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It’s 11:30. __
And Heeeeere's ]us‘uce

By George Gerbncr' .

PHILADELPHIA — Now that the
United States Supreme Court has
agreed to decide whether televising

- trials may deny a defendant’s consti-
tutional right to a fair trial, it is time

to call a moratorium on trials by teles

- vision until the issues are fully ex-
plored.

177 Most of the public seems unaware
that television is moving into the
couartroom. This movement seems 10

fly in the face of the known risks of -

prejudice, the certainty of endless titi
" gation, a prior Supreme Court decision
"1, opposing TV in the courtroom, resist-
ance in Federal couris to televised
proceedings, and an American Bar As-
sociation vote last year to uphaid its

opposition to cameras in the counrr'

- room.

Freedom of the press is not the

issue, Journalists, both broadcast and

print, are free tocover most trials, and -

cameras would not change any of the
. current limitations on such coverage.
‘The only issue is the addition of actuai
- sight and‘sound to coverage. We maust

ask: What price wouid justice have ta .

pay for plugging courtrooms into a
sysiem geared to ratings? :

Many states have aiready let cam-
eras into state courtrooms without
serious investigation of the effects that
televised trials have on the adminis-
tration of justice, and, equally impor-

tant, on the image of justice held by .

viewers, whoultimately shape our sys-
tem of justice. _

We can infer such effects from re-
search here at the University of Penn-
sylvania and {rom investigations of

" other social scientists,

Typical viewers of prime-time and
weekend daytime TV see an average
of 30 police officers, seven lawyers and

three judges every week, What do they }

learn? Most action revolves around
demonstrations of justice and power.
Violernice, the stock dramatic device of
such demonstrations, -provides: the
quickest lesson on who should get
. fway with what against whom. :
~ Two-thirds of all major dramatic
characters are invelved in violence.

When women and minorities are in-

volved, they are more likely to be vie-
_ tims than victimizers, and they are

generally - ‘underrepresented . and

devalued in many ways. '

Television characters are the tare

gets of crime about 13times as often us
people inthe real world, Nearly 41 per-
cent of all TV crimes are murders, A
disproportionate number of victims
are whites. (In the real world, prop-

erty crimes are most common and a

disproportionate, number of victims

- are blacks.) Television policemen ob-~

serve suspect’s rights in about 2 in
every lGcases,

Our research found that expm;ure to
TV. cultivates a heightened sense of:
living in a mean, violent worid. Indi- -
viduals who watch more TV than
others in their same age, sex and

socic-economic groups tend to exhibit
a consistently higher degree of inse..

curity, mistrust and question for pro-
tection. Ail in all, TV viewing appears.

to cultivate relatively anxious and

hardline attitudes among wewers of

muost types, particulariy the young.
But if real trials are telecast, won’t

we get more accurate poriravals? No.

- Once in the courtroom, TV cantrols the

message. Selected courtrooms become -
program-originating locations, trans.
porting the sights and scunds of real
courtrooms inte millions of homes

-conditioned to a Perry Mason ritual of
- courtroom and crime drama. Triais

wiil be picked and edned to m and con-
firm that ritual.

A trial must proceed as independ- .

ently as possible from conventional
moral pressures and popular clamor.

‘Televising  trials can only erode -
Jjudges’ ability to do justice in each
- ¢ase. It would do nothing to ensure

greater fairness that existing news<
media scrufiny could not do. We may
beon the verge of drifting into a majer -
institutional transformation while as--
suming that we are only making a few

- public-spirited adjustments.

Television is not neutral. it presents
a coherent world of images and mes- -
sages serving its own institltional in-
terests, Plugging courtrooms into the

TV system can make them append-

ages of that system. Once televised
trials attract a large nationai foilow-
ing, the process will be irresistible,

. cumulative and probably irreversibie.

Neither history nor researcn Sup<

" port the contention that tefevision .

coverage of courts would enhance fair-
ness, protect freedom, increase pubiic
understanding and promote needed
court reform. -Indeed. the evidence
sugoests the opposite. We need inde-
pendent investigation, not self-serving.

- demounstrations and uncontroticd “ex-

peniments.” Only an immediate mora- -
forium on televiging trials ean give us

" the time and the opporiunity we need
" for responsible action,

Gearge Gerbner is professor of com-
munications and dean of the Univer-
sity "of Pennsylvama’s  Annenberg. -
School of Cemmunications. This 13

- adapted from an articie in the April, y
- tssueof.!udacature mu:;azme .
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