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(GREETINGS TO HOSTS, GUESTS)

I'M PLEASED TO BE YOUR KEYNOTE SPEAKER TODAY. AS YOU WELL KNOW,

THIS TOPIC OF VIOLENCE ON TELEVISION IS AS MUCH A PART OF THE OFFICE

OF SURGEON GENERAL AS THE FLAG AND THE THE UNIFORM. AND VIOLENCE IS

EVERY BIT A PUBLIC HEALTH ISSUE FOR ME AND MY SUCCESSORS IN THIS

CENTURY, AS SMALLPOX, TUBERCULOSIS, AND SYPHILLIS WERE FOR MY PREDE-

CESSORS IN THE LAST TWO CENTURIES.

AND IT IS UNDERSTANDABLE, ESPECIALLY WHEN WE APPLY THE TERM

“EPIDEMIC.” AND I THINK IT IS FAIR TO DO THAT. VIOLENCE IN AMERICAN

PUBLIC AND PRIVATE LIFE HAS INDEED ASSUMED THE PROPORTIONS OF AN

EPIDEMIC. ASSAULTS...CHILD AND SPOUSE ABUSE...HOMICIDES AND SUI-

CIDES AMONG YOUNG ADULTS...THESE INDICATORS OF VIOLENCE IN OUR

POPULATION ARE STILL CLIMBING. THEY ARE OCCURRING AT A RATE “BEYOND

WHAT IS NORMALLY EXPECTED.” TO USE THE PHRASE USED BY EPIDEMIOLOGISTS

TO DEFINE THE TERM “EPIDEMIC.”

“THE OCCURRENCE OF A CASE OR CASES OF AN ILLNESS BEYOND WHAT WE

MIGHT EXPECT, BASED UPON PAST EXPERIENCE, IS AN EPIDEMIC.”
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ONE OF THE BEST EXAMPLES OF THAT WOULD BE THE GREAT FLU EPIDEMIC

OF THE WINTER OF 1980 AND '81. WE MIGHT HAVE EXPECTED SOMETHING ON

THE ORDER OF 17,000 DEATHS FROM PNEUMONIA AND INFLUENZA DURING THAT

12-WEEK WINTER PERIOD, INSTEAD, THERE WAS A TOTAL OF 50,000 DEATHS,

NEARLY TRIPLE THE EXPECTATION.

OF COURSE, PEOPLE DON'T “EXPECT” ANY OF THESE THINGS. WE DON'T

LOOK FORWARD TO THEIR OCCURRING. AND WHILE SOME PEOPLE MAY BE

UNFAMILIAR WITH THE SYMPTOMS OF CERTAIN DISEASES, I DON'T THINK

THAT'S THE CASE WITH VIOLENCE. I WOULD GUESS THAT WE ALL KNOW WHAT

VIOLENCE LOOKS LIKE.

AND WE DON'T LIKE WHAT WE SEE. WHENEVER AND WHEREVER IT OCCURS,

IT SHOCKS AND FRIGHTENS US. AND WHEN IT OCCURS MORE OFTEN -- THAT

IS, MORE FREQUENTLY THAN WE MIGHT EXPECT, BASED ON OUR PAST EXPERI-

ENCE -- WE CONCLUDE THAT WE ARE IN THE MIDST OF AN EPIDEMIC OF

VIOLENCE,

AND WE ARE.
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VIOLENCE COMES IN MANY GUISES. BUT LET ME SPEAK OF JUST ONE: THE

RATE OF MURDER AMONG YOUNG ADULT WHITE MALES, AGE 15 TO 24, THIS

RATE. THE HOMICIDE RATE. WAS DOWN AROUND 3.7 DEATHS PER 100,000 POPU-

LATION BACK IN 1950. TRANSLATED INTO TERMS OF THE REAL WORLD, THAT

MEANS AN ESTIMATED 366 YOUNG WHITE MEN WERE MURDERED IN 1950,

OVER THE NEXT 15 YEARS THE HOMICIDE RATE CREPT UP, BUT VERY

SLIGHTLY. THE HOMICIDE RATE AMONG YOUNG WHITE MEN IN 1965 HAD RISEN

TO 4.9 DEATHS PER 100,000 POPULATION, OR A TOTAL OF ABOUT 740 DEATHS.

THAT WAS TWICE THE 1950 FIGURE, BUT THEN THAT AGE GROUP ITSELF HAD

GROWN ONE AND A HALF TIMES,

All EPIDEMIC? WE DIDN'T THINK SO AT THE TIME. THE ANNUAL

INCIDENCE OF HOMICIDES AMONG WHITE MALES AGE 15 TO 24 WAS STILL WELL

UNDER 1,000 AND THE RATE PER 100,000 POPULATION WAS CREEPING UP BUT

VERY SLOWLY...STILL NOTHING TO BE SERIOUSLY ALARMED ABOUT. IT WAS

NOT PLEASANT...IT WAS NOT COMFORTABLE...BUT IT WAS NOT TOTALLY

UNANTICIPATED EITHER.
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TODAY, THE SITUATION IS QUITE DIFFERENT. WE'VE GONE WELL BEYOND

THAT THOUSAND-DEATH THRESHOLD. IN 1980 -- THE YEAR FOR WHICH WE HAVE

THE LATEST DATA -- THE HOMICIDE RATE FOR THIS GROUP OF YOUNG MEN WAS

15.5 PER 100,000 POPULATION...THAT MEANS THE “BODY COUNT” HAD JUMPED

TO 2.800 MURDERED YOUNG MEN,

COMPARED TO THE YEAR 1965, THAT POPULATION GROUP OF YOUNG WHITE

MALES GREW BY 17 PERCENT. BUT OVER THE SAME 15-YEAR PERIOD, 1965 TO

1980, THE TOTAL OF HOMICIDE VICTIMS IN THAT GROUP INCREASED BY 400

PERCENT. IN OTHER WORDS, MURDER IS NOW CLAIMING FOUR TIMES AS MANY

YOUNG WHITE MEN AGE 15 TO 24 AS IT CLAIMED ONLY 15 YEARS AGO.

I THINK THAT'S A STARTLING FIGURE. IT IS PROOF ENOUGH THAT WE

ARE NOT WITNESSING A PHENOMENON THAT “CAN BE EXPECTED.” IT IS

OBVIOUSLY WELL BEYOND ANY REASONABLE EXPECTATION, IT IS NOTHING LESS

THAN AN EPIDEMIC OF MURDER...AN EPIDEMIC RAGING AMONG YOUNG MEN. BUT

THAT'S NOT THE FULL PICTURE. THE SHARP RISE IN THE HOMICIDE RATE IS

MIRRORED ELSEWHERE IN SOCIETY AS WELL:

§ THE SUICIDE RATE TODAY IS TRIPLE WHAT IT WAS IN 1950 AMONG

YOUNG MEN, BOTH BLACK AND WHITE, AND YOUNG WHITE WOMEN,
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§ THE DEATH RATE FOR MOTOR VEHICLE ACCIDENTS HAS CLIMBED TO

TRIPLE THE HOMICIDE RATE.

§ BUT ALL VIOLENCE DOES NOT END ONLY IN DEATH. CHILD ABUSE

IS A FORM OF VIOLENCE THAT USUALLY DOES NOT. END IN PHYSICAL

DEATH, BUT IT MAY PRODUCE EMOTIONAL AND PSYCHOLOGICAL DEATH IN

THE CHILD.

THE NUMBER OF REPORTED CASES OF CHILD ABUSE HAS MORE THAN

DOUBLED OVER THE PAST HALF-DOZEN YEARS, FROM 416.000 CASES IN

1976 TO 851,000 CASES IN 1981. THE NATIONAL CENTER FOR CHILD

ABUSE AND NEGLECT, HOWEVER, ESTIMATES THERE MAY BE ANOTHER

MILLION CASES OF CHILD ABUSE AND NEGLECT NOT REPORTED AND NOT

SEEN, KNOWN ONLY TO THE FAMILY MEMBERS INVOLVED AND MAYBE A

FRIEND OR NEIGHBOR. IF THE CENTER IS RIGHT, THAT WOULD MEAN

CLOSE TO 2 MILLION INSTANCES OF CHILD ABUSE AND NEGLECT

OCCURRING EACH YEAR IN OUR SOCIETY. THAT IS CERTAINLY BEYOND

ANYTHING WE MIGHT “REASONABLY EXPECT.”



-6-

SOME OF THESE STATISTICS ARE OPEN TO QUESTION BECAUSE OUR

SYSTEMS OF REPORTING VIOLENT EPISODES ARE NOT WHAT THEY SHOULD BE.

ASSISTANT ATTORNEY GENERAL LOIS HERRINGTON MENTIONED THIS PROBLEM IN

THE OPENING PAGES OF THE REPORT BY THE PRESIDENT'S TASK FORCE ON

VICTIMS OF CRIME:

"EVERY 23 MINUTES, SOMEONE IS MURDERED...EVERY SIX MINUTES A

WOMAN IS RAPED. WHILE YOU READ THIS STATEMENT, TWO PEOPLE WILL

BE ROBBED IN THIS COUNTRY AND TWO HORE WILL BE SHOT, STABBED, OR

SERIOUSLY BEATEN. YET.” SHE SAYS, “TO TRULY GRASP THE ENORMITY

OF THE PROBLEM, THOSE FIGURES MUST BE DOUBLED, BECAUSE MORE THAN

50 PERCENT OF VIOLENT CRIME GOES UNREPORTED.”

I THINK IT STILL MAY BE SAFE TO SAY THAT THE MAJORITY OF

AMERICANS -- SO FAR, AT LEAST -- HAVE NEVER BEEN THE VICTIMS OF

VIOLENCE. BUT NEARLY EVERYONE HAS WITNESSED VIOLENCE TAKE PLACE OR

HAS SEEN ITS TERRIBLE RESULTS IN THE AFTERMATH. MAYBE WE KNOW PEOPLE

WHO NO LONGER HAVE THE FULL FUNCTION OF ONE OR SEVERAL LIMBS -- AN

ELBOW BROKEN OR A KNEE DISRUPTED...AN EYE LOST, A FACE DISFIGURED...

A JAW BROKEN AND NOW IN RECURRENT PAIN...THE LOSS OF FULL HEARING.
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THE REAL WORLD OF VIOLENCE IS A NIGHTMARE...ONE FROM WHICH A

VICTIM MAY NEVER FULLY AWAKE. HOW DIFFERENT ALL THAT IS FROM THE

FANTASY VIOLENCE ON TELEVISION. ON THE LITTLE SCREEN, ONE HUGE MAN

WILL PHYSICALLY ASSAULT ANOTHER AND RUN AWAY. THE SECOND MAN, THE

VICTIM, WILL REAPPEAR WITH A SMALL BANDAGE ON HIS FOREHEAD AND

CONTINUE IN HOT PURSUIT OF HIS ATTACKER, BUT IN REAL LIFE, IT'S

VERY, VERY DIFFERENT.

WERE A TYPICAL T.V. ASSAULT TQ OCCUR IN REAL-LIFE, THE REAL

VICTIM WOULD BE HOSPITALIZED...BE BANDAGED AND IMMOBILIZED...MAYBE

HAVE A CAST ON ONE HAND AND WRIST, IF NOT ON BOTH,...HAVE IMPAIRED

EYESIGHT FROM MULTIPLE CONTUSIONS...MAYBE SUFFER FROM AN IMPAIRED

SENSE OF BALANCE...AND BE IN NO SHAPE AT ALL TO PURSUE HIS ATTACKER

FOR AT LEAST THE REST OF THE YEAR -- IF EVER.

I GUESS I'M MUCH MORE CONSCIOUS OF THIS DIFFERENCE BECAUSE I

SPENT SO MANY YEARS IN SURGERY IN PHILADELPHIA. EVERY DAY I SAW THE

HUMAN TOLL OF VIOLENCE... HIGHWAY VIOLENCE. VIOLENCE IN THE HOME,

VIOLENCE AT THE WORKPLACE...PERSONAL, INDIVIDUAL, IRREPARABLE

CATASTROPHES. AND YOU JUST NEVER GET USED TO IT AND HARDENED BY IT.

IT DON'T BELIEVE THAT AT ALL. EVERY NEW VICTIM YOU SEE IS A DIRECT

CHALLENGE TO YOUR OWN SENSE OF HUMANITY. YOU CAN'T ALLOW YOURSELF

TO TURN AWAY.



-8-

I THINK THAT IS AT THE ROOT OF THE GOVERNMENT'S CONCERN WITH

VIOLENCE. I'D LIKE TO THINK SO ANYWAY. THE GOVERNMENT REALLY

SHOULD HAVE NO OPTION BUT TO BE CONCERNED, ONCE IT SEES WHAT THE

PROBLEM IS. AND THE PUBLIC HEALTH SERVICE FIRST GOT A LOOK AT THIS

PROBLEM OVER A DOZEN YEARS AGO.

YOU RECALL THAT IT WAS SURGEON GENERAL JESSE STEINFELD WHO FIRST

TOOK A LOOK AT THE PROBLEM OF TELEVISION VIOLENCE BACK IN 1969. THEN

THE NATIONAL INSTITUTE OF MENTAL HEALTH TURNED OUT ITS FIRST REPORT

IN 1972 ON VIOLENCE ON TELEVISION. AND EVER SINCE THEN, THE U.S.

PUBLIC HEALTH SERVICE AND ITS SURGEONS GENERAL HAVE REMAINED CLOSE

TO THIS ISSUE.

I THINK DR. STEINFELD AND HIS COLLEAGUES WERE ON THE RIGHT TRACK.

I THINK HIS SUCCESSORS WERE, TOO. AND I AM READY TO KEEP THE FIRES

OF INTEREST ALIVE DURING MY TENURE AS WELL. WE KNOW TOO MUCH ABOUT

THE PROBLEM NOW TO LOOK THE OTHER WAY. IT WOULD BE DERELICT FOR ME

OR ANY OF MY SUCCESSORS TO SAY, “IT'S OVER. THERE IS NO PROBLEM

ANYMORE.”
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CERTAINLY THE RESEARCH LEADS US TO QUITE A DIFFERENT CONCLUSION,

AND HERE I AM SPEAKING OF THE RESEARCH SPONSORED BY N.I.M.H. WE'VE

COME QUITE A DISTANCE SINCE 1972, I BELIEVE WE'VE PRODUCED A GOOD

BODY OF RESEARCH ON THE SUBJECT. I KNOW THERE ARE STILL A GREAT

MANY QUESTIONS THAT NEED TO BE ANSWERED. FOR EXAMPLE, WE OUGHT TO

TAKE A MUCH CLOSER LOOK AT ALL OUR METHODOLOGIES TO SEE IF WE ARE

TRULY APPLYING THE ONES THAT WILL YIELD THE MOST HELPFUL RESULTS TO

PERSONS BOTH IN PUBLIC HEALTH AND IN TELEVISION.

I WILL STRESS THAT POINT BECAUSE I AM NOT AT ALL HAPPY AT THE

ADVERSARIAL TONE THAT PERMEATES ALL OUR DISCUSSIONS BETWEEN THE

MENTAL HEALTH COMMUNITY AND THE NETWORKS. THE REASONS FOR THE

EXISTENCE OF SUCH AN UNPROFESSIONAL TONE ARE UNDERSTANDABLE. ..BUT

THAT STILL DOESN'T GIVE ME ANY PEACE,

I'VE BEEN CONCERNED ABOUT THIS FOR SOME TIME AND I SUSPECT THAT

ONE REASON FOR DIFFICULTY IS A PACKAGE OF MISCONCEPTIONS THAT EACH

SIDE CARRIES WITH IT AT ALL TIMES. LET ME LIST A FEW OF THESE:
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* MISCONCEPTION NUMBER ONE: THE N.I.M.H. STUDIES ZERO IN ON

THE POSSIBILITY OF TELEVISION HAVING A SERIOUS, ADVERSE EFFECT ON

BEHAVIOR, ESPECIALLY THE BEHAVIOR OF CHILDREN, AND THAT THE CHIEF

BEHAVIOR OF CONCERN IS VIOLENT BEHAVIOR...VIOLENCE AGAINST OTHERS,

VIOLENCE AGAINST ONE'S SELF. PUT IT DOES NOT FOLLOW THAT SUCH

STUDIES CAN BECOME THE BASIS FOR FURTHER REGULATION OF THE INDUSTRY.

REGULATION OF T.V. CONTENT IS A LEGITIMATE CONCERN FOR EVERYONE

IN MEDIA. BUT IT IS VERY FAR OFF THE MARK HERE. THE RESEARCH CAN

BE USEFUL -- AND I BELIEVE IT ALREADY HAS BEEN USEFUL -- TO BOTH THE

T.V. INDUSTRY AND PUBLIC HEALTH PRACTITIONERS EVERYWHERE. BUT IT IS

TRULY USELESS AS AN ARGUMENT FOR REGULATION. I THINK THAT IS A

MISCONCEPTION AND FEAR THAT OUGHT TO BE AIRED OUT HERE AND THEN PUT

TO REST,

* MISCONCEPTION NUMBER TWO: THE T.V. INDUSTRY IS EXACTLY THAT

1 AN INDUSTRY FUNCTIONING WITHIN THE AMERICAN MARKETPLACE ECONOMY,

AS SUCH, EACH NETWORK AND EACH STATION HAS CERTAIN RESPONSIBILITIES

THAT ARE FUNDAMENTAL TO ANY BUSINESS OR INDUSTRY. OF COURSE, WE

HOPE EVERY PRIVATE FOR-PROFIT ENTERPRISE CAN BE BOTH PROFITABLE AND

SOCIALLY USEFUL. AND I WOULD HAVE TO SAY THAT ALL OUR MEDIA --
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CGARDLESS OF THE ANXIETIES WE MAY HAVE ABOUT THEIR CONDUCT NOW AND

THEN -- ALL OUR MEDIA HAVE DONE VERY WELL IN MAINTAINING THIS TOUCHY

BALANCE BETWEEN PROFITABILITY AND SOCIAL UTILITY. STILL. MOST OF

THEM DO.

MISCONCEPTION NUMBER THREE: WE MAY HAVE OUR DIFFERENCES OVER HOW

TO DEFINE THE TERM “VIOLENCE,” BUT SOMETIMES THERE IS UNANIMITY.

SOME SHOWS WILL HAVE A SEGHENT THAT TEETERS ALCNG THE EDGE OF WHAT

CAN BE TOLERATED. AND PUBLIC HEALTH PEOPLE LEAP TO SOME MURKY

JUDGMENTS ABOUT THE BROADCASTER'S MOTIVATION, THE REAL ISSUE,

HOWEVER, IS THIS: WHY ON EARTH DOES ANYBODY WATCH THAT STUFF?

WE ARE UPSET WHEN ONE OR ANOTHER NETWORK BROADCASTS VIOLENT

PROGRAMMING AND, IN DOING SQ, GATHERS A LARGER “AUDIENCE SHARE.”

WHY A NETWORK WOULD BROADCAST THAT PROGRAM IS QUITE CLEAR: PRECISELY

TO GET THAT LARGER “AUDIENCE SHARE.” WE MAY BE UNCOMFORTABLE ABOUT

IT, BUT WE WOULD HAVE TQ ADMIT THAT THE DECISION MAKES SENSE FROM

THE VIEWPOINT OF THE HEALTH OF THE NETWORK.

WHY THE AUDIENCE SWITCHES TO THAT CHANNEL TO WATCH IS NOT AS

CLEAR. BUT WE CAN'T ANSWER THE SECOND QUESTION IF WE CONTINUE TO BE

FRUSTRATED OVER THE FIRST.
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WE MAY BE VERY UNHAPPY OVER THE FACT THAT MILLIONS OF PEOPLE --

INCLUDING THOUSANDS OF IMPRESSIONABLE CHILDREN -- WILL VOLUNTARILY

WATCH SOMETHING THAT WE BELIEVE TO BE VIOLENT AND SOCIALLY HARMFUL.

OUR JOB, IT SEEMS TO ME, IS TO RESEARCH FURTHER INTO THE MOTIVATIONS

OF THE AUDIENCE, RATHER THAN TO CONTINUE POUNDING AWAY AT THE BROAD-

CASTER,

I THINK AFTER ALL THESE YEARS, THE BROADCASTERS AND MENTAL

HEALTH RESEARCHERS ARE EQUALLY SENSITIVE TO THE SOCIAL PROBLEMS

CAUSED BY SOME POPULAR SHOWS. BUT REFUSING HENCEFORTH TO BROADCAST

THOSE SHOWS COULD BE RUINOUS FOR A NETWORK, THAT'S TRUE...BUT WHY

SHOULD THAT Be? WE NEED TO FIND OUT.

REFUSING TO BROADCAST SUCH SHOWS WOULD PROBABLY TRIGGER A LOUD

COMPLAINT FROM THE VIEWING PUBLIC. I THINK THAT WOULD HAPPEN...

BUT WhY, SHOULD THAT BE? WE NEED TO FIND OUT.

REFUSING TO BROADCAST THEI] WOULD PROBABLY CAUSE LARGE GROUPS OF

VIEWERS TO SHIFT FROM THE “GOOD” CHAANNEL TO ANOTHER THAT IS “NOT SO

GOOD.” I THINK THAT'S TRUE...BUT WHY SHOULD IT BE? WE NEED TO FIND

OUT.
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IT BELIEVE WE OUGHT TO BE AT THAT STAGE NOW WHEN WE NO LONGER HAVE

TO TRADE RESEARCH STUDIES LIKE CANNON VOLLEYS BETWEEN PARKLAWN DRIVE

IN ROCKVILLE, MARYLAND, AND SIXTH AVENUE, NEW YORK CITY. I HAPPEN

TO THINK THAT THE N.I.M.H WORK IS GOOD. I ALSO HAPPEN TO THINK THE

NETWORK RESEARCH IS NOT AS GOOD. HONEST PEOPLE CAN DIFFER ABOUT

THAT. BUT AT THIS STAGE, IT IS ALHOST BESIDE THE POINT.

BUT THAT IS NOT THE END OF OUR STUDIES. OUR WORK IN TELEVISION

VIOLENCE SHOULD SERVE TO ENTICE US FURTHER ALONG THE HORIZON OF

UNDERSTANDING. IT WOULD BE APPROPRIATE FOR THE MANY PROFESSIONS

REPRESENTED HERE TODAY -- THE MEDICAL. MENTAL HEALTH, SOCIAL

SCIENCE, POLITICAL SCIENCE, AND PUBLIC INTEREST PROFESSIONS IN

PARTICULAR -- TO DIRECT THEIR RESOURCES TOWARD FINDING ANSWERS TO

OTHER, NEW, AND FAR MORE DISTURBING QUESTIONS.

WHY DO PEOPLE EXPERIENCE FEAR IN OUR SOCIETY? WE HAVE ENOUGH

ANECDOTAL INFORMATION TO CONVINCE US THAT GENUINE FEAR OF THE

ENVIRONMENT IS PRESENT AMONG LARGE NUMBERS OF THE ELDERLY. AMONG

CHILDREN, AMONG WOMEN, AND AMONG RACIAL AND ETHNIC MINORITIES.

JOURNALISTS, SOCIAL SERVICE WORKERS, AND OTHERS WHO STUDY

CONTEMPORARY LIFE ALL FEEL THIS TO BE TRUE. WHY IS THIS SO?
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DESPITE AN EXTENSIVE 200-YEAR-OLD BODY OF AMERICAN LAW TO PROTECT

THE WEAK AND THE INNOCENT, AMERICANS WHO ARE WEAK AND INNOCENT DO

NOT FEEL SECURE. THEY FREQUENTLY IDENTIFY THEMSELVES AS VICTIMS IN

OUR SOCIETY. THIS IS A DEEPLY DISTURBING ASPECT OF CONTEMPORARY

LIFE. WE KNOW VERY LITTLE ABOUT ITS ORIGINS AND EVEN LESS ABOUT A

RESPONSE.

 

WE ALSO ARE SEEING MORE AND MORE PEOPLE WITHDRAW FROM THE REAL

WORLD TO FIND SANCTUARY. THAT'S VERY WORRISOME. OUR SOCIETY HAS

NOT BEEN BUILT ON A PREMISE OF FEAR AND ISOLATION AMONG ITS MEMBERS,

ON THE CONTRARY. WE RELY ON THE PARTICIPATION OF ALL OUR PEOPLES,

NOT ON THEIR WITHDRAWAL.

THE POLITICAL AND SOCIAL HEALTH OF THIS NATION IS ENDANGERED

WHEN ANY CITIZEN FEELS UNJUSTLY THREATENED AND WITHDRAWS IN FEAR.

BUT THAT'S HAPPENING WITH GREATER FREQUENCY AMONG VULNERABLE GROUPS

IN OUR SOCIETY. WE NEED TO KNOW MUCH, MUCH MORE ABOUT THIS AND HOW

IT IS AFFECTING THE NATURE OF AMERICAN LIFE.
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ONE OF THE COMPLAINTS REGISTERED AGAINST TELEVISION IS ITS

STERECTYPED PORTRAYAL OF VICTIMS...THEY DO TEND TO BE CHILDREN,

WOMEN, MINORITIES, OR OLD PEOPLE. IN THIS WAY, T.V. NOT ONLY MIRRORS

REAL LIFE BUT TENDS TO REINFORCE THE VICTIM'S PERCEPTION OF LIFE AS A

TERRIBLE ORDEAL.

THIS IS ESPECIALLY SADDENING TO SOMEONE LIKE MYSELF, WHO HAS

TRAVELED A GREAT DEAL NOT ONLY AROUND THIS COUNTRY BUT OVERSEAS

ALSO. IF YOU HAD BEEN ALONG WITH ME ON THESETRIPS OVER THE PAST 35

TO 40 YEARS, YOU TOO WOULD HAVE SENSED THE GREAT WELLSPRINGS OF

GENEROSITY THAT STILL EXIST AMONG THE AMERICAN PEOPLE. "WE GIVE.”

THAT'S MORE THAN A SLOGAN. IT'S AN ETHICAL IMPERATIVE OF THE

AMERICAN PEOPLE.

AND WE HAVE OUR HEROES, SOME APPEAR WITH GREAT SUDDENNESS, LIKE

LEONARD SKUTNIK, WHO DOVE INTO THE ICY POTOMAC TWO WINTERS AGO AND

PULLED A DROWNING PERSON TO SAFETY. OTHERS HELP THEIR NEIGHBORS IN

LESS DRAMATIC BUT NO LESS MEANINGFUL WAYS, AND WE CHERISH THEM FOR

THEIR EXAMPLE.
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AND, IN A COUNTRY LIKE OURS, WHERE GOVERNMENT AT EVERY LEVEL

STILL DELIVERS SO MANY HEALTH AND SOCIAL SERVICES, WE NEVERTHELESS

HAVE THE MOST ACTIVE AND SUCCESSFUL EXAMPLES OF PRIVATE CHARITY.

YET, WE ALSO SENSE THAT MANY MORE PEOPLE, UNTOUCHED BY THE

GENEROSITY AROUND THEM, ARE GROWING MORE DETACHED...DISENGAGED...

AND DISCONNECTED. THEY ARE MUTE BYSTANDERS TO EVENTS, FOR THEM, AN

EVENING WITH THE T.V. SET IS THE BEST PROTECTION THEY CAN GET FROM

THE ENVIRONMENT OUTSIDE. WE HAVE BEEN REMINDED OF THIS PHENOMENON

IN OUR SOCIETY MANY TIMES, UNFORTUNATELY MORE OFTEN THAN WE HAVE

SEEN THE GIFTS OF THE LENNY SKUTNIKS OF THIS WORLD.

THIS DETACHMENT IS RELATIVE TO THE VIOLENT WORLD, IN THAT IT

EVEN HAS A NAME, A NAME THAT RECALLS A VICTIM...A CIRCUMSTANCE...A

CRIME...AND THE FAILURE OF A NEIGHBORHOOD THAT WAS DETACHED AND DID

NOT WANT TO “GET INVOLVED”: IT'S CALLED THE “KITTY GENOVESE

SYNDROME. ”
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YOU MAY REMEMBER THAT INCIDENT. ON A COLD NIGHT IN MARCH OF 1964

MISS CATHERINE GENOVESE -- “KITTY” -- CAME HOME LATE FROM HER JOB AS

MANAGER OF A NEIGHBORHOOD BAR IN HOLLIS. LONG ISLAND. SHE WAS

ATTACKED 100 FEET FROM HER APARTMENT HOUSE IN KEW GARDENS. SHE

SCREAMED FOR HELP, BUT NO ONE CAME.

DURING THE NEXT 35 MINUTES, 29-YEAR-OLD WINTON MOSELEY REPEATEDLY

STABBED KITTY GENOVESE TO DEATH.

THIRTY-EIGHT OF MISS GENOVESE'S NEIGHBORS ADMITTED TO HEARING

HER SCREAM, “OH, MY GOD, HE STABBED ME‘ PLEASE HELP ME! PLEASE

HELP MEY I'M DYING?” SOME EVEN SAW THE MURDER TAKING PLACE. BUT

NO ONE CAME TO HER AID. AND NO ONE CALLED THE POLICE UNTIL HER

SCREAMS STOPPED AND SHE WAS DEAD...35 MINUTES AFTER HER FIRST LOUD

SCREAM FOR HELP.

 

KITTY GENOVESE HAS BEEN DEAD FOR 20 YEARS, BUT THE CIRCUMSTANCES

OF HER DEATH HAVE NOT BEEN FORGOTTEN. I DOUBT IF THEY EVER WILL BE.

FIROT, IT WAS A FRIGHTENING REMINDER OF HOW FRAGILE IS OUR EXISTENCE

TOGETHER. AND SECONDLY, EVERY YEAR BRINGS ITS OWN CROP OF NEW AND

EQUALLY FRIGHTENING EVENTS.



-18-

JUST THIS PAST YEAR A YOUNG WOMAN WAS BRUTALLY RAPED IN NEW

BEDFORD, MASSACHUSETTS, WHILE OTHER MEN STOOD AROUND AND WATCHED,

AND IN ST. LOUIS A YOUNG GIRL WAS RAPED IN A PUBLIC FOUNTAIN WHILE

ORDINARY PEOPLE WALKED BY UNCARING...EXCEPT FOR A LITTLE BOY WHO

RACED AWAY ON A BICYCLE TO GET A POLICEMAN,

I'M SURE THERE IS NO ONE IN THIS ROOM WHO WOULD WANT TO HAVE

BEEN AMONG THE BYSTANDERS IN KEW GARDENS IN 1964 OR IN NEW BEDFORD

OR ST. LOUIS IN 1983 TO WITNESS THOSE ACTS OF CRIMINAL VIOLENCE.

THOSE EVENTS STILL SEND COLD CHILLS THROUGH OUR HEARTS.

BUT VERY FEW OF US CAN SAY WITH ALL CANDOR AND SINCERITY THAT.

HAD WE BEEN THERE, WE WOULD HAVE INTERVENED. MAYBE WE WOULD HAVE...

THEN AGAIN, MAYBE NOT.

THE FACT IS...WE JUST DON'T KNOW. AND WHEN WE HAVE TO SAY -- “I

HONESTLY DON'T KNOW WHAT I'D DO” -- THEN IT IS TIME THAT WE DIRECT

MORE OF OUR RESOURCES TO ADDRESS THAT VERY DILEMMA,...THE DILEMMA OF

THE DETACHED BYSTANDER IN THE PRESENCE OF VIOLENCE. 1'M SADDENED TO

HAVE TO SAY THAT IT'S AN ESPECIALLY APPROPRIATE SUBJECT FOR SOCIAL

SCIENCE RESEARCH IN THIS COUNTRY,
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THAT'S A FAR MORE SIGNIFICANT ISSUE THAN WHETHER ONE OR ANOTHER

TELEVISION SHOW PROMOTES VIOLENCE. I BELIEVE WE MUST CONFRONT THE

HARD FACT THAT -- IF ALL THE TELEVISION STATIONS IN THIS COUNTRY

WERE SHUT DOWN TOMORROW --

° MILLIONS OF AMERICANS WOULD STILL BE FRIGHTENED OF THE LIFE

AROUND THEM...

° HUNDREDS OF THOUSANDS WOULD BE VICTIMIZED AND NOT CARED FOR

IN THE MOST COMPASSIONATE AND EFFECTIVE MANNER...

° AND MANY MILLIONS WOULD CONTINUE TO STAND ALOOF FROM THE

PAIN OF THEIR NEIGHBORS, HOPING NOT TO “BECOME INVOLVED.” THAT'S

A VERY SERIOUS SITUATION AND WE NEED THE COURAGE TO GO TO WORK

ON IT,

THIS COMING WINTER OF 1984 WILL MARK THE 20TH ANNIVERSARY OF THE

DEATH OF KITTY GENOVESE. IN HER MEMORY, THE “CENTER FOR RESPONSIVE

PSYCHOLOGY” AT BROOKLYN COLLEGE PLANS TO HOLD A SYMPOSIUM ON WHAT

WE'VE LEARNED IN THE PAST 20 YEARS ABOUT BYSTANDER BEHAVIOR AND

VICTIM BEHAVIOR AND WHAT KINDS OF THINGS WE STILL NEED TO KNOW.
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THERE IS STILL A GREAT DEAL OF INFORMATION WE NBED TO LEARN FROM

BOTH THE PEOPLE WHO WITNESS ACTS OF VIOLENCE -- THE BYSTANDERS --

AND THE VICTIMS OF VIOLENCE THEMSELVES. HOW DO THEY PERCEIVE THE

EVENT? HOW DOES IT REGISTER IN THEIR CONSCIOUSNESS? HOW DOES IT

AFFECT THEIR LIVES?

 

WHAT MADE THE MEN OF NEW BEDFORD FEEL SAFE ENOUGH TO COMMIT RAPE

IN A CROWDED POOL HALL? WE DON'T KNOW. BUT IT IS IMPERATIVE THAT

WE TRY TO FIND OUT.

IN THE PUBLIC HEALTH SERVICE, WE ARE TAKING THESE QUESTIONS

QUITE SERIOUSLY. WE'VE SET UP A “VIOLENCE EPIDEMIOLOGY BRANCH” IN

OUR CENTERS FOR DISEASE FOR CONTROL IN ATLANTA. IT'S A MULTI-

DISCIPLINARY UNIT, WITH PERSONNEL FROM THE FIELDS OF PSYCHIATRY,

MEDICAL ANTHROPOLOGY, CRIMINOLOGY, PUBLIC POLICY DEVELOPMENT, AND

STATISTICS,

THE PROFESSIONALS IN THIS IMPORTANT BRANCH ARE POOLING THEIR IN-

SIGHTS AND EXPERIENCES IN THE SEARCH FOR PATTERNS OF CIRCUMSTANCE...

PATTERNS OF ACTION AND REACTION...FROM WHICH WE MIGHT DRAW SOME CON-

CLUSIONS ABOUT THE ETIOLOGY OF VIOLENCE AND WHAT SOCIETY MIGHT DO

ABOUT IT,
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IF THIS KIND OF EFFORT GENERATES GOOD INFORMATION IN THE NEXT

FeW YEARS -- AND IF THE SAME THING HAPPENS ELSEWHERE AMONG PUBLIC

HEALTH RESEARCHERS -- THEN MAYBE WE CAN HELP PEOPLE EXERCISE THEIR

BETTER, MORE HUMANE, AND MORE COMPASSIONATE INSTINCTS, RATHER THAN

LET THEM FALL VICTIM TO THE VIOLENT, ANTI-SOCIAL INSTINCTS OF A

NEIGHBOR, A FRIEND, OR A PARENT.

IT IS If OUR SOCIETY'S HIGHEST INTERESTS THAT WE ALL BE TRUTH-

FULLY SUPPORTIVE AND REASSURING...THAT WE UNDERSTAND HOW WE ALL NEED

EACH OTHER...THAT WE CAN BE GOOD BOTH FOR AND TO EACH OTHER...AND

THAT EACH OF US BE RESPONSIBLE FOR MAKING THESE NOTIONS A REALITY.

AT THIS STAGE, WE HAVE THE RHETORIC...BUT WE DON'T KNOW HOW TO

GUARANTEE THAT THE RHETORIC WILL COME ALIVE AND HAPPEN,

WHEN WE DO...WHEN WE SEE THAT PEOPLE FEEL GOOD AGAIN ABOUT BEING

RESPONSIBLE FOR ONE ANOTHER... THEN THE ISSUE OF VIOLENCE ON TELE-

VISION WILL BE ACADEMIC. CONFERENCES SUCH AS THIS ONE WILL NOT BE

NEEDED. THE VIOLENCE THAT MAY REMAIN WILL HAVE FAR LESS OF AN

EFFECT THAN IT NOW HAS.
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LET ME CLOSE BY SAYING I DO NOT ENTIRELY DESPAIR OF THE TELEVI-

SION INDUSTRY. IT'S AN EXTRAORDINARY MEDIUM AND, FOR MANY MILLIONS

OF AMERICANS, IT IS THEIR BEST CONNECTION TO THE REST OF SOCIETY AND

THE WORLD. AND MANY TIMES IN THE COURSE OF A BROADCAST DAY, AMERICAN

T.V. WILL REVEAL ITS GOOD HUMOR, GENTLENESS, AND HUMAN CARING. WE

DON'T WANT TO LOSE THAT EITHER.

AGAIN, LET ME THANK YOU FOR YOUR KIND INVITATION TO BE HERE

TODAY. AND PLEASE ACCEPT MY BEST WISHES FOR A CANDID AND SUCCESSFUL

CONFERENCE.

Hee # # #


