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‘Read less, more TV’: A corpus linguistic perspective on television discourse

This paper engages with data from one of the most popular types of texts that we encounter: the
discourse of fictional television. With a few recent exceptions (e.g. Rey 2001, Mittmann 2006,
Quaglio 2008, 2009, Bednarek 2010), corpus linguistics has so far not attended to the language of
television series. This is despite the fact that in many countries we spend more hours watching
television than consuming other media. In Australia, for instance, the average time spent watching
television is more than 3 hours every day (Dick 2010). Other reasons for studying television dialogue
include its influence on viewer’s language (Mittmann 2006) and its function as ‘transmodern
teacher’ (Hartley 1999), with fictional television series offering models to viewers of how things are
done (Wodak 2009). Indeed, the linguistic study of television discourse can be seen as an important
emerging area of research, with current studies (e.g. Baker 2005, Bubel 2006, Wodak 2009,
Richardson 2010, Toolan in press) drawing on existing research in (critical) discourse analysis,
conversation analysis, pragmatics, sociolinguistics, and stylistics. In this paper | aim to show how we
can approach the study of television dialogue from a corpus linguistic perspective. To do so |
introduce short case studies on various television series drawing on my own and others’ research.
These case studies focus respectively on the following areas of research:

- The difference between television dialogue and unscripted language (e.g. research on Gilmore
Girls, Golden Girls, Friends, Dawson’s Creek);

- The linguistic construal of characterisation (e.g. research on The Big Bang Theory, Lost);

- The construal of mainstream ideologies (e.g. research on Gilmore Girls, The West Wing);

- The construal of gender and sexuality (e.g. research on Will & Grace, Star Trek)

Rather than describing each case study in detail, my paper focuses on how these studies
demonstrate the value of a corpus linguistic exploration of television dialogue. At the same time, |
will argue that the study of television discourse is best approached from different perspectives and
profits from bringing together both qualitative and quantitative approaches. A final point | will make
concerns the advantages of drawing on such research in the teaching of linguistics in general and in
teaching corpus linguistics in particular.

References

Baker, P. 2005. Public Discourses of Gay Men. London/New York: Routledge.

Bednarek, M. 2010. The Language of Fictional Television. Drama and Identity. London/New York:
Continuum.

Bubel, C. 2006. The Linguistic Construction of Character Relations in TV Drama: Doing Friendship in
Sex and the City. Unpublished PhD dissertation, Universitdt des Saarlandes, Saarbriicken, Germany.

Available at http://scidok.sulb.uni-saarland.de/volltexte/2006/598/

Dick, T. 2010. Behold the new golden age of TV. The Sydney Morning Herald News Review, 23-24
October 2010: 6-7.

Hartley, J. 1999. Uses of Television. London/New York: Routledge.




Mittmann, B. 2006. With a little help from Friends (and others): Lexico-pragmatic characteristics of
original and dubbed film dialogue. In Houswitschka, C. Knappe, G. & A. Miiller (eds). Anglistentag
2005, Bamberg — Proceedings. Trier: WVT. 573-585.

Quaglio, P. 2008 Television dialogue and natural conversation: Linguistic similarities and functional
differences. In Adel, A. & R. Reppen (eds). Corpora and Discourse. The Challenges of Different
Settings. Amsterdam/Philadelphia: John Benjamins. 189-210.

Quaglio, P. 2009. Television Dialogue. The Sitcom Friends vs. Natural Conversation.
Amsterdam/Philadelphia: John Benjamins.

Rey, J. M. 2001 Changing gender roles in popular culture: Dialogue in Star Trek episodes from 1966
to 1993. In Biber, D. & S. Conrad (eds). Variation in English: Multi-dimensional studies. London:
Longman.138-156.

Richardson, K. 2010 Television Dramatic Dialogue. A Sociolinguistic Study. Oxford: Oxford University
Press.

Toolan, Michael. in press. ‘l 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. In
Piazza, R., Bednarek, M. & F. Rossi (eds). Telecinematic Discourse: Approaches to Language in
Fictional Cinema and Television. Amsterdam/Philadelphia: John Benjamins.

Wodak, R. 2009. The Discourse of Politics in Action. Basingstoke/New York: Palgrave Macmillan.




