supermarket. While everything was relatively quiet, my 3-year-old niece suddenly started rolling around on the floor to get the purchase of the cereal labeled “Seen on TV”. Only this (prodigiously expensive) brand found favor in her eyes. The presence on the box of a little TV hero, familiar to children, had obviously produced the desired effect! It didn’t take long for my own daughter, Valentine, to express the same impression. When she was only 30 months old, she suddenly started frantically singing “maaf maaf” when she saw the logo of the famous insurance company on the windshield of a car. I suppose she must have seen (and seen again) this gem of an advertisement at her nanny’s house74. Only a few days after the episode, it was her sister Charlotte’s turn (7 years old, 1.26 meters, 19 kilos) to show the first symptoms of intense formatting. While watching a “youth” program75, the little girl suddenly said to her mother, without looking away from the screen: “Say Mommy, am I fat?” At the next meal, she began her first low-calorie diet and refused to eat a single crumb of bread! There was also this psychology student who declared at the end of a course on the acquired and the innate that homosexuality was “in an established way” a genetic trait. Our proud descendant of the Enlightenment was sure of his sources. Television had said so. “Frankly, you should have watched it mister, it was super documented!” Two other zealous telephonists confirmed the facts to me, without unfortunately being able to recall the exact references of the program. A third explained to me that anyway it was “the same for pedophilia”, he had heard it on the 20 hours newsg! Stupendous abolition of understanding77, especially from students in the humanities whose critical spirit should be the cardinal attribute! As Jean-Paul Brighelli says with talent, these kids “with still soft skulls” only seem to analyze the world with “a lot of television programs, rumors and hearsay. A soft opinion, a loukoum thought. To think, to weigh, to debate, that supposes work, knowledge, will. All these values are beaten down by the ready-to-think that today takes the place of culture”78. 78 Even journalists are not immune to the disaster, as the Greek correspondent for the newspaper Metro wrote about a series of particularly violent urban riots: “Everyone is sitting in front of their television sets trying to understand what is going on.”79 This is a remarkable investigative strategy, reminiscent of the heyday of the wars in Kosovo, Afghanistan and Iraq.80 With such examples, it is difficult to be surprised when two 15-17 year old girls involuntarily testify to the distressing restriction of their cultural field to the audiovisual space alone. I was sitting in a streetcar when the conversation started. Excerpts. The (fake) blonde, Dior cap, Diesel pants, Vuitton clutch: “I have to do the presentation on Germinal, the mine thing.” The (real) brunette, Adidas tracksuit, Quicksilver tee-shirt, fluorescent Nike shoes : “Great, I saw him on TV, with the singer, but I don’t know what his name is.” The blonde (depressed): “Yeah, I didn’t even know they had made a book about it.” The brunette (didactic): “Well, when it works, they do everything, it’s business, like Star’Ac.” Beyond its entertaining aspect, the exposure of this incredible inculture has, I find, something a little desperate. A despair that reminds me of a magnificent quote from Natacha Polony writing in her superb essay, Nos enfants gâchés: “And Star Academy becomes the horizon of the children of the bourgeoisie, as much as of the children of the people. Ministers’ daughters are paraded as models. The social divide is resolved in the common dream of a whole society to dance on a television set. Tonight, there is a ball on the deck of the Titanic.”81

			On the bottom, this allusion to the famous liner seems to me all the more appropriate as television does not limit its disastrous influences to a few frivolous anecdotes. It manages, with a disturbing constancy, to erode our very humanity. I remember, for example, this 3 year old kid, just operated of a cerebral tumor and crying sadly in front of an empty screen because his mother had left him alone to go see elsewhere Plus belle la vieh. “You understand, the stepmother explained to me on his return, here it’s impossible to watch, he won’t stop moaning.” Poor kid forced to cry alone in the middle of overflowing white coats because his mother had not had her cathode ray. There was also this game, obviously fake, but which the participants believed to be real and which revealed that out of 10 candidates, 8 consented, when a TV hostess ordered it, to torture a person in an electric chair82 . Without worrying about the victim’s tears and cries, our budding Mengeles proved capable of inflicting potentially lethal currents of 460 volts on an unknown man. These “Mr. and Mrs. Everyman” went through with the “experiment”. They obeyed without fail to the injunctions of the priestess animator. One player commented: “I was told to do it like this. Well, the guys who told me that, they know what they are doing! I do. I knew it would burn out in there. But that’s not my problem.”83 This appalling barbarity is to some extent reminiscent of the brutal rape of a 10-year-old child by two apparently harmless preadolescents. Our young torturers (one of whom was the victim’s brother) had just watched a pornographic movie and apparently couldn’t resist the pleasure of a little private best-of. In order not to frustrate anyone, they decided to broadcast the scene in their school, via a mobile phone84. Some will say (in defiance of the most elementary scientific evidence85 ) that television has nothing to do with this kind of brutality because “behind these dramas, we always discover family dramas”34 and “in our relationship to images, everything is a matter of links, whether familial or convivial”40 (my emphasis). However, the same authors also explain that “adolescents are looking for models to approach the other sex [and that] these images offer them some”34. If the contradiction tickles your brain, don’t get formal. The “specialist” likes to sing the palinody! For those who might doubt this, let me give you just one more (small) example, just for fun. Faced with a substantial body of alarming data, the American Association of Pediatrics firmly recommended to parents, as early as 1999, that children aged 2 and under be withdrawn from all television exposure86,87. In 2002, Serge Tisseron, in a chapter entitled Du bébé gribouilleur au bébé zappeur (From the scribbling baby to the zapping baby), spoke out strongly against this recommendation and against those “parents [who] want to prevent their child from exercising his or her talents as a baby zapper. What a mistake! However, it was enough for the scientific community to be moved by the creation of two television channels aimed at the youngest children, for our doctor Proteus to quickly turn around and co-sign a vengeful article explaining how “it is urgent to mobilize for the creation of a moratorium that forbids such channels to exist, before we know a little more about the relationship between young children and screens”88. As Edgar Faure, former president of the National Assembly, academician, minister and senator, liked to point out, “it is not the weathervane that turns, it is the wind”. That being the case, there is nothing like a gaudy flow of verbiage to avoid this wind. To peremptory and hazardous assertions, the “specialist” of the small TV channel will thus often prefer a subtle tongue in cheek. He will not say brutally: “Television seriously harms the mental and somatic health of the young child”. He will declare modestly: “Television is not a priori the best ally in this phase of development.”32 In the same way, the skilful semanticist will never claim directly that “TF1 is a mephitic channel”. He will just concede cautiously that “TF1 is globally a difficult channel to watch”90. In his mouth, the most sordid and vulgar reality show will become a simple “slightly transgressive entertainment”91. How elegantly these things are said!

			 

			 

			*

			* *

			The hidden face of the iceberg

			Some unhappy people may think that the previous illustrations are too vaporous to be convincing. Let them reassure themselves. It is the case with television as with icebergs: the emerged fragment is rarely the most fatal and the most decisive. In this field also, “the essential is invisible for the eyes”i. The problem, unfortunately, is that this invisible is in fact very difficult to explore, and this because of a double limitation. First, almost everyone watches television. The estimated impact of a risk factor tends to be mechanically underestimated when this factor is uniformly distributed in the reference population, i.e., when all subjects are affected and only variations in the level of exposure (high versus low)93,94 can be compared. Second, a causal mechanism cannot be identified directly, by simple phenomenological observation, when it acts on an asynchronous basis. A brief example should convince us of this. Let us imagine that your horn sounds instantaneously each time you insert a key into the lock of your car. It will not take you long to associate these two events95. Now let us imagine that a transmission bias introduces a latency that can range from a handful of milliseconds to a few hours or even several years, between the sounding of the horn and the unlocking of the door. It will then become very difficult to identify the source of the problem (if the horn is sounding when you have been driving for more than two hours, the lock will not spontaneously appear as a plausible hypothesis). Only a “hard” experimental approach will eventually unravel the ball of wax. This is exactly what happens with television. Indeed, in this case, the lack of temporal coincidence between exposure and behavior tends to hide the causal chain that leads from the media to the symptoms. My friend Sophie’s denials illustrate this point, I think, beautifully. When I tried to explain to this bubbly thirty-something the reasons for my anti-cathodic hobby, I only received a laconic echo: “You’re completely paranoid, my poor fellow. Frankly, I’ve been watching TV since I was a fat kid, and it hasn’t made me stupid.” Apart from this wonderful slip of the tongue, which I will come back to, the assertion is not false. Sophie is a nurse’s aide in a hospital department. Her human qualities and her professionalism are unanimously recognized. However, she would have liked to be a nurse. Unfortunately, the written tests for access to the profession rejected this project three times. One wonders if Sophie’s early cathodic diet did not cost her that little extra soul that sometimes makes the difference between failure and academic success. In line with this idea, a number of studies have denounced the negative impact of television on attention, learning skills and long-term academic success64. Regarding the latter, it has been shown, for example, that “the average time spent watching television during childhood and adolescence was significantly associated with leaving school without qualifications and negatively associated with attaining a university degree. The risk factors for each hour of television watched per weekday evening, adjusted for IQ and gender, were 1.43 and 0.75, respectively. The results were similar for males and females and persisted after further adjustment for socioeconomic status and behavioral problems in early childhood.”96j 43% more chance of leaving school without a degree and 25% more chance of never sitting in college for every hour of television watched daily during the elementary school years, let’s face it, these numbers are pretty good! But back to Sophie. In another area, she also complains loudly about her small size (1.68 meters!) and her overweight (54 kilos!). She finds herself “terribly fat”, which leads her to pile up the most disastrous diets. An impressive amount of research suggests that a slight audiovisual withdrawal would have allowed her not only to have a less biased image of her body stature3,97-105 but also, potentially, to gain a few centimetres (television acts negatively on sleep, which itself acts positively on growth106). By a sad coincidence, it turns out that Sophie’s father recently developed Alzheimer’s disease. The man was also a heavy consumer of audiovisual media. We can think that this concomitance is not totally fortuitous. In fact, recent studies have established that the use of cathode ray tubes accelerates the cognitive decline of senior citizens107. It has also been shown, after taking into account a large list of potential covariates, that the probability of contracting Alzheimer’s disease increases by a solid 30% for each hour of television consumed between the ages of 40 and 60108. To understand this last result, it should be noted that Alzheimer’s disease is less likely to occur the more our cognitive functions are actively solicited109. This solicitation is challenged by cathode ray exposure. The message is therefore quite simple: if you want to preserve your old age, avoid slouching in front of the television like amorphous cattle110,111.

			What is true for old age is also true for childhood. Consider my friend Gilles by way of illustration. Like Sophie, this divorced father thinks I am a dangerous maniac. His favorite argument: “My son has been watching television since he was very young and he’s not crazy about it, quite the contrary. However, you don’t have to push Gilles very far to learn that his genius teenager has major school discipline problems, poorly contained aggressiveness, a chronic inability to concentrate for more than a few minutes on a given subject, an alarming addiction to brands, a tendency to obesity and a disturbing attraction to alcoholic products. He even, in the words of his father, “started smoking joints this jerk”. Far from any moral judgmentk , we can think that the audiovisual diet of the young man is not totally unrelated to these manifestations. Indeed, the most recent scientific research has largely confirmed the repercussions of television consumption on obesity106, the development of attentional disorders64, the emergence of aggressive behaviors72, the emergence of consumerist social values16,55,112-114 and the appearance of risky health behaviors (tobacco, alcohol, unprotected sexuality, drugs, etc.)106. As Andreas Kappos summarizes after a broad review of the literature: “There is no doubt that television and other electronic media negatively influence the mental and physical well-being of children”. Television may be one of the triggers for this condition in susceptible children.116

			 

			 

			*

			* *

			Not seen, not taken

			The data are therefore apparently solid. However, everything is done to discredit their scope. The slightest negative sentence on the audiovisual fact provokes an avalanche of infamous epithets: prohibition, demonization, fundamentalism, moralism, self-righteousness, dishonesty, archaism, etc. The Kriegel report on violence on television is sadly symptomatic of this propensity117. This firmly documented and rather temperate work called for “no prohibition”. It just called for “an expanded program to keep violent entertainment out of the hands of children” and for more precise signage “close to the European average”. Intolerable for the thurifers of the cathode god. Blandine Kriegel was dragged to the Place de Grève and stoned without weakness for the price of her infamous book. It was accused of wanting to “worry to control”38. He was accused of insidiously leading to censorship118 and to the reinforcement of the power of the State38. It was attempted to divert the debate by pointing out the potential responsibility of advertisers119. It was argued that the arguments put forward were insufficient and simplistic, because Blandine Kriegel had mentioned the role of television without mentioning the possible influence of social factors such as precariousness or poverty38. It does not matter that most of the scientific studies cited in the report have integrated these factors into their statistical framework by showing that the substantial impact of violent images existed independently of intelligence, sex, socio-professional category, parents’ level of education, etc.72l. When television is in danger, one must know how to work a little on the truth and subvert the aridity of the facts... and if that is not enough, one can always discredit at a low cost by stigmatizing here an innocent lack of agreement38 and there an obvious lack of empathy: let’s see Blandine, why so much hatred, “we are all responsible adults, we also have children”118. If all this proves insufficient, we can ultimately plead technical nullity, on the grounds that the works cited come mainly from America, a barbaric country where “there is [...] much less distance than elsewhere between the desire to kill and the act of killing”38. Here again, it does not matter what the facts are. It does not matter that similar studies have been carried out in Eastern, Western, Central, Northern and Southern Europe, Japan, Israel, Australia, Argentina, New Zealand, etc.120-122. It does not matter that these studies have shown, according to the conclusions of a report presented by Jo Groebel to the Director General of Unesco, that beyond local cultural variations, “the overall pattern of the implications of media violence is similar throughout the world”123. Who has the time anyway to go and check the source of the peremptory assertions of our great specialists? Not seen, not taken! However, this phenomenon of denial is not specific to France. It strikes all the world’s media places. Thus, as Victor Strasburger, researcher and professor of pediatrics at the University of Medicine in New Mexico, writes at the end of a well-documented review: “In 1954, Senator Estes Kefauver, chairman of the Senate Subcommittee on Juvenile Delinquency, was the first official to openly question the need for violence in television programs. The industry responded that there may be some risk, but that more research was needed. Today, after hundreds of studies, the industry denies that media violence has any effect on children and adolescents. Yet no other area of media has been so thoroughly studied with such compelling results. The relationship between media violence and real-life violence is in fact about as strong as the relationship between smoking and lung cancer.”3 It is difficult to be clearer without openly talking about “misinformation”, which is what Brad Bushman and Craig Anderson recently did after analyzing, in detail, the gap between the available scientific knowledge on the one hand, and the soothing claims propagated by the media and their army of devoted pipe-heads on the other.124 

			Let us remain one moment more on the subject of the violence, since this one seems to concentrate an important part of the debates on the television. To change, however, let us evacuate the question of images and contents, to invest the ontogenetic space. As Marie Winn points out, “when television first appeared, parents were quick to recognize the incredible opportunity it offered: a flick of the switch could change their child, albeit temporarily, from an energetic, noisy, intrusive creature eager for activity and experience and demanding constant supervision and attention, into a docile, silent, undemanding presence.” Yet, Marie Winn continues, what we fail to consider when we flip that switch is that “those very things that children do that cause so much difficulty for parents, those explorations, manipulations, and incessant experiments with cause and effect, are beneficial and even necessary for children. It might give parents pause to consider that dealing with their children’s difficult behaviors by eliminating them completely via television is not entirely different from suppressing a child’s natural behavior by threatening physical retaliation. It is strikingly similar to what happens when a child is drugged into inactivity with laudanum or gin. This developmental violence, strangely enough, is not mentioned (or almost not mentioned25). While everyone seems to be concerned about the content, no one seems to be concerned about the nature of the medium. Yet, by keeping our children in front of the television, we not only expose them to more or less adapted programs, but we also deprive them of a large number of cardinal experiences. From then on, a fear could refer, not to what TV induces, but to what it hinders and prohibits by the simple fact of its presence. Let us consider, as an illustration, the process of language acquisition. Here is a domain that suits, we are told, perfectly to the television. The loud didactic claims of the publishers and broadcasters of audiovisual contents for the little ones are edifying in this respect. At Brainy Baby, for example, they claim that a video for 6-36 months teaches children “language and logic”.125 At Baby Einstein, they explain that this DVD for ages 1 and up “enriches the child’s vocabulary through the beauty of poetry, music and nature”.125 At BabyTV, a channel for the youngest children, they announce that “stories and rhymes help children learn language”.126 To give substance to this claim, a video for the second year of the series “Leni” is shown on the television. 126 To give substance to this statement, a wide range of enthusiastic testimonies is presented. For example, according to Christine, “my daughter is six months old and since she was born she has been watching BabyTV. And since recently she has her favorite cartoons and in the evening she loves the magic lantern. It’s a channel that should have been created earlier”m. “Of course, Laura adds, like many parents, I’m not really in favor of children staying too long in front of the TV, but this is an educational channel, so there’s no need to worry, as long as you stay for a long time.”n An idea that is generally in line with the statements of my friend Veronique stating that she is “still not going to kick Paul [her 2-year-old son] out of the living room when she watches cooking shows, games or series. I don’t see what the problem is if he’s there, whether he’s watching or not. Often he comes up with phrases he’s heard on TV. It just blows me away every time. Frankly, I don’t see how it can be bad, he learns a lot of stuff. A lot of stuff, indeed, if we fail to consider the evidence of the most recent research showing a strong positive association between the onset of language disorders in children and early exposure to “educational” DVDs/videos, entertainment cartoons, “all-audience” programs, or simple background screens.64 For example, every hour of daily content that children watch on television is a significant factor in their development. For example, every hour per day of “educational” content between 8 and 16 months of age results in a 10% lexicon depletion128. For example, every hour of “educational” content per day between 8 and 16 months of age results in a 10% decrease in lexical proficiency.128 Similarly, 2 hours of exposure to “all-ages” programming per day between 15 and 48 months of age results in a 3-fold increase in the risk of language development delays.129 The factor is as high as 6 when the child is in the first year of life. The factor even reaches 6 when the initiation to the position takes place before 1 year. As I will show in detail later, these initial deficits are likely to persist over time and to have a long-term negative impact on the academic and social integration of children64. This is indeed a reason to be enthusiastic and to proclaim with Serge Tisseron, “Long live the zapper babies! In fact, the concept of the “self-zapping baby” would be more appropriate if we consider that one of the primary effects of television is to drastically reduce the volume and quality of parent-child interactions130-134. These interactions are essential for language development135-143. “But at least it trains the ear,” Isabelle said to me in a spirit of hope. Since giving birth, this single mother with a degree in international business has given her 10-month-old son English-language videos. “It’s important, she says to anyone who will listen. Look at your example, after eight years in the U.S., you still have a potato accent and can’t tell the difference between beach and bitch.” This is true! Yet no amount of early audiovisual exposure could have saved me. As one ingenious study showed, when 9-month-olds were exposed to native Mandarin, they retained a broad ability to distinguish the sounds of that language. When these children are placed in front of a video of this same Mandarin, they preserve nothing at all.144 All that Isabelle’s son has gained from his mother’s almost obsessive concern is the usurpation of precious time by an activity that is, at best, devoid of interest and, at worst, frankly deleterious. This is all the more damaging because young children easily sleep 16 hours a day145 , which, when physiological time is subtracted (meals, baths, diaper changes), leaves little time to wire the brain by acting on the realo! Taxing this time, even to the extent of one or two “small” hours per day, is to do a great deal of harm to the child. The tragedy, once again (it cannot be repeated enough!), lies in the obscure nature of the causal chains involved. Television exposure does not make children visibly stupid or retarded. It does not overtly dumb them down. It just narrows the field of their experiences and, de facto, the universe of their possibilities. Had they had 150 IQp, they might have had to settle for 110. Had they had the literary audacity of a Thomas Mann, they might have been satisfied with a barely honest pen. If they had the vista of a Federer, they would be satisfied with playing only second-rate satellite tournaments. How do we know, afterwards, how high the mountain would have risen if it had been protected from the cathodic wind? The vox populi will obviously deny the existence of any detriment: look, they will tell us, they watched TV and they did not do badly, they are not stupid. But no one will ask: What did that screen they watched so much steal from them? Obviously, the relevance of such a question is not limited to the case of toddlers. It is also of interest to school-age children and adolescents. It is then the spaces of creativity, of onirism, of sociability, of schooling, of reading, of culture and of motricity that it is appropriate to question. We will have the opportunity to come back in detail on these points throughout this book. 

			 

			 

			*

			* *

			Living without TV

			In light of the above, my wife Caroline and I decided almost two years ago to drastically restrict our television consumption and to control our children’s audiovisual exposure. We thought we could, without too much effort, prune the content and dominate the time. Like so many others before us29, we quickly became disillusioned. The switch was too tempting, too common, too convenient to allow a painless weaning. All rationalizations were good to turn off the children by taping them in front of the television. All excuses were welcome to question the most elementary rules of use that we had given ourselves (no TV during the meal; no turning on blindly, etc.). A long day at work, a disagreement, an argument, a temporary asthenia and the screen came to life to extract us from the world. Often in the evening, I would slump into the couch like an apathetic dung beetle, cursing the frenzy of an existence that left me “no time to do anything”! Obviously, I had not fully understood the meaning of the sentence: “A ‘typical’ viewer over 15 years of age spends 3 hours and 40 minutes a day in front of the television.”146 Just think about it: 3 hours and 40 minutes a day is roughly 20 to 25% of our waking time147 and 75% of our free time148! That’s also 1,338 hours per year, or 56 days (almost 2 months!). If you live to be 81 years old, as you are statistically entitled to expect149, you will have given up 11 years of your life to television (excluding videos and other DVDs)q. 11 complete years, that is to say more than 4,000 days and as many nights spent scrutinizing the viewfinder like a flaccid slug. Not even a pee break in the middle of the event. Of course, we can also consider that sleep is essential and propose to count the use of the cathode-ray in “waking time”, that is to say on the basis of 16 hours 30 minutes per day147. We then arrive at just 16 years. 16 years of a precious existence abandoned to TF1 and company! If we reason on the scale of the French population, we obtain the pharaonic figure of 77 billion hours squandered each year in front of the television setr, that is to say, almost all the hours lived in one year by 9 million individuals! Unfortunately, our children are not left out: a primary school child spends, every year, more time in front of the cathode ray tube than in front of his teacher (956 hours against 864)s ! But, obviously, as Luc Ferry wrote one day when he was Minister of Youth, National Education and Research, to agitate these “frightening statistics” is to make of television “an easy scapegoat”33. Could we not consider instead that not stirring up these appalling statistics is to offer television a guilty indulgence?

			After many difficulties, my wife and I finally succeeded in reducing our family’s television consumption. Unexpectedly, the lack of images did not create any crisis. On the contrary, the more intense the withdrawal became, the less painful it became. When Valentine took advantage of a moment of inattention to try out his new indelible markers on the flat screen, the idea of buying a television didn’t even cross our minds. Bye-bye Punchy. No more Secret Story. No more CSI. Ciao Josephine. So long Champions League. As I took the set down to the basement, I remembered the famous sentence of the Punchy Guignols: “You can now turn off the television and resume normal activity!” That’s an understatement! 12 months of abstinence have really transfigured our lives. Conflicts about using the remote control have disappeared. Within the family circle, words are exchanged more easily, especially at meal times. The girls seem calmer, more attentive to their environment. They do not seem to miss television. In any case, they do not ask for it. The eldest daughter has stopped (for the most part) harassing us with consumerist demands and her school results have improved substantially. There is no indication that she is “out of step” with her peers. On the contrary, her social life has grown in proportion to her distance from the television. In the evenings, instead of slouching in front of the screen, she reads, paints, draws, heckles, does her homework, brings her plastic figurines to life, plays with her dolls, builds all sorts of haphazard constructions, or more simply, takes the time to do nothing. This “free” time has allowed her to access a strange experience that television had previously deprived her of: boredom. This experience is not insignificant in the sense that it is the basis for desire, creativity and forward thinking.29,154-156 According to a recent study, when the mind wanders and wanders, there is a strong activation of brain areas involved in projective reasoning and problem solving processes157. The effect is even more pronounced when subjects are unaware of their mental wanderings. In other words, while we are bored, our brain is working without our knowledge. The “lost” time is therefore not empty. It is deeply creative. As Miguel de Unamuno wrote in his magnificent Fog, “Boredom is the foundation of life; it is boredom that has invented all games and distractions, novels and love.”158 Even Cioran seemed to believe it when he attested from the depths of his irrevocable nihilism that “boredom works wonders: it converts emptiness into substance, it is itself a nourishing void.

			Even if she doesn’t say it yet, Valentine also seems to be “bored” at times. She sits on the couch and strokes her face with her comforter’s ear. A few months ago, these moments were simply unattainable, filled as they were with a constant stream of images and noise. Since the departure of the television, the little one seems less agitated, she accepts bedtime more easily. When she is not “bored” she acts, moves, talks, questions, tests, experiments; in short, she builds herself by experiencing her universe. It happens of course that this forced dynamism makes us regret our audiovisual laudanum. However, nothing could incite us to turn back. As Alexandre Lacroix, philosopher and fervent apologist of the No TV, writes: “To decide to live without TV, I had a serious reason. But this reason is personal and existential. It is a matter of feeling. According to me, things can be summarized as follows: life seems to me more beautiful without TV.”160

			Am I, as I often hear, excessive, paranoid, hysterical and reactionary? Perhaps. However, before concluding in the affirmative and sweeping away the present work as one would dismiss an evil dipteran, I would like the reader to ask himself three small questions: does television really deserve that we abandon 16 years of our waking life to it? Do our children have no other vocation than to offer Coca-Cola “available brain time”? Isn’t the scientific evidence against us sufficiently worrying in terms of language, school success, social integration, culture, health, well-being or aggressiveness, to justify the application of a strict precautionary principle? It is up to each person to decide for themselves and their children. As far as I am concerned, the die is cast!

			 

			 

			

			
				
					a. The term neuroscience refers to all disciplines that study the nervous system (psychology, biology, genetics, physiology, etc.). The journals in question include titles such as Science, Nature, Lancet, JAMA, BMJ, Pediatrics, Archives of Pediatrics & Adolescent Medicine, etc.

				

				
					b. If you have no idea what an MBA or CFPJ is, don’t panic, these acronyms are not there to be clear, but to sound pompous. There is no point in giving the meaning of these acronyms (MBA: Master of Business Administration - all this is so much more ronflant in English! -CFPJ: Centre de Formation et de Perfectionnement des Journalistes).

				

				
					c. Memory, emotion and cognition solicit, obviously, a large network of interconnected cortical and subcortical structures. The “most recent works on the brain” that our eminent specialists in neurophysiology evoke in support of their theses, surely go back to Descartes, Galen, Hippocrates or Plato! For some less prehistoric research, see for example67-69.

				

				
					d. If you have not understood anything, don’t worry, neither have I! Psychoanalytic pompous verbiage is generally not very accessible to the common mind. For a very entertaining demonstration of this point, see 71.

				

				
					e. Departmental Directorate of Health and Social Affairs.

				

				
					f. All first names have been changed to preserve the anonymity of the persons mentioned.

				

				
					g. I suppose that our young man had taken as “information” the evocation of the appalling remarks of Nicolas Sarkozy on the genetic bases of suicide and pedophilia76.

				

				
					h. A sitcom broadcast on France 3 around 20:15.

				

				
					i. To quote the famous sentence of the fox to the Little Prince92.

				

				
					j. The notion of adjustment (which we will also refer to as “accounting for potential covariates”) refers to complex statistical procedures that allow the contribution of television to be isolated precisely. Take school performance, for example. Academic performance can be affected by a number of factors, including gender, intelligence quotient (IQ), socio-economic characteristics of the household, or the existence of behavioral problems (such as hyperactivity). Clearly, not all of these factors are independent of each other. For example, children from more socially advantaged homes also tend to watch less television and have higher IQ test scores. Therefore, if we simply observe that an increase in audiovisual exposure time leads to a decrease in school results, we cannot exclude the possibility that this relationship is only due to the effects of the socio-economic status of the household. Indeed, when the socio-economic status of the household increases, school performance increases and audiovisual exposure time decreases. To overcome this, researchers have at their disposal statistical methods that allow them, if I may say so, to render to Caesar what belongs to Caesar, that is, to identify the specific role of a factor (such as audiovisual exposure time) on the variable studied (such as school performance), independently of the influence of all the other factors that may act on this variable (such as IQ, socio-economic category, etc.). Thanks to these procedures, we obtain, in the end, for the example that concerns us here, a reliable and precise measure of the effect of audiovisual exposure on school results, all other things being equal. In concrete terms, we can imagine this measure as the difference in school results between two children with no behavioural problems, from the same background, of the same sex, with the same IQ, living in similar neighbourhoods, etc., one of whom spends one hour more per day watching TV than the other.

				

				
					k. It may or may not be legitimate for a teenager to gorge himself on sweets, to refuse to wear anything other than jeans and branded shoes, to smoke firecrackers all the time, to drink alcohol in profusion or to immerse himself without health precautions in the pleasures of the flesh. My purpose here is not to pass judgment on this point. Each person must decide for himself or herself. My purpose is simply to underline the link between these behaviors and television exposure.

				

				
					l. See note p. 22.

				

				
					m. Uncorrected text as presented on the BabyTV127 website.

				

				
					n. Ibid.

				

				
					o. This does not mean, of course, that nothing happens during these physiological times, particularly in terms of parent-child interactions. It does mean, however, that the child carries out specific activities outside of physiological time that are fundamental to his or her development.

				

				
					p. Intelligence quotient.

				

				
					q. This figure does not take into account consumption before the age of 4 (Médiamétrie gives no figures for this age group). It reflects the cumulative total over 77 years (81 - 4) of the average usage published by Médiamétrie for those aged 4 and over, i.e. 3.25 hours per day146.

				

				
					r. This figure only takes into account the 61.5 million individuals aged 4 and over150 who, on average, watch television for 3 hours and 25 minutes a day.146

				

				
					s. School time: 864 hours per year151; television time: 797 hours (2 hours 11 minutes per day between 4 and 14 years old146); DVD/video time: no reliable data seems to be available in France in the public domain. However, studies conducted in the United States estimate that the consumption of videos increases the time spent watching television by one fifth for 8-10 year olds152; in France, this amounts to a little over 26 minutes per day, or 159 hours per year. This gives a total of 956 hours of “TV + videos”. This figure is lower than the one proposed by Mr. Meyer (1,400 hours). However, this author does not cite the sources of his estimate28. The European Eco-Conseil institute reports a figure of 1,200 hours, but again without an identifiable source153.

				

			

		

	
		
			Chapter I TV everywhere and at any time

			“Television requires only one act of courage from the viewer - but it is a superhuman one - and that is to turn it off.”

			 (Pascal Bruckner, philosopher161)

			 

			 

			“The important decision is whether to have a television or not, whether to expose children to almost everything that television offers, or nothing at all.”

			(Joshua Meyrowitz, Professor of Communication, University of New Hampshire162)

			 

			“Whereas until now, television chained its viewer [...], tomorrow it will accompany him wherever he goes.”

			 (François Jost, media specialist, professor at the University of Paris 3-Sorbonne60)

			 

			 

			Where, when, how, why, how and how often do we organize our audiovisual consumption and that of our children? The big media, advertising and industrial groups have long been addressing these questions. Unfortunately, our friends are not very generous when it comes to sharing the fruit of the data they have collected. In the overwhelming majority of cases, their research remains “proprietary,” that is, inaccessible to the general public.57,163 When I asked an acquaintance working for TF1 if she could get me information on children’s audiovisual behavior, the lady kindly replied that this information was available, but confidential, reserved for the top hierarchy, and in any case “insortable” on pain of being “kicked out. Following this refusal, I contacted Médiamétrie, Ifop, TNS-Sofres, the CSA institute and the Junior City group (which produces a “playground observatory”), hoping to obtain some data. Success, to say the least, was not forthcoming! However, it is difficult to blame these private companies who owe their clients reserve, confidentiality and loyalty. I also asked several journalists and essayists to find out the source of several figures published in the press, on the Net or in various books. The answers were strangely rare and unsatisfactory, which raises some questions about the deontology and intellectual rigor of a certain number of “professionals”t. This left academic researchu. In many countries, including Germany, Holland and the United States, this is remarkably active. Unfortunately, this is not the case in France, where the effort made is more reminiscent of the Gobi desert than the lush Amazon. Such a shortage is obviously very regrettable. However, it is in no way dramatic if one accepts to consider that there is a very strong general coherence in the audiovisual behavior of young Westerners. Thus, when we compare the data obtained in different countries, either directly (cross-national studies) or incidentally (independent national studies), it turns out that the framework of use set by parents and the details of consumption by children are largely comparable115,165-170. As George Comstock and Erica Scharrer have pointed out in a well-documented and widely cited synthesis of the scientific literature: “Precise comparisons [...] are not possible because of methodological variations, and even when the method is the same, uncertainties about the comparability and representativeness of the samples. Yet, large patterns are easily discernible. The most indelible impression refers to the degree to which children’s television use is largely the same in all countries.”169 I emphasize this point so strongly primarily to clarify the use of a wide range of academic data from different countries in this chapter. It is also to dispel the myth of a strict cultural relativism that television advocates are so fond of evoking when it comes to evading unwelcome data.38 Now that all this has been made clear, it is important that we take into account the fact that television is a very popular medium. Now that all this has been clarified, we can calmly attack the heart of the matter.

			 

			 

			*

			* *

			The TV, master of time and space

			In the history of humanity, no consumer good has colonized human life as quickly as television. In the United States, just after the Second World War, it took only seven short years for the rate of household equipment to rise from 1 to 75 percent.12,171 To reach the same level of coverage, the radio took 14 years, the refrigerator 23, and the television was the first to be installed. It took radio 14 years, the refrigerator 23, the vacuum cleaner 48, the automobile 52, the telephone 6712 and the book several centuries62 to reach the same level of coverage. Today, more than 99% of American households are equipped with at least one television. A similar figure applies to France172,173 and all developed countries165,166. Even Africa, an economically disadvantaged continent, has an average penetration rate close to 85%, according to a transnational Unesco study.165 As Jo Groebel, author of this study, points out: “The screen has become a universal medium throughout the world. Whether in the favelas, an island in the South Pacific, or a skyscraper in Asia, television is ubiquitous.”121 It has become “a major factor in socialization and dominates the lives of children in urban and rural electrified areas around the world.”123 It is hard to argue with this statement when nearly 90% of the world’s children recognize Terminator and Rambo121. A percentage that takes on its full meaning when one measures, for example, that a quarter of American teenagers do not even know who Hitler is174. This is about as many as the number of young Englishmen who make Winston Churchill into a fictional character who never existed175. We obviously don’t learn that much from television.

			Basically, to say that the small screen is everywhere is insufficient. If we wanted to be precise, we should rather say that the small screen is everywhere in a central position. Thus, in the overwhelming majority of homes, the living room is designed, not to stimulate interpersonal exchanges, but to facilitate access to the television set101,176. In the same way, family planning (meals, bedtime, homework time, etc.) is mainly punctuated, not by physiological rhythms, but by television time101,177,178. For example, in France, according to Crédoc, the television news serves as a real “temporal reference”179 . According to the latest estimates of this organization, “2 out of 3 households dine in front of [the television], and 43% even use it at lunchtime [...] On weekdays, people dine in 35 minutes (33 minutes in 1995), which is the same amount of time as the television news”180. Liliane Lurçat was probably not wrong when she wrote a few years ago: “Television in the home, or domestic television, tends to become the mistress of the house around which daily life is organized and deployed.”5

			It must be said that our dear mistress spares no effort to be seductive and penetrate ever further the intimacy of our homes. At the forefront of the strategies implemented by the beautiful one to win our favors, is a large effort of programmatic diversification. When the Rolling Stones were born in 1962, the French audiovisual offer was still limited to a single channel broadcasting, at best, from noon to midnight. Not very stimulating! The landscape began to change slowly in 1963, with the arrival of “2”. In 1972, “3” made its appearance. Canal + arrived 12 years later, just before “5” and “6” emerged. Satellite, cable and DTT emerged in the next two decades. Today, a package like Canalsat boasts nearly 300 channels.182 Information, cinema, sports, music, history, travel, horseback riding, hunting, fishing, shopping, cooking, manga, adults, teens, children, newborns, there is something for everyone. But it’s hard to avoid conflicts when Dad wants to watch Eurosport, Mom wants to watch Planet, the kid wants to watch Teletoon and the teen wants to watch MTV. Monique Dagnaud, director of research at the CNRS and former member of the Conseil supérieur de l’audiovisuel (CSA), observes that “television has become one of the greatest sources of tension in families”183,184. To avoid the problem, the most direct solution is obviously to multiply the number of receivers. In the United States, for which we have the most accurate public figures, 79% of households have at least three sets and more than 70% of children aged 8 and over have a television in their bedroom152. The figure is 43% for 4-6 year olds, 29% for 2-3 year olds and 19% for 0-1 year olds185! As a recent Inserm reportv points out, France has not yet reached these heights, but it is getting closer186. Thus, 57% of adults have a television in their bedroom187, compared to 41% of 13-14 year olds and 25% of 6-8 year olds188; proportions comparable to those of Germany 115 and Belgium189. A study conducted in 2008 among French pupils aged 6 to 13 with learning difficulties established a higher penetration rate, quite close to that of adults (53%).190 If we accept that these pupils are also the least socially privileged, this figure overlaps with other data showing that a child is significantly more likely to have a television in his or her room if he or she comes from a modest and/or poorly educated background.191-193 This relationship explains, in part, the higher penetration rate of children with learning difficulties. This relationship explains, in part, the tendency of disadvantaged children to consume more television than their affluent counterparts167,169,194-198. Indeed, a “discretionary” TV translates into a frighteningly increased exposure time. Depending on age, the increase can be as high as 60-75%192. A teenager who used to watch TV for two hours a day will find himself, for example, at 3.30 a.m. as soon as a receiver is placed in his room192. Such amplification is not harmless. It leads to decreased physical activity, poorer eating habits, less time spent reading, impaired sleep, poorer school performance, and a drying up of intra-family interactions.192,199-201 Although each of these points is discussed in detail in the following sections, they are not necessarily the same. Although each of these points will be discussed in detail in later chapters, it seems appropriate to point out now that the finding of impoverished intra-family exchanges is basically quite trivial. Indeed, when parents choose to place a television in a child’s room, it is most often, according to them, to get rid of a cumbersome and painful presence185,202. As Nathalie admitted to me with a deep dose of discouragement: “I’m tired, I can’t do it anymore between the twins [3 years old], work, the house, my divorce. At least now they stay in their room, I don’t see them, I’m a bit quiet.” This admission is in line with several quantitative studies showing that the more depressed a mother is, the more her children are exposed to high volumes of television, especially before the age of 3-4 years203,204. Alone in front of the television set, the children watch what they want, without supervision, at times that suit them. It is also striking to note that children who have a television available to them are also the ones who have the fewest rules imposed on them by their parents.192 As Jean-Pierre confirmed to me, the children who have a television are the ones who have the fewest rules. As Jean-Pierre confirmed to me about his teenage daughter, “she has her TV, she doesn’t bother me anymore with her stupid series” (sic). A bit crude in form, but clear in content.

			In apparent contrast to the elements that have just been mentioned, I frequently hear that the audience for the small screen is waning among adolescents and other young adults. They would have “deserted their TV for the Net”205,206. Television would have become “an old man’s medium”, holding “the role of a wallpaper hanging on the wall”207. It is necessary to face the evidence, we are told everywhere, young people “almost do not watch television anymore when they are less than 15 years old, and this worries the telecrats very seriously”208. In fact, “today, the French are turning away from television and books, and devoting themselves more to this new medium [the Internet]. In agreement with these theses, Médiamétrie data show that the viewing time of 15-24 year-olds has dropped by 22% in 10 years on terrestrial channels205. Figures from a private lobby dedicated to the development of Internet advertising confirm this trend, indicating that young Europeans (aged 16-24) now spend more time on the Web than watching television.205 Continuous observation of the behavior of five families [what a sample!] for a week would also corroborate this pattern. According to the director of the marketing agency that carried out this “study”: “The children have not put down their school bags and are now jumping on the Internet. Often, when the television is on, it is behind their back. They watch it with their ears. It’s just part of the décor. The conversations they have on MSN [an instant messaging system] seem more entertaining than any soap opera. There’s no doubt about it: this is a generation lost to Daddy’s television.” 210 No doubt? That sounds optimistic! Indeed, according to the most recent estimates, we have never spent so much time in front of our TV. In 2009, worldwide consumption reached an all-time high of 3 hours 12 minutes per day per person211. According to the World Health Organization (WHO), nearly 60% of French adolescents aged 15 watch more than two hours of television a day on weekdays167. Comparable proportions are observed in countries with high digital penetration such as the United States, Sweden and England. Germany is close to 70%. The Netherlands is over 75%. This picture doesn’t change much when you consider a wider demographic range, like Médiamétrie. According to this audience measurement institute, the audiovisual consumption of 15-24 year olds is well over two hours a day in Germany, England, Spain, Italy, the United States and France212. For Médiamétrie, “a focus on these young adults reveals that despite the demands they are subjected to, Internet, digital entertainment and especially games, they are far from abandoning their television viewing habits. It is not because they have an Internet screen that they are less of a television fan. In the end, there is no real competition between the screens.”173 The audience share lost by the major terrestrial channels would, in this context, be largely captured by thematic channels on satellite, cable or DTT212-215. Several academic studies confirm these conclusions for the United States. No more than in France, there is “support for the speculation that newer media, such as computers, the Internet and video games, are supplanting older media such as television. Not only does television consume almost three times the time of the next closest medium, but the next closest category consists of videos and movies - arguably just another form of television. In other words, exposure to a TV screen, in one form or another, accounts for more than half of young people’s exposure to electronic media.216 This is fully confirmed by a recent report from the highly regarded Nielsen firm217. The original purpose of the report was, in the words of the investigators themselves, to “shatter the myths and give [the reader] hard facts. In the executive summary, the following conclusions were made: “Teens are NOT abandoning TV for new media: in fact, they are watching more TV than ever, an increase of 6% over the past 5 years in the U.S. Teens love the Internet... but spend far less time browsing than adults: teens spend 11 hours and 32 minutes per month online - well below the average of 29 hours and 15 minutes.”

			We are thus far from the announced cataclysm. You really have to be desperately blind, candid and ignorant to claim that young people have deserted television. It remains at the heart of their lives and the least we can say is that the trend does not show any inflection. Indeed, the previous data do not take into account the new modes of audiovisual consumption. With the constant diversification of access portals, the programmatic offer will become more and more universal, not to say invasive. In this respect, a significant part of our usage already involves the Web, in particular through so-called catch-up TV services152,218-224 (which, incidentally, renders the often evoked opposition between computer and television largely obsolete). The latest tidal wave to date is Secret Story, whose videos totaled 28 million accesses in July 2009 alone.220 Another example is Dailymotion, where 8 out of 10 of its users consult television programs.219 Recently, channels have even begun to develop programs specifically for the Net225. To this, we must also add the cell phone. This now allows live access to several dozen channels. In 2008, an operator marketed the first cellular device capable of receiving free DTT programs.226 The 16 channels of personal mobile television will also be available (normally) soon227,228. Our audiovisual leash is getting longer and longer to follow us everywhere: in the toilet, on the bus, in the train, in the restaurant, in the stadium, at work, in church, at school or college: “Everywhere at all times, on all screens!218 the National Union of Television Advertising (SNTA) enthuses in a text with an evocative headline: “Television as the first screen of the French: some people would like to make you doubt. In short, TV in all places and at any time; the perfect ubiquity, the absolute nightmare. As Dimitri Christakis and Frederick Zimmerman, specialists in the subject at the University of Washington, say, “It was already alarming (to some) that two-thirds of teenagers have televisions in their bedrooms. Soon they will have them in their pockets.4 I can confirm this because I recently saw a student in a neurophysiology lecture watching a soccer game on his laptop. This must be what we call bringing new technologies to the university. It is worth noting that according to a recent study by the Kaiser Foundation, audiovisual consumption linked to new media is already approaching one hour per day in the United States among 8-18 year olds, including 24 minutes for the Internet, 15 minutes for cell phones and 15 minutes for iPod/MP3152 type systems.

			So, contrary to a widely spread discourse, teenagers and other young adults are far from deserting the small screen for video games, instant messaging, forums or blogs. Television remains, by far, the favorite leisure activity of the new generations. And don’t think that they watch their programs with a distracted eye. 70% to 80% of the time spent in front of the screen is exclusive of any other activity, except for snacking (15% of the time spent watching TV is also spent eating, I’ll come back to that). When television agrees to share itself, it mainly invites to its table household chores (4%), music (4%), the computer (4%), the telephone (4%) and schoolwork (7%).229 Sometimes, all this beautiful world mixes together in a joyful chaos. For example, this 17-year-old said, “When I’m online, I’m constantly multitasking. At this very moment, I’m watching TV, checking my email every two minutes, checking a news forum about who killed JFK [John Fitzgerald Kennedy], burning music to a CD, and writing these words.”230 Progressive do-gooders, of course, do not miss an opportunity to acclaim this remarkable talent,231 while at the same time crying harum-scarum at those adults who shy away from the virtual thing because they are “a tad jealous of the ease with which their children handle computer tools.”40 Unfortunately, as we will see in the next chapter, these positions are completely unfounded. The computer expertise of teenagers is a myth. Their ability to do several things at once is a sad chimera. To be convinced of this, it is enough to listen to my 13-year-old niece’s good-natured lament that she doesn’t understand anything about a German assignment, which she is facing at the same time as TF1’s Gossip Girl, cell phone SMS and MSN instant messages. But as her mother (an excellent German speaker) says: “What can you do, young people are like that nowadays, they all do the same, you have to live with the times.” The ugly reactionary that I am tends to think that it should still be possible to require a teenager or kid to turn off the TV, cell phone and computer for a few minutes. But, apparently I’m wrong. The “experts” are clear: we must not force our youngest children to do anything. Take this mother for example. After having asked her 6 year old son three times to turn off the television, she finally disconnects the power herself. A terrible blindness that led to a terrible caprice, nicely named “crying fit” by the hilarious Catherine Muller and François Chemel. According to these two authors, “if you turn off the television set with authority and walk away, [the child] will be in such a state of frustration and anger that he or she will then be suspicious of all other attempts you might make.32 A prospect, let’s face it, that is hard to sustain! But don’t worry, there is a way out. To get out of it, you have to be cunning. Like the fox in the fable, you have to lure the child into another activity.32 To tame the kid’s ardor, take him to the park, offer him a construction game, take him out for a snack. If you’re lucky, he’ll agree for a few minutes, without a “crying fit”, to take off his post. Let’s face it, though, it might be hard to lure our young phone-goer back to his multiplication tables or history lesson with this kind of cheese.

			 

			 

			*

			**

			From children’s programs to general audience programs

			Fortunately, there is still a practical approach that is much safer than trickery to avoid the whims of our children when the set goes out. The only way to get away with it is to curb the early addiction. A recent study has shown that adverse reactions do occur around the age of 6 in response to intransigent disconnections. However, these reactions are very heterogeneous. The more children have been exposed to a heavy audiovisual regime before the age of 4, the more likely they are to vehemently oppose the abrogation of the cathode ray when they enter the first grade232. In itself, this result is hardly surprising, given the abundance of data showing that television use is acquired by impregnation during the initial stages of life12,29,169,185,194,233. It has been shown, in particular, that the volume of television absorbed during early childhood generally predicts adolescent consumption, which in turn predicts adult exposure196,234-236. However, it is striking to note that the use of the small screen is not originally the result of a spontaneous demand by the child, but rather of heavy parental pressure. In other words, it is not the children who naturally go to the television. It is the adults who insist and do everything possible to make the meeting happen. A Sofres survey underlines that only 15% of very young children (1-4 years) regularly ask for television. 61% never ask for it! The remaining 25% are divided into rare (10%) or occasional (15%) requesters.198 Individual or group qualitative interviews largely confirm these data by underlining the natural disinterest of children in television and by stigmatizing the incentive function of parents. For many parents, TV is certainly a way to obtain free time to satisfy various hobbies or household chores: “When he’s watching TV,” says, for example, this mother of a 1-3 year oldw, “I can do other things.185 The same is true of this Colorado woman: “They get up and watch TV while I shower and get dressed.185 Other parents are quick to acknowledge a more general goal of turning their restless brats into lovable, apathetic cattle. For example, this Ohio mother said of her 4-6 year old son, “He’s a good little boy. He doesn’t bother anyone. He doesn’t do anything stupid. He’s glued to the TV.”185 Similarly, for this California resident, also the mother of a 4-6 year old: “The media makes my life easier. We are all happier. He doesn’t throw tantrums. I can get some work done.”185 And what about this lovely matron, recounting the long road of crosses she had to endure to finally turn her 2-year-old into a zealous telephobe. “When he was 18 months old] I started by trying Sesame Streetx. I would make an effort to get him interested in the program. I would turn on the set and say, “Look! There’s a car,” or whatever [...] Then I bought a book on Sesame Street and we would watch it together. I think that helped get him interested. It took from October to Christmas. Finally “it took”. It was very gradual. But now he watches every day, always with a bottle, in the morning and in the afternoon [...] I know that television is not really good for children, but a few hours a day really can’t be that bad. I guess if I didn’t have a TV, I would have tried to establish a quiet time routine in his room, something like a nap-game. But that would have been difficult.”29

			I confess to remain speechless, not to say featherless, by visualizing this poor amorphous kid, slumped in front of the TV set, “a few hours a day”, a bottle in his hand. Welcome, dear friends, to the wonderful world of TeleValium: guaranteed tranquility, flawless stultification. If the symptoms persist, consult the program and increase the dose.

			The extent of the incentive strategies exerted on children, to lead them to the television set, proves to be all the more difficult to understand as the vast majority of adults seem to be fully aware of the potentially harmful character of television. Thus, between 85 and 90% of parents of children aged 2 to 17 admit to being worried about the cathode ray tube191 and more generally about electronic media237,238. In the apprehension contest, television is far ahead of all its other competitors, including the Internet and video games191,237,238. More than the amount of time spent in front of the screen, it is the nature of the programs watched that mainly alarms parents191. 75 to 80% of them say they are concerned about their offspring being overexposed to inappropriate sexual, violent and semantic content. More than 80% believe that this content substantially influences children’s behaviour. 77% consider that advertising influences the food choices of young people. 66% admit that they are regularly asked to buy products “seen on TV”237,238. A set of fears summarized with great lucidity by this mother who stated bluntly: “[Television] makes my life easier, but in the long run, when [the children] are older and start encountering all these problems, I think I wish I hadn’t let them do it when they were five.”185 Helen’s testimony, as collected by Marie Winn, sadly validates this omen, while showing that it becomes terribly difficult to stop the spiral once it has begun. At the beginning of her story, this musician tells us that she deliberately placed her two children in front of the television set when they were very small.29 Initially, she tells us, their children were not allowed to see the television. Initially, she tells us, their consumption consisted of Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood, an “educational” series lasting about thirty minutes. Then, after a few months, Sesame Street was added. When the children were 4 years old, Mister Rogers’ was considered too bland and was rejected in favor of Batman. Then came two more cartoons, Underdog and The Flintstones. It was then,” says Helen, “that I started to feel a little uncomfortable about television... You see, I was in complete control at first. Then slowly these other programs crept in and the kids seemed to want to watch so much! [...] What began to bother me was that John often refused to go out and ride his bike in the afternoon, because he preferred to watch TV. [...] I talked to the school psychologist about the TV problem and she told me not to worry about it, that if John wanted to watch two or three hours of TV that was probably the best thing for him. It went against all my instincts, but it was the easiest thing to do, just let him watch.” Later, John and his sister discovered Saturday morning cartoons. “It was great for us,” Helen confesses, “because it kept us in bed nice and long while they watched TV.” During the week, new programs were gradually added. Getting the kids to leave the TV and come to dinner became more and more difficult. After several requests,” says Helen, “I would always have to come in and turn it off, and they would get very angry about it. They would say ‘I hate you’ and come to dinner pushing and hitting each other, angry and sulky, very, very angry. As a result, dinner was very unpleasant for all of us. They stayed grumpy throughout the meal. It was the worst part of the day, really! [...] It’s a terrible saga, right?” Terrible, I don’t know, but ordinary, no doubt. Like many parents, Helen will probably end up letting her children eat quietly in front of the television. Obesity will set in and the tantrums will fade away.239-242
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