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Assessmg televxslon s :
try for a noncombat zone, . |
by George Gerbner

The Fam:ly Hour and Beyond

The first: ofﬁmal season of "farmly
viewing” on prime-time television is

“lover, The facts of the case (even if not
all the verdicts) are-in: We-cari-now re-

flect on what it all might mean.

The concept of a “family viewing™

period arose in late 1974. It was aresuit

: 1of congressional prodding, FCC chair-
tman Richard E. Wiley's concern and

CBS president Arthur Taylor's initia-
tive. Somebody had to do something to
follow up the conclusion former-Sur-

:. }geon General Jesse L. Steinfeld reached,
- Jon the basis of extensive investigations,
jbefore the Pastore Senate Subcommit-:
{tee: “It is clear to me,

* Steinfeld said,
“that the causal relationship between

" Jtelevised violence and antisocial be-

havior is sufficient to warrant appro-
priate and remedial action.”

The concept was eventually ex-.
|pressed as an addition to the Code of

the National Association of Broadcast-

ers: “Entertainment programming in-

appropriate for viewing by a general

{family audience should not be broad-
. {cast during the first hour of metwork"
‘- Jentertainment programming in prime
.|time and in the 1mmedla£e}y precedmg :

hour.”
- The rule, riddled with ex cephons and

1 embrcuied in controversy, went into ef-

fect last fall. Variety's view of the re-
sult was summed up-in its-April 21,
1976, headline: Tepld 'I‘V Season Ends

;:1In Turbulence.. oy i

I will:leave 1t to: TV cntlcs to say

{whether the past season was any more-

L tepid than others. (I cannot fail to gb-

serve, however, that in the intangible

aspects of programming—as of my -
_lown business of education—there is
| anirresistible tendency to blame one’s
failures on whatever the current an-.
noyance or limitation might be}. The

“turbulence” included high executive
heads rolling and faces changing be-

J cause of fractional rating-peint differ-
ences among competingnetworks and:

a lawsuit by Hollywood guilds and
Norman (“All in the Family™) Lear

] against everyone involvedin lhe Edmt-

ly viewing plot.

Actually, the Family Hour worked—
sort of, The best data we have comes
from our long-range study of network

} dramatic programming and viewers’
conceptions of social reality [reported”
- Yin full in the Spring 1976 issue of the

quarterly Journal of Conununication}.

From 8 p.M. to 9 p.M. (EST)—which is
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the only dramatic program period in-
volved for most viewers—the Violence

Index dipped from 148 in the fall of
11974t0.101 in the fall 6f 1975. Whether

a slight rise lo 108 this spring repre-

sents a reversal of this.trend or just.
random fluctuation we cannot yet'tell. -

{The Violence Index is based on a sam-

ple week's detailed observations and-
the cumulative addxtwn of the" percent:”
of programs containing any violence,’

the percent of characters involved in
violence -and-the rate of violent inci-
dents per-program and per hour).
There are; however, many confound-
ing factors. First, the biggest drop was
in - anticipation - of the Family Hour,
‘between the 1974 and 1875 seasons,
rather ‘than " since ' its inauguration.
Secondly;-only CBS, preud parent of
thefamily viewing concept, consistent-
ly -followed the rule and reduced its
level of violence each season. Third, a

year before Family Hour, the Violénce .

Index after 9 p.m. rose dramatically and
pretty . much stayed there after the
Family Hour went into effect. Fourth,

- violence ‘in weekend daytime - (chil>™

dren's) progfamming also rose from 194
in fall 1974 to 221 in tall 1975 and de-

-clined -only to 200 this past spring.

That means that this past spring five
out of every 10 Family Hour programs,

“eight-out of 10 late evening programs

and nine out of every 10 weekend chil-

‘dren's programs contained some vio-
lence. The rite of violent incidénts was-
“three per program before 9 0.6 (EST),

seven per program after 9 v and four
per weekend children's program. Little

Hustration by Joha Lykes

over three of 10 Family Hour characters -

were involved in violence, and there
was very little killing, After 9 o’clock,
seven of every 10 characters were-in-
volved ih some violence, and over two

1i 10 Were'involved in killing. On chil-
1 dren’s weekend programs. eight in ev-

ery 10 characters were involved in
some violence, but there was practically

[ no killing,

Basically, there seems to have been a

 redistribution of viclence from the Fam-

ity Hour to other hours. including chil-
dren's hours, at ledst until the season
just passed. Now, thanks largely to
CBS, we are beginning to see a slight

overall decline. The Violence Index for
all’ prime-iime and weekend daytime
pregramming dipped from 180 last fall
to 174 this past spring. Again, it is un-
clearif this is.an insignificant flyctua-
tion or the beginning of a trend.

But what does it mean? Qurresultsto |’

date show that violence in video {as in
any storytelling) dembnstrates. how

- powet works in society: who.can—and
who cannot—get away with whai, Ex-|

periernce in the worid of TV drama
teaches regular viewers many. of their
assumptions about the relative risks
in life. When you see a fight on televi-
sion, you do not call the police or 4n

‘ambulange; you absorb and confirm a

sense of relative powers -and risks.
.Obviocusly, a few points’ différence

on the Violence Index does not meces-

sarily transform the structure of sym-

bolic action:. In-facty courmeasures:of:} !
calted :Risk' Ratios;!
‘proved to be temarkably stable overthe'! ™

that structure; -

years. For example; for every violent
male, there were 1.19 male victims. For

every- violent female, there were 132
female victims; for every violent young :
worman, there were-1.67 young women |

victims, Old,” poor and black women
mostly appeared as victims. Clearly, the

structure of dramatic action on televi- |
sion is rooted in—and thus perpetu-

ates—the pecking order of society. A

-ehangdiEiRe rate of victimizalion n'my
be even more significant than a dlp in |

the Violence Index. . _
.- Fhe Family - Hour should be s seen A8
gesture of recognition by! both: l)rtmd
casters and the FCC of & g,mwm;, ‘citi-

zen and umg,resswmil concern - about |

the video's power: and :u.u)untdblhiy
Behind the moves and (uunlvnnuw-s is

coa e 1

a strugglv fur influence over a massive |

and ceatralized inediun that has a rela- | 77
lionship with the state that only the | .

church enjoyed in earlier times,




i+ e A ———— s, o

* The lawsuit against the Family Hour |-

strikes at the heart of broadcaster self-
regulation, which is the only present
alternative to- stringent government
regulation. In fact, the litigation may

result in a clearer definition of the in-| -

dustry's accountability to the public
and liability under the antitrust laws.
- The "charge that the Family Hour
thwarts creative impulses and leads to
bland programming is disingenuous.
Timidity and the compulsion to please
the largest array of tastes at the least
‘t cost are built into the commercial
formula that rules broadcasting. Me-
chanical and gratuitous violence itself
results from the limiting effects of rule
| by “cost per thousand" and has never
"I been the key to popular or diversified
programming. Breaking up that formu-
la may be the best thing that can hap-
pen to creativé impulses on television.
The greater promise of the Family

Hour concept rests on taking a positive '
approach. The largest and the most het- |

erogenous audience walching in the
early evening deserves the richest fare.
Neither the tyranny of “cost per thou-
sand” nor the stultifying and prejudi-
cial cult of viclence should be allowed
to impoverish it. If advertising budgets
are inadequate, a fee on TV sets or an

{ extra cdollar on the income tax form {as
for election campaigns) or some other|

means of resource-allogation should be’
found to broaden the financial base and
thus improve both the quality and di-

versity of the greatest continuous com- !

mon cultural experience of the largest
. | group of people ever reached by any
_| system of 'messages in history.

The §ame concern for richness and
diversity should also spread to other
parts of the schedule, especially to the
part that trade papers aptly call the
Kidvid Ghetto, and to the formal parts
of our enculturation system such ‘as
schools and colleges. We need a fresh
approach to the liberal arts to revive
their prime purpose, which is toliberate

* 1 the individual from unwitting depen- |

dence upon the immediate cultural

environment. That environment leday -

|'consists mostly of television. An ana-
Iytical and critical approach toward
television thus becomes a vital part of
the new liberal arts. If the corcept of
the Family Hour can become even the
first faltering step toward a more setf-
conscious cuitural policy and viewer
perspective, it will have been worth all
the turbulence. (]

George Gerbner is professor of com-

munications and Pean of the Annen-

berg School of (,mmmuumnuns. Uni- |. &

A versity of Penasylvania.
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- At San Fronc1sco’s De1cncey Streef Foundc:ﬁcn,' . :
“rehabilitating” ex-cons means an unconven-. - :

" ethic, social responsibility and the profit motive.. .
Now anoted sociclogist has written “g pene- .
Trohng Iook at De%oncy trom theinside, o book

e o ™, s absorbing and

“Rentertaining asit

% is powerful”

-—3San Francisco

3 Examiner &

# Chronicle

“This is a new sort of
book:like Delancey
- Street itself. it chalienges
- those pseudce-distinctions .
between'understanding and
responsibility which so plague
modern intellectual life’~Kevin Starr,
—Los Angeles Times Book Review

. "[With] no jargon and some wonderful descrin-

- tive passages.... Hampden-Turner iakes the
reader through the kinds of emotional intensity
that makes Delancey Street so successful’
—New York Times Book Review

‘ljllu_s,t__rqted. $10.00, at bookstores.
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. tional blend of communal living and the work . 8§ &
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