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Second Thoughts 
Assessing television's 
try for a noncombat zone, 
by George Gerbner 

. The Family Hour and Beyond -:::. . 

The first offi"ial season of "family 
viewing" on prime-time television is 
over. The facts of the case [even if not 
all the verdicts) are in. We·cawnow re­
flect on what it all might mean. 

The concept of a "family viewing" 
period arose in late 1974. It was a result 
of congressional proddi.ng, FCC chair­
man Richard E. WHey'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, 
on the basis of extensive investigations, 
before the Pastore Senate Subcommit­
tee: "It is clear to me, .. Steinfeld said, 
"that the .causal relationship between 
televised 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 network 
entertainment programming in prime 
time and in the immediately preceding 
hour." 
. The rule. riddled with exceptions aqd 

embroiled in controversy. went' into ef­
feci last fall. Variety's view of the re-

." suit was-summed up·in its· April 21. 
1976. headline: Tepid TV Season Ends 
·In Turbulence .. · 'I . "--1' ,,:' 

I will :leave it to TV critics to say 
- whether the past season was any more· 

tepid than others. [I cannot fail to ob­
serve, however. that in the intangible 
aspects of programming-as of my 
own business of education-there is 
an.jrresistible tendency to blame one's 
failures on whatever the current an­
noyance or limitation might be}. The' 
"turbulence" included high executive 
heads rolling and fflces changing be-

, cause of fractional rating-point differ­
ences among competing-networks,:a.n'd 
a lawsuit by Hollywood guilds and 
Norman ("All in the Family"J Lear 
against everyone invo:lved \n the fami­
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 or social reality {reported 
in full in the Spring 1976 issue of the 
quarterly lourllul uf COl1llllunicntion}. 
From B P.M. to 9 P.M. [EST)-which is 
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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 in some violence, and over two 
io·llfwerejnvolved in killing. On chil­
dren's weekend programs. eight in ev­
ery 10 characters were involved in 
some violence. but there was practically 
no killing. . 

Basically, there see'ms to have been a 
redistribution of violence from the Fam­
ily Hour to other hours. including chil­
dren's hours, at least 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-time and weekend daytime 
programming dipped from 180 last fall 
to 174 this past spring. Again, it is un­
clear if this is an insignificant fluctua­
tion or the beginning of a trend. 

But what does it mean? Our results to 
the only dramatic program period in- date show that violence in video (as in 
volvedfor most viewers-the Violence any storytelling) dern:ons-trafes~w 
Index dipped from 146 in the fall of power works in society:who.can-;.~nd 
1974 to 101 in the fall of 1975. Whether who cannot-get away with whal. Ex­
a slight rise to 108 this spring repre- perience in the world of TV drama 
sents a reversal of this trend or just I teaches regular viewers many of their 
random flucJuatlon we cannot yet tell. assumptions about the relative risks 
(The Violence Index is based on a sam- in life. ,"Vhen you see a fight on televi­
pIe w.eek's detailed observations and sian, you do not call the police or a.'n 
the cumulative addition of the' percent. I ambulance; you absorb and confir'rtl a' 
0'[ programs contain'ing any violenc~',' sense of relative powers and risks. 
the percent of characters involved in Obviously, a few points' difference 
vi-o-lence ·and·,the ·rate- tlf violent inci- on' the Violence "Index does 'nat neces--' 
dents per program and per hour). sarily transform the structure of ,sym-

There are,' however, many confound- bolic' action~. In'lfact\ 'Qur!:lil'leasures; 'of: 
ing factors.' First, the ,biggest drop was that structure; <:called':' Risk- Ratios;' 
in·· anticipation of the Family Hour. proved to heremarkably stable overthe­
be'tween the 1974 and 1975 seasons, years. For example. for every violent 
rather ,than' since its inauguration. male. there were 1.19 male victims. For 
Secondly, only CBS, proud parent of every violent female. there were 1.32 
the family viewing concept, consisteht~ female victims: for every violent young 
ly . followed the rule and reduced its woman, there were"1:.67 youn-g women 
level of violence each season. Third. a victims. Old, poor and black women 
year before Family Hour. the Violence mostly appeared as victims. Clearly, the 
Index after 9 P.M. rose dramatically and structure of dramatic· action on televi­
pretty much stayed there after the sion is rooted in-and thus perpetu­
Family Hour went into effect. Fourth, ales-the pecking order of society. A 
violence in weekend daytime ,(ch'il- of victimization may 
dren's) programming also rose from 194 be even more significant than a dip in 
in fa111974 to 221 in fall 1975 iJnd de- the' Violence Index. 
clined~only,to 200 this past spring. The F;lInilyHout"should·be seen·as;a 

That means that this past spring five gesturt:"of recognition bydlOth bro~~lF· 
out of every 10 Family Hour programs, casters ,and the FCC. of a: gl't)win~rciti-. 

. eight out of 10 late evening programs zen imd congressio·nai concern 'ah~)u.t 
.and nine (Jut of every 10 wt~Hkend chil- (he video's power and account;.ihil!ty. 
lIren's programs contained some viu- Behind the muves and GOldltet'lIlOVt!S is 
ienGe. The ralt! 'of violent incidents was a slruggie fur infltwricc over if illassive 
three per program uefore U I'.~'I. lEST), Hm'l cetltl'alized ltu'!diulll that has a I'c·'a­
seven pel' program .iftel'~) ".M. tln.ti fuur tiol1:ihip wHh tht! state that only the 
pcr weekend children's program. Little dlUl'I:h tmjoyml in t!urlier tilllt!S. 

lIIuslrolliun hy Juhn Lykes 
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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 crea'tive impulses and leads to 
bland programming is disingenuous, 
Timidity and the compulsion to please 
the largest array of tastes at the least 
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 
been the key to popular or diversified 
programming. Breaking up that formu­
la may be the best thing that can hap­
pen to creative impulses on television. 

The greater promise of the Family 
Hour concept re~ts on taking a positive 
approach. The largest and the most het­
erogenous audience watching in the 
early evening deserves the richest fare. 
Neither the tyranny of "cost per thou­
sand" nor the stultifying and prejudi­
cial cult of violence should be allowed 
to impoverish it. If advertising budgets 
are inadequate. a fee on TV sets or an 
extra dollar on the income tax form [as 
for election campaigns) or some other 
means of resource-allocation should be 
found to broaden the financial base ~_nd 
thus improve both the quality and di­
versity of the greatest continuous com w 

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

The ~flme 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 to liberate 
the individual from unwitting depen­
dence upon the immediate cultural 
environment. That environment today 
-'consl'sts mostly of television. An ana­
lytical and critical approach toward 
television thus becomes a vital part of 
the new liberal arts_ If the concept of 
the Family Hour can become even the 
first faltering step toward a more self­
conscious cultural policy and viewer 
perspective, it will have been worth all 
the turbulence. m 

George Gerbner is professor of com­
munications and Dean of the Anncn­
berg ScllOOI of Communications, Uni­
versity of Pennsylvania. 

.-' "This shou~d be required 
reading for an those 
who thinf{ ~ome was bunt 
by the he~pcng • '" . . ~, proveSSBons. -Psychology Today 

I At Son Francisco's Delancey Street Foundation. .-
"rehabititating" ex-cons means on unconven- ~.:.l 
tional blend of communal living and the work, 
ethic. social responsibility and the profit motive. .,. 
Now a noted sociologist has written "0 pene- ~ 
trating look at Delancy from the inside, a book ~ 

. -.' IS powerful. 
. ,'. , -San Francisco 

"'.: Examiner & @
-.asabsorbingand 

0. . .... ". • entertainin~ as it 
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[ ____ ~,. • .,," Ct ',' >,~~c·t: ;,,-.¥ ~~"~DeICmCey !i 
IS ,- '. ~j~~~ ·t~r. Fj! :y.> SireetFoundatioo:~ 
~;'-:;~r//""'" .~~~ :~}J·r'!'.;t ~~i:: Charles ~ I\:" -.' • -. '1'h' _ ,."" Si 
.' \'It?,\t~-.: . -17-'-'~' • Hampden-Turner: 
: ,~\,~" ';:t,!f ' ~~~ '1:4 { ,:" ~,~ "ThiS is a new sort of ij 
,,~% \J~J,.F· ,~, fl''': - book:hkeDelancey % 
V ,~:,:,,: :-'~F··.d~;~):'19'-:;:'1 r c.;( Street Itself, It challenges • 

- ~;.,-; r- ~l -:-' ~ - -'" ." ,;it,}$"'~? those pseudo-dIstinctions 
.. :::-,.;.v,""~ lito. '\Ii;.··":·'·k~v'" . . between -understanding and 
:"~;<"'~'~7',~,t,-;:;"" - - "-:;'-"-'."~'?, 
.... -,' '-~.: ,""-", _i\---:,,~ ;.}.; / -',: ",p.":.",,,,.'.~."<"-f: responsibility which so plague 

. _ rtf/'l''-;'''', .. ' modern intellectuallife:'-Kevin Storr. :; 
-los Angeles Times 800'K Review 

"[Withl no jargon and some wonderful descrip­
tive passages .... Hampden-Turner tokes the 
reader through the kinds of emotional intensity 
that makesDelancey Street so successful:' 
-New York Times Book Review 

1Ilustro.ted. $10.00. o.t bookstores. 
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