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by George Gerbner,
‘The Annenberg Schooi of
Communications,

. University of Pennsylvania

Television comes to us as a combina-
tion of radio, movies, the pulps,
games, circuses, .comics, Cartoons,
and a dash of journalism—but it is
none of these,
~Instead, television is the first mass-
produced and organizally composed
symbolic environmeni—a universal
. curriculum into which ouvr children
are born and in which they hve from
cradle to grave.
No other medium or- institution

since-preindustrial religion has had a - -
comparable influence on what the.
people of a tribe, community, or nas
tion have learned, thought, or done in.

‘gommon.
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. Allhough “television broadcasting
today is a private business, it is an of-

ficially licensed emierprise operating

in the public domain. Television thus

~ has become an organ of governance

as well as of acculturation.

The First Amendment’s. prohibition
against “‘an establishment of religion”

didn’t prevent (and it continues to
" shield) the establishinent of tele---

vision, its modern functional eguiv-

‘alent.
JIn fact, television relates to the-

Stiate as only the Church did in for-
mer times. Its nearly universal and rit-
ualistic use fits its cyclical and repeti-
tive programming. People attend to

" television as-they used to attend

church; except that they attend to
television more often and more

' regularly : -
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More than four million hours. of
programming.a year are .discharged
into the mainstream of our common
consciousness—claiming the time and
attention of 200 million Americans.

‘Tetevision demands no- mobility,
fiteracy, or toncentrated attentiomn.
Its repetitive patierns come into the
home and show-—as well as tell about
—people and society, Presidents, po-
lce officers, surgical operating rooms; .
courtrooms, spies, and celebrities are-

- familiar paris of a selective and syn-

thetic world that nearly everyc)ne
knows about.
Television is a total cultural sys-

tem. It has its own art, science, state—

craft, legendry, geography, demog-

raphy, character types, and action

structure. The world of television en-
capsulates those selected features of
the larger “media culture’ that lend -
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" themselves best to its basic sales and
socializing functions.
The television audience is. not only

the :most heterogeneous public ever

assembled but also the most nonselec-
tive. Most viewers watch by the clock
and not by the program.

Viewing is a ritual ‘governed by
styles of life and time. Different kinds

- of programs serve the same basic for-.

- mula designed to assemble viewers
for the most profit and to sell them
products or services at the least cost.

The classifications of the print era
with their relatively sharp differentia-
tions between news, drama, docu-
mentary, etc., don’t apply as much to
television, Regular viewers watch
more of everything. Different time
and program segments complement
and reinforce each other as they pre-
sent aspects of the same symbolic
world.

Most regular viewers of television
are immersed in a vivid, illuminating
world that has certain repetitive and
pervasive patterns.

At the center of this coherently
constructed world is network drama.
Drama commands the bulk of audi-
ence viewing time. Drama illuminates

total human problems and situations
—rather than abstract tOplCS or frag- -

ments. - -
We have conducted the longest

running (and so far still the only con-
tinuous and cumulative) research on .

what it means to live with television at
the national average of 30 viewing
hours a week (slightly more for young
children).

Since the bulk of viewing for all
peopie occurs ‘during the prime-time
dramatic programs (8:00 to 11:00
p.m.}, and about one-fifth of chil-
“dren’s viewing - takes place during
children’s program hours (weekend

mornings and early afternoons), we-

shail deal here with these most impor-
tant parts of the television world.

The world of prime-time (and chil-
dren’s . weekend-daytime) network
dramatic programming is by and
large a man’s world of action, power,
- and danger.

QOur analysis since 1967 of npearly

5,000 major and some 14,000 minor.

characters in more than 1,600 pro-
grams reveals patterns that change lit-
tle from year to vear despite shifts in
4

format and genre, For example:

= Living- with television means
growing up in a:-vivid and compelling
world- in' which men ouinumber

- women at least three to one. .
& Most women on television do not

work outside the home, and most of

‘them are younr’er than the men they

deal with.

n TCICVISIOU is a world in which
young people comprise one-third and
older persons one-fifth of their true
proportion in the population: -

# Nonwhites- and especially His-
panics are underrepresented on tefe-
vision.

= White male Americans and all

¢haracters in the “‘prime of life”— .

television’s prime customers for.the
sponsors’ products—number more
than their true share of the popula-
tion. :

The lessons?

- Having less than one’s proportion- -
ate share of resources—including -

numbers and youth-—means the culti-
vation of a sense of fewer opportuni-
ties in life, a restricted scope of. ac-
tivities, and more rigidly stereotyped
portrayals,

Disproportionate representation on

TV also means easier acceptance of

minority status as natural, inevitable,
even right or deserved. In a sense, it
coitfirms the ‘‘propriety’” of fitting
intc an inequitable structure of
power. '

Of course, television didn’t create—
and doesn’t singly cultivate-—minori-

-ty-group- status. But watching tele-

vision coniributes to the daily cultiva-
tion' of such status. Our research
shows that—except for. those who
hold fast to an even more bigoted
point of view—watching television
tends to strengthen certain prejudices

.about women and old people.

.= Living with television means
knowing more about certain types of
professionals (but not about  their

education . or training) and .more

about law breakers, law-enforcers,
entertainers, and other. celebrities
than about all other working people
combined.

-» The typical viewer sees about 12

television doctors, 30 policemen,
seven lawyers, and three judges every
week, but only one scientist or engl-

- neer and hardly any workers. _
» Doctors- are omniscient on TV -
" and easily accessible, and most law-
yers provide selfless service for needy.
clients;. but scientists present a rela- -

tivelv strange and t‘orb:ddmg image.
The lessons?
Children know more about rare oc-
cupations frequently portrayed on

“television than about common jobs

rarely seen on the screen.

Except for the poorest and least
educated, heavy viewers score lower
on 1} and other tests of scholarly ap-
titude and aspiration than light view-

-ers in the same age and social groups.

Viewing boosts the confidence-rat-
ing in doctors but depresses that in
scientists, especially "among those
who otherwise support science,

Living with television means gr_oﬁ\i'iﬁé,
up. in a world of about 22,000 com-

mercials a year, 5,000 of them for
food. products, more than half of
which are for low-nutntlon sweets
and snacks.

The programs thernselves contain
references to-eating and drinking an
average of 10 times an hour—largely -
junk- food grabbed on the run and
hard liquor gulped to cope with pres-
sure, tension, and crisis. Yet few tele-

“vision characters are overwe;ght and

even fewer are alcoholics;.

The lessons? : '

Research shows that except for
viewers in the lowest-income and
lowest-education groups, watching
television cultivates a complacency
about health—coupled with an exaz-
gerated belief in the miraculous heal-
ing powers of medical science.

It is as if to suggest: eat and drink
as all the beautiful people do, and
don’t worry. If something -goes
wrong, the dector will cure-it all—a
situation set up for frustration, htlga-
tion, and tragcdy

Living with television means grow-
ing up in a world in which crime is ten

“times as rampant as in the real world.

®m An average of five acts of vio-

-lence an hour in prime-time TV {(and

I8 acts' an hour in children’s-time
programs) victimize half of the
prime-time characters and two-thirds
of those on children’s time programs.

= Yet pain, suffering, or medical
help rarely follow this mayhem. Iig
function is not preventive or therg-



"“peutic but dramatic and social, Sym-
‘bolic- violence demonstrates power:
who can get away with what agains!
‘whom.

_The structurer of that dcmon- .
teiewsmn 5 .

stration also  reveals
distribution of powers:
e Adult white males are most hkely

1o get involved in violence and, along -

-with older males, the most likeiy to
get away with it,

w-Old, young-adult, and minority-

group women—as well as young boys

—are most likely to be victims rather -

than victimizers in violent conflict.
(Children’s programming increases
these unfavorable ratios of risk, espe-
cially among young women.)

The lessons?

There’s the opportunity to learn
violenice for the few—and an exag-
gerated sense of mistrust, vulnerabil-
ity, and insecurity for the many.

Our research also shows that heavy
viewers of TV are more likely to think
they will encounter violence in real
life than light viewers (in the same age
and .social groups, exposed to the
same real hazards). .

Living in . television’s relatively
. mean and dangerous ‘‘macho’ world
_'seems to contribute: to making us

anxious and alienated from demo-

. ¢ratic institutions and increasingly re--

. ceptive to simple, strong, tough
“solutions”’ and hard-line
- posturings—both political and reii-
gious.
All in all, television has become the
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culiural mainstream of our society,

Its- general level isn’t necessarily the -
Jowesi but certainly it’s the cheapest.

common denominator. Programming
is ‘predicated on.viewer inertia—and

‘provides the least objectionable fare

that can sell products to the largest
number of the best customers at the
iowest cost.

if the hidden currlculum of images
and messages in television sounds

alarming, -it must also be said that
television is well suited to the prag-

matic specifications of the institution
and is also useful and functional for
an. increasingly hard-sell, power-
oriented, rigid, and brittle society.

On the positive side; television has
managed to abolish provincialism

and. parochialism; reduce loneliness

and isolation; and enrich the cizltural
horizons of the poorest segments of
our society. It also has given us a

- means for educating and governing

masses of people—albeit through a
ritual of sweep and power that can be
turned to whatever service citizens, as
builders and shapers of mstltunons
demand of it,

-Those who would shape television

more according to the democratic
values of justice, equity, productivity,
heaith, and community rather than
the pragmatic values of whoever pays
the tab are cropping up more and
more in our society, and they should
know what they’re up against.
Critical-viewing curricula, citizens’
organizations, and advice to parents
are all necessary, but these are not

-sufficient, First, we need a fresh ap-

proach to liberal education.
" Liberal education was designhed to

free the growing person from unwit-

ting dependence on the immedidte

cultural environment. That is why

art, science, history, and literature
are the heart of a liberal education.
But that kind of preparalmn kas al-

ways involved only a small minority;: -
Today’s fresh approach to the lib-

eral arts’ demands freedom from un-
wittir_lg- dependence on_ the mass-
produced television environment that

involves all of us every day. That
" fresh approach ¢onfirms that we now

need education for the age of televi-

" Second, . the. rigid -imperatives. of

television as a. commereial institution

must give way to a freer market in
television production. The resource
base for television-must be-broadened-
to liberate the institution from total
dependence on advert:smg ‘monies
and purposes.

The potential riches of telev:s;on—
and the willingness to pay.for more
diversified fare through cable tele-
vision—show that consumers and
citizens want a television system more

- responsive to their diverse needs.

. Third, a high-level national com-

" “mission is needed to examine the ways

in which democratic countries around
the world manage their television sys-

. tems in the interest of children and

minorities, as well as in the interest of
the middle-class majority.

The commission also shouid rec-
ommend a mechanism that will fi-

~nance a freer system-—one that can

afford to present a fairer and more.
democratic world of television,

Findlly, television should become
as much a part of the process of self-
government—overcoming its present
policy of insulation from the citizenry
—as  have energy, education, -and
health.

This mayv reguire the esmhhshmem
of a broad-based advisory group—a
coalition of prominent citizens repre-
senting the National PTA and other

- major civic organizations concerned

witit education, culture, and health.
.The goal of this coalition must be

to offset the pressures of other inter-

est groups in order to protect the free-

-dom of creative professionals from

both governmentai and corporate dic-
tation. _
=Only under circumstances such as

" these will TV’s professionals be free,

finally, to produce the diversified and -
¢quitable—as well as entertaining—
dramatic “curriculum’ they know
how to produce but cannot create un-
der  existing constraints and con--
trols. ]

Dr. George Gerbrer, dean of The An-
nenberg School of Communications

ar the University .of Penhsylyania, is
regarded as the foremost expert on

monitoring TV for incidents of vio-
lence. Dr. Gerbner’s collaborators in
the studies reported in this-article are
Dr., Larry Gross,  Dr. Michael
Morgan,- and Dr, Nancy Signorielli,

- Their ten-year study on the impact of

television on society is of great.value

. to all persons who are mteresred in
) rhe subjer:t .
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