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 TELEVISION VIOLENCE AND THE ART OF ASKING THE WRONG QUESTION™™ —=-

By George Gerbrer

' The Annenberg School for Communication L
= University of Pennsylvania = .

- The television violence overkill was first reported in 2 study by the National
Associationt of Educational Broadcasters in 1951 The first Congressional hearings . -
were held by Senator Estes Kefauver's Subcommittee on Juvenile Delinquency in*

1954, The usual industry suspects were rounded up and gave what have since
© .become the usual promises of mending their ways. "next fall.” Next fall and most’
- subsequent seasons, violence further increased as the freeze on new frequency = . -
 allocations established the unchallenged cultural hegemony of national network

| broadcasting. .

e -Wl;ia't‘i"s;wrong? R

- Clearly, something is wrong. Broadcasters are licensed to serve "the public.
interest, convenience, and nhecessity." They are paid to deliver receptive audiences’

" to their business sponsors. Few industries are as public relations-conscious as. .
television. What compels them to endure public humiliation, risk the threat of
repressive legislation, and invite charges of undermining health, security and the

socialorder?” - . R TR

- The usual rationalization that violence delivers the goods — it "gives the

audience what it wants’ — is disingenuous. As the trade knows well, and as we

- shall see, violence as such is not highly rated. That means that it coasts on viewer

" inertia, not selection. E R L ' o

. " Unlike other media use, viewing is a ritual; peOple’W’atéh"by.Ehe cdockand
~ not by the program. To the limited extent that some programs have a larger share of
certain time-slots and can, therefore, extract a higher price for commercials, violent
programs in those time slots may yield the broadcaster some marginal profits. Fora

~ robust industry, sensitive to public and legislative criticism, those incremental o
profits are hardly worth the social, institutional and political damage violent
programs exact. - Ao T B Sl

Something is wrong with the way the problem has been posed and:addressed. -
A virtual obsession with asking the wrong question obscures the factors that in fact |
. drive violence and trap theindustry in'a difficult dilemma. The usual question —
"Does television violence intite real-life violence?” — is itself a symptom rather

-
- =_ .
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 than diagnostic ool of the problem: Despite its- alamﬁng{impiic'at_ions,{a;;c}=i‘z‘_i_te:tt_,’
.- or perhaps because of them, it distracts from focusing on the major conditions-. ...
~ producing violence in society and limits discussion of television violence toits . .-
L mo's‘t;-simplistic-diménSion.,' SR O T S

o Violence is ‘a complex scenario and social relationship.. ‘Whatever else it-does, - -
' violence in drama and news demonstrates power. It portrays victims as wellas -
victimizers. It intimidates as well as incites. - It shows one's placein the "pecking -
order” that runs society. -And, it "ravels well” on the world market. .

B Chan'_ gms the d_EBaté

. Letus, then, fry to c,h:émg'e.ftherterms_df‘i:he" debate so that something might =
come of it. : L o o R
Violence on be'lévi_sion is an iht‘egi'al_ _part_bf a system of globéi' marketing. _If- e

dominates an increasing share of the world's screens. Despite its relative lack'of . -
‘popularity in any country, the system has far-reaching consequences. It inhibits e
~ other dramatic approaches to conflict, depresses in'dependent-=t‘e_1_'eviSion._prqduCtion, L
~ deprives viewers of more popular ‘choices; victimizes some and emboldens others, .. .
~_heightens general intimidation and invites repressive postures that exploit-the" -
. widespread insecurities it itself generates. o - : R

. Behind the problem of television violence is, therefore, not only the simple = "
‘problem of regulation (or industry self-regulation) but the more critical issue of who - - =
makes cultural policy in the post-electronic age. - Reconsidering the debate about =
violence ci_-_e'ates--an'opportunity to move the cultural policy issue to center stage,
‘where it has long been in most other démocracies. S S
The convergence of communication technologies concentrates control over
the most widely shared messages and images. With all the technocratic fantasies” - - -
“about hundreds of channels, and with the anti-violence posturing filling the mass
media, it is rare to encounter discussion of basic issues of policy. The questions we
dught to be raising are these: e o S
. e What creative sources and resources can provide what mix of content that
. flows along the "eléctronic superhighway” into every home? -~ . T
~ ‘e Who will tell the stories to our children and for what underlying purpose? .
.« How can we assure the survival of alternative perspectives? R
R These questions have been discussed_;and sometimes dealt with inthe -~
parliaments and legislatures of both established and newly emerging democracies. -
* For example, France levies a 3 percent tax on theater adiissions-and a 2 percent tax.
on videotapes, which is paid into a fund for independent productions. Other
. countries in Europe and Scandinavia have comparable programs. ks C
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~_~Inthe United. States, these questtons have not yet been placed on the agenda .
- of pubhc dlscourse L _ ,

What follows, then, is an attempt to formulate and address some pnor o
questzons we need to address before we can consu‘uct such an agenda Bt

o What is  new and dxfferent about televrslon? :
' .« What systems of casting and fate dominate its representatlons of hfe?
¢ What conceptions of reality do these systems cultivate? - -
* Why does violence play such 2 pronunent pervaslve and persrstent role in
them" o :
, * How to deal’ with the current prohferatton of v101ence while, at the same
tlme, enhancxng rather then further curtalhng cultural freedom and dwersxty?

-'The new cultural envtronment

: A child today is bom mto a home in wtuch televtsron is on an average of .

-',over seven hours a day. For the first time in human history, most of the stories "~ .~ ..
~about people, life and values are told not by parents, schools;, churches, or others in.

- the community who have something to tell but bya group of dxstant conglomerates REEE
that have somethmg to sell _ .

: Th.‘ts isa rad1ca1 change in the way we. employ creative talent and shape the

~ cultural environment. - Television is a relatively no non-selectively used ritual. Other
media require literacy, growing up, gomg out and rnakmg a selechon based on. some

prevmusly acqulred cnterla

- But most people watch by the clock and not by the program, and that means
that TV is the only medium that will reach viewers with messages and images they -
would otherwise never select. . All other media ~—films and prmt—-— are used SRR

o selectwely by people seekmg out what interests them.

: But there is no "before" w1th televxsmn Teletns:on is: there at b:rth and stays
there throughout life. - It helps to ‘shape from the outset the predtsposumns and
~ selections that govern the use of other media. Unlike other media, television - -
_requires little or no attention; its- repetitive patterns are absorbed in the course of
living. They become part and parcel of the family’s style of hfe, but they nexther e
stem from nor respond to'its: needs and wants.

_ The roles chxldren grow into are no longer homemade, hand-crafted
: comrnuntty-msptred They are products of a-complex, integrated and globahzed
manufacturing and markettng System Telewsxon v1olence is an mtegral part of
: that system _ R .

- Not all vmlence is allke
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" Of course, there is blood In fairy tales, gore in mythology, murderin .
- Shakespeare. -Not all violence is alike. Violence is a legitimate ‘and even necessary

. cultural expression. Individually crafted, historically inspired, sparingly and . -

selectively used expressions of symbolic violence can balance tragic costs against.

~ deadly compulsions. However, such tragic sense of life has been swamped by - ©
" 'violence with happy endings produced on the dramatic assembly-line: This "happy -

violence” is cool, swift, painless; and often spectacular, designed not to upset but to

- deliver the audience to the next commercial in a mood tobuy. - T N

. How people and life are Tepresented in the new cultural environment isnot
. only a question of numbers. Representation cultivates a sense of opportunities and

' life chances.: It contributes to our conceptions of who we are and how we relate to -

~ others and the world. It helps define our strengths and vulnerabilities, our powers -
" and our risks. No longer can family and community engender a sense of self and of -
~ values without the presence in the home of a tireless stranger telling all the stories. =

' On the whole, prime-time television presents a relatively small set of S P
- common themes, and vi__c_')le_nce'pervades_.'tho_s_t’ of them. The majority of network - .-
. viewers have little choice of thematic context or character types, and virtuallyno . .-
chance of avoiding violence. * T PR S -
- 'Nor has the proliferation of channels led to greater diversity of actual :

viewing. If anything, the dominant dramatic patterns penetrate more deeply into

- viewer choices through more outlets ‘managed by fewer owners airing programs
.. produced by fewer creative sources. R Sl Y

Castingand fate :
o Ann‘ual'"mo:iitoﬁﬁg. and'-ana'ljsis-off néi:wbrkftélévi'sibn'_dr_ama (see sidebar on o
the Cultural Indicators project) provides an aggregate bird's-eye-view of familiar - '
 territory. It'is what everybody watches but nobody sees — from the ground. "~

Casting and fate — the building blocks of the story-telling process — reflects.
- and accommodates the violence scenario. Middle-class white male characters . .
_ dominate in numbers and power: “Wonmen play one out of three characters. Young
- people comprise one-third and old one-fifth of their actual proportions of the.
* population. Most other minorities are even more underrepresented. That cast sets
the stage for stories of conflict, violence and the projection ‘of white male prime-of- .
C Bfepower e BRI

" The moderate viewer "o'f‘p.ri'me time television drama s.eesre_t.rery weekan
average of '_21'7-vi_olgntacrim’inals arrayed.against an army of 41 public and private law .
enforcers, most of them equally violent. There are, week in and week out, 14 = i

- 'doctors; 6 nurses, 6 lawyers, and 2 judges to handle them. An hvéta‘geﬂof_-_-—l-SO'at:tS’ of

violence and about 15 murders entertain us and our children every week, and that
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" does not count cartoons and the neWs.}'-I_"hd‘sé_ WEq-wat'dtfov_er_'ﬂ\re'e hours a: day -

~ (more than half of all viewers) absorb much more. - ' e e
© Y Aboutone out of three (31 percent) of all characters and more than half (52

- percent) of major characters are involved in violence in any given week. The ratio -~ .

~ of violence to victimization defines the price to be paid for committing violence. .. -
-~ ‘When one group can commit violence with relative impunity, the price it pays for ..
- violence is relatively low. -When another group suffers more: violence thanit

- coinmits, the price’is high. B TS T

' In the total cast of prime-time characters, the ‘average "risk ratio” (number of - -
- yictims per 10 violent characters) is 12. But the price paid in victims forevery 10~ - .
violent characters is 15 for boys, 16 for girls, 17 for young women, 18.5 for lower. class -~ - -
~ characters, and over 20 for elderly characters. ‘Women, children, poorer and older © .
- people and some minorities pay a higher price for violence than do white malesin' .
‘the prime of life. -~ - R

" Violence takes on an even more defining Fole for major characters. It~ ~ =~ - oo
~ involves more than half of all major characters (58 percent of men and 41 percentof = -
women). Most likely to be involved either as perpetrators or victims, or both, are:
characters portrayed as mentally ill (84 percent), young adult males (69 percent)and .~ -

“Latino/Hispanic Americans (64 percent). Children, lower class and mentally illor ~~ |

otherwise disabled characters, pay the highest price — 13-16 victims for every 10 * Lo
. perpetrators.. - ST T e e T e

" Lethal victimization extends the pattern. About 5 percent of all characters
“and 10 percent of major characters kill or are killed, or both. Most likely to be so
involved are Latino/Hispanic and lower class characters. ‘Being poor, oldora -

worman of color means double-trouble; they pay the highest relative price for =~ -
projecting that kind of power. - e

" Major characters who are "bad" are, of course; more likely to be killed than - -
~ those porirayed as "good.” But gender. race and age also matter. Forevery10- =
positively valued men who kill, about 4 are killed. - But for every 10 "good" women - -
_ who kill, 6 are killed, and for every 10 women of color who kill 17 are killed.. Older
. women characters get involved in violence only to be killed. .
" The Cultural Indicators team calculated a violence “pecking order” by ranking
the risk ratios of the different groups.. Hurting and killing by most majority groups
extracts a tooth for a tooth. Minority groups tend to pay a higher price for their . -~
~ show of force. Worren, especially older women, children and youth, lower class,
~ mentally disabled people and Asian Americans are at the bottom of the heap.

© What drives television violence?
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" . freedom;, viewer preferéence, or even crime. statistics. It is the product of a complex.” §
o manufacturing and ma,_rke'ting machine. Mergers, cOr_i_solijd'atiOH, L
_conglomeratization and globalizaﬁon_fuel the machine. . .

- Formula-driven violence: in entertainment and news is not a‘reflection of =

-+ "Studios are clipping productions and 'c_ohsdlidaﬁng'o?’eratiéﬂs;' closing off
- gateways for newcomers,” notes the trade paper Variety on the front pageofits - - SRR
_ August 2, 1993 issue.  The number of major studios declines while their share of -~
" - domestic and global markets rises. Channels proliferate while investment in new
“talent drops, gateways close and creative sources shrink. ~ - - - o
_ _Concentration brings streamlining of production (denyingentryto. .
. newcomers, reducing the numbér of buyers and thus competition for the products) -
and increasing the dramatic formulas suitable for aggressive internationalt -
promotion. Program production is costly, risky and hard-pressed by oligopolistic
. pricing practices. Most producers cannot break even.on the license fees they receive
for domestic airings. They are forced to go into syndication and foreign sales to. AR
make a profit. They need a dramatic ingredient that requires no tranglation, "speaks

" action” in any language and fits any culture. : That ingredient is violence. (Explicit il

' sexis a distant second. Tronically, it runs into more inhibitions ‘and restrictions. ...
overseas.)” .- T T : . SR

.. Syndicators demand "action” (the code word for violence) because it "travels

~well around the world," said the producer of Die Hard 2:(which killed 264 compared

" to 18 in the initialDie Hard).. "Everyone understands an actionmovie. IfItella
joke, you may not get it but if 2 bullet goes through the window, we all know howto - ..
hit the floor, no matter the language." - - - T

~ Our analysis of international data shows that violence dominates U.S.

- exports, We compared 250 US. programs exported to 10 countries with 111 . R
programs shown in the U.S. during the same year. Violence was the main theme of ..
40 percent of home-shown and 49 percent of exported programs. Crime/action series -

~ comprised 17 percent of home-shown and 46 percent of exported programs.

| There is no evidence that, other factors being equal, violence per se is giving
most viewers, countries, and citizens "what they want." The most highly rated
~programs are usually not violent. - The trade paper Broadcasting & Cable
editorialized (Sept. 20, 1993, p. 66) that "the most popular programming is hardly '
~ violent as anyone with a passing knowledge of Nielsen’ ratings will tell you." The
- editorial added that "Action hours and movies have been the most popular exports -
for years..." i.e. with the exporters, not necessarily the audiences. ST

Of course, graphic violence in movies, videos, video games and other -
spectacles attracts sizeable audiences.. But those audiences are minuscule compared - -
to the home audience for television. They are the selective retail buyers of what - -
television dispenses wholesale. Even a small proportion of one day's television = . .
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. audience addicted to explicit violence can make many movies and games
‘gpectacularly successful. - S SR
. ~ Most television viewers, however, - suffer the violence daily inflictedon- -~
_ them with diminishing tolerance. Organizations of creative workers in media, - -
health-professionals, law enforcement agencies;-and virtually all other media-" - =
oriented professional and citizen groups have come out against "gratuitous”

television violence. A March 1985 Harris:survey showed that 78 'per’centf:dis'approve* o

- of violence they see on television.- A Gallup poll of October-1990 found 79 percent in -
. favor of "regulating” objectionable content in television, ‘A Times-Mirror national
- poll in 1993 showed that Americans who said they were "personally bothered" by .
violence in entertainment shows jumped to 59 percent from 44 percent ten years - .
. ‘earlier.  Furthermore, 80. percent said entertainment violence was ‘harmful" to .~ =
*  “society, compared with only 64 percent in 1983, R

. 'Lécal broadcasters, legally responsible for what goes on the air, also oppose the

- -overkill and complain about loss-of control. “Electronic Media reported on August2, . -
; "_19_93'the5fresu1ts of:its own survey of 100 general fr"rianagersacro_ss.f"all-i_'fegions andin .
~all market sizes. Three out of four said there is too much needless violenceon - . .
" ‘television; 57 percent would like to have "more input on program confent -~ - © '
" decisions.” " - B L T TS I

~ The Hollywood Caucus of Producers, Witers and Directors, speaking for the
creative: community, said in a statement issued in August1993:. - - o

_ ~ “We stand today at a point in time when the country's _
. dissatisfaction with the quality of television is at an all-time high,
while our own feelings of helplessness and lack of power, in notonly
choosing material that seeks to enrich, but also in‘our ability to execute o
to the best of our ability, is at an all-time low." ' R e
- Far from reflecting creative freedom, the marketing of formula violence s
restricts freedom and chills originality. The violence formula is, in fact, a de facto
censorship extending the dynamics of ‘domination, inimidation, and repression.
- domestically and globally. The typical political and legislative response too often - -
 reflects, exploits, and exacerbates those dynamics. - - R
~ What are the consequences?

. These representations are not the sole or necessarily even the main -~

- determinants of what people think or do. But they are the most pervasive,

inescapable, common and policy-directed cultural contributions to what large .
communities absorb over long periods of ime.© - . -

" Cultivation analysis attempts to assess those "lessons.” It explores whether
- those who spend more time with television are more likely than lighter viewers to
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perceive the real world in ways that reflect common and .repe"l.-i'live'f_f'eature_s' of the -~~~
television world, the most pervasive of which is violence. Lt e
- The systemiic patterns observed in television content provide the basis for "
formulating survey questions about people's conceptions of social reality. 7 0
Respondents in each sample are divided into those who watch the most television, -
those who watch a moderate amount and those who watch the least. Cultivationis -
-assessed by comparing patterns-of responses in the three viewing groups (light, -
medium, and heavy) while controlling for important demographic and other =
. characteristics. SO R T e e

" The “Mean World Syndrome”

" What do we find? Violence-laden television contributes significantly to the
" feeling of living in a mean and gloomy world. By far the most pervasive effectis

- that of a cluster of responses we call the "mean world syndrome.” . -

_ . Symbolic violence takes: its toll on all viewers. However, heavier viewers in' .
. every subgroup (defined by education, age, income, gender, newspaper reading, =
neighborhood, etc.) express a greater sense of apprehension than do light viewers in
_ the same groups: They are more likely than comparable groups of light viewers
' . — to overestimate their chances of involvement in violence; SRR
‘— 1o believe that their neighborhoods are unsafe; . - = o
—_ to state that fear of crime is a very serious personal problem;

—- to assume that crime is rising, regardless of the facts of thecase. = . .

' . Heavy viewers are also more likely to buy new locks, watchdogs, and guns "for - © -

| * Television's impact is especially pronounced in terms of how people feel e
~ —~about walking alone at night on a street in their own neighborhoods. Overall, less .
_than a third of the light viewers, but almost half of the heavy viewers, say that being -

ouit alone at night on their own street is "not safe.” Whatever real dangers may lurk
outside people's homes, heavy television viewing is related to more intense fears
. -and apprehensions. . R 3 N C T T

_ * The patterns of vietimization on television and real-world fear, evenif " -
_contrary to fact, are also related.- Viewers who see their own group have a higher -
calculus of risk than those of other groups develop a greater sense of apprehension,
‘mistrust, and alienation — the "mean world syndrome." - This unequal sense of
danger, vulnerability and. general unease, ‘combined with reduced sensitivity,

invites.not only aggression but also exploitation and repression.

- The projection of power is a function of all cultures and mainstream mass
media.. Television stream ines it, sanitizes it, puts it on the dramatic assembly line,
an‘d discharges it into the wo’rld's_cbmmon'-_cultural ‘environment. - o e
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An epidemic of fear

-Thé'*'méari__'v\rorld"_-éf television explodes with'.'a_'pOWe:rful‘pol'iﬁczli.fallbut;'_ L
Insecure people may be prone to violence buf are even more likely to be dependent

. on authority and-susceptible to deceptively simple, strong, hard-line postures. They )

mayaccept and even welcome repression if it promises to relieve their anxieties. "

} ':-'Althbugﬁ-viole'x‘tce‘iié__dcc_u'rt'ri'ng. éfr‘youn*ger'-.a:gejs and 'pl'agiles poorer (often

| minority) neighborhoods, the real epidemic we have is not homicidal violence but
- the fear of violence and the soaring rate of incarceration in what is already the most

- imprisonment-prone society in the industrial world. The more affluent are also .
. imprisoned in their own neighborhoods and cars; afraid to walk in the city or to-use -
. public transpmtati_on.f ST e T e e

' Most politicians, however, cannot resist the appeal (and competitive

pressure) of advocating ever ‘harsher measures that have never reduced violence - -

- What _'i-s':_ih'e .'aifferhaftl_ive?_f‘ :

. There is a liberating alternative. It exists in various forms in most other

. democratic countries, exemplified by elected or appointed representation in either

advisory or policy-making capacity over the programming policy of TV systems. In
the United States, what is needed is i'r_\depen'd'ent-‘grass-'::oots.ci'tiz_en organization -
and action in order to provide the broad support needed for loosening the global
marketing noose around the necks of producers, writers, directors; actors and .’ I

. journalists.

EE  More freedom from violent and 'dtﬁér?ineqﬁitablé and iitt-imidatin'g: formulas, - -

- not more censorship, is the effective and acceptable way to increase diversity and
. reduce television violence to its legitimate role and proportion. B

The role of Congress, if any, is to turn its anti-trust and civil rights oversight

© . on the centralized and globalized industrial structures and marketing strategies that
- Impose violence on creative people and foist it on the children of the world.

" The role of citizens is to 'p'a'r'fit:ipate"i:h creati.ng_ néWj)ublic policies that

' 'r'e_v'ers'e_ the tide of violence by working-for freedom from stereotyped formulas, for |

Investing in a freer and more diverse cultural environment, and for citizen -~

* participation in cultural decisions that shape our lives and the lives of our children.

- George Gerbner is .-'prbfe'ssor-'aﬁdfﬁ Der'zn;:Erhefitﬁs:'ﬁf_' the Aﬁn'én'befg- .Schaaal,fot |
. Communications, University of Pennsylvania.. He is founder of the Cultyral =
o Enairdr_zmgnt Movement and can be contacted at Box 31847, Philadelphia, PA 19104.
. This article is reprmte_d_w:th'pe__rmz_sszan from Ih_e_Worl_d-&_;I;_‘] A Chronicle of Qur =

Changing Era, July, 1994 -
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£ What_ever else 1t does, v1olence in drama and
‘news demonstrates power It portrays v1ct1ms as

. well as v1ct1mlzers. It mtmudates as 'well as mcltes.__,.

- It shows one's ‘place in the “"pecking order" that
~ runs soc1ety And 1t "travels well" on the world
_’Happy vmlence is cool swxft pamless, and often
' Vspectacular, de51gned not to upset but to deliver
~ the audlence to the next commeraal ina mood to

- For every 10 “good" women who klll 6 are kllled
“and for every 10 women of color who kill 17 are
- 'killed. Older women' characters get mvolved in
- x.__-:_-vmlence only to be kllled | |

:sxdebar | | |
- 'About Cultural Indlcators o

e ,The fmdmgs in thls art1c1e come from an’ ongomg research pro;ect called Cu.ltural
“Indicators which, since 1967, has monitored every year the world of television. - It

now contains observations on over 3000 programs and 35,000 characters, coded
- according to many thematic, demographic and action categories. The monitoring is
: _then sub]ected to cultivation analysis, which determines how TV contributes to-

viewers’ understanding of life as presented on television and in the real world.

Over the years, the CI pro]ect has provided 31gn1f1cant research support on the S
impact of TV violence, the image of women and minorities on television, TV’ L

e - portrayal of aging, disability and mental health issues:and many others.

- The project is. conducted at the Unwer31ty of Pennsylvama s Annenberg’ = . . .
gol for atign and- ed orge Gerbner in collaboration thh
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(" deleted for space: o _ T : :
Violence has saturated the airways for the nearly thirty years we have been tracking o
‘o several more rounds of heatings in the 1960's and 70's;
o the accumulation of critical reséarch results that show violence in seven outof ten.
_ prime-time programs during the past 10 years; - D T D e T
» condemnation by government commissions and virtually all medical, law-
enforcement, parents’, educational and other organizations; and international

We compared data from over 100 violent -and the same number of non-violent - -
prime-time programs stored in.the Cultural Indicators database, “The average rating
of the violent sample was 11.1; the ‘same for the non-violent sample was 13.8. The

_ share of the violent and nonviolent samples was 18,9 and 22.5, respectively.  The -

~ amount and consistency of violence in a series further increased the gap: =
‘Furthermore, the non-violent sample was more highly rated than the violent . .
sample for each of the five seasons studied. HoWevér-,_What'violent_prdgra_ms-lose' T
on ratings is more than made up by grabbing younger viewers the advertisers want
to reach, and extending their reach to the global market hungry: for cheap product. -

Even though these imports ate typically less. popular than quality shows produced at - '

- home, their extremely low cost, compared to local production, makes them - o

 attractive to exporters and the broadcasters abroad who buy them. =

The relé.tithhip is str‘éhgei in some groups and weaker in others. These d_ifferenCés" o
‘across groups illustrate the dynamics of what we call "mainstreaming" — the '

tendency for viewing to blur distinctions between groups, to bring heavy viewers 0

- otherwise different groups closer together in the'mean world of the television o

maingtream.. _
- — e T 5i00
Cultural Indicators is a dat ase and a resedrch project
that relates xecurrent features o the world of television to
viewer conceptlons of reality. It cumulative computer .
archive. contain observations on © sr. 3,000 programs- and .
35,000 characteryg coded according td many thematic, = e
‘demographic and & tion categories. T study -is conducted at
the University of ennsylvania’s Anne erg-School for .
 Communication in ¢ laboration with Michael Morgan at. the
Univefsity'of,MassaC]usetts[at"Amherst'a d Nancy Signorielll :
at.thé-University‘ofﬁ claware. Thanks fof research: = R
_ assistance are due to: ':iaelenalBartesagh‘;.CYnthia_Kand:a;n':
~ -Robin: Kim, Amy Nyman -an Nejat Ozyegin. W R B
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' Heavy viewers in most subgroups are more likely than comparable light

- - viewers to express feelings of gloom and alienation.. Many subgroup patterns show '

_evidence of mainstreaming. For example, light viewing men are less likely to- . . ..
- express feelings of gloom than light viewing women, while about the same percent. .

* of men and women who are heavy viewers have a high' score on our "Gloom and - .
 Doom Index" In othet words, heavy viewing members of the gendersare closer. . .~
- together than light viewers of the two groups. Similar pattefns hold when the . PEER
associations are controlled for -education and income. In short, heavy viewers seem

to be more homogeneous, and more likely to express gloom and alienation, than' = -

- their light viewing counterparts.. . -~ c o e e L
That liberating: alternative exists in the Cultural Environment Movement.. CEMis
“an-umbrella coalition of independent media, professional, labor, religious, health- - .-
‘related, women's and minority groups opposed to all censorship. CEM is working

" for freedom from stereotyped formulas; for investing in a freer and more diverse

"~ cultural environment; and for citizen participation in cultural decisions that shape o :
 our lives and the lives of our children. It can be reached by writing fo Cultural = -

'Environment Movement, P.O. Box 31847, Philadelphia, PA19104.
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An epldemu: of fear Eo

: The "mean world“ of telev:slon explodes w1th a powerful polmcal fallout -

. Insecure people may be prone to violence but are even more likely to be- dependent s
. on authonty and susceptible to deceptlvely simple, strong, hard-line postures. They -
o may accept and even welcome repressmn 1f it prolmses to reheve theu- arl}ﬂel:les

- Although vxolence is. occurrmg at younger ages and plagues poorer (often _
mmonty) neighborhoods, the real epidemic we have is not homicidal violence but.
_ the fear of violence and the soaring rate of incarceration in what is already ‘the rmost
o mprlsonment-prone society in the industrial world. The more affluent are also
- imprisoned in their own: nelghborhoods and cars, afraxd to walk in the czty or to use
b pubhc transportatlon G - : '

_ Most polmczans, however, cannot res;st the appeal (and competmve
S _.pressure) of advocating ever harsher measures that have never. reduced vxolence
o __butalwaysgetvotes G S e N

| ::'What is the altematwe? {

There isa hbera.ttng alternattve It exists in various forms in most other
_democrahc couniries, exemplified by elected or appomted representation in either
“advisory or pohcy-makmg capacity. over the programming policy’ of TV systems.. In

~ the United States, what is needed is independent grass-roots citizen organization

- and action in order to provide the broad support needed for loosening the global
marketing noose around the necks of producers, wnters, dtrectors, actors and
]ournahsts ' : :

More freedom from vxolent and other mequltable and intimidating formulas,
not more censorship, is the effective and acceptable way to increase dwersuy and
reduce television violence to its legitimate role and proportzon

. The role of Congress, 1f any, is to turn its antl-trust and civil nghts oversxght
on the centralized and globalized industrial structures and marketing strategies that
* impose violence on creative pe0p1e and foist it on ‘the children of the world.. -

“The role of citizens is to partxmpate in creattng new pubhc pohcres that
reverse the tide of violence by working for freedom from stereotyped formulas, for
o mvestmg in a freer and more diverse cultural environment, and for citizen
. participation in ‘cultural dec151ons that shape our hves and the lives of our chxldren

- George Gerbner is professor and Dean Emeﬂtus of the Annenberg Schoool for
Communications, University of Pennsylvania. He is founder of the Cultural =
S _ Env:ronment Maoement and can be contacted at Box 31847, Ph:ladelph:a, PA 19104.
_ NG
: This artzcle is reprmted wzth permzsszon from ‘I'he World & I A Chromcle of Our
Changmg Era, Iuly 1994 - _




2 'd wlol  z2 d 81:21 £6/60/01. I3TEWEHD NNT TOH Wo¥4

E sidebar:”

© About Cultural Indicators

" The findings in this article come from an ongoing research project called Cultural = .
" Indicators which, since 1967, has monitored every year the world of television. "It
now contains observations on over 3000 programs-and 35,000 characters, coded = -
‘according to many thematic, demographic and action categories. The monitoring is.
~ . then subjected to cultivation: analysis, which determines how TV contributes to- =~
_ viewers’ ‘understanding of life as presented on telévision and in the real world, -

-~ Over the years, the CI p:roject:_h‘a;s*prov'id'e'_d".'si’g'niﬁc'ajnt' 'fesear'Ch*Supp'c_rt onthe °

~ impact of TV violence, the image of women and minorities on television, TV's . .
-+ portrayal of aging, disability and mental health issues and many others. . .~
-7 'The project is conducied’at the University of Pennsylvania’s Annenberg el
_School for Communication-and is directed by George Gerbnier in collaboration with
Michael Morgan at the University of Massachusetts at ‘Ambherst and Nancy .-
" Signorielli at the University of Delaware. Thanks for research assistance to -
" Mariaelena Bartesaghi, Cynthia Kandra, Robin Kim, Amy Nyman and Nejat .
o Ozyegini - B X TS L R




