
MEDIA VIOLENCE
AND CHRISTIAN ETHICS

How can audiences interact creatively, wisely and peaceably with the
many different forms of violence found throughout today’s media?
Suicide attacks, graphic executions and the horrors of war appear
in news reports, films, websites and even on mobile phones. One
approach towards media violence is to attempt to protect viewers;
another is to criticise journalists, editors, film-makers and their
stories.

In this book Jolyon Mitchell highlights Christianity’s ambiguous
relationship with media violence. He goes beyond debates about the
effects of watching mediated violence to examine how audiences,
producers and critics interact with news images, films, video games
and advertising. He argues that practices such as hospitality, friend-
ship, witness and worship can provide the context where both spec-
tacular and hidden violence can be remembered and reframed. This
can help audiences to imagine how their own identities and com-
munities can be based not upon violence, but upon a more lasting
foundation of peace.

J O L Y O N M I T C H E L L is Senior Lecturer in Theology, Ethics and
Communication at the University of Edinburgh and a former BBC
World Service producer and journalist.
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To Jasmine, Xanthe and Sebastian
In Memory of Mark Birchall
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General Editor’s preface

Jolyon Mitchell’s new monograph, Media Violence and Christian Ethics,
breaks new ground for this series. Media and film studies have developed
strongly in the academic world over the last few years, but so far they have
attracted comparatively little attention within Christian ethics. The combi-
nation of a multimedia approach with a specific focus upon media violence
is particularly novel and welcome in this series. It picks up on themes of evil
and violence addressed earlier in Gordon Graham’s Evil and Christian
Ethics, albeit paying particular attention to violence depicted in different
media forms. It also complements Anthony Bash’s very recent Forgiveness
and Christian Ethics. Like other monographs in the series, Media Violence
and Christian Ethics fulfils well the two key aims of the series as a whole –
namely to promote monographs in Christian ethics which engage centrally
with the present secular moral debate at the highest possible intellectual
level and, secondly, to encourage contributors to demonstrate that
Christian ethics can make a distinctive contribution to this debate.

Jolyon Mitchell is well aware that there are deep ambiguities lying at the
heart of a study of media violence and Christian ethics. In an original
fashion, he vividly demonstrates how portraying spectacular violence can
also obscure other more hidden forms of violence. A simplistic Christian
approach might be just to denounce each and every depiction of violence in
media, forgetting in the process that some representations serve important
social and even moral functions. In contrast, he makes the significant
observation that Christian responses to violence are often ambiguous
because there is a violent act at the heart of the Christian story. Artists
for many centuries and now film-makers have portrayed this violent act
graphically, sometimes in the interests of piety and worship. Yet ironically
some Christians today have simultaneously deplored media violence and
applauded Mel Gibson’s graphically violent film The Passion of the Christ.
Ambiguity to violence and to violent depictions runs through Christian
history, and Jolyon Mitchell depicts this carefully.

xiii
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He also finally shows that amidst the ambiguity of Christian responses
to violence there are still biblical longings for peace beyond present
violence – involving witness, hospitality, friendship and worship – which
form important correctives within an often violent world. This is a wel-
come and challenging book.

R O B I N G I L L

xiv General Editor’s preface

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-81256-6 - Media Violence and Christian Ethics
Jolyon Mitchell
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/0521812569
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Acknowledgements

Researching and writing this book has been an adventure. I am grateful
to a number of friends and colleagues who have accompanied me.
David Smith, Michael Northcott, Peter Mitchell, Duncan Forrester
and Michael Banner read all, or almost all, of a complete draft. Their
comments were rigorous and extremely helpful. Nick Adams, Mark
Birchall, Rufus Black, Larry Hurtado, David Morgan, Oliver
O’Donovan, Marcus Plested, Sam Wells and David Wright provided
constructive and often inspiring feedback on specific chapters. Thank
you to friends and colleagues at New College for their ongoing support
and encouragement. The freedom to take research leave and colleagues
who make it possible are great gifts. So too are postgraduate and
undergraduate students who ask thoughtful questions and offer new
ways of looking at the world.

I also learnt a huge amount in the context of the friendships and
the hospitality that I experienced as a member of the International
Study Commission for Media, Religion and Culture, with Kwabena
Asamaoh-Gyadu, Lynn Schofield Clark, Roberto Goizueta, Juan
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Figure 0.1. Man carries body of a girl in Qana, Lebanon, Sunday 30 July 2006. Photo:
Frederic LaFargue / Gamma, Camera Press London. Reproduced with permission.
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