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38 Witnesses in YC
In March 1964, a young woman named Catherine Genovese was killed in a late-night attack on her street as she
returned from work. Murder is never an act to be passed off lightly, but in a city the size and tenor of New York,
the Genovese incident warranted no more space than a fraction of a column in the ew York Times. Catherine
Genovese’s story would have died with her on that day in March 1964 if it hadn’t been for a mistake.
The metropolitan editor of the Times, A.M. Rosenthal, happened to be having lunch with the city police
commissioner a week later. Rosenthal asked the commissioner about a different Queens-based homicide, and the
commissioner, thinking he was being questioned about the Genovese case, revealed something staggering that had
been uncovered by the police investigation. It was something that left everyone who heard it, the commissioner
included, aghast and grasping for explanations.
Catherine Genovese had not experienced a quick, muffled death. It had been a long, loud, tortured, public event.
Her assailant had chased and attacked her in the street three times over a period of 35 minutes before his knife
finally silenced her cries for help. Incredibly, 38 of her neighbors watched from the safety of their apartment
windows without so much as lifting a finger to call the police.
As with Assistant Chief Inspector Lussen, shock and bafflement were the standard reactions of almost everyone
who learned the story’s details. The shock struck first, leaving the police, the news people, and the reading public
stunned. The bafflement followed quickly. How could 38 “good people” fail to act under those circumstances? No
one could understand it. Even the murder witnesses themselves were bewildered. “I don’t know,” they answered
one after another. “I just don’t know.” For example, two or three people explained that they were “afraid” or “did
not want to get involved.” Newspapers, TV stations, and magazines all emphasized the only explanation available
concluded: “The witnesses, no different from the rest of us, hadn’t cared enough to get involved. Americans were
becoming a nation of selfish, insensitive people. The rigors of modern life, especially city life, were hardening
them. They were becoming “The Cold Society,” unfeeling and indifferent to the plight of their fellow citizens.
Rosenthal, the newsman who first broke the story wrote:
obody can say why the 38 did not lift the phone while Miss Genovese was being attacked, since they cannot say
themselves. It can be assumed, however, that their apathy was indeed one of the big-city variety. It is almost a
matter of psychological survival, if one is surrounded and pressed by millions of people, to prevent them from
constantly impinging on you, and the only way to do this is to ignore them as often as possible. Indifference to
one’s neighbor and his troubles is a conditioned reflex in life in ew York and it is in other big cities. (A.M.
Rosenthal, 1964, pp.82-83)

(Reference: “Influence -Science and Practice-” by Robert B. Cialdini)
Question
Do you agree with “The Cold Society” theory? If so, why? Please think of other reason(s) as a cause of the 38
residents not reporting to the police during the incident.
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