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TV is too violent even without executions 
Reject those who would be 
voyeurs of agony, feeding 
meanness and repression. 

By George Gerbner 

David Lawson died in the North caroli­
na gas chamber Wednesday without the . 
benefit of TV cameras. As by now almost 
everyone knows, ta!k-6how host Phil Dona­
hue petitioned the SUpreme Court of North 
carolina to be permitted to televise the ex­
ecution. The court turned him down. 

Some say, as Donahue did in his peti­
tion, that the denial "not only prevents ef­
feclive public evaluation of the practice [of 
execution1 but severely hampers whatev­
er deterrent effect such punisbment may 
have." 

Others believe, as I do, that the ghoulish 
spectacle of an arcbaic barbarism, aban­
doned by every other Western'industrial 
country, is neither good reporting nor a de­
terrent 

Good reporting illuminates the invisible 
dynamics of cause and effect. values and 
behavior, acts and consequences. Sights 

- --~-' --~-----

and sounds do not report but transport the 
event to a public arena where ilhad been 
a source of amusement in times both me­
dieval and brutal. 

Available evidence suggests that televi­
sion executions would further desensitize 
and brutalize a public already punch­
drunk on television violence. They would 
serve only tu exploit a thirst for retribution 
and vengeance. 

We do not have an epidemic of violence. 
If anything. bomicides have declined in 
the past decade. We have an epidemic of 
executions driven by insecurity and anger 
whicb is, in turn, generated by a histurical­
ly unprecedented tidal wave of violent im­
agery on TV. 

Witnessing real-live executions in the 
entertainment and marketing setting of 

. television would further cater to that anxi­
ety, violate the right to privacy in the most 

- intimate moments of life, such as death, 
subject the families involved to further an­
guisb and beightell the international em­
barrassment already created by the fact 
that we export 30% more violent programs 
than we even air at home. 

Thirty years ago, the majority of the 
public was opposed to capital punisbment 

Then, as television violence saturated the 
airways. the "mean world syndrome" that 
we discovered in our research on TV vio­
lence helped change the public mood. 

The exposure from infancy on to an av­
erage of five scenes of violence per bour 
and three entertaining murders a night, 
plus violence on the news. created a vastly 
exaggerated impression of danger and vul­
nerability. This led to the demand for 
barsher punishment and more jails in the 
already most jail-happy country in the civi­
lized world. Political exploitation followed; 
these measures bave never reduced crime 
but have never failed to get votes. 

The clamor to become voyeurs of agony 
can only feed the fires of meanness and 
repression. It should be resisted rather 
than assisted by those who believe that 
good reporting is valid perspective rather 
than just vivid spectacle and that address­
ing the root causes of crime is the best de­
terrent 

George Gerbner is professor and deon 
emeritus at the University of Pennsylva­
nia's Annenberg School for Communico­
tion and founder of the Cultural Environ­
ment Movement. 
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WE ARE ALL AijUSED AND VICTIMS! 
We' agonize over the trageoy of ind .. scribableviol ... nc .. - th .. 

murdered,· the murderer (s), it.s effect on the children, the 
family.: the 5urvivors, the fri.ends. Th .. mayhem is made worse by 
t:h.·'loS&· of a media-hero of mythological proportiol1sJ D. J • 
. 9imp~. ror a long moment we are confused by who are the good 
guysi""and"'ii/ho are bad guys ••• The police acting with such ambiguity .. 
an.d 1;he .-dia turning against one 01 it's most visible members. 

What: ..... mlllY not realiz .. is that WOP as. a. society are part of 
the victimization and abuse. This in my view occurred because of 
.the .. bewilder_nt, the curiosity, that kept us f.ixed to the TV. TV 
isbackground noise for a lot of folk ••• it keeps us "in touo;:h" 
... ith the rest of the world, and with our neighbors. After all 

''''lJ'."iii8t'6'alr~~':['s· the iJ.l t'imate €o"""on o ea.us... Is the" ... any religious 
.. : :.ventthatcould challAnoe Super-Bowl Sunday? O.J.'s fame and the 

·,""'''(ii'ilIe· .... ar.' .... 1nextricably bound-up in a violent sport ••• I am starting 
# I ·to think that "sport'Stllan 1i ke" condui.:t May b1ll' another oxymoron. 

,/; Qomething wewo.uldn·t want our c:llllc!r&n to learn. 
~ 

__ la, amplify thes subtle perversion was that violence was added 
on in a' s~e'belief'that "news" was th .. made-far-TV life of O • 
. J. Simp50n.Anyaneans ..... ring ho ..... stly would acknowledge .that th1ll' 
''scene last Friday was hyp ... otic .. rtdmesmerizing. The visual'lIK!'dia. 
·the· helicopters. with their lIovanceod' media technology, s ..... pt ove .. 

,·the . lin;.".' as if the caM .. ra ",yo. was that of some Celestial 
OlympiaJ1 f30dobGerving from above! 

Despite all 01 thiswe.w .. ,. .. witnessing a private ..... tter? The 
Jj good and evil that men pI ay out ought to b... kl>pt from our 

"living" rooms. (anothel" o!>Cymor<:l!'l.sit'lce- "Living" impli .. ., to think 
and '. feel to expoe-riel1ce.) What "'as missing 101 .. 5 the: whole 

..•. iI!;p .. r .. ienc.e? How do we stay out qf hal"m.'sway? Do we know what is 
·~rl8ful? "Could there have been bloodshed? It's too Simple to 
·.xp.ct ·,"~hatourdemythologized h .. ,.o. would ."' .... t . his just' reward 
by a suicid. on camera. (And ~1Dt ? Simple candid video. but the 
b_t TV has to offer) Its just to>:' simple. sp .. aY,bullets could 
hurt the 'innocent' •. Furthermc:.1"~ WEo o.t wounded by the' sound­
byt ...... (bights). Life- has a ..,a:;'",f ""ty;'cting justi.ce! We pay the 
price of de-personali:zatir.m and of d.,.humoanization. 

How thAn can we stay ol\tof·hal"Ms'way? Nitture has d .. veloped 
~OIIH!:.: ,fa.ir.1y reliabl-e mech"misIII". Ina former and moresimpl. 
ti...... wh"". In the pre-senc.,. of d<>nger. OUl" .. arly warning syst .. ms 

··woul.d· alert .us. We dev .. lop :"'I"apidpul.C', W.. .. ...... t'may 
regurg1 t .. ..:e4J .. May 1 osecontr.",] o~· t""rsphinct .... s. AMOng· oth ..... 
r.flexes, ,the- 01 fdctol"Y app .... at.._'s, the sens.,. of ",mel 1 , sends a 
powe-rful and in~antan.ousbioch"Mic"l me-5sage to our old cortex, 
thep41eoc:orte)\,the part ofth.,. or".in that acts instinc'\iive-ly. 
There O(:curs an instant respol"\s"'-on@offlight and fri9"1t. _. we 
fight, 'freeze or flee! : 

.,. ,,"1jo~i%;r~,,:,. electronic .,aves which sent this sCHle into OUI" 'living 
". r~ •. .,i!i8!·not come' equipped with sensors to alert us to danger. No 

·';;i~'.l;iiii;~~I!I __ veS"of nCl.usea, or at, .",othe.. level of repulsion, 
. ofgq It. ~ha_, '(renial, of public' ridicule, of anger of 

disb,,"'t.f are sent. The Message is _ stripPi!'d of ... 1It!.dr human 
~" 

... 
' .. 
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experi ence. So what, No sweat!! We- ilrt~ not "!on.torethink the i 

distorti,bn'!i of t.he m.ssage. ,;,,,' 
What then are the effects? We divide and 'dissociat:e:,',sound 

and .sight f_lingsand thoughts from ours .. lv ..... our emotion~' ";ay 
becom desen$iti;!:ed to harm.· 

'd what: is mor.. important we ar.. in J&OpardY~Of . 
diSSOciati.n9 our PSYCh.O-S.Pir. itual i.ntuitiV.. ..,.o.l .. n .... ' Wh ... t . 
Rabeyt: Lifton called "doubling" and "psychic numbl'less· Cas h .. 
explain .. d the Nazi. Doctor,$ work in th .. death camps:), 

'--~ The roots of violenc.. are .nourish .. d. wh.n th .. r.. is a 
break.down of our biological •. psychQlogical. and spiritual 
int.grity. When. we separate .. ours .. lves· from th .. suffering of 
others. Whe'? .. we unthil1kingl" allowt., .. m .. di",to . frame th ... 
lIIe • .re of or... I ought we were. protected 'from t e, gr.at 
media-maven. Marshall He Luhan. when he pre-dicted that' -the 
lII&diumi is (not only) the message, but th.. massag .... , thati s that 
"all .lIIedia works us ov .. r complet .. ly, ••• leav ... no part of us 
untouched, unaffected. unal t ... rdU." 

Issue$o'f Violenc .. , of abu$eare cardinal .' problems for Qur 
soci .. ty. This tragedy has sensitized the public to the nted to 
confront th.s. total victimization thatwif .. abuse creates. 

We can not blame the-. me-dia alone, we a$· member5 of a $ociety 
must use this experi .. nce to craft ",ound prtnciples and practic.es 
tha.t proter.::tfi r'3t amendment rights. of 'fr .... $peech, of fr_ 
press. of free m .. dia. At the sam!> time we must prQtect!:JUr .. 
environments. be theyel .. ct,.,on, virtual reality or unaltero&d and 
individual reality. If weare to fu,.t:her reduce the unnec .... sary 
and add.d violence added too the tragedy of murder and suffeoring 
suyvi VOl'S, - then blame. defe-nsi veness, shallle. must be rejected for , 
authentic: dialogue 
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