Congressman Goodlatte’s Weekly Column: January 16, 2004

Common Decency on the Airwaves

In most American family rooms, furniture is arranged around a centrally located television.  Like it or not, television, and what we watch with our families is an integral part of home life.

This explains the public reaction, when, in January of 2003, a well-known rock star uttered a graphic profanity during the “Golden Globe Awards” during prime time network television.  Following that incident, a complaint was filed with the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) alleging that the decision to air this program over the public airwaves and the use of the word constituted obscene and indecent material.  

But on October 3, 2003, the FCC issued an outrageous order to the contrary.  The FCC’s nuanced reasoning permitted this deplorable language because the profanity in question was used as an adjective and not to describe an explicit sexual act.  Despite this overly technical reasoning, the fact of the matter is, that the millions of children who watch television during prime time, simply would not make, and should not have to make, that sort of distinction.  

The ruling sets a dangerous precedent for the use of inappropriate language on any radio or television channel at any hour and it sends a less than desirable message to the broader entertainment industry about the FCC’s willingness to regulate and enforce standards for broadcast decency.

Following this ruling, legislation was introduced in Congress, which I am cosponsoring, which addresses the FCC’s responsibility to utilize its enforcement authority to maintain the rules prohibiting obscene and indecent broadcasts.  The legislation has been referred to a House subcommittee and I will continue to work to move it through Congress.

That being said, just last week, FCC Chairman Michael Powell asked his four fellow FCC commissioners to overturn this ruling which has come under heavy fire in recent months.  It remains to be seen what the final outcome will be in this particular case, but in the words of one commissioner who has long spoken out against broadcast indecency, “I’ll know this commission is serious when they start assessing meaningful fines and having truly filthy broadcasts lead to license-revoking hearings.”

While often the best way for our children to avoid profanity and other indecent material is simply to turn off the television, the fact of the matter is that parents should not have to sit on the edge of their seats fearful of what they and their family might be exposed to during primetime.

Ironically, we have come to a point where language that most folks would not dream of using in private, certainly not in front of children, is now acceptable on television.  This reflects a general coarsening of values and a fundamentally flawed misunderstanding of “free speech”.  Simply put, profanity of this sort has no place on television and no place in our homes.

