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COVER STORY Exclusive interviews with the director and stars of a major studio release

EXECUTIVE SUITE The President of NATO tells it like it is

RUNNING NUMBERS NATO's Director of Media & Research looks deep into the data

LAW & ORDER NATO's general counsel guides us through the legal lay of the land

SHOW BUSINESS Unique exhibitor tips and success stories

FRONT LINE AWARD We celebrate the stars of exhibition—the ticket takers, ushers and the people behind the candy counter

FRONT OFFICE AWARD Acknowledging outstanding theater managers and supervisors

MARQUEE AWARD Profiles of the best movie houses in America

ON THE HORIZON A preview of movies you'll want to keep on your radar

COMING SOON A preview of movies nearing release

BOOK IT! A rundown of available documentaries, independent films and world cinema

With 12 issues annually, Boxoffice Pro covers the entire range of topics and subjects of interest to the theatrical 
exhibitor. Each issue features a special section devoted to that month's theme while also delivering the staple 
features our readers have relied on for decades.. 
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Boxoffice Pro is dedicated to bringing theatrical exhibition professionals the most up-to-date information, data and 
analysis. This ensures that our readers have access to the knowledge that will enable them to make informed, profitable 
decisions about which products and services they purchase. Our annual, monthly and special features offer you a unique 
opportunity to promote your products and deliver your message to thousands of exhibition professionals.
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From time to time, the movie ratings system comes 

under attack for rating a film more stringently than 
the filmmaker would like. This is understandable. 

A film’s rating can have a real impact on its commercial 
prospects—as has been widely noted, PG-13 seems to be 
the commercial sweet spot for mainstream film, perhaps 
because of the Goldilocks Rule: Not too hot, not too cold, 
but just right. This does not mean, of course, that an R-rat-
ed film cannot do huge box office, nor does it foretell lower 
numbers for a film rated G or PG. It simply seems to be 
the case that the most successful films congregate around 
content that the majority of the audience finds neither 
too intense nor too mild. In other words, movies with the 
broadest appeal do better. 

And speaking of appeal, the ratings process came un-
der fire again this past summer for ratings given to two 
documentaries. The Tillman Story, the history and death of 
NFL player and Army Ranger Pat Tillman, was rated R for 
language. A Film Unfinished, uncovered propaganda foot-
age from the Warsaw Ghetto, was rated R for “disturbing 
images of Holocaust atrocities, including graphic nudity.” 
Both films appealed their ratings and both relied, in part, 
on similar arguments—at least in public.

Adam Yauch, founder of Oscilloscope Laboratories 
founder and distributor of A Film Unfinished, said in a state-
ment, “This is too important of a historical document to 
ban from classrooms. I understand that the MPAA wants 
to protect children’s eyes from things that are too over-
whelming, but they’ve really gone too far this time. It’s 
bullshit.” Amusingly, industry website The Wrap printed 
his statement with the “bullshit” redacted.

Jay Fernandez, in The Hollywood Reporter, inveighed 
against the rating with a bravura performance of muddled 
thinking: 

(I)t highlights, yet again, a ludicrous hypocrisy that the 
MPAA insists on enforcing.

The Holocaust offers a uniquely grim history that simply can-
not be depicted without exposing viewers to its full horror. Those 
that dance at the periphery of a colossally important event that 
some dangerous cranks very publicly continue to deny do more 
damage to audiences than those that point the camera directly 
into its terrifying maw. In any case, younger viewers—in concert 
with parents and educators—deserve the right to see it.

That the outrageously disingenuous Life Is Beautiful can 
tease viewers with a PG-13 scenario that turned life in a labor 

camp into a parlor game, and crassly and superficially violent 
Hollywood movies get stamped with PG-13 ratings week in 
week out, simply reinforces the notion that America is commit-
ted to raising more generations of fantasists with skewed moral 
compasses.

He suggests, as numerous commentators have sug-
gested before him, that because something is real, it should 
have a rating as unrestrictive—perhaps less restrictive?—
as the “superficially violent.”  He reaches, as most such 
complainants do, for a moral or aesthetic judgment of the 
film as the basis for the film’s rating rather than the plainly 
stated reason: the film’s content. This is the logic of a cen-
sor.  He then calls for it to be seen by younger viewers “in 
concert with parents and educators.” We agree! And there 
is nothing in the R rating that prevents that from happen-
ing.

The producers of The Tillman Story also reached for the 
movie’s redeeming values as a reason for overturning the 
R rating. 

“Of course there is excessive language,” producer John 
Battsek stated in a press release. “This is a film that follows 
a truly exemplary family torn apart by the death of their 
loved one and the barrage of government deceit they en-
countered in their pursuit of the honest truth. We should 
be looking at this film as a way to show our younger gen-
eration the power of true family values and the sometimes 
unfortunate failings of our government.”

Tillman director Amir Bar-Lev also weighed in. “The 
language in this film is not gratuitous. I think this is how 
many people would react when faced with the unthink-
able. Giving this film an R rating prevents young people 
from seeing this film, the very people who should be ex-
posed to a great American like Pat Tillman.”

Harvey Weinstein, whose Weinstein Co. is the film’s 
distributor, is never one to shy away from free publicity 
and said, “This is one of the most important films I’ve dis-
tributed in my career, and I want my teenage daughter and 
the nation’s young adults to be able to watch Pat’s story. 
We need to learn from this story, and limiting who can see 
it is not the answer.”

Where to begin? Battsek, at least, is honest about the 
level of language in the movie, but falls back upon the 
irrelevant position that his movie should have a less 
restrictive rating because it is important. As noted in the 
Classification and Ratings Administration’s (CARA) rules: 

The Rating Board does not determine the content that may be in-
cluded in motion pictures by filmmakers, nor does it evaluate the 
quality or social value of motion pictures. By issuing a rating, 
it seeks to inform parents of the level of certain content in a mo-
tion picture (violence, sex, drugs, language, thematic material, 
adult activities, etc.) that parents may deem inappropriate for 
viewing by their children. It is not CARA’s purpose to prescribe 
socially-appropriate values or to suggest any evolution of the 
values held by American parents, but instead to reflect the cur-
rent values of the majority of American parents, so that parents 
benefit from and feel fairly informed by the ratings system.

Bar-Lev and Weinstein trot out a simple untruth—that 

AN APPEAL TO 
REASON AND 
REASONS TO 
APPEAL
Hypocrisy, hyperbole and the movie 
ratings system

the R rating prevents anyone from seeing a movie. If Harvey Wein-
stein wants his daughter to see The Tillman Story, he can take her, 
and movie theaters will happily admit them both. What the R rating 
does is ensure that parents have the ability to have a say over what 
movies their children are watching—and not just the 15 year olds, 
but the 10 and 12 year olds, too.

A Film Unfinished’s director Yael Hersonski suggested in the New 
York Post that parental supervision is exactly what she is trying to 
avoid: “I wish I had had a chance to see such films as a teenager, and 
I think high school teachers should have the opportunity to decide 
whether to use it in their classes.”

This was in reference to some school districts’ policies regarding 
R-rated films. Some bar all R-rated films from classrooms; others 
require parental permission slips. Hersonski was comfortable with 
teachers making decisions about the film, but apparently not par-
ents. This was, regardless, none of the rating system’s business. 

The actual substance of the appeals was more serious, with both 
films in their public statements citing precedent for a less restrictive 
rating. The Tillman Story noted the prior case of Gunner Palace (2004), 
which also appealed an R rating for language and was successful, 
despite far exceeding the only ratings rule that has a numeric trig-
ger. The late MPAA Chairman Jack Valenti and NATO President John 
Fithian took the extraordinary step of issuing a statement alerting 
parents that the language in the movie far exceeded content seen in 
any previous PG-13 film.  Clearly, as precedent, Gunner Palace is the 
Bush v. Gore of the movie world—good for one time only. 

A Film Unfinished referenced the Steven Spielberg-produced The 
Last Days from 1998, which also included nudity. Both films were 
unsuccessful in their appeals and A Film Unfinished’s producer chose 
to release the film unrated.

As a member of the Ratings Appeals Board (although I did not 
participate in any of the appeals referenced here), I would like to 
expand a bit on what the Board is, does and doesn’t do.  First, and 
most importantly, the Board is not monolithic. I have voted to 
overturn and uphold ratings and been in the majority and minor-
ity in both. I suspect, but do not know—as the ballots are secret—
that that is also the experience of most of the Board.

Precedent is considered, but is not binding. One film may have, 
superficially, the same content, but how that content is presented is 
often crucial. Critics of the ratings system often point to its seeming 
inconsistency as a sign of hypocrisy and dysfunction. At the Appeals 
Board level, at least, it is my experience that it is serious engagement 
with a film’s content that brings about the biggest variation in rat-
ings for what may seem, in broad outline, as similar content.

We don’t care what the filmmaker took out. What matters is 
what was left in.  

Finally, what I find of concern in a film as a parent will probably 
be different than what you may find of concern. On the Appeals 
Board, it is our job to determine if the rating given to a film would be 
seen, in the judgment of most parents, as clearly erroneous. It is not 
to substitute our own judgment of the film. This requires, as does 
the initial rating, an act of imagination, of putting yourself in the 
place of people (300 million of them) who may be very unlike you.  

This is the thing that film makers and media critics seem incapa-
ble of comprehending: that the audience they are addressing may be 
very unlike themselves.Fuga. Ita di corumqui bea volore molorrum 
esti omnimagnis magniscius prerenim la di acepudit omnimagnam 
que alis dolent, natem idem que rero optaecto volupta tempori ae-

peri ipsam veriatioremo maximet adissim enihili gnimus re volori-
busam fugit ea alit aperume ndenimpe conserissin niatur accatur? 
Quis duciur? Quias quam quunt restiniet doluptatur, cus illum 
ea quatempore in nus escillabore omnimpos serio. Cusdae autem 
consequos nus dolupti reped mo explicaecea voluptur? Quiderisque 
quiae voluptatis sequo milluptatur, tempedia sitasinctur sequam si 
to et fugit, qui digniandus nisitas ne dolectur mos es veriatate volup-
taeri tectatenis perchil id eium ad que ex et re vendand ebitem que 
suntiamus es audions ereribu samus.

Cus, odigendae perchit issecepror sitatur assust, voluptatus 
exeris sapeditatem et aspicia quide sunte dolori rest dolupic ien-
danditae sae nus duntiatatur aut aut endam eum nis alique volecto 
blaborr ovitescium, ipisqui nulpa solo et omnimaio. Era plit a so-
luptamus, se porum aut quidunt, et voloresequis eum quam quaecte 
voloratecae es auda sedipsam andipiciet et audam, culparum rem 
quos et vid et pro qui ut lam, in rentum ipsandia as alitas pedipic 
tatiiscia siminis dolores equaerum dolorepudi aut quia eatem nam, 
omnihic tet invelique landae prat.

Ur, que commolu ptinullessed eiunt, intem quos non re, vole-
nimus cone quos ea qui volorum audame modicipsa qui ommodic 
idenim atur?

Ibus pernatur, occus ad qui verorepe porem et asperia nullorrum 
quam reperci dusam, officipsant diorro torporibus debitiu sandit 
arum nos nosam, cum, ommod magnim eum aut dolutentor audaes 
inietur, utati ut as dis eario omnim eossimusande num eos cuscia is 
voluptasped eostem labor audamus sum hictestem vernatem cori 
volupta net, que nate occum harcient molorerspe iusam voloressum 
inienda epratis am rem laut re nis expero moluptam, omnimost 
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From time to time, the movie ratings system comes 

under attack for rating a film more stringently than 
the filmmaker would like. This is understandable. 

A film’s rating can have a real impact on its commercial 
prospects—as has been widely noted, PG-13 seems to be 
the commercial sweet spot for mainstream film, perhaps 
because of the Goldilocks Rule: Not too hot, not too cold, 
but just right. This does not mean, of course, that an R-rat-
ed film cannot do huge box office, nor does it foretell lower 
numbers for a film rated G or PG. It simply seems to be 
the case that the most successful films congregate around 
content that the majority of the audience finds neither 
too intense nor too mild. In other words, movies with the 
broadest appeal do better. 

And speaking of appeal, the ratings process came un-
der fire again this past summer for ratings given to two 
documentaries. The Tillman Story, the history and death of 
NFL player and Army Ranger Pat Tillman, was rated R for 
language. A Film Unfinished, uncovered propaganda foot-
age from the Warsaw Ghetto, was rated R for “disturbing 
images of Holocaust atrocities, including graphic nudity.” 
Both films appealed their ratings and both relied, in part, 
on similar arguments—at least in public.

Adam Yauch, founder of Oscilloscope Laboratories 
founder and distributor of A Film Unfinished, said in a state-
ment, “This is too important of a historical document to 
ban from classrooms. I understand that the MPAA wants 
to protect children’s eyes from things that are too over-
whelming, but they’ve really gone too far this time. It’s 
bullshit.” Amusingly, industry website The Wrap printed 
his statement with the “bullshit” redacted.

Jay Fernandez, in The Hollywood Reporter, inveighed 
against the rating with a bravura performance of muddled 
thinking: 

(I)t highlights, yet again, a ludicrous hypocrisy that the 
MPAA insists on enforcing.

The Holocaust offers a uniquely grim history that simply can-
not be depicted without exposing viewers to its full horror. Those 
that dance at the periphery of a colossally important event that 
some dangerous cranks very publicly continue to deny do more 
damage to audiences than those that point the camera directly 
into its terrifying maw. In any case, younger viewers—in concert 
with parents and educators—deserve the right to see it.

That the outrageously disingenuous Life Is Beautiful can 
tease viewers with a PG-13 scenario that turned life in a labor 

camp into a parlor game, and crassly and superficially violent 
Hollywood movies get stamped with PG-13 ratings week in 
week out, simply reinforces the notion that America is commit-
ted to raising more generations of fantasists with skewed moral 
compasses.

He suggests, as numerous commentators have sug-
gested before him, that because something is real, it should 
have a rating as unrestrictive—perhaps less restrictive?—
as the “superficially violent.”  He reaches, as most such 
complainants do, for a moral or aesthetic judgment of the 
film as the basis for the film’s rating rather than the plainly 
stated reason: the film’s content. This is the logic of a cen-
sor.  He then calls for it to be seen by younger viewers “in 
concert with parents and educators.” We agree! And there 
is nothing in the R rating that prevents that from happen-
ing.

The producers of The Tillman Story also reached for the 
movie’s redeeming values as a reason for overturning the 
R rating. 

“Of course there is excessive language,” producer John 
Battsek stated in a press release. “This is a film that follows 
a truly exemplary family torn apart by the death of their 
loved one and the barrage of government deceit they en-
countered in their pursuit of the honest truth. We should 
be looking at this film as a way to show our younger gen-
eration the power of true family values and the sometimes 
unfortunate failings of our government.”

Tillman director Amir Bar-Lev also weighed in. “The 
language in this film is not gratuitous. I think this is how 
many people would react when faced with the unthink-
able. Giving this film an R rating prevents young people 
from seeing this film, the very people who should be ex-
posed to a great American like Pat Tillman.”

Harvey Weinstein, whose Weinstein Co. is the film’s 
distributor, is never one to shy away from free publicity 
and said, “This is one of the most important films I’ve dis-
tributed in my career, and I want my teenage daughter and 
the nation’s young adults to be able to watch Pat’s story. 
We need to learn from this story, and limiting who can see 
it is not the answer.”

Where to begin? Battsek, at least, is honest about the 
level of language in the movie, but falls back upon the 
irrelevant position that his movie should have a less 
restrictive rating because it is important. As noted in the 
Classification and Ratings Administration’s (CARA) rules: 

The Rating Board does not determine the content that may be in-
cluded in motion pictures by filmmakers, nor does it evaluate the 
quality or social value of motion pictures. By issuing a rating, 
it seeks to inform parents of the level of certain content in a mo-
tion picture (violence, sex, drugs, language, thematic material, 
adult activities, etc.) that parents may deem inappropriate for 
viewing by their children. It is not CARA’s purpose to prescribe 
socially-appropriate values or to suggest any evolution of the 
values held by American parents, but instead to reflect the cur-
rent values of the majority of American parents, so that parents 
benefit from and feel fairly informed by the ratings system.

Bar-Lev and Weinstein trot out a simple untruth—that 
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the R rating prevents anyone from seeing 
a movie. If Harvey Weinstein wants his 
daughter to see The Tillman Story, he can 
take her, and movie theaters will happily 
admit them both. What the R rating does is 
ensure that parents have the ability to have 
a say over what movies their children are 
watching—and not just the 15 year olds, but 
the 10 and 12 year olds, too.

A Film Unfinished’s director Yael Her-
sonski suggested in the New York Post that 
parental supervision is exactly what she is 
trying to avoid: “I wish I had had a chance 
to see such films as a teenager, and I think 
high school teachers should have the oppor-
tunity to decide whether to use it in their 
classes.”

This was in reference to some school dis-
tricts’ policies regarding R-rated films. Some 
bar all R-rated films from classrooms; others 
require parental permission slips. Hersonski 
was comfortable with teachers making deci-
sions about the film, but apparently not par-
ents. This was, regardless, none of the rating 
system’s business. 

The actual substance of the appeals was 
more serious, with both films in their public 
statements citing precedent for a less restric-
tive rating. The Tillman Story noted the prior 
case of Gunner Palace (2004), which also 
appealed an R rating for language and was 
successful, despite far exceeding the only 
ratings rule that has a numeric trigger. The 
late MPAA Chairman Jack Valenti and NATO 
President John Fithian took the extraordi-
nary step of issuing a statement alerting 
parents that the language in the movie far 
exceeded content seen in any previous PG-
13 film.  Clearly, as precedent, Gunner Palace 
is the Bush v. Gore of the movie world—good 
for one time only. 

A Film Unfinished referenced the Steven 
Spielberg-produced The Last Days from 1998, 
which also included nudity. Both films were 
unsuccessful in their appeals and A Film 
Unfinished’s producer chose to release the 
film unrated.

As a member of the Ratings Appeals 
Board (although I did not participate in any 
of the appeals referenced here), I would 
like to expand a bit on what the Board is, 
does and doesn’t do.  First, and most impor-
tantly, the Board is not monolithic. I have 
voted to overturn and uphold ratings and 
been in the majority and minority in both. 
I suspect, but do not know—as the ballots 
are secret—that that is also the experience 
of most of the Board.

Precedent is considered, but is not bind-
ing. One film may have, superficially, the 
same content, but how that content is pre-
sented is often crucial. Critics of the ratings 
system often point to its seeming inconsis-
tency as a sign of hypocrisy and dysfunc-
tion. At the Appeals Board level, at least, it is 
my experience that it is serious engagement 
with a film’s content that brings about the 
biggest variation in ratings for what may 
seem, in broad outline, as similar content.

We don’t care what the filmmaker took 
out. What matters is what was left in.  

Finally, what I find of concern in a film 
as a parent will probably be different than 
what you may find of concern. On the Ap-
peals Board, it is our job to determine if the 
rating given to a film would be seen, in the 
judgment of most parents, as clearly errone-
ous. It is not to substitute our own judgment 
of the film. This requires, as does the initial 
rating, an act of imagination, of putting 
yourself in the place of people (300 million 
of them) who may be very unlike you.  

This is the thing that film makers and 
media critics seem incapable of compre-
hending: that the audience they are address-
ing may be very unlike themselves.Fuga. 
Ita di corumqui bea volore molorrum esti 
omnimagnis magniscius prerenim la di ace-
pudit omnimagnam que alis dolent, natem 
idem que rero optaecto volupta tempori 
aeperi ipsam veriatioremo maximet adissim 
enihili gnimus re voloribusam fugit ea alit 
aperume ndenimpe conserissin niatur ac-
catur? Quis duciur? Quias quam quunt res-
tiniet doluptatur, cus illum ea quatempore 
in nus escillabore omnimpos serio. Cusdae 
autem consequos nus dolupti reped mo 
explicaecea voluptur? Quiderisque quiae 
voluptatis sequo milluptatur, tempedia 
sitasinctur sequam si to et fugit, qui digni-
andus nisitas ne dolectur mos es veriatate 
voluptaeri tectatenis perchil id eium ad que 
ex et re vendand ebitem que suntiamus es 
audions ereribu samus.

Cus, odigendae perchit issecepror sitatur 
assust, voluptatus exeris sapeditatem et 
aspicia quide sunte dolori rest dolupic ien-
danditae sae nus duntiatatur aut aut endam 
eum nis alique volecto blaborr ovitescium, 
ipisqui nulpa solo et omnimaio. Era plit 
a soluptamus, se porum aut quidunt, et 
voloresequis eum quam quaecte volorate-
cae es auda sedipsam andipiciet et audam, 
culparum rem quos et vid et pro qui ut lam, 
in rentum ipsandia as alitas pedipic tatiiscia 
siminis dolores equaerum dolorepudi aut 
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From time to time, the movie ratings system comes 

under attack for rating a film more stringently than 
the filmmaker would like. This is understandable. 

A film’s rating can have a real impact on its commercial 
prospects—as has been widely noted, PG-13 seems to be 
the commercial sweet spot for mainstream film, perhaps 
because of the Goldilocks Rule: Not too hot, not too cold, 
but just right. This does not mean, of course, that an R-rat-
ed film cannot do huge box office, nor does it foretell lower 
numbers for a film rated G or PG. It simply seems to be 
the case that the most successful films congregate around 
content that the majority of the audience finds neither 
too intense nor too mild. In other words, movies with the 
broadest appeal do better. 

And speaking of appeal, the ratings process came un-
der fire again this past summer for ratings given to two 
documentaries. The Tillman Story, the history and death of 
NFL player and Army Ranger Pat Tillman, was rated R for 
language. A Film Unfinished, uncovered propaganda foot-
age from the Warsaw Ghetto, was rated R for “disturbing 
images of Holocaust atrocities, including graphic nudity.” 
Both films appealed their ratings and both relied, in part, 
on similar arguments—at least in public.

Adam Yauch, founder of Oscilloscope Laboratories 
founder and distributor of A Film Unfinished, said in a state-
ment, “This is too important of a historical document to 
ban from classrooms. I understand that the MPAA wants 
to protect children’s eyes from things that are too over-
whelming, but they’ve really gone too far this time. It’s 
bullshit.” Amusingly, industry website The Wrap printed 
his statement with the “bullshit” redacted.

Jay Fernandez, in The Hollywood Reporter, inveighed 
against the rating with a bravura performance of muddled 
thinking: 

(I)t highlights, yet again, a ludicrous hypocrisy that the 
MPAA insists on enforcing.

The Holocaust offers a uniquely grim history that simply can-
not be depicted without exposing viewers to its full horror. Those 
that dance at the periphery of a colossally important event that 
some dangerous cranks very publicly continue to deny do more 
damage to audiences than those that point the camera directly 
into its terrifying maw. In any case, younger viewers—in concert 
with parents and educators—deserve the right to see it.

That the outrageously disingenuous Life Is Beautiful can 
tease viewers with a PG-13 scenario that turned life in a labor 

camp into a parlor game, and crassly and superficially violent 
Hollywood movies get stamped with PG-13 ratings week in 
week out, simply reinforces the notion that America is commit-
ted to raising more generations of fantasists with skewed moral 
compasses.

He suggests, as numerous commentators have sug-
gested before him, that because something is real, it should 
have a rating as unrestrictive—perhaps less restrictive?—
as the “superficially violent.”  He reaches, as most such 
complainants do, for a moral or aesthetic judgment of the 
film as the basis for the film’s rating rather than the plainly 
stated reason: the film’s content. This is the logic of a cen-
sor.  He then calls for it to be seen by younger viewers “in 
concert with parents and educators.” We agree! And there 
is nothing in the R rating that prevents that from happen-
ing.

The producers of The Tillman Story also reached for the 
movie’s redeeming values as a reason for overturning the 
R rating. 

“Of course there is excessive language,” producer John 
Battsek stated in a press release. “This is a film that follows 
a truly exemplary family torn apart by the death of their 
loved one and the barrage of government deceit they en-
countered in their pursuit of the honest truth. We should 
be looking at this film as a way to show our younger gen-
eration the power of true family values and the sometimes 
unfortunate failings of our government.”

Tillman director Amir Bar-Lev also weighed in. “The 
language in this film is not gratuitous. I think this is how 
many people would react when faced with the unthink-
able. Giving this film an R rating prevents young people 
from seeing this film, the very people who should be ex-
posed to a great American like Pat Tillman.”

Harvey Weinstein, whose Weinstein Co. is the film’s 
distributor, is never one to shy away from free publicity 
and said, “This is one of the most important films I’ve dis-
tributed in my career, and I want my teenage daughter and 
the nation’s young adults to be able to watch Pat’s story. 
We need to learn from this story, and limiting who can see 
it is not the answer.”

Where to begin? Battsek, at least, is honest about the 
level of language in the movie, but falls back upon the 
irrelevant position that his movie should have a less 
restrictive rating because it is important. As noted in the 
Classification and Ratings Administration’s (CARA) rules: 

The Rating Board does not determine the content that may be in-
cluded in motion pictures by filmmakers, nor does it evaluate the 
quality or social value of motion pictures. By issuing a rating, 
it seeks to inform parents of the level of certain content in a mo-
tion picture (violence, sex, drugs, language, thematic material, 
adult activities, etc.) that parents may deem inappropriate for 
viewing by their children. It is not CARA’s purpose to prescribe 
socially-appropriate values or to suggest any evolution of the 
values held by American parents, but instead to reflect the cur-
rent values of the majority of American parents, so that parents 
benefit from and feel fairly informed by the ratings system.

Bar-Lev and Weinstein trot out a simple untruth—that 
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the R rating prevents anyone from seeing 
a movie. If Harvey Weinstein wants his 
daughter to see The Tillman Story, he can 
take her, and movie theaters will happily 
admit them both. What the R rating does is 
ensure that parents have the ability to have 
a say over what movies their children are 
watching—and not just the 15 year olds, but 
the 10 and 12 year olds, too.

A Film Unfinished’s director Yael Her-
sonski suggested in the New York Post that 
parental supervision is exactly what she is 
trying to avoid: “I wish I had had a chance 
to see such films as a teenager, and I think 
high school teachers should have the oppor-
tunity to decide whether to use it in their 
classes.”

This was in reference to some school dis-
tricts’ policies regarding R-rated films. Some 
bar all R-rated films from classrooms; others 
require parental permission slips. Hersonski 
was comfortable with teachers making deci-
sions about the film, but apparently not par-
ents. This was, regardless, none of the rating 
system’s business. 

The actual substance of the appeals was 
more serious, with both films in their public 
statements citing precedent for a less restric-
tive rating. The Tillman Story noted the prior 
case of Gunner Palace (2004), which also 
appealed an R rating for language and was 
successful, despite far exceeding the only 
ratings rule that has a numeric trigger. The 
late MPAA Chairman Jack Valenti and NATO 
President John Fithian took the extraordi-
nary step of issuing a statement alerting 
parents that the language in the movie far 
exceeded content seen in any previous PG-
13 film.  Clearly, as precedent, Gunner Palace 
is the Bush v. Gore of the movie world—good 
for one time only. 

A Film Unfinished referenced the Steven 
Spielberg-produced The Last Days from 1998, 
which also included nudity. Both films were 
unsuccessful in their appeals and A Film 
Unfinished’s producer chose to release the 
film unrated.

As a member of the Ratings Appeals 
Board (although I did not participate in any 
of the appeals referenced here), I would 
like to expand a bit on what the Board is, 
does and doesn’t do.  First, and most impor-
tantly, the Board is not monolithic. I have 
voted to overturn and uphold ratings and 
been in the majority and minority in both. 
I suspect, but do not know—as the ballots 
are secret—that that is also the experience 
of most of the Board.

Precedent is con-
sidered, but is not 
binding. One film 
may have, superfi-
cially, the same con-
tent, but how that 
content is presented 
is often crucial. Crit-
ics of the ratings 
system often point 
to its seeming in-
consistency as a sign 
of hypocrisy and 
dysfunction. At the 
Appeals Board level, 
at least, it is my 
experience that it is 
serious engagement 
with a film’s content 
that brings about 
the biggest variation 
in ratings for what 
may seem, in broad 
outline, as similar 
content.

We don’t care 
what the filmmaker 
took out. What 
matters is what was 
left in.  

Finally, what I 
find of concern in a 
film as a parent will 
probably be differ-
ent than what you 
may find of concern. 
On the Appeals 
Board, it is our job 
to determine if the 
rating given to a 
film would be seen, 
in the judgment 
of most parents, as 
clearly erroneous. It 
is not to substitute 
our own judgment 
of the film. This 
requires, as does the 
initial rating, an act 
of imagination, of 
putting yourself in 
the place of people 
(300 million of 
them) who may be 
very unlike you.  

This is the thing 
that film makers 
and media critics 
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From time to time, the movie ratings system comes 

under attack for rating a film more stringently than 
the filmmaker would like. This is understandable. 

A film’s rating can have a real impact on its commercial 
prospects—as has been widely noted, PG-13 seems to be 
the commercial sweet spot for mainstream film, perhaps 
because of the Goldilocks Rule: Not too hot, not too cold, 
but just right. This does not mean, of course, that an R-rat-
ed film cannot do huge box office, nor does it foretell lower 
numbers for a film rated G or PG. It simply seems to be 
the case that the most successful films congregate around 
content that the majority of the audience finds neither 
too intense nor too mild. In other words, movies with the 
broadest appeal do better. 

And speaking of appeal, the ratings process came un-
der fire again this past summer for ratings given to two 
documentaries. The Tillman Story, the history and death of 
NFL player and Army Ranger Pat Tillman, was rated R for 
language. A Film Unfinished, uncovered propaganda foot-
age from the Warsaw Ghetto, was rated R for “disturbing 
images of Holocaust atrocities, including graphic nudity.” 
Both films appealed their ratings and both relied, in part, 
on similar arguments—at least in public.

Adam Yauch, founder of Oscilloscope Laboratories 
founder and distributor of A Film Unfinished, said in a state-
ment, “This is too important of a historical document to 
ban from classrooms. I understand that the MPAA wants 
to protect children’s eyes from things that are too over-
whelming, but they’ve really gone too far this time. It’s 
bullshit.” Amusingly, industry website The Wrap printed 
his statement with the “bullshit” redacted.

Jay Fernandez, in The Hollywood Reporter, inveighed 
against the rating with a bravura performance of muddled 
thinking: 

(I)t highlights, yet again, a ludicrous hypocrisy that the 
MPAA insists on enforcing.

The Holocaust offers a uniquely grim history that simply can-
not be depicted without exposing viewers to its full horror. Those 
that dance at the periphery of a colossally important event that 
some dangerous cranks very publicly continue to deny do more 
damage to audiences than those that point the camera directly 
into its terrifying maw. In any case, younger viewers—in concert 
with parents and educators—deserve the right to see it.

That the outrageously disingenuous Life Is Beautiful can 
tease viewers with a PG-13 scenario that turned life in a labor 

camp into a parlor game, and crassly and superficially violent 
Hollywood movies get stamped with PG-13 ratings week in 
week out, simply reinforces the notion that America is commit-
ted to raising more generations of fantasists with skewed moral 
compasses.

He suggests, as numerous commentators have sug-
gested before him, that because something is real, it should 
have a rating as unrestrictive—perhaps less restrictive?—
as the “superficially violent.”  He reaches, as most such 
complainants do, for a moral or aesthetic judgment of the 
film as the basis for the film’s rating rather than the plainly 
stated reason: the film’s content. This is the logic of a cen-
sor.  He then calls for it to be seen by younger viewers “in 
concert with parents and educators.” We agree! And there 
is nothing in the R rating that prevents that from happen-
ing.

The producers of The Tillman Story also reached for the 
movie’s redeeming values as a reason for overturning the 
R rating. 

“Of course there is excessive language,” producer John 
Battsek stated in a press release. “This is a film that follows 
a truly exemplary family torn apart by the death of their 
loved one and the barrage of government deceit they en-
countered in their pursuit of the honest truth. We should 
be looking at this film as a way to show our younger gen-
eration the power of true family values and the sometimes 
unfortunate failings of our government.”

Tillman director Amir Bar-Lev also weighed in. “The 
language in this film is not gratuitous. I think this is how 
many people would react when faced with the unthink-
able. Giving this film an R rating prevents young people 
from seeing this film, the very people who should be ex-
posed to a great American like Pat Tillman.”

Harvey Weinstein, whose Weinstein Co. is the film’s 
distributor, is never one to shy away from free publicity 
and said, “This is one of the most important films I’ve dis-
tributed in my career, and I want my teenage daughter and 
the nation’s young adults to be able to watch Pat’s story. 
We need to learn from this story, and limiting who can see 
it is not the answer.”

Where to begin? Battsek, at least, is honest about the 
level of language in the movie, but falls back upon the 
irrelevant position that his movie should have a less 
restrictive rating because it is important. As noted in the 
Classification and Ratings Administration’s (CARA) rules: 

The Rating Board does not determine the content that may be in-
cluded in motion pictures by filmmakers, nor does it evaluate the 
quality or social value of motion pictures. By issuing a rating, 
it seeks to inform parents of the level of certain content in a mo-
tion picture (violence, sex, drugs, language, thematic material, 
adult activities, etc.) that parents may deem inappropriate for 
viewing by their children. It is not CARA’s purpose to prescribe 
socially-appropriate values or to suggest any evolution of the 
values held by American parents, but instead to reflect the cur-
rent values of the majority of American parents, so that parents 
benefit from and feel fairly informed by the ratings system.

Bar-Lev and Weinstein trot out a simple untruth—that 
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the R rating prevents anyone from seeing 
a movie. If Harvey Weinstein wants his 
daughter to see The Tillman Story, he can 
take her, and movie theaters will happily 
admit them both. What the R rating does is 
ensure that parents have the ability to have 
a say over what movies their children are 
watching—and not just the 15 year olds, but 
the 10 and 12 year olds, too.

A Film Unfinished’s director Yael Her-
sonski suggested in the New York Post that 
parental supervision is exactly what she is 
trying to avoid: “I wish I had had a chance 
to see such films as a teenager, and I think 
high school teachers should have the oppor-
tunity to decide whether to use it in their 
classes.”

This was in reference to some school dis-
tricts’ policies regarding R-rated films. Some 
bar all R-rated films from classrooms; others 
require parental permission slips. Hersonski 
was comfortable with teachers making deci-
sions about the film, but apparently not par-
ents. This was, regardless, none of the rating 
system’s business. 

The actual substance of the appeals was 
more serious, with both films in their public 
statements citing precedent for a less restric-

tive rating. The Tillman Story noted the prior 
case of Gunner Palace (2004), which also 
appealed an R rating for language and was 
successful, despite far exceeding the only 
ratings rule that has a numeric trigger. The 
late MPAA Chairman Jack Valenti and NATO 
President John Fithian took the extraordi-
nary step of issuing a statement alerting 
parents that the language in the movie far 
exceeded content seen in any previous PG-
13 film.  Clearly, as precedent, Gunner Palace 
is the Bush v. Gore of the movie world—good 
for one time only. 

A Film Unfinished referenced the Steven 
Spielberg-produced The Last Days from 1998, 
which also included nudity. Both films were 
unsuccessful in their appeals and A Film 
Unfinished’s producer chose to release the 
film unrated.

As a member of the Ratings Appeals 
Board (although I did not participate in any 
of the appeals referenced here), I would 
like to expand a bit on what the Board is, 
does and doesn’t do.  First, and most impor-
tantly, the Board is not monolithic. I have 
voted to overturn and uphold ratings and 
been in the majority and minority in both. 
I suspect, but do not know—as the ballots 

are secret—that that is also the experience 
of most of the Board.

Precedent is considered, but is not bind-
ing. One film may have, superficially, the 
same content, but how that content is pre-
sented is often crucial. Critics of the ratings 
system often point to its seeming inconsis-
tency as a sign of hypocrisy and dysfunc-
tion. At the Appeals Board level, at least, it is 
my experience that it is serious engagement 
with a film’s content that brings about the 
biggest variation in ratings for what may 
seem, in broad outline, as similar content.

We don’t care what the filmmaker took 
out. What matters is what was left in.  

Finally, what I find of concern in a film 
as a parent will probably be different than 
what you may find of concern. On the Ap-
peals Board, it is our job to determine if the 
rating given to a film would be seen, in the 
judgment of most parents, as clearly errone-
ous. It is not to substitute our own judgment 
of the film. This requires, as does the initial 
rating, an act of imagination, of putting 
yourself in the place of people (300 million 
of them) who may be very unlike you.  

This is the thing that film makers and 
media critics seem incapable of compre-
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From time to time, the movie ratings system comes 

under attack for rating a film more stringently than 
the filmmaker would like. This is understandable. 

A film’s rating can have a real impact on its commercial 
prospects—as has been widely noted, PG-13 seems to be 
the commercial sweet spot for mainstream film, perhaps 
because of the Goldilocks Rule: Not too hot, not too cold, 
but just right. This does not mean, of course, that an R-rat-
ed film cannot do huge box office, nor does it foretell lower 
numbers for a film rated G or PG. It simply seems to be 
the case that the most successful films congregate around 
content that the majority of the audience finds neither 
too intense nor too mild. In other words, movies with the 
broadest appeal do better. 

And speaking of appeal, the ratings process came un-
der fire again this past summer for ratings given to two 
documentaries. The Tillman Story, the history and death of 
NFL player and Army Ranger Pat Tillman, was rated R for 
language. A Film Unfinished, uncovered propaganda foot-
age from the Warsaw Ghetto, was rated R for “disturbing 
images of Holocaust atrocities, including graphic nudity.” 
Both films appealed their ratings and both relied, in part, 
on similar arguments—at least in public.

Adam Yauch, founder of Oscilloscope Laboratories 
founder and distributor of A Film Unfinished, said in a state-
ment, “This is too important of a historical document to 
ban from classrooms. I understand that the MPAA wants 
to protect children’s eyes from things that are too over-
whelming, but they’ve really gone too far this time. It’s 
bullshit.” Amusingly, industry website The Wrap printed 
his statement with the “bullshit” redacted.

Jay Fernandez, in The Hollywood Reporter, inveighed 
against the rating with a bravura performance of muddled 
thinking: 

(I)t highlights, yet again, a ludicrous hypocrisy that the 
MPAA insists on enforcing.

The Holocaust offers a uniquely grim history that simply can-
not be depicted without exposing viewers to its full horror. Those 
that dance at the periphery of a colossally important event that 
some dangerous cranks very publicly continue to deny do more 
damage to audiences than those that point the camera directly 
into its terrifying maw. In any case, younger viewers—in concert 
with parents and educators—deserve the right to see it.

That the outrageously disingenuous Life Is Beautiful can 
tease viewers with a PG-13 scenario that turned life in a labor 

camp into a parlor game, and crassly and superficially violent 
Hollywood movies get stamped with PG-13 ratings week in 
week out, simply reinforces the notion that America is commit-
ted to raising more generations of fantasists with skewed moral 
compasses.

He suggests, as numerous commentators have sug-
gested before him, that because something is real, it should 
have a rating as unrestrictive—perhaps less restrictive?—
as the “superficially violent.”  He reaches, as most such 
complainants do, for a moral or aesthetic judgment of the 
film as the basis for the film’s rating rather than the plainly 
stated reason: the film’s content. This is the logic of a cen-
sor.  He then calls for it to be seen by younger viewers “in 
concert with parents and educators.” We agree! And there 
is nothing in the R rating that prevents that from happen-
ing.

The producers of The Tillman Story also reached for the 
movie’s redeeming values as a reason for overturning the 
R rating. 

“Of course there is excessive language,” producer John 
Battsek stated in a press release. “This is a film that follows 
a truly exemplary family torn apart by the death of their 
loved one and the barrage of government deceit they en-
countered in their pursuit of the honest truth. We should 
be looking at this film as a way to show our younger gen-
eration the power of true family values and the sometimes 
unfortunate failings of our government.”

Tillman director Amir Bar-Lev also weighed in. “The 
language in this film is not gratuitous. I think this is how 
many people would react when faced with the unthink-
able. Giving this film an R rating prevents young people 
from seeing this film, the very people who should be ex-
posed to a great American like Pat Tillman.”

Harvey Weinstein, whose Weinstein Co. is the film’s 
distributor, is never one to shy away from free publicity 
and said, “This is one of the most important films I’ve dis-
tributed in my career, and I want my teenage daughter and 
the nation’s young adults to be able to watch Pat’s story. 
We need to learn from this story, and limiting who can see 
it is not the answer.”

Where to begin? Battsek, at least, is honest about the 
level of language in the movie, but falls back upon the 
irrelevant position that his movie should have a less 
restrictive rating because it is important. As noted in the 
Classification and Ratings Administration’s (CARA) rules: 

The Rating Board does not determine the content that may be in-
cluded in motion pictures by filmmakers, nor does it evaluate the 
quality or social value of motion pictures. By issuing a rating, 
it seeks to inform parents of the level of certain content in a mo-
tion picture (violence, sex, drugs, language, thematic material, 
adult activities, etc.) that parents may deem inappropriate for 
viewing by their children. It is not CARA’s purpose to prescribe 
socially-appropriate values or to suggest any evolution of the 
values held by American parents, but instead to reflect the cur-
rent values of the majority of American parents, so that parents 
benefit from and feel fairly informed by the ratings system.

Bar-Lev and Weinstein trot out a simple untruth—that 
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