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THE FIGHT

OVER TELEVISION
VIOLENCE RATINGS

Two Men Who Monitor Media Mayhem
Engaged in Pitched Methodological Combat

Why Gerbner and Wagner disagree about custard pie.

BY PETER M. SANDMAN

Opponents of broadcast violence held a press conference in
New York in early February, and Georpge Gerbner wasn't
there. His name was in the air, though, in tones from dismis-
sive deference to downright derision. It was like a reunion of
Watergate journalisis without Woodward and Bernstein. For
a decade, Gerbner has been the acknowledged academic giru
of the anti-violence movement. This year, for a change, the
battle against televised murder and mayhem is making real
headway—and it’s making it without George Gerbner.

Gerbner, dean of the Annenberg School of Communica-
tions at the University of Pennsylvania, staked his claim to
broadcast violence in 1968, when the National Commission on
the Causes and Prevention of Violence hired him to measure
the quantity of violence on the airwaves. The following year,
the Surgeon General asked him to help conduct a full-scale
study of television violence that had been requested by a Sen-
ate subcommittee. By the time the Surgeon General’s report
was completed in 1972, Gerbner was well ensconced. The an-
nual publication of his Violence Profile—the most recent one
was released in late March—has become an important ritual, a
yearly occasion for jousting between outraged pressure
groups and the beleaguered networks.

From the very beginning, Gerbner was after bigger game
than violence counts. He agreed to his initial contract with the
government on one condition: that the funding also cover his
and his colleagues’ investigations of other ““cultural indica-
tors” on TV—how the medium depicts and shapes American
attitudes toward aging, race, sexuality. Unlike his government
funders (after 1972, the National Institute of Mental Health
picked up his funding), Gerbner sees TV violence—and TV in
general—as an instrument of social control, a way of teaching
viewers who is powerful and who is not. This analysis has led
Gerbner to an all-inclusive definition of broadcast violence
that defies common sense (he counts everything from killings
to kicks in the shin), but makes sound theoretical sense. For
ten years, Gerbner’s data have kept anti-violence activists
supplied with ammunition, while his methodology has given
the networks ample help in deflecting the activists’ attacks.
The result was a standoff, with little change in the quantity of
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TV violence. )

In 1976, the National Citizens Committee for Broadcasting,
headed by former FCC Commissioner Nicholas Johnson, de-
cided to try a less academic route to reform. With a grant from
the American Medical Association, (which funds some of
Gerbner’s work as well), the NCCB hired a Washington media
monitoring company called bi Associates to keep tabs on
broadcast violence. In two years, the NCCB has generated
enough pressure to produce a noticeable decline in violent
programming. February’s press conference announced the
victory. Gerbner was to have been there, but bitter method-
ological differences between him and bi President Roger Wag-
ner led to his decision to stay away—a decision to which the
NCCB, bi, and the AMA all assented with varying degrees of
enthusiasm. ]

The confrast between Gerbner and Wagner is a symbol of
the emerging political sophistication of the media reform
movement., its evolving skill at the elaborate minuet of pres-
sure, coalition, and compromise. Gerbner, 59, has the courtly
arrogance and appearance of the stereotypical college ad-
ministrator. He began his professional life as a folklorist in
Budapest, and his interest in the electronic mythology of
American television has led him to conclusions that should
have branded him a radical long ago. But he values politeness
far more than ideology, and he articulates his views with a pa-
ternal simle that suggests it’s someone else’s culture he’s talk-
ing about. He turns waspish only when his methodology is
challenged, as it has been by the networks and Roger Wagner.

Wagner, 42, sold advertising for a Washington, D.C. televi-
sion station before starting bi Associates in 1970. His compa-
ny specializes in direct response advertising (when a capital
pitchman tells viewers, “‘Our operators are standing by,”
more often than not it’s Wagner's operators) and commercial
monitoring, a sort of electronic tearsheet to make sure TV ads
run as scheduled. Wagner calls this *‘buy insurance,” hence
the name of his company. He sces violence-monitoring as a
natural extension of his other work. He already had the staif,
TV sets, and computers, and was beginning io sell advice to
advertisers based on his direct-response operation. Research
on TV violence, he says, is “‘just another media selection
tool™ that advertisers ought to purchase from bi Associates.

Neither Gerbner nor Wagner is a fanatic media reformer.
But both work with reformers—Gerbner because he wants his
research to be influential; Wagner because there’s publicity in
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broadcast reform and, maybe
later, money. Reformers have
traditionally  scorned the
crassness of the Wagners and
put up with the uncompromis-
ing academic stuffiness of the
Gerbners. But the NCCB
wanted to work with Wagner,
and the results—at least in the
short run—seem to justify the
choice.

If they weren’t both in the
anti - violence business,
Gerbner and Wagner might
easily come to blows over a
host of methodological argu-
ments. But there are only two
significant  differences be-
tween them: Gerbner defines
broadcast violence broadly,
Wagner narrowly; and Gerb-
ner talks about the industry as
a whole, Wagner about in-
dividual shows and sponsors.
Gerbner’s approach to these
two issues is grounded in
sound communications theory
and methodology. Wagner’s is
grounded in a solid sense of
the tactics of practical politi-
cal pressure.

Defining Violence

Gerbner defines violence as
“the overt expression of
physical force against self or
other, compeiling action
against one’s will on pain of
being hurt or killed, or actual-
ly hurting or killing.”” This
sounds sensible and straight-
forward enough, but think
about what it includes: an
earthquake, a Three Stooges
free-for-all, someone choking
on an apple core, Captain
Hook chasing Peter Pan,
Booth assassinating Lincoln.
Gerbner makes no exceptions
for natural disaster, humor,
accident, fantasy, or history.
Violence is violence.

From the time Gerbner be-
gan his research, this all-inclu-
sive definition has incited the
broadcast industry to some-
thing approaching violence.
Gerbner’s most stalwart an-
tagonist in recent years has
been CBS, whose economics
and research depariment
keeps its own violence count
using a narrower definition.
(The other two networks op-

pose all quantitative measure-
ment of TV violence as inevi-
tably simplistic.) ‘Early last
year, when the House Sub-
committee on Communica-
tions was investigating broad-
cast violence, CBS submitted
a scathing analysis of Gerb-
ner’s methodology. ““The
Gerbner definition of violence
is highly questionable,”” the
nietwork wrote, “‘including, as
it does, comedic violence and
acts of nature.”” The network
challenged Gerbner to explain
whether he would inciude a
hypothetical custard pie in the
face. Gerbner primly replied
that his coders had never
come across one, but that
they’d count it as violent only
if it was used to hurt some-
one. .

CBS was clearly on to
something. People do have
trouble getting exercised over
earthquakes and custard pies.
Roger Wagner puts the point
succinctly: ““You can’t get a
network, or an ad agency, or
even a local police chief, to
take a definition seriously
when it makes [ Dream of
Jeannie or Shields and Yarnell
the most violent show on TV,
They laugh at you.”

Wagner, for his part, ex-
cludes humor, accidents, and
nonhuman perpetrators from
his definition of violence. He
also excludes modest scuffles,
confining his count to shoot-
ings, stranglings, stabbings,
beatings, drownings, kidnap-
pings, and other major vio-
lence. Wagner calls this his
“murder and mayhem” in-
dex. . ’

For purposes of compari-
son, Wagner had his coders
follow the Gerbner definition
as well as his own. The results

1 were announced at Febru-

ary’s press conference, and
the differences were huge.
Wagner’s study revealed that
the two most violent shows in
1977, according to his inter-
pretation of Gerbner’s def-
inition, were The Wonderful
World of Disney and Wonder
Woman, each with 21 violent
incidents per episode. By
Wagner’s own definition,
however, the two shows had

only five and eight incidents
respectively, losing out to The
Godfather, Logan’s Run, and
a number of other action pro-
grams.

The 13-week totals were
even further apart. By Wag-
ner's definition, incidents of
prime-time violence fell from
2,088 in the fall of 1976 to
1,909 in the fall of 1977—a
nine percent decline that is the
centerpiece of NCCB’s boast
of political impact. Wagner’s
total, using Gerbner’s defini-
tion, however, rose from
3,683 violent incidents in the
fall of 1976 to 5.541 incidents
in the fall of 1977—an in-
crease of more than fifty per-
cent.

It was in the interests of ev-
eryone at the press confer-
ence to ignore this latter
figure. NCCB wanted to ig-
nore it so it could claim it had
successfully forced the net-
works to their knees. Roger
Wagner wanted to ignore it so
he could solicit network and
ad agency business for bi As-
sociates. (““There are 50 or 75
ways to look at the data.”” he
told the press conference,
“and some of them are not
very pro-television. It’s easy
to poke holes, to criticize. It’s
not easy to come up with a
positive picture. This is a pro-
television report.””) The net-
works wanted to ignore it so
they could look good for a
change.

And George Gerbner, who
wasn’t there, wanted to ignore
the figure because he knew it
diverged widely from his own
findings. Indeed, when Gerb-
ner’s 1977 report was released
in late March, it showed a ten
percent decline in the number
of violent incidents, from 6.1
per hour in 1976 10 5.5 in 1977,
Using their own definitions, in
short, both Gerbner and
Wagner found a modest drop
in TV violence. But Wagner,
using Gerbner’s definition,
found a startling increase.

When asked about the dis-
crepancy, Gerbner hints that
Wagner is trying to make the
Gerbner definition look bad.
When told of Gerbner’s hints,
Wagner bellows for his secre-

tary to call his attorney. Each
blames a flaw in the other’s
methodology. Gerbner: ‘It is
possible that Roger has begun
to overcode, treating as vio-
lent under our definition inci-
dents that don’t really hurt or
threaten anyone.”” Wagner:
“Gerbner’s results are based
on a one or two week sample,
while we sample for 13 weeks.
No one but Gerbner believes
you can get an adequate esti-
mate in just one week.”’

Either explanation could be
right. For obvious reasons,
Gerbner’s coders are taught to
avoid silly interpretations of
his definition. But Wagner
thinks the definition itself is
silly, and it’s easy to imagine
his coders scoring every
nudge and jostle. On the other
hand, Gerbner and his col-
leagues are nearly alone in
their insistence that one week
is enough for a season sample.
Gerbner’s 1977 data are based
on two weeks, but it’s possi-
ble that those two weeks aver-
aged less comic and acciden-
tal violence than the rest of
the season. And it makes
sense that the networks would
us€é more not-too-serious vio-
lence in compensation for a
cut in murder and mayhem.
TV’s dramatic tension has to
come from somewhere.

Ted Carpenter, former
NCCB executive director,
takes a dim view of the dis-
pute over whether Wagner is
using Gerbner’s definition
correctly. “‘Both sides are so
defensive,” he says, ‘‘it’s like
stepping through a mine field
fo talk about it. 1t’s an unfor-
tunate dogfight that throws
both studies into disrepute,
and what they’re fighting
about really matters very lit-
tle.””

The New
State Religion

What does matter is the
difference between the two
definitions themselves and the
underlying disagreement over
the role of television in soci-
ety.

Last year, in response to
the CBS critique, Gerbner
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told the House Subcommittee
on Commumnications: ‘“Fhere

‘are no real ‘accidents® or ‘acts

of mature’ in fiction. They are
simply ways of presenting vi-
olence and victimization.
- . . Comic content is a high-
ly effective form of conveying
serious lessons, . . . We be.
lieve that a scientific effort to
discover all socially important
effects of television violence,
rather than to take the terms
of the popular debate at face
value, would serve both the
public and CBS better than its

rigid defense of corporate pol-
icy.”
_ 'The popular debate makes
two assumptions shared by
CBS, Wagner, and virtually
everyone else: first, that ““triv-
ial”” violence on TV can't
mazke people behave violent-
ly; second, that the only im-
portant objection to TV vio-
lence is that it makes people
act violently. The first as-
sumption is arguable; the sec-
ond is devastatingly wrong,
The most serious effect of
broadcast violence, Gerbner

asserts, is not that it stimu-
lates a few psychotics each
year to go out and maim or
murder, but rather that it
makes millions of Americans
afraid to go out at all. Gerbner
maintains that television—
including its comedies and
cartoons, its accidents and
acts of nature—teaches us
that the world is a dangerous
place. And through fear, he
suggests, TV makes-us docile
and apathetic, persuades us of
our powerlessness and our de-
pendence on the powerful for
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protection, ripens us for fas-
cism,

With terrifying insouciance,
Gerbner likens the claim that
media violence triggers real
violence to “‘worrying that the
main effect of the Bible will be
to make peopie say ‘thou’ a
fot.”” Yet Gerbner may be
wrong about this. His evi-
dence that TV teaches its au-
dience to be afraid, though
suggestive, is hardly airtight.
He has found that people who
watch TV heavily approach
their lives with more suspi-
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cion and fear than those who
watch less frequently; they
are more likely to overesti-
mate the extent of crime in the
real world. This difference
holds true even when age,
sex, and education are statisti-
cally controlled. But the dif-
ference, though real, is fairly
small. Other factors contrib-
ute more to fear than televi-
sion does. And deducing cau-
sality from correlations is a
notoriously slippery business.
An equally plausible explana-
tion for the same data is that
fearful people tend to stay
home more and thus have
more time to watch TV.

Nevertheless, though far
from proved, Gerbner’s
“mean world”’ theory of the
lessons of TV violence is in-
telligent and inteiligible, and
he articulates it with messian-
ic enthusiasm. In an article in
Et cetera, a journal of general
semantics, Gerbner argued
that television has become
“the new state religion’” used
to pacify the population. Not-
ing that the identical TV diet
dominates the leisure time of
virtually every American, he
concluded: ““The fear that
viewing American television
seems to generate, the conse-
quent quest for security and
protection by the authorities,
the effective dissolution of au-
tonomous publics, and the
ease with which credible
threats and scares can be used
{or provoked) to justify al-
most any policy create a fun-
damentally new cultural situa-
tion.™

For Gerbner, what TV vio-
fence does best is to demon-
strate how power works in
American society, who can
and who cannot get away with
what. To show this, Gerbner
spends a lot of time calculat-
ing what he calls ‘‘risk
ratios,”’ proportions of vio-
lence-making to violence-
receiving on television. Be-
tween 1969 and 1976, for ev-
ery violent white male on TV,
there were 1.19 whiie male
victims—an almost even split.
Black women, on the other
hand, were seldom involved
in TV violence at all, but

when they were, they were
victims 2.5 times as often as
they were aggressors. Similar-
ly, old women were victims 3
times as often as aggressors.
In short, says Gerbner, “*Old,
poor, blackwomen are cast for
violent parts only to be
killed.”” Or, more generally,
“The structure of dramatic
action on television is rooted
in—and thus perpetuates—the
pecking order of society.”
Gerbner follows his conclu-
sions where they lead him,
though they lead him to say
things that university deans
aren’t supposed to say. He
protects himself by sounding
like a dean when he says
them.
establishment incite costly so-
cial disruption just for the
sake of profits derived from
TV violence?”” he asks. ““I be-
lieve that it is both more par-
simonious and more plausible
to suggest that the social con-
trol functions of symbolic vio-
lence may—from the point of
view of ‘law and order,’ if not
mentzal health—outweigh the
disruptive consequences.” In
other words, business and
government willingly tolerate
an occasional homicidal ma-
niac as the acceptable cost of
keeping the rest of us in line.
If you buy Gerbner’s theo-
1y, you pretty much have to
buy his methodology. Violent
acts in comedy and fantasy
may not have the violence-
provoking power of realistic
drama, but decades of re-
search demonstrate beyond
doubt that people do learn
from comedy and fantasy.

Presumably, we can learn
from them to be afraid.
In short, Gerbner makes

sense. His theory and his re-

"search hold together, and, if

he is right, they are terribly
important. As J. Ronald Mi-
Javsky, NBC’s vice president
for social research, puts it:
“It’s a brilliant idea, that tele-
vision teaches people to be
afraid. The proof so farisless
than convincing, but I will be
extremely interested to see if
good evidence turns up.
Gerbner’s methodology in his
violence counts is valid for his

“Would the business |

George Gerbner: Thedean of TV violenceratings.

purposes. My only complaint
is that he has allowed people
to interpret his results as a
measure of the instigation of
violence.””

Milavsky’s assessment is
not shared by most television
executives. CBS offered the
House  Subcommittee 33
pages of rebuttal, calling
Gerbner’s work ‘‘arbitrary,”
Hfaulty,” and  generally
worthless. David M. Blank,
CBS vice president for eco-
nomics and research, made no
bones about it: “‘I think the
man’s a fraud. He wanted to
be the scientific czar of televi-
sion in the worst way.”” As for
ABC. Richard Gitter, vice
president for broadcast. stan-
dards. notes stuffily that, ““Dr.
Gerbner is a respected mem-
ber of the academic communi-
ty and has laudable scientific
objectives.”” Then he adds,
“We don’t place much cre-
dence in his method.”

Where is Wagner in all this?
“I haven’t got a pet theory,”
he sniffs, as if theorizing were
a social disease. When Wag-
ner was breaking into the anti-
violence game in 1976, one of
Gerbner’s colleagues went to
Washington to irain Wagner’s
people. Wagner subsequently
met with advertising execu-
tives, network officials, and
other interested parties. He
listened to their complaints

about Gerbner’s methodology
and then compliantly changed
what they wanted changed.
“There’s no point in measur-
ing what people don’t want to
know,”” Wagner explains. ‘I
want to sell this service to ad-
vertisers, and to the net-
works, t00.””

Despite his tail-wagging ap-
proach, Wagner has few
friends at the networks. Ex-
ecutives who speak of Gerb-
ner with respectful disagree-
ment turn angry and contemp-
tuous when Wagner’s name is
mentioned. What they cannot
abide is that Wagner did what
Gerbner will not do: he pub- |
lished the names of the most
violent programs and the com-
panies that advertised on the
shows. With NCCB’s guid-
ance and the AMA’s money,
Wagner thus produced the
country’s first authoritative
list of the sponsors of murder
and mayhem.

Pointing The Finger |

Among his other accom-
plishments, George Gerbner
is editor of the Journal of
Communication. In 1975, he
published a short article by
fellow academician Ronald
Slaby, reporting a student
preject that ranked local ad-
vertisers in Seattle according
to how much violent televi-




| Roger Wagner: Selling anti-violence to advertisers.

creative community in Holly-

1 wood to cut down on the vio-
lence.””

" Bruce Wilson, Kodak’s co-
ordinator of- broadcast adver-
tising, confirms this explana-

‘tion. ‘*We were always sensi-
tive to the violence issue,” he:

says, ‘“‘and we were quite
shocked to be on the NCCB

list. We got a few hundred let-

ters. The company felt strong-

ly that it did not want to be

visible on that list or any such

“list.”” So Kodak’s ad agency,

J. Walter Thompson, pur-
chased Wagner’s program-by-

program breakdown and used
it to help guide its time buying
-to get the company off the list. -

. Pressure
Or Censorship?

sion they sponsored. The
NCCB’s Nicholas Johnson
came across the article and
started quoting it in his peri-
odic indictments of TV vio-
lence. In February 1976, Rog-
er Wagner read a Washington
Post story that said Johnson
was accusing McDonald’s of
being the number one sponsor
of broadcast violence.
McDonald’s in Washmgton
D.C., was a client of bi As-
soci‘ates. Wagner was paid to
watch burger commercials
and make sure they were aired
as scheduied—and he hadn’t
noticed all that much vio-
lence. ‘I went to see Johnson
and asked where he got his
data,” he says. ““It turned out
to be two-year-old informa-
tion collected by undergradu-

ates on three stations in Seat-

tle, and shoot-from-the-hip,
sloppy monitoring at that. I
told Johnson that if he could
get the money, I could do a
better job.”’

Johnson got the money and,
by late summer, the NCCB
and bi were ready to an-
nounce the results of a pre-
liminary study. The pubiicity
that followed their announce-
ment focused largely on their
list of the biggest sponsors of
TV violence; for the compa-
nies on the list, it was very
bad publicity indeed.

The American Medical As-

-Gerbner and the NCCB bhoth

sociation, meanwhile, was
looking for a way to carry out
its June 1976 resolution nam-
ing TV violence as an environ-
mental health hazard to Amer-
ican youth and pledging AMA
support for research and pub-
lic: education on the issue.

asked the AMA for money.
Gerbner received $98,000 to
keep his Violence Profile go-
ing for three more vears. The
NCCB received $63.000 to
keep bi on the job through the
end of 1977,

‘The AMA grant paid for the
NCCB studies of both the-fall
1976 and the fall 1977 seasons.
By the February press confer-
ence, the first comparisons
were  possible. NCCB’s
proudest conclusion was that
nine of the top 12 advertisers
in 1976, including - Schlitz,
Campbell’s, and Kodak, had
moved off the list in 1977. And
it all happened because the
NCCB and Wagner named
names, ““Once they were
identified as sponsoring a
great deal of violence,”” ex--
plained the NCCB’s Ted Car-
penter, “‘advertisers started
receiving letters of com-
plaint—too many letters to ig-
nore. The result in many cases
was careful buying to avoid
violent programs. The net-
works soon got the message,
and the word went out to the

Carpenter walked an ideo-
logical tightrope at the press

-conference, disclaiming any

involvement. in censorship,
yet bragging of pressure suc-
cessfully applied: ‘“We simply
monitored and reported se-
lected acts of murder and
mayhem,” he said, ‘‘relating
it to the real TV market-
place-—the sale of audiences
to advertisers that supports
commercial television. Net-

"work programmers and adver-

tisers have simply been re-
sponding “ to that informed
marketplace.”” Wagner was
less diffident: ‘“After the first
NCCB survey was published,

more advertisers started de-.

manding to look at programs
before they were aired. ‘And
they started yanking spots all
over the place if the shows
were too violent.. The adver-
tising industry simply adopted
our violence measures as a

media selection tool, and the
networks  had to follow
along.”

The networks feel obliged
to walk a different sort of

‘tightrope, on the one hand de-
- nying that the NCCB list had

any effect whatever, and on
the other warning that it
represents an imminent threat

-to ‘broadcast freedom. The

warnings carry more convic-
tion than the denials. ABC’s
Richard Gitter puts it this
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way: “‘Pressure on advertisers
from special-interest organi-
zations constitutes an inhibi-
tion of freedom of thought.
It’s censorship, and it has a
chilling effect. ABC responds
to social responsibility, not to
pressure groups, and we were
already changing before ad-
vertisers expressed that kind |.
of viewpoint. We have not
had undue pressurc from ad-
vertisers.’

Ronald Milavsky of NBC is
more disturbed, or at least
more willing to admit he is dis-

turbed.  ‘*‘Before .bi,”” he
argues, - “‘most. advertisers
bought scatter and demo-
graphics. They didn’t much

care what the program con-
tent was. Now, all of a sud-
den, they’re concerned be-
cause they’re going to:be on
some - list. Roger- Wagner
brought a lot of leverage to
bear by hooki‘ng'up= violence
with sponsors.’

Milavsky foresees other
effects..  ‘*Advertisers are
starting to use their ad-screen-
ing services to prescreen the
programs for them. too, and

now they notice all kinds of | .-

things they consider shocking.
When advertisers pull out of a
program, that time has to be
resold at a cheaper rate. If it
keeps going, networks may
naturaily tend to avoid con- |
troversial programming of all
kinds.” .

" Milavsky points out. that
Wagrier is already counting
references to drugs and al-

-cohol. “*And some other outfit

has a sex count now,”. he
adds. “If someone comes
along and says, ‘I'd like to
know what political themes.
are handled,” Wagner can do
it for them. Then we’ll have
another list to deal with.*’
From Wagner, ves; but not
from Gerbner. Gerbner also
measures TV references to |
drugs, alcohel, sexuality, and,

-most recently, aging and mi-

norities, But, as with his vio- |
lence  measurements, he|

doesn’t tabulate the results by
individual advertisers. - It is
partly for this reason that net- |-
work officials sound almost
affectionate when they talk
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about Gerbner, notwithstand-
ing his running methodologi-
cal feud with CBS. “I'm not
sure Gerbner intends to influ-
ence broadcasting,” says Mi-
lavsky. **He’s a researcher,
and he is trying to learn about
communication. He may have
had some influence on Con-
gress, but he never mobilized
much pressure on us.”

" The NCCB’s Ted Carpenier
acknowledged a bigger role
for Gerbner: ‘““He was the
thorn in the networks’ side
long before we got on the
scene. And he is still useful.”

“Still useful’” is painfully
thin praise for the once undis-
puted king of media violence
measurement, Why then does
George  Gerbner steadfastly
refuse to compile lists of ad-
vertisers?

As always, Gerbner’s first
answer is methodological,
and, ironically, it focuses on
sampling. Although Gerbner
feels that one or two weeks is
enough for an industry-wide
sample, even 13 weeks, he
says, isn’t a fair sample for in-
dividual shows and sponsors;
program content and advertis-
er sponsorship practices vary
too much. (In 1968, the gov-
ernment published Gerbner’s
program-ranking based on a
one-week sample. I Dream of
Jeannie came out most vio-
lent, and Gerbner had to en-
dure a lot of ridicule. “*It hap-
pened to be a very violent
show that week,” he mut-
ters.)

Gerbner’s theory of media
effects also tells him that
Wagner’s lists are ultimately
beside the point. ““What is im-
pertant,”” he says, “‘is the to-
tal world that television pre-
sents, what it teaches us about
power in our society. Instead
of dealing with chickens and
eges, we should deal with the
hatchery, with network poli-
ey

Reluctantly, Gerbner- ac-
knowledges that “‘the NCCB
approach was effective.” But
only in the short run. *‘I do
not believe that advertisers as
a group are any wiser or more
responsible than the networks
as a group. They are the hired

hands of the business world,
and they should not assume
responsibility as our cultural
guides. Increased power in
the hands of advertisers can-
not be a satisfactory long-run
sohtion. In time, the advertis-

_ezs-themselves will bitterly re-

gret assuming that role.”
Does Gerbner disapprove of
the NCCB tactic, then? “I’'m
not a purist. People must do
the best they can.”’ And then,
less charitably, “It’s a good
means to a bad goal.”’
Gerbner’s own goal is

*equitable diversity.”’ Right

now, he says, the networks

and the advertisers are domi-

nant. They should become
less powerful, and everyone
clse—interest groups, the gen-
eral public, the ‘‘creative
community,”” possibly the
government-—should get more
powerful.

This is cultural pluralism at
its most simple-mindedly opti-
mistic, TV as the melting pot
of democracy. When pressed,
Gerbner allows that “‘institu-
tional restructuring is the only
way to resolve the issue ulti-
mately.”” But he doesn’t say
how that is going to happen.
“The. chief wvirtue of aca-
demia,”” he responds instead,
“*is that it can evaluate goals,
while ‘practical’ people are
concentrating on tactics. We
have no vested interest in the
existing system of broadcast-
ing. That is academic in the
best sense.”’

Gerbner wins the debate
over theory and methodology,
but the NCCB and Wagner
have the best of the political
argument. Int a statement dis-
tributed at the press confer-
ence, Nicholas Johnson paid
dutiful obeisance to the fiction
that producers and viewers
have no taste for violence: “‘If
there were only some way
that television programming
decisions could be left up to
the producers and. writers in
Hollywood, and the American
viewers in their living rooms,
we’d all be a lot better off.”’
Then came the practical part.
“Unfortunately, both the
creative community and the
audience have to put up with

programming control by com-
mittees of financiers and mar-
keting experts from the net-
works, ad agencies, and big
corporations. . . . S0 the
viewers have had to play the
only card they hold: the post-

-card—letting advertisers and

networks know how they feel
about programming.”’

The Flowering Of
Reform Capitalism

This is a history replete
with ironies. Gerbner, the
scholarly iconoclast, despises
the television industry—but it
tolerates and even admires
him. Wagner, the go-getting
businessman, assiduously
woos the indusiry—but its
leaders fear and avoid him.
Johnson and Carpenter, the
dedicated reformers, listen
rapily to every word Gerbner
says and share his distaste for
corporate control of televi-
sion—but they choose to
work with Wagner instead,
strengthening the hand of ad-
vertisers. The final irony, of
course, is that George Gerb-
ner made Roger Wagner pos-
sible.

The NCCB is out of the an-
ti-violence business now, be-
cause it’s broke and nearly de-
funct. The AMA is moving on

_to new ways of demonstrating

the social conscience of the
medical profession. That
leaves Wagner without a
sponsor, but he’s not worried.
“Somebody will have to step
into the gap,” he said, “‘and [
think you're talking to him.””
Roger Wagner plans to starta
nonproefit corporation and be-
come an anti-violence activ-
ist. He envisions the perfect
one-two punch, the final flow-
ering of reform capitalism: the
nonprofit Wagner, funded by
foundations, will expose vio-
lent advertisers; then the
profitmaking Wagner will sell
them the detailed data they’ll
need to get off his list.

It just might work. Wagner
hopes his anti-violerice opera-
tion: will eventually earn a
profit (the NCCB phase was a
loss leader). Meanwhile, he
runs seminars on his findings

at $165 per participant.

Gerbner doubts that Wag-
ner is the wave of the future
and says he has no intention
of abandoning his Violence
Profile. But he says it as
though he’d like to. For years,
he has tried to generate inter-
est in the rest of his cultural
indicators project, which in-
vestigates everything from
TV’s influence on 1Q to politi-
cal socialization  through
broadcasting. ‘‘Say that we're
at the forefront of an environ-
mental  diagnostic move-
ment,”” he -pleads. *“What
could be more important than
the symbolic environment
created by television? It is not
just violence.”” If a suitably
seductive new controversy
came along, Gerbner just
might make the switch, leav-.
ing Wagner a clear field.

One suitably seductive con-
troversy could be sex. Last
October a group of top adver-
tisers met with the networks
to warn that they didn’t want
to face an anti-sex proiest on
top of the current anti-vio-
lence protest.

But smirky sex on the tube |
is continuing to rise, and the
protest is coming. Gerbner
doubts the anti-sex movement
will amount to much, if only
because it cannot gather the
sort of [iberal-conservative
coalition that has character-
ized the battle against TV vio-
ience. But in case he’s wrong,
he has a theory ready, one
that explains television sex as
a way of teaching and enforc-
ing power relations between
the sexes. And he’s already
collecting  data.  Gerbner
doesn’t want to focus on
sex—but then he didn’t want
to focus on violence either.

WhHerever he turns his ana-
lytic eye, Gerbner is bound to
produce something useful.
And he’s bound to need some-
one like Wagner to use it. “*1
wish those two could work
together,”” Ted Carpenter
says wistfully. But, as they
say in those westerns that
Gerbner and Wagner must oc-
casionally watch, this issue
isn’t big enough for both of
them. |






