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Our cover features Pet of the Month
Julie Strain, who was photographed by
Suze Randall. Her pictorial begins on
page 71.
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eA small group of individuals with

their own personal agendas control what
ideas you and your children should

be exposed to. More often than not, their
pronouncements go unchallenged.®

They go by many names. Educational consultants. Enter-

ADVISE & DISSE NT tainment psychologists. Broadcast Standards and Prac-

tices. Advisers. Censors. In the realm of network television,

they are the "Watchmen,” and they are charged with the

OP|N|ON task of overseeing the psychological makeup of an entire
generation.

The Watchmen operate out of a shadow realm populated
BY J. MICHAEL STRACZYNSKI by signs and portents that, they assure us, only they can
; ; read aright. Parents and viewers, who usually don't under-

The author, a Writers Guild Award  stand the methodology involved, are thus forced to trust that
nominee, has written extensively for film and jt is g1 being handled properly and by qualified people.
television, including such series as But is it?

“Nightmare Classics,” “Jake and the Fatman,” i : :
oL cs::fes neﬁ f‘}ﬁl?gm Z?Jn:.. Fﬁ?bggg For the record, as a television writer, I've penned about

include Ofhersyde, Demon Night, and the anthology 110 produced episodes and story-edited 214. Although much
Tales From the New Twilight Zone.  ©f my work has been for grown-ups, I've also written for

what is vaguely labeled “children’s television.” The names
alone of some of the shows on which |'ve worked are enough

CENSORING to elicit looks of horror from a variety of so-called “watch-
dog" groups: "He-Man and the Masters of the Universe,”

CHI LDREN ,s “She-Ra, Princess of Power," ‘Jayce and the Wheeled War-
riors,” "The Real Ghostbusters,” and "Captain Power and the

Soldiers of the Future." (The last is a live-action series, not

a cartoon—a description applied frequently and erro-

neously by some of the show's opponents, thus indicating

that they've never even seen the thing!)

No writer enjoys having his words changed or his vision
altered, but we all understand that television is a collabo-
rative medium. You go into it with the sure and certain belief
that you will get notes, suggestions, and criticisms from all
sides. But television can become a veritable money ma-
chine for many of the highly paid advisers who charge enor-
mous sums in exchange for their opinions. Are some of them
raising concerns (which may or may not have any basis in
reality) simply to ensure their being hired in order to set
these concerns right? Because when the shouting starts,
the networks often feel that their best defense is the asser-
tion that the script was thoroughly reviewed by their edu-
cational consultants.

The process works something like this: Before a network
purchases a series, the network or the studio hires a con-
sultant, who reads the scripts, attends meetings, and sup-
plies opinions about the show. In the past, the efforts of such
consultants have been more in the area of keeping on-screen
violence and unsafe activity to a minimum. But lately it is
the philosophy of the show that has come under fire. The
Watchmen have begun to exert control over the realm of
ideas. And that is a very different, very dangerous area.

All too often, the result is the creation of a small group of
individuals who, with their own personal agendas, control
what ideas you and your children should be exposed fo.
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the studios that were trying to sell shows
to that same network.

Finally, while networks may or may
not utilize the services of consultants,
the network censors are always there.
As occupants of the office of Broad-
cast Standards and Practices (B.S. &
P), they are charged with making sure
that nothing objectionable, or even po-
tentially objectionable, gets through.

In the past, comments from B.S. & P
have often been reasonably sane. “Put
more minorities into the stories,” “Please
indicate that the characters should be
wearing seat belts,” et cetera. But as
with the consultants, the tenor of the
notes have changed over time, reflect-
ing a fear of a very small handful of
fundamentalists and other potential
boycotters. As one censor told me, “We
don't want to end up on any lists."

Notes from the censors range from
the downright silly to the offensive and
the dangerous. Two such examples,
both drawn from episodes of “The Real
Ghostbusters.” In ‘Janine, You've
Changed,” Janine falls under the influ-
ence of a creature pretending to be her
fairy godmother. B.S. & P's note: "Please
do not have Janine's hands clasped in
prayer as she summons the fairy god-
mother. This may be interpreted as de-
monic worship.”

For “Live From Al Capone’s Tomb!"
we were told, “Please [refrain from us-
ing] the term ‘netherworld’ in order to
avoid allusions to hell, Satan, et cetera.
Suggest ‘spiritworld’ as a substitute.”

That certainly clarifies things.

All this shouldn't be taken to mean
that the censors are running rampant,
their every whim acceded to. There are
producers—such as those on “The Real
Ghostbusters"—who have fought vig-
orously against them. And in my battles
with B.S. & P, my most staunch allies
have generally been the executives in
programming at ABC. The unfortunate
part is that there aren't nearly enough
people like them who are willing to
speak up. When push comes to shove,
rather than risk antagonizing the net-
work over a point of ethics or creativity
or freedom, most producers cave in,
often blaming the writer for being a
troublemaker.

What | do hope is that parents and
educators will realize that what their
children are not seeing is sometimes
as important as what they are seeing.
Television is a mighty tool for socializa-
tion, the mightiest conceivable, and at
this moment the soul of the beast is up
for grabs. Fringe groups that are out to
advance their own agendas succeed
only when they are left to do so un-
challenged. It is your right and your ob-
ligation to ask questions.

Who watches the Watchmen?

You do. Or no one does.Ot+—p
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