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TELEVISION AS RELIGION

By’George Gerbner

:Wherer tells most ofrthe storiesrto.most af tﬁe pepple mqst of the
.fiﬁe has effectiﬁely assuméd cultural roles of pargnt and Schooi. 1f that
story-telling process alsq_includes.most of ﬁhat we know in common abéut
life and.society aﬁd, in addition)can have its pulpit in evgry hOme; if has
also replaced the.church in its.ancient_role in_the.partﬁership of church
and state. Thét prpceés and pbwer is television. |
Afterfmdre than ten years of_intenéivé-résearch into its social functions,.
I have concluded.that tele&ision is best seen and studied_ not as a
selectively used medium but as a rituél, as a virtually univefsalrnew :
' religion that teﬁds ;o'abéorb viewers of otherwiée divérée butiooks into
its own "ﬁainstream."
These cpnclusioﬁs come from fin&ings of our long-range 6ngoing're—
-search project, called Cultural Indicators, and ﬁhose of independent in-
. - vestlgators in the U.S. and abroad. The& are published in the current .
‘issues of.the schoiarly quarteriies Journal of Commﬁnicationlénd Jéufnal
“of Broédcastiﬁg; ‘In ﬁhe Jéﬁfﬁal of Communiéation article, my colleagues .
Lafry G;oss,_Michael Morgan, Nancy Signorieili_and_I_propose what we be-
‘liéve fo bé the most coherent data-based theory df‘televisibn's fole in
society. Here I ﬁill'describe the theofj in non-technical terms, illﬁstrate._
it with.some.kéy findings, note the controversy surrounding its.ﬁethod—'
.ology, and point out some of its pqlitical,_feligious,_and cultural im-

plications.

We begin with the fact that télevisiqn presents a synthetic but.

‘coherent world of.fact_and'fiction which moét-peoplé exﬁefiéﬁééltelatively



non—selectively. Most people &o not watch television by the.progrém buf by
tﬁe_clock‘ The set is on in the averégé home over 6% hours a déy. : The
ritual hés'its daily, weekly, and seasonal rhythms. The most recﬁffent
drémétic patterns of this ritual deal wi£h soqial.typeé, relafionsﬁips,_
fate,'and power. -They.b:ing the famous aﬁ& beautiful és well as the in- -
-faﬁous and the evii--into every bome;.ﬁo-matter how remote, For the.first
-'time iﬁ history, the rich éﬁd tﬁe poor, the urﬁan and tﬁe.pfovinéial, the
cosmopoiitan and the-isolated, the very young and the very old share a
great deal.of cultural iImagery in common, aithough none of it is of their
own making. |
_.'Relafively few.peoéle héve witnessed.real trials and even fewer have
watched surgicai'operations.;.But most television viewefs have a ﬁivid
- image éf how surgeoné work -and Sée an averaée of 30 cops, 7 lawvers and
3 judges a week e evefy.week -— b1 telévision. An’ so with salcons and
| penthOuse.épartments, the jailhouse and_the_White House, and a tightly
progfamméd Wérld of hﬁman types, situations, énd-fates. Tﬁe most recurrent
.pétterns of the ;itual; as ig any religion,_tend to Be absorbed into our
.ffaqework of -knowledge; they beéome assﬁmptions we make about the world.
What - is that world like? By:now we have analyzed abogt 1500
programs, ;ver_ﬁooo major charaéﬁers, and some 14;000 minor characters
aépearing in prime time and weekend daytime network television. Ogr _
cunulative computérizéd data base-can-generate many types of
information about the world of common images and méésages inswhich
ourichildren grow up and with which we continue to live throughout'lﬁfé.ﬁ.
'Baéicallf, it is a wofld in Whicﬁ men outnumber women three to.one; young

people comprise one-third and old people one-fifth of their real numbers;
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professionals and 1aw—enforcersrgreat1y putnumber all other working peopleg.
crime is about.lﬂ times as ffequent as in tﬁé real worl&; and an average
7 bf five acts of violencé per hour.(four times that many in children;s
.pfograms!) victimize more than half.of all 1eading cﬁaracters éach week,

. What do we 1eafn from that erld“and.how do we learn.ité “iessons?“
. Here we depart frOm_conveﬁtionaljresearch methods which investigate the
effects.of specifié programs or.viewing habits - with few consistent
results.. If-mdét péaple have grown up wiﬁh:a rituai which has already
conditiéned.their view of ;eality,-aﬁd if mbst viewers watch non-gelectively,
._With heaﬁier viewers watchiﬁg more of evérything, it_is useless to look_for
géneral_effects of individual programs._ It's tﬁe toﬁél,péttern that counts.
So we ﬁéaéure'how much television people watch and relate that amount to
their-iesponses to questions about the world. The éuestions are bésed on
the most fecﬁffent.and pervasive pafterﬁs of fhe ﬁorld of televiéion; If
tﬁe "heavier" viewers living under similér conditions in the same socio-
economic groups -as the.light viewers fespond to our-questiéns gignificéntl§
more according td_the'wayrit:is on televisién ﬁhan'do.the light viewers,
that difference reflects_the'contriﬁutiﬁﬁ.of'televisioﬁ to théir conceptions
of realiﬁy. |

Our research has found.that teieviéion indeed makes specifiC'and'meaéur_
~able contributioné to viewefs' conceptioﬁs.of reaiity. However, the contri-
bﬁtions are not necessarilyrthe same for‘ail gtoﬁps. The lessons relate
not only to whaf television pfeaches but also to viewers' real life circum-—
stances and outlooks, -Our theory of these relaﬁionships is based oh'séeci—
fié.findings about viewers' conceptions ;f family life, educatioﬁ, risks

--of- 1ife, ocecupations, aging and other issues, ,The_synthesis_of_thgsej_"_



findings goes ;ﬁder the heading of "cﬁltivation.theory" beéause it assumés
thét for most peopie 1ogg-range exposufe.to total pattefns of the ;elevision
rituél, rather than individual programs and éeleéfibns, éul;ivates.stabie
.concgept:;lbns about life,

SOmé éf these conceptions ﬁoid for all groups.' For example, ﬁeavy
viewers conéiétentiy exaggerate their risks'in life; and mistrust strangérs
more than light viewers, But otﬁér aépects of.the televiéion world affect.

: differeﬁt groups of viewers differently., We use two new coﬁcepts to explain
these differences. They are called "mainstreaming" and "resongnce."

- "™Mainstreaming" shows,.on the basis of our data, that the ritualistic use
of telev{sioﬁ's most ubiquitous dramatic pattérns has become the mainstream
cof Ameficaﬁ culture. Television tends to absorb viewers of diverse back~

. I )
grounds -- holding otherwise different views -- into its relatively stand-
afdiéed.and'homogeﬁized mainstream. For example; a college educated group
shares fewer of thé "mainstreamf stereotypes of the television ritual than
-é less éducated.gfoup - but énly és long as the college educated are light - o
-viewers. Those of the college grdup ﬁhq are peavier viewers join the teie—
~‘vision mainstream, Shariﬁg many aséumptioné with those of
the less educated. Convérsely, some groups.are so "out of it" that they
hold even ﬁore sharply stéfeotyped views than_is common in tﬁe world of
television -- but.only if they_afe light viewers. -The?heavier viewers
among these groups.are also assorbed-into the teievision mainstream: they
afe more "enlightened" than arelthe light viewers.in the same group.. So
different groups exhibit not‘only different amounts of susceptibility to telé—
vision but als5 learn different lessons. .Some'critigs say that ;hese_coafliéting
lessons caﬁcel each other out., .Eut our theory reéolves the apparenf |
Hcoﬁfiidt'$§mposéuiﬁtiﬁg that.the dif ferent lessons represént'a-conVéf—':
geﬁcé upon the television "mainstream,"'évén if they seem to be from

opposite directions,



Therefore, researchers who fail to measgre television viewing within_eaéhﬁ‘;"
subgroup and only look for overall différences may overlook important cul-
fivation effects. These may not be much'among.those who are alreédy in the
__fmainstfeam" regafdless of the amount‘pf ﬁiewing, but‘eméfge markedly in

the different susceptibiiities of groups Who-may otherwise.hold more diverse
‘views than is typical of the relatively standardized telévision "mainétreamf"
'_This.differeptial'susceptiﬁility_leads tq a second aépect of our.

theory: "resonance,"

which holds that. certain special circumstances of life
may lead to e%;raordinary_susceptibility to the lessons of televiéion; For
.exémple, viewers who live in the inner city'appéar torbe.even more suséep-i
tible to teléﬁision's image of a mean and dangerous world than |
those who live. un&er.less threatening circumstances. -Researchers who
failed to 6bserve that striking difference between heavyﬁénd light viewers
within the group of urban residepté ébncluaed_itha;; on the whole, the cir-
¢um§tances of'urban life alone.accounted.for the "television differencé" |
énd viewing had nothing to.db with it, While itjis true that city dwellers-
ate_ﬁore likely to exhibit what we call.the'“mean.wéfid" syndrome of the
telévision rituél:than subﬁrban and rurai vieﬁers, they are not oniy nof
iﬁﬁune but may virt;ally."resongte".to the television message of a mean

and dangerous wor1d.- City dwellers of course feel more insecure than their
suburban and rural cdunterpéfts. But amdng urbaq rgsidents Heévy television
viewers seem to feel'eﬁen.ﬁore appreheqsivé than do their 1ight viewing
neighbors.

We have found such-"mainstreaming".and "resonance" in adolescent IQ

"and reading scores (the more viewing the lower the scores in genetal, but

‘television leads to some improvement in the lowest IQ groups), perceptions



of aging (out of sight on telgvision, out of mind-of-yiewers); the role

of women (heavf vieweré are generélly_ﬁbre "sexist" exgebt for those

groﬁﬁs in which light viewers hold étrongly traditional views_about_women's'

roles an& heavy viewers are mbre "enlighténed") and in other issues.
Considering'television_asrthe ritual of a new religion rather than as

a selectively used medigﬁ, such as books or.films, enabled us to iéolate

its general trends and contributions.to conceptions of reality. .We have.

' are more

also found that those ﬁnderVBS, the "television generation,’
imbued wiﬁh its view of life than those who grew ﬁp befqre teleﬁision.
Understanding the:dynamics of television és ritual helps to make some
puzziiﬁg.aspects of the current scene fall inté place. Simple, strong,
tough measures and hard—line postures -=- politiecal or feligious, or ﬁéth =
appeal to the anxious and alienated who é;erperélexed by and resistaﬁt to
<change but pqwerless to prevenf it, The electronic church with its formal
tréppings of traditional feligion speaks to them. The "moral majority"
-and its political éllies speak to them. Tﬁé actual majority finds televi=-
sioﬁ itself the:most attractive chéice available each night. Its reliablg
ritual ébeaks to them —- copfifming the fears, feeding.ﬁhe.hopes, culti~
vating the assumptions television shaped in the firsﬁ place —-- and dominaﬁing
the_cultural cliﬁate in which politicé% parties, traditional religions, and
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all other institutions must now find their way.



