TV and violence:
‘A modest relationship’

Several years ago a television drama,
“The Doomsday Flight,” depicted a
character who had placed a bomb on
an airliner and then repeatedly phoned
the airline giving hints about the place-
ment of the bomb. Before the telecast
ended, one airline had received a bomb
threat. Within 24 hours four more
threats were reported. By the end of
the following week, during which the
previous threats had been reported by
news media, a total of eight bomb
threats had been telephoned to airline
offices—a figure twice that recorded for
the entire month preceeding the broad-
cast.

Yes, viewing televised violence can
cause aggressive or antisocial behavior.
Three years ago Sen. John O. Pastore
(D-R.1.), chairman of the Senate Sub-
committee on Communications, asked
for definitive information on this ques-
tion. The answer, not as clear-cut as
Pastore might have liked, came this
week in Washington from Surgeon
General Jesse L. Steinfeld in the form
of a report from the Surgeon General’s
Scientific Advisory Committee on Tele-
vision and Social Behavior (SN: 9/
18/71, p. 190).

The report notes that 96 percent of
American homes have one or more tele-
vision sets and that the average home
set is on more than six hours a day.
About eight violent episodes per hour
are shown. This violence, the report
states, can under some circumstances
cause some persons to act aggressively.
Impressionable young children who rely
on television for much of their knowl-
edge of the world are probably the most
strongly affected—97 percent of chil-
dren’s cartoon shows contain acts of
violence.

The 12 behavioral scientists who
made up the committee came to their
unanimous conclusions after a review
of 23 research projects, a number of
specially commissioned papers and a
review of previously available data.
Their cautiously worded report con-
cludes that “the data, while not wholly
consistent or conclusive, do indicate
that a modest relationship exists be-
tween the viewing of violence and ag-
gressive behavior.” The report empha-
sizes that “the causal sequence is very
likely applicable only to some children
who are predisposed in this direction.”
Some of the preexisting factors the re-
port mentions are socioeconomic status,
age, sex, personality factors and family
variables such as parental attitudes
toward violence.

The cautious language of the report
represents a compromise between the
researchers who found that television
can cause aggression or antisocial be-
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havior and those who found no such
connection. “Individuals with strong
convictions on either side of the ques-
tion about the effects of televised vio-
lence may not be satisfied,” Steinfeld
admits. But, he continues, “this report
is not a whitewash of the television in-
dustry. For the first time there is sci-
entific evidence that televised violence
can cause aggression in some cases in
some children. And I believe that the
data in this report should provide the
basis for intelligent action.”

But Steinfeld would not say who
should take action or what it should
be. Members of the advisory committee
would make no recommendations.
When the Committee on Television and
Social Behavior was formed, Robert
Finch, then Secretary of Health, Edu-

cation and Welfare, requested that the
committee confine itself to scientific evi-
dence and make no policy recommen-
dations.

Sen. Pastore does not agree. He sees
the report as a major breakthrough,
and the Senate Subcommittee on Com-
munications will ask for policy recom-
mendations. Nicholas Zapple of the
Senator’s staff said subcommittee hear-
ings will be scheduled for March 21
(after the five volumes of research data
become available). The Surgeon Gen-
eral, members of his advisory commit-
tee, the heads of the Federal Communi-
cations Commission, the Federal Trade
Commission and the major television
networks will all be called and asked
what should be done in view of the
findings. ]

First breeder reactor: In Tennessee, by 1980
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Schlesinger with model of proposed demonstration breeder reactor plant.

A breeder reactor is a nuclear reac-
tor that makes more fuel than it con-
sumes. It uses plutonium as fuel, and
as the plutonium fissions, it produces
not only energy but also neutrons that
can transmute nonfissionable material
into more plutonium. Because of their
fuel-making capability, breeder reactors
are recommended by many scientists
and technologists for use as power re-
actors instead of the currently used
uranium reactors. High quality uranium
is in short supply.

Last week the Chairman of the U.S.
Atomic Energy Commission, James R.
Schlesinger, announced that his agency
had selected the owner-operator for a
demonstration breeder-reactor plant to
be built somewhere in eastern Tennes-
see. The winning offer, selected over
several competitors, is a joint submis-
sion of the Commonwealth Edison Co.
of Chicago and the Tennessee Valley
Authority.

The new plant will cost about half a

billion dollars, and Schlesinger expects
that it will be completed sometime be-
fore 1980, a date President Nixon had
selected as a desirable goal for such a
development, When completed the new
plant will feed energy to the Tva grid.
By 1985 Schlesinger expects that breed-
er reactors will have proved themselves
competitive with other forms of power
production, and that the electric indus-
try will start building more.

Of the money for construction of the
demonstration plant, the AEc will put
up $150 million as a direct Government
subvention. It will also provide the ini-
tial fuel element. TvA’s contribution will
amount to about $100 million. Schles-
inger insists this is not Government
money: “It will come from payments
by [electrical] ratepayers in TVA’s ter-
ritory,” he says. Private firms have
pledged a total of $240 million. These
pledges are conditional on individual
donors’ approving the final plans.

Schlesinger denied that the recent
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Soviet announcement of a completed
breeder-reactor plant at Shevchenko on
the Caspian Sea influenced the timing
of his announcement. He said it came
when it did because agreement on the
owner-operator had finally been achieved
the day before. Furthermore Schlesinger
said the Russian plant is fueled with
uranium and thus is not really a breed-
er. If it were fueled with plutonium, he
conceded, it could be a breeder. How-
ever, the Soviets have not done that
as yet.

The AEC is proceeding with breeder-
reactor development in spite of protests
and calls for caution. Those who are
dubious about breeders see a number of
dangers: First they ask whether such a
reactor could explode if some accident
caused all the fuel to run together. The
AEC denies the possibility, but the rele-
vant facts (how much plutonium it takes
to explode, how much is in a reactor
core, how the design of the core will
protect against accidents) are all highly
classified secrets.

The second question concerns thermal
pollution. Reactors produce a great deal
of heat, and they are usually cooled

with ambient water from nearby streams.
Schlesinger said thermal pollution from
the demonstration plant should not be
a serious problem.

A third caution concerns contamina-
tion of the environment with plutonium.
Plutonium is not only radioactive; it is
also biochemically highly toxic. The
AEC insists that its safety precautions
will prevent this danger.

A suit against the AEC by the Scien-
tists’ Institute for Public Information
over the environmental questions re-
garding breeder reactors (SN: 10/16/71,
p. 260) is still pending in the courts.
Meanwhile the Commonwealth of Penn-
sylvania has asked the AEc to forbid
construction of a conventional uranium-
reactor plant on a site 12 miles from
Philadelphia alleging that the location
is too close to the city. If the AEC ac-
cedes to this request, other attempts to
push reactors away from cities are
likely to follow. In many minds breeder
reactors are even more frightening than
uranium ones, and states and munici-
palities may intervene even more vig-
orously to prevent them from being
sited nearby. m}

Mouse cancer viruses shed light on human cancer

Attempts to link a virus with human
cancer promise to be every bit as com-
petitive in 1972 as in 1971. In recent
months several research groups claimed
finding a virus or virus-like particle in
human cancer tissue. Whether any of
them had a real human cancer virus,
though, was vigorously protested and is
being checked (SN: 12/11/71, p. 388).

Meanwhile other scientists have been
taking different tacks to implicate a
virus in human cancer. One of the latest
efforts comes from five researchers at
the Columbia University College of
Physicians and Surgeons—Sol Spiegel-
man, Richard Axel, Donald Kufe, Rudi-
ger Hehlmann and Jeffrey Schlom.
They have hybridized, or chemically
crossed, in the laboratory several mouse
tumor virus RNA’s with several human
tumor virus RNA’s. In brief, they are
the first to demonstrate similarities of
genetic information between a tumor
virus and human cancer cells.

As the New York City team reports
in the Jan. 14 SCIENCE, Jan. 7 NATURE
and in an article in the PROCEEDINGS OF
THE NATIONAL ACADEMY OF SCIENCES
that will be published toward the end
of February, 67 percent of 29 cell sam-
ples from human breast cancer tissue
contained RNA that would chemically
interact with mouse breast cancer virus
RNA. Ninety percent of the RNA from
white blood cells from 27 leukemia
patients interacted with mouse leukemia
virus, but not with mouse breast can-
cer virus. There was also a strong
chemical cross between mouse leukemia
virus material and human sarcoma tu-
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mor cell material. And most strikingly,
there were no correlations between
mouse cancer virus material and mate-
rial from normal human cells, or be-
tween the cancer tissues and other
viruses.

The demonstration of chemical in-
teraction between tumor viruses and
human cancer cells strongly suggests
that some chemical information has
been exchanged, in the test tube, be-
tween the viruses and the cells. In fact,
such exchanges at the intimate molecu-
lar level within the cell are good reason
to suspect that viruses may possibly be
involved in the formation of human
cancer. Yet the Columbia team is the
first to admit that a lot of questions still
need to be answered before such hasty
conclusions can be made. For example,
it has still not been shown that RNA
tumor viruses incorporate their genetic
information into host cell pNa, or that
such a transfer makes the host cell turn
into a cancer cell. And even such a
demonstration would not prove that a
tumor virus made to interact chem-
ically with a human cancer cell under
artificial laboratory conditions would
necessarily turn normal human cells
into cancer cells. A virus might not be
implicated at all. On the other hand a
chemically related virus might be the
villain. “Whatever these results may
ultimately mean for the viral origin of
human cancer,” the Columbia research-
ers conclude, “they do suggest a re-
markable similarity in the specific virus-
related information found in corre-
sponding tumors of mice and men.” O

Nader study of Academy:
A progress report

Don’t look for that Ralph Nader-
sponsored study of the National Acad-
emy of Sciences until later this year.
The study was originally scheduled for
completion this month, but Philip M.
Boffey, the former reporter for SCIENCE
who is in charge of the investigation
(SN: 4/10/71, p. 247), needs more
time to complete the task to his satis-
faction. “I think the study is going
quite well and that it will be fairly sub-
stantial,” he says. “It’s just physically
taking me longer than expected.” The
Nader organization has verbally given
him an extension of their original agree-
ment, on somewhat modified terms; it’s
all very informal.

Boffey has completed the bulk of his
reporting effort. He has studied numer-
ous reports and documents and con-
ducted extensive interviews with Nas
members and staff, with officials in
agencies that contract for Academy
studies and with others. But he is not
yet ready to write a finished version of
the report. “I still have 8, 10 or 12
phone calls to make on any given topic.”

He says the Nas has been “reason-
ably cooperative.” As would be ex-
pected, those in the Academy hierarchy
have been “formal and correct.” He
says they haven’t gone out of their way
to volunteer information but they
haven’t been antagonistic. a

Crews for Skylab

This week NasAa announced the
names of the nine astronauts who will
live and do research in the earth-
orbiting laboratory, Skylab. Each crew
has two pilots and one scientist, causing
some internal criticism that two scien-
tist-astronauts were not named to each
crew. Skylab, similar to the Soviet’s
Salyut (SN: 4/24/71, p. 278), is to ex-
amine man’s ability to function in
weightlessness for long periods of time.
Its success is regarded as vital to the
shuttle and to the manned program.

On the first crew, to be launched
about May 1, 1973, will be pilots
Charles Conrad and Paul Weitz and
surgeon Joseph P. Kerwin. These men
will stay in the laboratory for 28 days.
The second crew will be sent up in late
July and will stay twice as long: 56
days. They are pilots Alan Bean and
Jack R. Lousma and electrical engineer
Owen K. Garriott. The third and last
shift, with pilots Gerald Carr and Wil-
liam Pogue and engineer-physicist Ed-
ward Gibson, will be launched about
Oct. 27, 1973, and will also stay for 56
days. Skylab itself is scheduled for
launch a day before the first crew goes
up, April 30, 1973. (m)
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