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Television Violence 

The Power and the Peril 

GEORGE GERBNER 

Humankind may have had more bloodthirsty eras, but none as filled with 
images of violence as the present. We are awash in a tide of violent represen­
tations such as the world has'never seen. Images of,expertlychoreographed 
brutality drench our homes. There is no escape from the mass-produced 
mayhem pervading the life space.efever.largerareas.o£.the world. 

The television overkill has drifted out of democratic reach since it 
was first reported by the National Association of Educational Broadcast­
ers in 1951. The first Congressional hearings were held by Senator Estes 
Kefauver's Subcommittee on JuvenHeDelinquency in 1954. Thmugh several 
more rounds of hearings in the 1960s and 1970s, despite the accumulation 
of critical research results, despite condemnation by government commis­
sions and virtually all medical, law enforcement, parents', educational and 
other organizations, and in the face of international embarrassment, vio­
lence has saturated the airways for the nearly 30 years we have been tracking 
it in our ongoing Cultural Indicators project! (Gerbner, Gross, Morgan, & 
Signorielli, 1993). 

Broadcasters are licensed to serve lithe public interest, convenience, and 
necessity." They are also paid to deliver a receptive audience to their busi­
ness sponsors. Few industries are as public relations conscious as television. 
What compels them to endure public humiliation, risk the threat of repres­
sive legislation and invite charges of undermiping health, security and the 
social order? The answer is not popularity. 

The usual rationalization that television violence" gives the audience 
what it wants" is disingenuous. As the trade knows well, and as we shall 
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see, violence is not highly rated. But there is no free market or box office for 
television programs through which audiences could express their wants. 

Unlike other media use, viewing is a ritual; people watch by the clock 
and not by the program. Ratings are determined more by the time of the 
program, the lead-in (previous program) and what else is on at the same 
time than by their quality or other attractions. Therefore, rating$ are impor­
tant because they set the price the advertiser 'pays Jar "buying" viewers 
available to the set at a certain time, but they have limited use qS indicators 
of popularity. And even to the limited extent that a few violent programs 
may have a larger share of a certain time slot and can, therefore, extract a 
higher price for commercials, the incremental profits are hardly worth the 
social, institutional and political damage they exact. Why would the busi­
ness establishment subsidize its own undoing? 

Therefore, it is clear that something is wrong with the way the problem 
has been posed and addressed. Either the damage is not what ilis commonly 
assumed to be, or television violence must have some driving force and 
utility other than popularity, or both. Indeed it is both, and more. 

The usual question-"Does television violence incite real-life vio­
lence?-is itself a symptom rather than diagnostic tool of the problem. It 

, obscures and, despite its alarming implications and intent, trivializes the 
issues involved. 

Television violence must be' understood as a complex scenario and an 
indicator of social relationships. It has both utility and consequences other 
than those usually considered in media and public discussion. And it is 
driven by forces other than free expression and audience demand. 

Whatever else it does, violence in drama and news demonstrates power. 
It portrays victims as well as victimizers. It intimidates more than it incites. 
It paralyzes more than it triggers action. It defines majority might and 
minority risk. It shows one's place in the "pecking order" that runs society. 

Violence is but the tip of the iceberg of a massive underlying connection 
to television's role as universal storyteller and an industry dependent on 
global markets. These relationships have not yet been recognized and inte­
grated into any theory or regulatory practice. Television has been seen as 
one medium among many rather than as the mainstream of the cultural 
environment in which most children grow up and learn. Traditional regula­
tory and public interest conceptions are based on the obsolete assumption 
that the number of media outlets determines freedom and diversity of 
content. Today, however, a handful of global conglomerates can own many 
outlets in all media, deny entry to new and alternative perspectives and 
homogenize content. The common carrier concept of access and protection 
applicable to a public utility like the telephone also falls short when the issue 
is not so much the number of channels and individual access to them but 
the centralized mass production of stories to grow on. 

Let us, then, preview the task of broadening a discourse that has gone on 
too long in a narrow and shallow groove. Violence on television is an integral 
part of a system of global marketing. It dominates an increasing share of the 
world's screens despite its relative lack of popularity in any country. Its 
consequences go far beyond inciting aggression. The system inhibits the 
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portrayal of diverse dramatic approaches to conflict, depresses independent 
television production, deprives viewers of more popular choices, victimizes 
some and emboldens others, heightens general intimidation and invites 
repressive postures by politicians that exploit the widespread insecurities it 
itself generates. 

The First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution forbade the only censors 
its authors knew-government-from interfering with the freedom of their 
press. Since then large conglomerates, virtual private governments, have 

,imposed their formulas of overkill on media they own. Therefore, raising 
the issue of overkill directs attention to the controls that in fact abridge crea­
tive freedom, dominate markets and constrain democratic cultural policy. 

Behind the problem of television violence is the critical issue of who 
.rnakes"cuIturaLpolicy.on. whose ,behalf in the electronic age. The debate 
about violence creates an opportunity to move the larger cultural policy 
issue to center stage, where it has been in other democracies for some time. 

The convergence of communication technologies concentrates control 
over the most widely shared messages and images. Despite all the techno­
cratic fantasies about hundreds of channels, and with antiviolence posturing 
filling the mass media, it is rare to encounter discussion of the basic issue of 
who makes cultural policy. In the absence of such discussion, cultural policy 
is made on private and limited grounds by an invisible corporate director­
ate whose members are unknown, unelected and accountable only to their 
clients. 

We need to ask the kinds of questions that can place the discussion of 
television violence as a cultural policy issue in a useful perspective. For 
e><ample, What creative-sources and resources will provide what mix of 
content moving on the "electronic superhighway" into every home? Who 
will tell the stories and for what underlying purpose? How can we assure 
survival of alternative perspectives, regardless of profitability and selling 
power? 

There are no clear answers to these questions because, for one thing, they 
have not yet been placed on the agenda of public discourse. It will take 
organization, deliberation and exploration to develop an approach to an­
swering them. What follows, then, is an attempt to draw from our research 
answers to some questions that can help develop such an approach. We will 
be asking, What is unique about television and about violence on television? 
What systems of "casting" and "fate" dominate its representations of life? 
What conceptions of reality do these systems cultivate? Why does violence 
play such a prominent, pervasive and persistent role in them? And, finally, 
how can we as a society deal with the overkill while, at the same time, 
enhancing rather than further curtailing cultural freedom and diversity? 

THE NEW CULTURAL ENVIRONMENT 

Nielsen figures show that, today, an American child is born into a home 
in which television is on an average of over 7 hours a day. For the first time 
in human history. most of the stories about people, life and values are told 
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not by parents, schools, churches or others in the community who have 
something to tell but by a group of distant conglomerates that have some­
thing to sell, 

Television, the mainstream of the new cultural environment, has brought 
about a radical change in the way children grow up, learn and live in our 
society. Television is a relatively nonselectively used ritual; children are its 
captive audience. Mostpeople watch by the dock arid not by the program. 
The television audience depends on the time of the day and the day of the 
week more than on the program. Other media require literacy, growing up, 
going out and selection based on some previously acquired tastes, values 
and predispositions. Traditional media research assumed such selectivity. 
But there are no "previously acquired tastes, values and predispositions" 
with television. ViewiIJ,g.starts in infancy and.continues throughout life. 

Television helps to shape from the outset the predispositions and selec­
tions 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 life, 
but they neither stern from nor respond to its particular and selective needs 
and wants. It is television itself that cultivates the tastes, values and predis­
position that guide future selection of other ,media. That is why television 
has a major impact on what movies, magazines, newspapers and books can 
be sold best in the new cultural environment. 

'The roles C1iilor"ri grow into are no longer homemade, handcrafted, 
community inspired. They are products of a complex, integrated and glo­
balized manufacturing and marketing system. Television violence, defined 
as overt physical action that hurts or kills (or threatens to do so), is an 
integral part of that system. A study of "The Limits of Selective Viewing" 
(Sun, 1989) found that, on the whole, prime-time television presents a 
relatively small set of common themes, and violence pervades most of them. 

Now, representations of violence are not necessarily undesirable. There 
is blood in fairy tales, gore in mythology, murder in Shakespeare. Not all 
violence is alike. In some contexts, violence can be a legitimate and evennec­
essary cultural expression. Individually crafted, historically inspired, spar­
ingly and selectively used expressions of symbolic violence can indicate the 
tragic costs of deadly compulsions. However, such a tragic sense of violence 
has been swamped by "happy violence" produced on the dramatic assembly 
line. This happy violence is cool, swift, painless and often spectacular, even 
thrilling, but usually sanitized. It always leads to a happy ending. After all, 
it is designed to entertain and not to upset; it must deliver the audience to 
the next commercial in a receptive mood. 

The majority of network viewers have little choice of thematic context or 
cast of character types arid virtually no chance of avoiding violence. Nor has 
the proliferation of channels led to greater diversity of actual viewing (see, 
for example, Gerbner, 1993; Gerbner et aI., 1993; Morgan & Shanahan, 1991). 
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. 
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MESSAGE SYSTEM ANALYSIS 

My conclusions are based on the findings of our Cultural Indicators 
project (CI) that began in 1967. CI is based at the University 'of Pennsylva­
nia's Annenberg School for Communication. It is a cumulative database and 
an ongoing research project that relates recurrent features of the world of 

.. television·to'-media"policy·'and ··viewer conceptions of reality. By 1994 its 
computer archive contained observations on 2,816 programs and 34,882 
characters coded according to many thematic, demographic and action 
categories. The study is directed by this author in collaboration with Michael 
Morgan at the University of Massachusetts at Amherst and Nancy Sig­
norielli at the University of Delaware. 

CI is a three-pronged research effort: "Message system analysis" is 
lhe annual monitoring oftelevision program content; "institutional policy 
analysis" looks at the economic and political bases of media decision mak­
ing; "cultivation analysis" is an assessment of the long-range consequences 
of exposure to television's systems of messages. 

Message system analysis is the study of the content of television pro­
grams, It includes every dramatic (fictional) program in each annual sample. 
It provides an unusual view of familiar territory. It is not a view of individual 
programs but an aggregate picture of the world of television, a bird's-eye 
view of what large communities of viewers absorb over long periods of time:' 

Themle ·of violence·in1:hat world 'Can be seen in our analysis of prime­
time network programs and characters. Casting and fate, the demography 
of thafWOrld, are the important building blocks of the storytelling process. 
They have presented a stable pattern over the almost 30 years of lI\<?nitoring 
network television drama and coding every speaking character in each 
year's sample. Middle-class White male characters dominate, in. numbers 
and power. Women play one out of three characters. Young people and the 
elderly make up one third and one fifth, respectively, of their actual propor­
tions of the population. Most other minorities are even more underrepre-
sented. That cast sets the stage for stories of conflict, violence and the ....... . 
projection of White male prime-of-life power. Most of those who are under­
represented are also those who, when portrayed, suffer the worst fate. 

The average viewer of prime-time television drama (serious as well as 
comedic) sees in a typical week an average of 21 criminals arrayed against 
an army of 41 public and private law enforcers. There are 14 doctors, 6 
nurses, 6 lawyers and 2 judges to handle them. An average of 150 acts of 
violence and about 15 murders entertain them and their children every 
week, and that does not count cartoons and the news. Those who watch over 
3 hours a day (more than half of all viewers) absorb much more. 

About one of three (31%) of all characters and more than''1ia1f '(52%) 'Of 
major characters are involved in violence either as victims or as victimizers 
(or both) in any given week. The ratio of violence to victimization defines the 
price to be paid for committing violence. When one group can commit vio­
lence with relative impunity, the price it pays for violence is relatively low. 
When another group suffers more violence than it commits, the price is high. 
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In the total cast of prime-time characters, defined as all speaking parts 
regardless of the importance of the role, the average "risk ratio" (number of 
victims per 10 violents) is 12, Violence is an effective victimizer-and char­
acterizer. Its distribution is not random; the calculus of risk is not evenly 
distributed. Women, children, poorer and older people and some minorities 
pay a higher price for violence than do males in the prime of life. The price 

". paid in victimsJor,e",ery,J,o",iolents isJ5 for boys, 16 for girls, 17 for young 
women, 18.5 for lower class characters and over 20 for elderly characters, 

Violence takes on an even more defining role for major characters. It 
involves more than half of all major charaders (58% of men and 41% of 
women), Most likely to be involved either as perpetrators or victims, or 
both, are characters portrayed as mentally ill (84%), characters with mental 
or other disability (70%), young adult males (69%) and Latino/Hispanic 

"Americans'{64%)."Chi:ldren;'Iowerclass and mentally ill or otherwise dis­
abled characters, pay the highest price-13 to 16 victims for every 10 per­
petrators, 

Lethal victimization extends the pattern. About 5% of all characters and 
10% of major characters are involved in killing (kill or get killed or both). 
Being Latino/Hispanic or lower class means bad trouble: They are the most 
likely to kill and be killed. Being poor, old, Hispanic or a woman of color 
means double trouble, a disproportionate chance of being killed; they pay 
the highest relative price for taking another's life. 

Among major characters, for every 10 "good" (positivelyvalued),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. 

;Ye calculated a violence "pecking order" by ranking the risk ratios of 
the different groups, Women, children, young people, lower class, disabled 
and Asian Americans are at the bottom of the heap. When it comes to1<illing, 
older and Latino/Hispanic characters also pay a higher than average price, 
In other words, hurting and killing by most majority groups extracts a tooth 
for a tooth. But minority groups tend to pay a higher price for their show of 
force. That imbalance of power is, in fact, what makes them minorities even 
when, as is the case for women, they are a numerical majority. 

CULTIVATION ANALYSIS: 
THE "LESSONS" OF TELEVISION 

What are the consequences? These representations are not the sale or 
necessarily even the main determinants of what people think or do, But they 
are the most pervasive, inescapable and policy-directed commonand,stable 
cultupl contril;mtions to what large communities absorb over long periods 
of time, We use the term cultivation to distinguish the long-term cultivation 
of assumptions about life and values from short-term "effects" that are 
usually assessed by measuring change as a consequence of exposure to 
certain messages. With television, one cannot take a measure before expo-
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sure and only rarely without exposure. Television tends to cultivate and 
confirm stable conceptions about life. Cultivation analysis meaS1.lres these 
"lessons" as it explores whether those who spend more time with television 
are more likely than comparable groups of lighter viewers to perceive the 
real world in ways that reflect the most common and repetitive features of 
the television world (see Morgan & Signorielli, 1990, for a detailed discus­

·sion.of·the,theoretical1lssumptions'and methodological procedures of culti­
vation analysis). 

The systemic patterns in television content that we observe through 
message system analysis provide the basis for formulating survey questions 
about people's conceptions of social reality. These questions form the basis 
of surveys administered to large and representative national samples of 
respondents. The surveys include questions about fear of crime, trusting 
other people, 'w'a1king at'iiight in one's own neighborhood, chances of vic­
timization, inclination to aggression and so on. Respondents in each sampl~ 
are divided into those who watch the most television, those who watch a 
moderate amount and those who watch the least. Cultivation is assessed by 
comparing patterns of responses in the three viewing groups (light, medium 
and heavy) while controlling for important demographic and other charac­
teristics, such as education, age, income, gender, newspaper reading, neigh­
borhood and so on. 

These surveys indicate that long-term regular exposure to violence-laden 
, "television tends to make an independent contribution (e,g.y in addition to all 

other factors) to the feeling of living in a mean and gloomy world. The 
lessons range from aggression to desensitization and to a sense of vulner­
ability and dependence. 

The symbolic overkill takes its toll on all viewers. However, heavier 
viewers in every subgroup 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; to believe that their neighborhoods are unsafe; to state that fear of 
crime is a very serious personal problem and to assume that crime is rising, 
regardless of the facts of the case. Heavy viewers are also more likely to buy 
new locks, watchdogs and guns "for protection." It makes no difference 
what they watch because only light viewers watch more selectively; heavy 
viewers ,watch more of everything that is on the air. Our studies show that 
they cannot escape watching violence (see, for example, Gerbner et a\., 1993; 
Sun, 1989). 

Moreover, viewers who see members of their own group underrepre­
sented but overvictimized seem to develop a greater sense of apprehension, 
mistrust and alienation, what we call the "mean world syndrome." Insecure, 
angry people may, be prone to violence but are even more likely-to be 
dependent on authority and susceptible to deceptively simple, strong, hard­
line postures, They may accept and even welcome repressive measures such 
as more jails, capital punishrnent,. harsher sentences-measures that have 
never reduced crime but never fail to get votes-if that promises to relieve 
their anxieties. That is the deeper dilemma of violence-laden television. 
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THE STRUCTURAL 
BASIS OF TELEVISION VIOLENCE 

Formula-driven violence in entertainment and news is not an expres­
sion of freedom, viewer preference or even crime statistics. The frequency 
of violence in the media seldom, if ever, reflects the actual occurrence of 
crirne.in a cornmuni!y.Jt is,rather,Jhe product of a complex manufacturing 
and marketing machine. 

Mergers, consolidation, conglomeratization and globalization speed the 
. machine. "Studios are clipping productions and consolidating operations, 
closing off gateways for newcomers," notes the trade paper Variety on the 
front page of its August 2, 1993, issue. The number of major studios declines 
while their share of domestic and global markets rises. Channels proliferate 

.". while ··inv€stment··in new·talent·drops, gateways close and creative sources 
shrink. 

Concentration brings denial of access to new entries and alternative per­
spectives. It places greater emphasis on dramatic ingredients most suitable 
for aggressive international promotion. Having fewer buyers for their prod­
ucts forces program producers into deficit financing. That means that most 
producers cannot break even on the license fees they receive for domestic 
airings. They are forced into syndication and foreign sales to make a profit. 
They need a dramatic ingredient that requires no translation, "speaks ac­
tion" in any laI)guage and fits ru:>Y culture. That ingredient is violence. (Sex 
is second but, ironically, it runs into more inhibitions and restrictions.) 

Syndicators demand action (the code word for violence) because it "trav­
els well around the world," said the producer of Die Hard 2 (which killed 
264 compared to 18 in Die Hard 1). "Everyone understands an action movie. 
If I tell a joke, you may not get it but if a bullet goes through the window, 
we all know how to hit the floor, no matter the language" (quoted in Auletta, 
1993). Our analYSis shows that violence dominates U.S. exports. We com­
pared 250 U.S. programs exported to 10 countries with 111 programs shown 
in the United States during the same year. Violence was the main theme of 
40% of home-shown and 49% of exported programs. Crime-action series 
composed 17% of home-shown and 46% of exported programs. 

The rationalization for all that is that violence "sells." But what does it 
sell to whom and at what price? 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 (Editorial, 1993) editorialized 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" (p. 66)-that is, with 
the exporters, not with audiences. In other words, violence may help sell 
programs cheaply to broadcasters in many countries despite the dislike of 
their audiences. But television audiences do not buy programs, and adver­
tisers, who do, pay for reaching the available audience at the least cost. 

We compared data from over 100 violent and the same number of 
nonviolent prime-time programs stored in the CI database. The average 
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Nielsen rating of the violent sample was 11.1; the same for the nonviolent 
sample was 13.8. The share of viewing households in the violent and 
nonviolent samples was 18.9 and 22.5, respectively. The amount and consis­
tency of violence in a series further increased the gap. Furthermore, the 
nonviolent sample was more highly rated than the violent sample for each 
of the five seasons studied. 

Howevet,' despite their low average popularity, what violent programs 
lose on general domestic audiences they more than makeup by grabbing 
the younger viewers that advertisers want to reach and by extending their 
reach to the global market hungry for a cheap product. Even though, 
typically, these imports are also less popular abroad than quality shows 
produced at home, their extremely low cost, compared to local prodUction, 
makes them attractive to the broadcasters who buy them. 

Of course, some violent movies, videos, video games and other specta­
cles do attract sizable audiences. But those audiences are small compared to 
the home audience for television. They are the selective retail buyers of what 
television dispenses wholesale. If only a small proportion of television 
viewers growing up with the violent overkill become addicted to it, they can 
make many movies and games spectacularly successful. 

PUBLIC RESPONSE AND ACTION 

Most television viewers suffer the violence daily inflicted on 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% dis­
approve of violence they see on television. A Gallup poll of October 1990 
found 79% 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% from 44% in 1983. Furthermore, 80% said entertainment violence was 
"harmful" to SOCiety, compared with 64% in 1983. 

Local broadcasters, legally responsible for what goes on the air, also 
oppose the overkill and complain about loss of control. Electronic Media 
reported on August 2, 1993, the results of its own survey of 100 general 
managers across all regions and in all market sizes. Three of four said there 
is too much needless violence on television; 57% would like to have "more 
input on program content decisions." 

The Hollywood Caucus of Producers, Writers and Directors, speaking 
for the creative community, said in a statement issued in August 1993: 

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 not only choosing mate­
rial that seeks to enrich, but also in our ability to execute to the best of 
our ability, is at an all-time low. 
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Far from reflecting creative freedom, the marketing of fonnula vio­
lence restricts freedom and chills originality. The violence formula is, in fact, 
a de facto censorship extending the dynamics of domination, intimidation 
and repression domestically and globally. Much of the typical political and 
legislative response exploits the anxieties that violence itself generates and 
offers remedies ranging from labeling and advisories to even more censor­
"Hp. 

There is a liberating alternative. It exists in various forms in most other 
democratic countries. It is public participation in making decisions about 
cultural investment and cultural policy. Independent grassroots citizen or­
ganization and action can provide the broad support needed for loosening 
the global marketing noose around the necks of producers, writers, direc­
tors, actors '!!1djournalists.2 

More freedom from violent and other inequitable and intimidating for­
mulas, not more censorship, is the effective and acceptable way to increase 
diversity and reduce the dependence of program producers on the violence 
formula, and to reduce television violence to its legitimate role and propor­
tion. The role of Congress, if any, is to tum its antitrust and civil rights 
oversight on the centralized and globalized industrial structures and mar­
keting strategies that impose violence on creative people and foist it on the 
children and adults of the world. It is high time to develop a vision of 
the right of children to be born into a reasonable, free, fair, diverse and 
nOhthrea'tening cultural environment.·It is time for citizen··involvement in 
cultural decisions that shape our lives and the lives of our children. 

NOTES 

1. Cultural Indicators is a database and a research project that relates recurrent features 
of the world of television to viewer conceptions of reality. Its cumulative computer archive 
contains observations on over 3,000 programs and 35,000 characters coded according to many 
thematic, demographic and action categories. These form the basis for the content analyses 
cited in the references. The study is conducted at the University of Pennsylvania's Annenberg 
School for Communication in collaboration with Michael Morgan at the University of Massa­
chusetts at Amherst and Nancy Signorielli at the University of Delaware. Thanks for research 
assistance are due to Mariaeleana Bartezaghi, Cnythia Kandra, Robin Kim, Amy Nyman and 
Nejat Ozyegin. 

2. One such alternative is the Cultural EnvirorunentMovement (CEM). CEM is a nonprofit 
educational corporation, an umbrella coalition of independent media, professional, labor, 
religiOUS, health-related, women's and minority groups opposed to private corporate as well 
as government censorship. CEM is working for freedom from stereotyped formulas and for 
investing in a freer ·and more diverse cultural environment. It can be reached by writing to 
Cultural Environment Movement, P.O. Box'31847, Philadelphia, PA 19104. 
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