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TV: The

New i

_.With its all-pervasive message and its pulpit in every home,

Religiom Comiroliing Us

television is making all of us see. the world as

By George Gerbner
. Whoever tells most of the stories
4o most of the people most of the
Yime hag effectively assumed the
_ rultura] roles of parent and school.
T that story-telling process aizo in-

- ‘cludes teaching us ost of what we-

.. /¥now in common about'life and so-
‘clety and, in additién, can speak in
“every home, it has also replaced
_the church in. its ancient role in
the partnership of church and
- gtate. That proces: and power is
 telavision.

The only other cn‘turai force be-
fore television  that -transmitted
identical messages to every sccial

“group and class, so that alf shared

" .nzeentially the same calture, was

" religion. After mora than 10 years

. of intensive reseatch into its social

furction, I have conciuded that tele-
vision is hest seen and studied as a

titual, as & virtually universal new

“religion that tends to absorb view-
ers of vthetwise diverse cutlogks
into its own “mainstream.”

These conclusions come from

“findings of our long-runge ongoing:

research project, called Cultural In-

dicators, -and those of independent

Gearge Gerbner is professor.of
comimunications at and dean of
The Annenberg School of Com-
munications at the University
of Pennsylvania.

investigators in the United States
and abroad. They are published in
detail in such scholarly guarterlies

"as the Journal of Communication

and. the Journal of Breadeasting.
My colleagues, Larry Gross, Mi-

chael Morgan dnd Nangy Signor-

feili, and [ believe the conelusions
to be the most cobierent data-based
theory of television's role in society.
Hers I will describe the theorv in
nontechnical terms,
with some. key findings, and ‘point
eui some -of its political, religious
and cuiteral implications. :

Television presents .a synthetie

but- coherent world of fact and fie-
. tion which most people experience

ilustrate it .

relatively nonselectively. In other
media, people choose individual
items—an author, a magazine, a
subject. But in television, most pec-
ple do not select -particular pro-

grams, thay just waich TV. Most |

pecple wateh not by the pregram
but by the clock. The television set
is on in the average home for more
than 6% hours”a day. Watching
has become a ritual, as routine, al-
most, a8 brushing one’s teeth. For
the first time in history, the rich
and the pdor, the urban and the
provineial, the cosmopelitan and

the isolated, the very young and the
very old.share a great deal .of cul-.
tural imagery in common, although

" grams mare than 4,000 major char-

{ characters appearing in prime time

it does.

none of it is of their own maxing. -

Relatively {few people have wit-
nessed real triais and even fawer
have watched surgical operations.
But most television viewers have s
vivid image of how surgeons work
end see gn average of 30 cops, sev- i
en lawyers and three judges 2 :
week-—gvery. week—on ielevision,
And it is. the same with saloons.
and penthouse apartments, the
jailbcuse and the White House.
and a tightly ‘pregramed world of
human types, situations and fates.
The meost recurreny patterns of th
ritual, as in any religion, fend to
ba abzorhed inte our frameviark of
knowledge; they bacome assump-
tions ‘that we make about the

world,

What are those pa;.te‘f'ns" By now
we have analyzed about 1,500. pro-

acters, and some 14.U00 miner

and weekend daytime network teie-
‘vision. Basically, on television men
cutnumber women 3-1, young peo-
ple comprise one-third of their real
nambers, persons gvér B3 domprise
2 per cent of the TV populstion but
11 per cent of the real worid's;
professionsals and law-enforcers
greatly cutnumber all otheér work-
ing people; crime is about 10 times
as frequent as in the real world,
and an average of five acts of vio-
lence per bhour (four.times that

—Continued on Page 6
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TV: The New Religion

-~Continuéd from Page 1 ) -
‘I many in-children’s programa!t victimize mare that

half of all leading characters each week.

we learn its “lessons™? Conventional research
methods investigai= the effects of specific programs
or viewing habits—with few corsizient results.
exposed to a show with violence exhibit more vie-

watch nonselectively, if is useless to look for the efe

. 1.fects of individual programs. 1t's the tota] pattern

that counts. So we measure how much television
people watch and relate that amount to-their re-
sponses to questions about the world. The questions
are based on the most recurrent and pervasive.pat-

| terns of the world of television. If the heavier view-

ers respond to our questions significantly more

.| &ccording to the way television depicts things than
-| do the light viewers (given similar living conditions
i and the same socio-economic group), then that difs

| ference reflects the contribution of television to

1 their conceftions.of reality. :

The synthesis of these findings goes under the

that for most people long:-range exposure to televi-
sion cultivates stable conceptions ahout life.
To test our theory, we compared the responses

tof heavy TV viewers to particular questions with -
.. ithose of light TV viewers. We found that in most

cases heavy viewers respond morg in terms of tele-
i vision’s concepts. In othar words, television over-
irode ‘the effects of other factors, such a: ‘zocio-

.economic elements, This we call "mainstteaming,”
. because thie heavy viewers tend to become absorbed

into the mainstream of TV culture.
For example, people of differing income and difs
“fering TV viewing habits were asked whether they

thought they might become- invelved in violence— .-

which appears frequently on television. The per-
jtentages of those who said they thought that they
;might wevet, light “viewers with incomes under

.4 810,000, 84; heavy viewers- (uhder 310,000y also- - -
84; light viewers with incomes between 510,000
Jend §25000, 68, heavy® viewsrs in that ircome
range, 76; light viewers with incomes over.$25,000,
-1 62; heavy viewers {over $25,000), 80. People with .
+{ higher incomes have valid reasons to think that =
.they arg less likely to become involved in violence

than do persons with lower incomes; they generally

4 do not live in high-erime areas, for one: So the re-

sponse percentages should decline as income rises.
And Indeed, for light viewers, they do. But for
heavy viewers, they do not. This suggests that the

lence on television regardiess of income,

Again, groups of people were asked the fellow-
ing. question: "Do you agree or disagree with the
staternent ‘It is hardly fair to bring a child into the
world with the way thinzs look for the future’” It
was designed to test assimilation to the negative
views implied by the violence on television

right fairly be expected to agree with this philos.
ophy, resoonded. fairly uniformly whether they
were lighi or heavy viewers: 60 per cent of light

viewers agreed withythe statement, 53
‘per cent of heavy vicwers. Persons with

a college degree, because of their greater
chances for sdvancement, were pre-
sumed more likely to have ar optimistic - -
outlook and so to agree less with this 4
guestion. Apd indeed, among college-
educated light viewers, only 12 per cent |

" agreed with it. But of the heavy viewers,

24 per cent agreed. Televigion was re<
g the effects of their collepe educa.
. tion. They were joining the mainstream:
Further questicis dermonstrate that
heavy viewers consistently exaggerate’
their risks in life and mistrust strang-
' ers more than light viewers do. But TV ..
.can also méderate cxtreme views, can. .
bring them inio the mainstream. For

* most. peoplé, television, which is sexist, ,

What do we learn from TV's world and how do

They may demanstrate, for example, that children

lent .behavior aferwards. But if most viewers

headirg of "cultivation theory” because it assumes
4 .

heavy viewers are. absorbing some of the fears of
vialence generated by the frequent shewing of vio- _

Persens without a high school education, who -

mereases sexism, Bu! among peopld

-who are the most traditionally sexist,

light viewers retain their old viewsy
butthe heavy viewers show less sexst

ismo. Mairstreaming implics a kind of

homogenization.

Such homegenization seems to take- -

place in niore than just the areas of

anxiety, insceurity and sterectvping of ©

people. One other area invalved is ade-
. lescent reading gnd 1Q scorcs. For ex-

ample, in most cases, the more
viewing, the lower the scores, But in
the lowest IQ groups, television view-
ing leads to some improvement in the
scores. This suggests that television's

. cultivation process is broader than

many people assume. )
Television also sometimes appears teo
have an effect upon people different from
mainstreaming. This is to reinforce their
views. This phenomenon seems to occur
when an issue is extremely relevanttoa’
person’s life—mare particularly relevant.

‘than the more general matters involved

in mainstreaming. For example, con-
trary to rea!l life, persons over 65 are the
most victimized group on television. We'
asked people whether they agreed with
the statement that older persons aré
more likely to be the victims of violent
crime than anyone else. .
‘Amontig young people, about 70 .per
cent of both light and heavy viewers
agreed. Among middle-aged people,

_there was likewise virtually no diffes-s

ence between light and heavy vietwers: -
approximately 74 per cent of both

I’ agreed. But among older people, waile .

only 75 per cent of light viewers dgreed,
88 per cent of the heavy viewers agreed

‘Television was re-emphasizing their .
- views, We say that thevy were reson~t-'
- ing to TV and we call this phenomenor

“resongnce.” : . .
‘We are still wurying to define more

~sharply when mainstreaming ceotirs and

when resonance does. We think, howev-
er, that they aré not contradictory phes
nomena, as they may at first appear, but

" complementary ones, as refinements of

cultivation theory. .
Considering television as the ritual of”
& new religion rather than as a selective-

1y used medium, such as books or film, -

enabled us to isolate its general trends
and contributicns to conceptions of reali-
ty. We have also found that people under
35, the “television generation,” are more
imbued with its view of life than those
who grew up before television.
Understanding the dynamics of televi-
slon as ritual helps to make some puz-
zling aspects of the current scene fali
into place. Simple, strong, tough mea-
sures and hard-line postures-—-political
or religious, or both—appeal to the anx-

--ious and alienated who are perplexed by

and resistant to change but powerjess to
prevent it. ’ o

The electronic church with its formal
trappings of traditional religion speaks
to them. ’ -

. The "moral majority” and its political
allies speak to them. The-actual major-
ity {inds television itself the most attrac-
tive choice among different things ta do
each night. '

Ite reliable ritual speaks to them-—-
confirming the fears, feeding the hopes,
cultivating the assumpticns television
shaped in the first place—and dominat-
ing the cultural climate in which po-
litical parties, traditional religions, and

L.

all other institutions must now- fingd - -

. -
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