
Even though the study of television fiction emerged as a relevant field of 
study in the 1970s (Stedman; Newcomb; Adler and Cater), it is especially 
in the last three decades that attention has increasingly focused on TV 
series as a sophisticated form of expression and a fertile ground for research 
into the cultural dynamics that govern the representation of cultural 
identity, class, race, ethnicity, gender, and the use of language (Jones; 
Miller; Creeber; Hammond and Mazdon; Mittell; Bianculli). There can be 
little doubt that this surge in critical interest came in response to the new 
generation of series, such as The Sopranos and Six Feet Under, that broke 
new ground from the 1990s onwards in terms of aesthetics, production 
values, narrative complexity, and subject matter. With the advent of cable 
and, more recently, streaming services and other alternatives to traditional 
network channels, not only have TV series been freed, at least in part, 
from the shackles of censorship, but they have also provided creators and 
show runners with a flexible vehicle which encompasses different formats 
and communication strategies. This has resulted in a rich, enormously 
varied offering of television products which often partake of, and straddle 
across, different genres: drama, comedy, fantasy, reality television, etc. It is 
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increasingly rare to find television dramas that do not incorporate elements 
of comedy and soap opera, or comedies that don’t occasionally swerve into 
drama. 

Like the great serial literature of the nineteenth century which they 
often draw upon or evoke, TV series simultaneously entertain and hold 
up a mirror to society, providing invaluable insight into political and 
social issues, re-examining history, inviting reflections on gender and 
generational issues, and delving deep into the human condition. Often 
characterized by a high degree of intertextuality, TV series mix high 
and low – classic literature, drama, and movies, with pop culture (songs, 
comics, etc.) – thus speaking a hybrid language which transcends national 
borders. TV series have been for some time a truly global phenomenon. 
While English-language (especially American) productions continue to 
dominate the international market, the menu of streaming services such 
as Netflix and Amazon Prime has become increasingly diverse, introducing 
large audiences all over the world to series written in languages other than 
English (as demonstrated by the astounding global success of the South 
Korean series Squid Game). 

At the same time, however, much can be understood about specific 
countries and cultural contexts, by studying the evolution of their television 
offerings. One could mention, for example, the educational “mission” 
which was at the basis of several literary adaptations produced for European 
public broadcasting companies such as the BBC and RAI, especially in 
the 1950s and 1960s, or the idealized, suburban domestic comedies that 
dominated American small screens during the Eisenhower era.

Over the last three decades, the study of TV series has also attracted 
the interest of linguists from different traditions: as a consequence, aspects 
like “multimodal characterization” (Toolan; Bednarek 2010), “genre and 
performance” (Paltridge, Thomas, and Liu), “mind style” (Montoro) 
and “ideology” (Bednarek 2011), to quote but a few, have been widely 
investigated starting from the language patterns characterizing characters’ 
dialogues. 

Indeed, while TV shows are rarely about language (in fact, few media 
products ever are), language itself always plays a crucial role in sustaining 
the general settings, the internal consistency of the characters and the 
unfolding of both the broad and the narrow narrative arcs (Queen 2). 
This potential of language can be ascribed primarily to what linguists 
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call ‘variation’, i.e. alternative ways of using grammar, of pronouncing 
sounds, of structuring conversations, and of selecting particular words 
over others. In gender representation, for example, stereotypical roles 
are heavily dependent on the different way in which language is used by 
different characters: specific patterns may be used only by females, while 
others may be exclusively employed by male figures. This, of course, can 
result in an extreme polarisation of gender roles, which then may become 
‘naturalised’ and ‘common sense’ for viewers. It goes without saying that 
the stereotypical representation of different ethnicities is construed by 
using language variation in analogous ways.

In the last 10-15 years, linguistic studies of TV shows have also 
benefited from so-called ‘corpus methods’, i.e. computer programs that 
make it possible to collect and analyse millions of words at the same time 
(e.g. all the words pronounced by a specific characters over all the seasons 
of a show, for example), thus allowing researchers to quantitatively identify 
recurrent linguistic patterns that are indicative of particular aspects. The 
use of corpus techniques could also prove crucial for the creation of 
learning materials aimed at the development of ‘televisual literacy’ both 
for University and for Secondary school students. 

The present collection originates from a research project, financed by 
the Department of Humanities of the University of Trieste, whose findings 
were first shared and debated with scholars from other Italian academic 
institutions, as well as students and the general public, in the course of 
a two-day conference held at the “Stazione Rogers” in Trieste, on 15-16 
October, 2021. It presents, in amply revised and expanded form, papers 
which were first presented in that venue and which are representative of 
a variety of approaches to the study of TV series. The opening essay, by 
Leonardo Buonomo, places the highly acclaimed American drama series 
The Americans (2013-2018), created by Joe Wiseberg (a former CIA 
agent), in the context of the representation of family dynamics, a staple 
of American mass entertainment since the very beginnings of television 
programming. The essay argues that under the guise of a fact-based spy 
thriller, involving two Russian agents who pose as a typically American 
middle-class married couple with children during the Reagan era, The 
Americans offers an insightful and probing look into suburban American 
mores, consumerism, gender relations, parental responsibility, and 
generational conflict. 
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Questions of gender and marital conflict are also center stage in The 
Affair (2014-2019), created by Hagai Levi and Sarah Treem, which 
Vincenzo Maggitti in his essay sees as part of the glorious tradition of 
melodrama. Fully representative of the recent generation of television 
drama, characterized by high-quality production values, carefully honed 
writing, visually ambitious directing, and impeccable casting, The Affair 
exemplifies what has been appropriately called “complex TV”. Focusing 
on the series’ pilot, Maggitti shows how the tropes and traits that identify 
The Affair as melodrama are firmly established from the very outset of the 
story, thus setting the tone for what follows in the overall narrative arc of 
the series. 

The focus on gender, family, and class representations continues in 
the next essay of this volume, by Antonio Di Vilio, which takes as its 
case study an apparently unlikely candidate, namely the police procedural 
Dragnet (1951-1959), created by Jack Webb. Tracing its origins from radio 
to television, and highlighting its connections with the Hollywood noir 
tradition in film, Di Vilio’s essay uncovers and analyses Dragnet’s political, 
social and gender ideology, with particular attention to its treatment and 
depiction of American masculinity. 

In his paper, Piergiorgio Trevisan uses a range of linguistic and 
multimodal approaches to show how the Us versus Them polarisation 
between the White and the Black population is construed in the American 
TV show When They See Us (2019). Starting from the contribution of 
linguistic and visual choices at the level of paratext, Trevisan then moves 
to analysing how the representation of the black characters heavily relies 
on trite stereotypes about food, sport and music. A key role in this 
polarisation is played by language variation, which also explains why the 
white characters struggle to make sense of some colloquial expressions 
used by the black group, ultimately misunderstanding their meaning. 

Vincenza Minutella’s paper starts from the assumption that American 
TV series dubbed into Italian can exert a great cultural and linguistic 
impact on young audiences, who often mimic the way their favourite TV 
characters behave and speak. Ultimately, this can produce changes in the 
way Italian is spoken by Italian themselves. In order to collect evidence 
of this phenomenon, Minutella analyses a corpus of television dialogue 
consisting of 10 episodes from the world-renowned TV series Modern 
Family (2009-2020). By comparing the original version in English and 
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the correspondent dubbed one in Italian, she takes into consideration a 
number of Anglicism that are generally associated with dubbese, i.e. the 
specific language variety of dubbing.  



XIV L. BUONOMO, P. TREVISAN

Works Cited

Adler, Richard, and Douglass Cater, editors. Television as a Cultural Force. New York: 
Praeger, 1976. 

Bednarek, Monika. The Language of Fictional Television: Drama and Identity. London: 
Bloomsbury, 2010. 

Bednarek, Monika. “The Stability of the Televisual Character: A Corpus Stylistic Case 
Study”. Telecinematic Discourse: Approaches to the Language of Films and Television 
Series. Ed. Roberta Piazza, Monika Bednarek and Fabio Rossi. Amsterdam: John 
Benjamins, 2011. 185-204.

Bianculli, David. The Platinum Age of Television: From I Love Lucy to The Walking 
Dead, How TV Became Terrific. New York: Doubleday, 2016. 

Creeber, Glen. Serial Television: Big Drama on the Small Screen. London: BFI 
Publishing, 2004.

Hammond, Michael, and Lucy Mazdon. The Contemporary Television Series. 
Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2005.

Jones, Gerald. Honey, I’m Home! Sitcoms: Selling the American Dream. New York: St. 
Martin’s Press, 1992.

Miller, Toby, editor. Television Studies. London: BFI Publishing, 2002.

Mittell, Jason. Complex TV: The Poetics of Contemporary Television Storytelling. New 
York: New York University Press, 2015.

Montoro, Rocío. “A Multimodal Approach to Mind Style: Semiotic Metaphor vs. 
Multimodal Conceptual Metaphor”. Narrative and Multimodaliy: New Perspectives 
and Practices. Ed. Ruth Page. London: Routledge, 2010. 31-49. 

Newcomb, Horace. TV: The Most Popular Art. Garden City, NY: Anchor Books, 1974.

Paltridge, Brian, Angela Thomas, and Richard Liu. “Genre, Performance and Sex and 
the City”. Telecinematic Discourse: Approaches to the Language of Films and Television 
Series. Ed. Roberta Piazza, Monika Bednarek and Fabio Rossi. Amsterdam: John 
Benjamins, 2011. 249-262.

Queen, Robin. Vox Popular: The Surprising Life of Language in the Media. Chichester, 
UK: John Wiley & Sons, 2015.

Stedman, Raymond William. The Serials: Suspense and Drama by Installment. Norman: 
University of Oklahoma Press, 1971. 



XVINTRODUCTION

Toolan, Michael. “I Don’t Know What They’re Saying Half the Time, but I’m 
Hooked on the Series: Incomprehensible Dialogue and Integrated Multimodal 
Characterisation in The Wire”. Telecinematic Discourse: Approaches to the Language 
of Films and Television Series. Ed. Roberta Piazza, Monika Bednarek and Fabio 
Rossi. Amsterdam: John Benjamins, 2011. 161-83. 




