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TELLING STORIES: How Television Skews
Our View of Society and Ourselves

An Interview with George Gerbner by Derrick Jensen

Originally published in The Sun /; @M

A few centuries ago, Scottish
patriot Andrew Fletcher wrote, "If one
were permitted to write all the bal-
lads, one need not care who should
make the laws of a nation."” Over the
past fifty years, says George Gerbner,
the job of writing ballads — or, more
broadly, stories — has shifted away
Jfrom parents, schools, communities,
churches, and nations, and onto a .
television industry run by corporate
conglomerates with products to sell.
Thzﬁtmrg”ormanon has profoundly
changed the way children are social-
ized, and done much to shape the way
our society is governed. In short, it
has changed the way we live.

-When people cite statistics Vregarding
viblence on TV — for example, that an
average child witnegses Jorty thoy- .
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ing. What are the characters' demo-
graphics, and what is the respective
fate of each group: men and women,
young and old, rich and poor, and so
on?

Our studies show that casting and
fate follow stable patterns, especially
in prime time: Men outnumber
women two to one. Young people are
underrepresented. Older people make

* up only one-fifth of their actual pro-

portion in the population. Poor people
are virtually absent.

Jensen: Why is this important?

Gerbner: Socialization makes us who
we are, and stories are how we leamn
our social roles. H you are overrepre-
sented in the culture's stories, you see
many, opportunities, many choices, If
..you are underrepresented, the oppo-

. 81te is true, For example, women

between the | ages of twenty-five and
thmy—fwe are generally cast only in
" rothantic roles. What message does

" I"that serid to young girls?
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. the effects of all this vzewmg‘?

Gerbner: Actually, the amount of time
spent watching TV isn't the main
problem. The main problem is that the
stories children see and hear are limit-
ed to only a few types. The number of
channels may be great, but the content
is much the same. By content, I don't
mean style~or pidt, but what I consid-
er to be the-real building blocks of
storytelling: casting and fate. | mean, -
for example, the sort of characters
who populate prime time — which is
where people do most of their view-

-+ into homes in which: the television 1 18+~ stopgetting calls when they turn thir-
. on an average of seven hours and :-.

I;yeﬁ ve.and only start getting them
again when they're old enough to play
. grandmothers. If you're a man, by
contrast, you can play romantic roles
until you totter into your grave. You
see men playing romantic leads at
fifty, sixty, even seventy. What does
this teach women about their role in
society? What does it teach all of us
about romantic relationships?

The over- or underrepresentation
of certain demographic groups on
television skews the types of stories
that can be told. Because most scripts

-are written by and for men, they pro-

Ject a world in which men rule and
play the most roles. Furthermore,

scripts must be constructed to satisfy
the demands of a market — which is
not, by the way, the same as the
demands of an audience. The market
is controlled by many factors besides
what audiences like.

For example, because a film or
television programn cannot make big
money solely in the U.S., most pro-
ducers develop stories for a world
market. The world market demands
stories that can be told essentially
with images, and that fit any culture.
Sex and violence are universal.
Violence as a primary ingredient calls
for male roles. So the demands of an
international market reinforce the
predilections of male scriptwriters.

In life, as in fiction, the choices
available to people from different
groups go hand in hand with the
power relationships between those
groups. Casting determines the role

“each demographic group is likely to

play: success or failure, victimizer or
victim. Individual programs might
have a great diversity of plots, but if
you look at who is doing what to
whom — or the "fate” of different
characters — you see great consistency
and homogeneity. :

Jensen: What keeps this pattern in
place?

Gerbner: The pattern has remained
stable because the power structure of
the society that produces it has been
stable. From year to year you might
see a 5 to 15 percent change, but
there's no steady trend in any one
direction.

Jensen: How do you determine this?

Gerbner: Every year, our organization

~ takes a sample of prime-time dramatic




erned by codes that regulate what can
be shown. Television stations can't
broadcast the kind of extreme vio-
lence you see in the movies, because
advertisers don't want to be assoctated
with such brutality. The message that
advertisers send to stations is straight-
forward: "Deliver the audience to my
commercial in a mood to buy." So, in
a strange way, advertisers act as a
moderating force,

Jensen: The influence of advertisers is
at best a double-edged sword, though,
because it also guarantees you won't
see television programs attacking

the corporate struchure,

Gerbner: Absolately. TV pro-
ducers don't want to bite the
‘hand that feeds them. That's
why there is no political life in
the U.S.: because there's no
choice of ideologies on televi-
sion. We have a single party
congsisting of two factions: the
Ins and the Outs. When the Outs
get in, they do the same thing
the Ins did. You cannot have a
true democratic government if
there are no strong ideological
diffefentiations. You've got to have
a capitalist party, a socialist party, a
green party, a communist party, a fas-
cist party, indigenous groups, anar-
chiste, and g0 on, sach of which
should receive significant air time.
Other democratic countries have laws
that try to do this. In some
Scandinavian countries, the govern-
ment subsidizes opposition newspa-
pers, because they believe it's impor-
tant to have a diversity of opinion.
Ironically, it's the First
Amendment's guarantee of freedom of
press that forbids our government
from demanding diversity on the air.
The First Amendment was designed to
ensure that the expression of diverse
opinions was not prohibited by the
government. What has happened,
instead, is that the country has come
to be run by a private, nondemocratic
government of, by, and for corpora-

tions. A handful of chief executives,
maybe five or six men (and they are
almost always men), determines the
stories that socialize our children.

Jensen: How did you get started
studying television's influence on cul-
ture?

Gerbner: After the assassinations of
Martin Luther King Jr. and Bobby
Kennedy in 1968, the National
Institute of Health set up a commis-
sion to study violence in the culture.
They were looking to blame televi-

*Socialization makes us
who we are, and stories are
how we learn our social
roles. If you are overrepre-
sented in the culture's sto-
ries, you see many opporiu-
nities, many choices. If you
are underrepresented, the

opposite is true.’

sion, so we received a grant to study
it. They just wanted to know the vio-

lence count on TV, and we gave it to

hett ranra 1mn0rfant1‘ wa began
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a broad study of the cultural environ-

ment, through the annual monitoring - -

of the content of prime-time televi-
sion.

Jensen: What was the count?

Gerbner; The number of incidents of
violence in prime-time is five per
hour.

Jensen: So, do media depictions of
violence lead to more violence in real
life?

Gerbner: Not particularly. If you con-
trol for other factors, you find that
people who watch more tefevision are

not more aggressive; in fact, they lack
aggressiveness. The major effects of
exposure to TV violence are insecuri-
ty, dependence, and emotional vulner-
ability. If people were more aggres-
sive, then they would begin to stand
up for their rights. So people are
tanght fo be submissive, to be inse-
cure. They are tanght to be afraid.

Jensen: But we've all heard countless
times that TV violence leads to real
violence.

Gerbner: The notion that exposure to
violence incites violence is
itself media-driven. Exposure
actually does something much
worse than incite violence: it
cultivates a sense of insecurity
and dependence that makes
people submit to indignities
no human being should ever
have to bear.
Those in power are not fool-
ish enough to incite violence
against their own rule. They
know very well that television
cultivates passivity, withdraw-
al, and insecurity. That's
exactly what the corporations
want. '

Jensen: So you are not in any way
against depictions of violence?

_ Gerbner: No, not at all. Violence is a

legitimate dramatic and artistic ele-

ment, especially when you show its

tragic effects and consequences. But
these consequences are hardly ever

depicted: sponsors don't like i.

Jensen: This should come as no sur-
prise, given that our entire culture is
based on ignoring the consequences
of our actions, whether it's the conse-
quences of environmental destruction,
the consequences of smoking and
drinking, or what have you.

Gerbner: Exactly. TV is saturated with
alcohol, but the consequences of alco-
hol use, of course, are rarely shown.



— meaning fictional — programming
and adds its demographics to our
database; which by now contains
forty-five thousand TV characters.
We've.been doing this for thirty years,
and throughout this time the patterns
have remained stable.

Jensen: Buit how do television's
"demographics" affect the real world?

Gerbner: How does schooling affect
the real world? By socializing us.
Casting and fate on TV works the
same way, except that these lessons
start in infancy and continue through-
out life. Television has become the
universal curriculum of our people.
Television programs — and movies,
as well — project the power structure
of our society, and, by projecting it,
they perpetuate it, make it seem nor-
mal, make it seem the only possibility.
Once viewers have become habituated
to a certain story, they experience
great consternation if you try to
change it. Let's say you try to cast
against type and have a woman wield
power and use violence. Suddenly,
you can't tell any story other than one
describing how this came to be — that
1S, why a woman is doing these
things, which seem unnataral for her,
yet normal for 2 man. Just imagine a
group of writers talking about a story,
and one says, "Why is the victim a
woman? Why don't we turn the
tables?" The answer would be "A vio-
lent woman is distasteful to viewers."

Jensen: But it's not distasteful to see
Bruce Willis kill dozens of people.

Gerbner: To me it is, but in the culture
it's expected.

Jensen: What does seeing all this
unreal violence do to us? A hundred
years ago, if you saw someone get
slashed with a knife, you were wit- .
nessing an actual injury — probably
quite a traumatic experience. But we
think nothing of watching it happen
onTvV.

i Gerbner: Most of the violence depict- -
.ed-on television is pretty sanitized. It

has none of the tragedy, none of the
gore. It's what I call "happy violence"
— cool, painless, and spectacular. I¢'s
designed not to upset you but to enter-
tain you and deliver you to the next

. commercial in a mood to buy. People

are shocked by violence in real life.
I've heard of children, when they've
seen somebody actually get hurt, say-
ing, "It wasn't like in the movies."

I don't believe, however, that either
the frequency or the explicitness of
violence is the primary issue.

Violence is a demonstration of power,

and the real issue is who is doing
what to whom. If time and again you
hear and see stories of conflicts in
which people like yourself prevail,
you become more aggressive. If, on
the other hand, you ate & member of a
group that is more likely to be victim-
ized on TV, you grow up more inse-

- cure, more dependent, more afraid of

getting into a conflict, because you

feel your risk is higher. That's the way _ _
Gerbner: That's because creating live-
~ ly and realistic dramatic dialogue

we train women, who in reality are a-
nurnerical majority, toactlikea
minority: The instilled sense of poten-
tial victimization and vulnerability is
the key.

For every woman in prime time
who possesses the kind of power that

white male characters have, there are

two who are victimized. If you look at
just women of color, the ratio is
slightly higher. In other words, your
chances of victimization double if you
are not a member of the group for
whom it is acceptable to be an aggres-
SOr. '

Jensen: But doesn't that just represent
reality? Although in domestic vio-
lence women sometimes beat men, it
is overwhelmingly the opposite.

Gerbner: Children are not born know-
ing these roles. Stories teach them
how to act, whether they are to be the.
victim or victimizer, and how and
toward whom they may vent their

aggression. Both men and women
learn from television that women are
legitimate victims, and white males
are not. Once the stories have shaped
reality, they then mirror it.

But a mirror is not a passive
instrument. It offers a kind of
exchange: first you see something —
your tie perhaps, or your makeup —
and then you either change what you
see, or you don't. The same is true of
television. You look into it and see
who you are supposed to be, and then
you either conform ot you don't. But
it takes a conscious decision not to
conform, and even the decision to
rebel is based on what you have seen:
you have to have something to rebel
against, and that is what these stories
provide.

Jensen: Don't these stories determine
not only who does what to whom, but
also what we see as acceptable modes
of conflict resolution? Instead of see-
ing two people hashing out their dif-
ferences, we see them fight it out.

takes talent. Most violence on televi-
sion is the result of a poverty of imag-
ination. It's an easy out for writers and

- producers who want to create cheap,

easily exported product. Violence is
not even what audiences want — it
depresses ratings. But because vio-
lence travels well, it is still profitable. -
‘The audience's relationship with
violence is complicated; even though

it's not what they want, they have

become accustored to it. And, over
time, the violence must grow more
extreme in order to make an impres-
sion. This is especially true of movies.
In order to compete with TV,
Hollywood producers must ask them-
selves what viewers aren't getting
enough of from television. These pro-
ducers not only have to appeal to
expectations created by television;
they have to go beyond anything tele-

_vision can. offer.

Television, you see, 1s still gov-
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Through a special study of alcohol
and tobacco in the media, we've found
that there are 2.1 alcohol-drinking
incidents per hour in prime time. And
when Seagram bought MCA, the rate
of drinking incidents increased.
Companies are buying up media out-
lets to make sure they can control the
stories.

Tobacco use is, thankfully, down
on television, with one tragic excep-
tion: young women are smoking more
on TV than éver before. And the fact
that we have a lung-cancer epidemic
among young women is no coinci-
dence. These women get the message
television gives them: that smoking is
a way of asserting their independence,
of rebelling. And while smoking has
gone down on television, it has
become rampant in movies. It's diffi-
cult to see a movie today in which the
star doesn't light up.

Jensen: Are tobacco companies
behind this?

Gerbner: Absolutely. In order to
‘amass wealth, those in power are
leading people to use an addictive
drug that is practically guaranteed to
kill if used as directed. Smoking kills
more than a thousand people per day
— more than all illegal drugs com-
bined — yet it is legally promoted,
advertised, and sold, and consistently
embedded in the stories that socialize
us.

Jensen: You've written that "we are
headed in the direction of an upsurge
in neofascism in a very entertaining
and...amusing disguise.”

Gerbner: Fascism 1s essentially a cor-
porate-run, highly repressive ideology
that abolishes political choice and
imposes a certain type of ethnic domi-
nance and preference. It no longer
requires a brutal government takeover
of culture to accomplish this. In our
case, it's been accomplished in a very
entert'ain_ing_and seemingly democrat-
ic way. Of course, in reality, it's far

from democratic.

For one thing, in the last twenty
years, the monopolization of our cul-
ture has proceeded at a rate that was
unimaginable when antitrust laws
were still enforced. The
Telecommunications Bill of 1996,
which was passed without any public
discussion, has opened the floodgates
to even further monopolization of the
media. All of our stories are now
being told by a handful of conglomer-
ates: Sony, Time-Warner, Disney, and
Rupert Murdoch. What kind of a
democracy 1s that?

Jensen: What we're talking about here
is the monopolization of perception.

Gerbner: I think it's more than that.
It's a monopolization not only of per-
ception but of conception. What we're
talking about here is the monopoliza-
tion of one's entire world view, which
goes far beyond what we see and hear.
The stories we tell about the world
help form the world in which we live.
And if you can control the telling of
stories, you can control people's con-
cept of the world around them, and
even their behavior, because we act in
light of how we conceive the world to
be.

In the past, there have been etforts
to prevent this sort of monopolization.
Ten or fifteen years ago, for example,
the Supreme Court held that studios
could not control both production and
distribution. But that's been forgotten.

The deregulation of the Reagan era

has left a long-lasting imprint on our
cultural life. And in the current politi-
cal environment, there is virtually no
opposttion to the monopolization of
the media, largely because politicians
are so dependent on the media to get
elected. We have to fall back on citi-
zen movements and small organiza-
tions like the Cultural Environment

“Movement, of which I'm a part. We

work for gender equity and genuine
diversity of ownership, employment,
and representation in the media.

Jensen: How do you see yourselves
accomplishing that?

Gerbner: That's a good question. It's a
people's movement, so we have no
money, no funding. We've had to pull
ourselves up by our bootstraps,
because corporate sponsorship isn't an
option when you're addressing corpo-
rate control as a problem, not an asset.
But if you believe in the notion of cit-
izenship, then you have to believe you
can organize to make a difference.
Our motto is an old union slogan from
the 1930s: "Don't agonize. Organize."
They showed it could be done then,
and we want to show it can be done
now.

Finding support may not be as dif-
ficult as it seems, People are search-
ing for an answer. Underneath all that
passivity that television generates,
there is resentment, even rage. Those
feelings have to be tapped and chan-
neled in a democratic direction,
People often say they've been con-
cerned about these issues, but never
knew there was anything they could
do. That people feel so helpless about
a major cultural issue is a powerful
indictment of our democracy.

Jensen: What do you think is the most
important thing people can do?

Gerbner: The most important thing is
not ridding our stories of viclence.
The single most important thing is
diversity. We need to demand that
producers cast more women and more
people of color. If we can achieve
that, we will see a more accurate rep-
resentation of humanity and a greater
diversity of roles. Stories will change.
They will no longer be only about
white-male power plays. That simple
act — changing our stories — will
change the future.



