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'ifThls isi the summary of the report of a three—year study of the portrayal

}ftof V101ence ln telev131on drama begun under contract to the Natlonal Comm15510n N
S on the Causes and Preventlon of Vlolence _and ccmpleted under contract to the-:'-

"ﬁfISurgeon General‘s Sc1ent1f1c Adv1sory Commlttee on TEIEVlSlOH and Soc1a1

. : - . ‘ . g
‘Behav1ora:. It 15 -2 progress report in a- cont1nu1ng program of research on -
;~te1ev131on and other medla content trends and symbollc functlons. ﬁ';i

Thls study was based on the analysxs of all dramatlc Programs (Plays,;i

: 7feature fllms, cartoons) telecast by the three maJor U S. networks durlng
nﬁ;gr prime tlme and Saturday mornlngs for one full week in October of 1967 1968

'}tik‘and 196903- The unlts of analy51s were the play, 1ead1ng characters in each

f.play, and V1olent 1nc1dents (scenes of v1olence between the same partles) in ;'-:-'

‘feach;playq;,,:h

oL The report to the Comm1551on was publlshed in Vlolence and the Medla e
staff Report to the National Commission on. the Causes and Prevention’ of

‘.- Violence: by Robert K., Baker and Sandra J. . Ball Washlngton, D. Co,  =v.~f;:.:. B

fj Government Prlntlng OEflce, 1969,

..; The full three-year report istin’ G. A Comstock and E. A--Rublnsteln (ads.),-,
g Television and Social Behavior.' Vol 1.‘Content and Control WaShlngton._:'l
"f'Government Prlntlng Offlce, 1972 ' : L _ S

.tsst sampling exnerlment'showed no- Signlflcant”dlfferenCes"1n.maJor program
. characteristics. between the. shows of the one—week sample and a: random L
sample drawn from a. full year s programs.f, . ; R




Violence was defrned ash"the overt expre351on of.force egalnst others
“or self or the compelllng of actlon agalnst one's wrll on- paln.of belng
h'hurt or kllled 1 The.focus was throughout~on the 1ndlsputable determlnatlons
of commonly observahle'fectS'and actsou Tra1ned coders analyzed through
"repeated v1ew1ngs from’ v1deotape a total of 281 plays (182 program hours),
1355 vrolent eplsodes, ‘and 762 leadlng charactersn Each program was V1ewed.
'by at 1east four analystso- Thelr agreement measured by tests of coder
re113b111ty, assured that enly clear-cut and unamblguous observatlons.or
broadly shared meenings were used'in the'results. : . |

hfhe study,”then, dealt with the raw "facts of llfe" in the comp051te
world of.televisihn drama. .What is. that World 11ke9 Who populates it
‘and who dqes'what-toiwhqm in it?' What role does v1qlence piéy.-e thm_:
does it-help,“Whom.does it hurt? It‘wes assumed:that viewer respoﬁse
or 1nterpretat10n must stert from some khoﬁledge of these terms.

The flndlngs do not necessar11y resemble what - any person or’ group elects
to view or how they 1nterpret what they view, Aggregate-flndlngs such-as
-these represent fictional raw materlals of time space, action, and
. characterization to_which.heterogeneqﬁstcommunities are;eqused'over tirneo
_They'reveal the elementary-collectire'premises from which any_rehgelof
conclusions stems; eﬁd'the'cemmoh messages implicit_in theﬁa They describe '
" the socialﬁsymbolic funetiens inherent_in'the system of.messages networh
televisiOn'draﬁa as a thle'relessed into the'mainstream of netional'

. ‘consciousness.
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This summary deals dith'three major developments resulting from the

'reSearCH. First, 1t traces the frequency and dlstrlbutlon of v1olence as
4measured by indicators developed to reflect several facets of dramatlc actlon.

_Secondly, 1t hlghlights ‘the qualltltatlve aspects of the portrayals 1nherent

in the changlng symbollc complex1on of the dramatlc representatlonso Thlrd

it prOV1des support for a theory of symbollc functlons, Whlch is that v1olence

1n_te1ev1s;on drama is a demonstration of soc1a1.power, and that changes'
in frequency -- with structure remaining constant -- do not necessarily alter

such fuﬁctions;. These findings lead to the principal conclusioﬁs-that-the message of

‘violence may be most telling in its projections of differential risks for

different people, and the.consequent”cultivation of an:invidious'calculus of

fears and prejudices.

Cartoon viclence up; killings-dOWn_

The general prevalence of violence inptelevision.drama has-not changed
markedly since 1967, but its nature,”distributiOn,.and_Symbolic complexion
havesu Some violepce wag foond_in eight:out of_every.ten.network pia&s telecast
in prime tiﬁe and Saturdayqﬁorning. The.conSistent‘rate of ﬁiolent episodes
had remained.abodt five per'progrem and eight per hour,

The nature of violence changed_inethet'fatalities declined and

‘the pr0port10n of violent characters, espec1ally klllers, dropped sharply.

The proportlon of those 1nvolved in any violence (elther as v1olents or as
v1ct1ms) fell from 73 to 64 percent, and the group 1nvolved-1n kllllng shrank

from 19 t0_5 percent of all leading characters; Something like greater



efficiency an& smeOthereperforﬁance of Qielenf acts seemed to 5& at‘ﬁork:
.ea éméller propertibn of charactere staged as meﬁy violent scenes. asg befpre
but:of a much less 1ethel sort. |
| The distfibutien ef vieience changed_in seVefal ways. The neﬁwbrk_-‘
. lineup showedeCBS_consistently.the.1qwest‘But by a deereaeing.margin;.
ABC and NBC aiternated.for‘first_plaee, TMore importently,.fegulaf.aduit::
feievision drama becaﬁe.less violent,fwhile carteons“became mdre_violent.
. The trend toward_shqrfer plays sandWicHed.between freqﬁenf'commeréials
oﬁ faet-moving earteon shows thuS‘fufther-inCreaeed_the saturation offthie
.moet'vioienf type of ﬁrograﬁ.f Witﬁ.the rising tide of.violence pfeduced
for chlldren, and its ebblng on regular TV plays, the average chlldren 8
.hour doubled its 1ead from three to six times the v1olence rate of the average

adult drama hour;

_ﬁgme'chaﬁges ig eymbolic\cdmpiexione.

Shee:;freéuencies'may reflect sdmetﬁing about the.patterneof corporate
policy contfols,'but they reveal eotﬁing about ﬁhe symboiic complexion and:
social messaée of the dramatic represehtétienso' Changes iﬁffrequency do.not
necessarily“affect the”meeeage uniess fhey also alter the Symbolic“fuectionss
ef violeﬁce ie the context of the playe.__ L

It is an open-queetiOn whéthef violence in a eemie cdntext-ie more or
less effective'in-conveying its social iesseﬁs.' At any rate, in cartoons,
where the frequency of violence 1ncreased the proportlon of v101ent eplsodes

taklug place in-a comic context also rose frOm 41 to 48 percent. Conversely,



Whére.viqlencg became-iEss;freqﬁén;, iﬁ;éiso became less funny; .comic
contexts in ndn‘cartoon P;ays dro?ped fram 22 to‘14 pexcent of.all violént-'
.episédes.:_ | - | |

| Comic or not, most violence seemed bainlesé.aﬁdshﬁgéﬁic,.suitéble
to.relaxed.enjﬁymehtKOf_satisfying moral_lessﬁns.;'About the only.
unmiétakably_deb;litating consequencé‘ﬁas death;:and that'ﬁeérly dropped
:‘out.ofISight.' In thfee years, fhé Weékly prime*time aﬁd.Séfurday.morniné
Caéualty rate fell frbm 437.#0.134Q 'The'”ﬁody'céunt" of dead ﬁropped from_ -
182 to 46 a ﬁeek; With the overall violehcé rate rémaining'coﬁstant; these.
figufes point to the séniéizétibn of TV_vioienceof Viéible égdny_and gore did-

not seem to be indispensable parts of the message of.symbolic'.viole.nc‘a°

.The fictional world and its social functioms

.Inlthe world 6f fiction,.fac£s do_noﬁﬁget in the'way bf réality. The
' réality of mass~produced;enfertainmenﬁ is‘thét of-iﬁstitﬁtionai purpose,
' ﬁélue, and function,"?aéfs"follow pur?ose in a'coﬁtéxt'contfived'fét "juét
entertainment,” ﬁhigh'ié té gay.no interference with conventional moral.énd
social'signifiéance.. | | |

‘ Time,:space; demography, eﬁhnography, and fate iﬁ the Wﬁrld.of_télevision
‘drama proﬁide the c0ntext.for tﬁe.sociai.functidns bf_symbolic_violence.
‘iust as violence was ofteﬁ.comic and did not have painfﬁl or.shOCking
coﬁsequences, sd_it tended to aﬁoid familiér'seftings.in favor of fantasy
locales, femoved from ﬁossibly conflicting, disturbing; or perhaps dangerously
provocative réality ¢1uéso Time éﬁd piace of violent'éctidn, éompared'td‘

-all others, were increasingly remote, contrived, exotic. The past and
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future,. unlike the present, were nearly always violent. Far-away and

unidentified lands Were.the_mqst likely and big Aﬁerican cities the least

likely to be thE'5cenes.0f'violence.' Urban_Violenée was safely'confinéd to
crime and detective formats.

Violence also played a role in first populating and-then'dominating the

. fictional world. It touched more ‘than ﬁwo-thirds of all characters, but

it did not affect them equally. The dramaticrcalculus_of the risks of life =
implicit in.who does what to whom and with what ¢ffects assigned different

chances to men and women, young and old, single and married, rich and poor,

native white and "other." .

The differeﬁées begin with casfing; -Aﬁ&'societ& seems freest.
to thpse who run it; in the ﬁorld of poﬁular dfama, they are the.ones who can
be cast in'fhé greéteét véfiety of roles@..A ”character part" meéns a role
édhsfrained by characteristigs.fhaﬁ.the ideal héfq of'heroineiprésumably does
ndﬁ h;ve; The ruling typés.of the symbolic world'a:e.ifs'most draméticaliy
free, versatile, and uSagle citizens, and, unlike in the-real’wbrld, ité' 
majority.

ABQut‘two~thirds of all Ieading chéracters were male, American, middle
class, unmarried, énd in ﬁhe pfime of life;_'Légs than tﬁeir.share of

representation went to those lower in the global hierarchy. Other minorities

were those more entangled in familiar social contexts, and otherwise hindered

by SPécific human identities and dependencieso

- Violents and victims; fear is the message

" Aloof males in a loose social network can specialize in violence without -



-tod_maﬁy'cémpliqatipns;_ Sévén out bf.tep male§ we?é in§Q1véd'in_soﬁe violencg.”
.Nearly.nine ouﬁ_of ten.vioien£S'Were male,

._Unlike in re#l iifé; felevisiﬂﬁ'vioienée'rarely engéged those Wh0_kneﬁ
each otﬁer well; Most of it was directed.against strangers.. qut of it
-stemmedanot'from'despair, hate; rage, pénic, of'othef-emotion, nor_from overt .
':idedlogy, but from a rather busiﬁesélike pﬁrsﬁit'of persoﬁal_gain,-power, 6f
~ duty. - | | |
Thé fictidnal World was so populated'fhaf One—third of allhéhafactefs'who
" had an'identifiable.OCCUpation_géﬁld.bé considefed prdfeésiénalé in violenﬁeff
the forces_bf.éfficial.and private aﬁthorifj,uﬁnd'the army.qf_criminals; : |
“outlaws, spies, énd other enemies arraved against them, In a world of largely
 specia1ized relationships, viélénce seemé to be ‘just andther.sPeciality,

a skill, a craft, a'meaﬁs to an endu |

| The end is usually the maintenance or réstoratién of some order,
forever méﬁaced by contentious powers."rhgir violations provpke.theamayhemi
-the heré‘delivers the finai‘blqw. Thus there are alwéys more victims than
- violents (and, as we'shail see; gome grqups'ére_morejlikely'targgts:than
others); Fear of victimization. rather thaﬁ the effiqacy of aggressionlis
perhaps the bverridiﬁg:messagé of_the.risk310£ life‘in pfimé time....

The feciproéal.shéw éf forée'éignaIS'the reality and'mégnitude of ﬁhe-
COntgst. -ﬂnilaterai violence was rare: only éight percent of all characters
'(16.p¢rcent_of violentS)'ccmmitted violence bﬁt'eséape& béiﬁg its target;

ﬂnilateral'vicfﬁnization'waé more frequenta 'Mofe than-twice as many
- characters succumbea to the dramatig ﬂeedifor.hapless_vicﬁiﬁs és did
violence with.impﬁnity; Significantly,-many.of these violent victims were.

WOReN.-



leferentiel risks: wemen and.otﬁer ﬁminerities"
Woman's "speeialiry” -~ love aﬁd,marriage--Q.tends to limit herlpertss
to mere“femiliar and'intimate relationshipso Unlike_thelmeh,_womeﬁlhad-
‘an even ehaeee of avoiding rielehce.altogether} But enee'tﬁey brushed up
: egaiﬁst_it, woﬁeﬁ toek a greater_end increaeingrchance.offbecoming its victim.
There‘were five_male vietims for everj four male vlolents. Women's
risks elimbed'io neerly_elght female rictiﬁs for every four female violents;-.
Only 17.pereent.of ﬁale viétims-but nearly'half offfemale victimS'euffered'
_ v101ence they d1d net 1n1t1ate and d1d not or could not averlgeo Tﬁeeratie of
male klllers to males klllEd (2. 1) was more favorable than the ratlo of female

| killers to females killed (1.5).
Efforts’ to reduce v1olence appeared to concentrate.on characterlzarlons
1east.conSLStent with the pattern and perhaps most "dlsturblng" from the point -
 of view of conventlonal_ story valges i violent women. ' But ne;ther thei
broportion nor.ﬁhe ﬁumﬁer of women vietims Wés.reduced.:.Even‘more.striking'
were.the facfs.of unilateral wiolence, With men's chances remaining steady,
the number of violent women Who got away unharmed was cut .in half, Whlle
female victims of unrec1procated v1olence 1ncreased by 60 percent. What
happened over time was-that selectiﬁe reductions in the-frequenCy of violenr
characteriéations'and casualties oﬁly.sharﬁened.#he_pettern.ofleymboliel
1nequ1ty,. |
Marrlage, Tike. love, is a theme. that varies dlrectly with thelproportlon
,6f women in the fletlonal populatlon, and inversely with the_lnc;dence of -

violence. However, marital status has a differential effect on the sexes'

affinity for violence.



.Marficge apﬁéars co shriﬁk men.and-mahé them unfit fOr'free-whceling;_
_pOwerfuléchéﬂman parts.. Married men'ﬁere:half as.likely to bc'violeht as
-sihgle_'men° Women, by.comparlson,appear.to ga1n power through marrlage, Schey-
lose none of thelr capacity for v1olencen‘ Flnally, only marrled women were
able-to:reciprccccé violence-fullyg lboth single girls'andfall men were more_:
Likely tc fall victims of thah to comﬁit Violencé;

_ Theltrené ovér timc,'as we have-cceh,.has heen.tollimit violent.
.characcerizations,_especiéiiy Woméh,:withoﬁt necessarily.réducing-fehale1
”victimizatioh. This trend was'most_pronounced'among middle-aged Women,‘-

tehding to pacify_Wives:and ﬁcthcrs and to feduce; ié notltc eliminate, this
_ ﬁenace to male. power -on.: tclev151on. |
Iower class, non-Amerlcan, and nonwhlte characters shared the fate of
'womeh,in bcing especially victimization-prone. However, 0verwhelmingly male,
they seemcd mofe'violent than their'whitg Amcrican-middlc.cléséncounterpartc.
The consequeﬁce.was thét‘mincrity chcrécteré.hcid_a higher cfice than thc
majority for engaging in V101enceu This waé espetially tfue:for fatalificso__'
-;Domlnant maJorlty-type Amerlcanc were more ‘than twice as llkely as the "others"
to commit lethal V1olence, live, and reach a happy endlng. In the symbolic
-shorthand of telev151cn drama, the freer and stronger kill in a gocd_cause:

to begin with,

Vicicnce as the ritual of power

The social message of violence stems'from its'cymboiiC'functionsfas a
_test -of power and arblter of fate in the world of - telev1510n drama; These
functlons are rooted in the structcre of scc1ety, although they do not Just

reflect reality," -Rather, they project the'fears, blases, pr1v11eges, and
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- desires- of men of power upon a global canvas;; Vielence ae a.demonstratien'bf
power dellneates a soc1al structure, deplcts relatlve status dlfferences,
deflnes patterns of domination: and subm1531on, cultivates certain values
and norms w1th regard to 1nf1ueece, freedom, and Justlce, and containg
g other.elements of-myth 1n'the hlstorlc sense of-moral rltUale-'
The 3001a1 ideology 1mp11c1t in any mythology need not be spec1f1e te
_ time, place, and J‘f_aml'_f.z.atr_events.u The freedom of documentary 1rrelevance
fermits_euthentic releﬁance specific to social power to find its most -
effective fietional envifonmeﬂts; The Symbollc functlons of the rltual

of power may be best performed in a styllzed fashion and in relatlvely
remote,'unfamlllar5 and exotlc_or comic contexts,-least dlsturbed by
"potentiaily jerring.juxtapbsifion with everydey experienceeor by sheckingly..
expii-ci-t-consequencesn |

High financial stakes, cheap preduetion meehode, ana'iow_critical

'thresholdS'combine to meke”childrenis_programming the prime training:gr0unds
fof acculturation'into'the-ways of power. But violence entered most‘pfogreme
an& permeated the WOrldiof'television drama;u.next to commercials, it was its
most ﬁredieteble featﬁre." Somethlng of a male spec1allty, 101eneenstrikes_
._the majority of 1eed1ng characters, but not at randomo_ The-ealculus of
risks shifts’with age, sex, marital status, class, race, netionality, and
: even time and place, favofiﬁg'dominanﬁ t&pes in the here and now. One's
_chances depend on one's place in the scheme of thlngs° There are fhose who.
_k111 out. of nece331ty in a noble cause, - -those who must pay dearly for |
v1olenee, and those who seem fated to be its most 11ke1y victims. To learn
"thesezchances and these'feers is te'aceeét the’hierarchy of powers end.

calculus of risks that make then tenable.
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_ Seléc#ive:;eductions of-géftain féétpres of violent repreéentatibns
. tend to trim mostly‘the'poteﬁtially disturbiﬁg,_COnflicting_or non-essentiai
eieménts_of the pattefn° 'Such changeéibnly:shif;:the-burden of vjolén;e and
victimizatién aﬁd.further tip the_scéleé‘of:poWe#'in'the diréction alreadj |
-inhefent iﬁ the repfgéeﬁtﬁtioms. The riet efféct doés-not bluf'or-loosen.
_buﬁ-it sharpens and fightené_thé sjmbolic hold:of sécial power.
| The cult of violence on American televisioﬁ is, then, a ritual of

powerfnét easily.alte;edo- Aé in anﬁ éulture.(with greater or lesser
intensity), it serves £he_s£ructﬁré of power frqmnwhiéh'if.stemsn Its myths‘
 énd_theif enactment help_socializg peoPie to.grow up knowing.hbw to:avoid,
as well.as tb'ﬁse, violence;  Its images.and meésages perform symbolic-
tasks of social control. To the extent.fhat.the fifual is effectiﬁe, -

it safés having-fd résort_to.real ?iolenée to enforcé‘its'nérms, wﬁile at
the séme_time it_attempfs to Show.why-it is still éo ffequently ﬁeéesséry

to do so..



