HISTORY OF TV DISCUSSION TOPICS

TV as history

Television is a historical product. What is on TV is of historical significance and is a mirror through which we can look into the past and into the present. TV programmes can give us glimpses into the myths of the recent past and the present.

How do we approach TV programmes? In terms of good or bad (low level aesthetics)? As historical documents produced in specific economic, institutional, and cultural contexts? As a product to be consumed?

Approaching TV

How do we approach TV? One of my former students seemed to think, when he claimed that he didn't like the TV programme Buffy the Vampire Slayer though he had never seen it, that a type of extra sensory approach to TV programmes was acceptable. For historians, however, such an approach is not acceptable. Historians, empirically oriented as they are, try to look at everything related to what they are studying.

TV is, as I noted, a historical product. It reflects the economic, political, gender, ethnic, racial “realities” of its time period. It often reflects images or counter images of broader contexts (media as myth, media as critique of myth). Television, of course, is produced in specific economic and institutional environments. American TV, of course, reflects the economic, industrial, and cultural practises of Hollywood.

How should we study the history and culture of TV?

Historically many have seen television as the reason (or one of the reasons) that the grades of America's youth have declined. Does TV make us stupid?

One of the cultural-institutional aspects of American TV is genre. American TV (and Global TV in general) plays in and with certain genres—sitcoms, comedy, variety, action/adventure, law, doctor, westerns, soap operas, dramas, dramedies, science fiction, fantasy, detective, police, game shows, “reality” shows, and musicals.

We don't simply have to focus on economics and institutional culture when we explore TV. Once we have studied TV programmes extensively we can explore TV as an aesthetic or art form. We can look at TV auteurs, for instance.

We can also explore how viewers watch and use TV—TV as a form of consumption practise. Think of fans of Star Trek, X-Files, Buffy, Firefly, Lost... and how they use these shows (fan fic, slash fiction, conventions). Think of the meanings it brings to the lives of fans. Are academics obsessed fans who have managed to make their obsessions “legitimate”? Is there any difference between obsessed fans of TV programmes (or films) and obsessed fans of sport teams?

We have explored a bit how fans use the TV programmes they like or are obsessed by. Academics, of course, write on TV (and film and literature and works or art). When they aren't analyzing how a TV programme was made (the production aspects) but are instead “reading” and “deciphering” a text for its cultural “meanings” are they giving us a glimpse into the meanings that text has for them? Is academic discourse about TV, in other words, a form of consumption practise?

If Blacks, Hispanics, and poor whites aren't represented on a TV programme does that mean that it is racist and classist? Is a TV programme with Blacks, Hispanics, and poor whites necessarily non-racist and non-classist?

If a TV show has a female character who worries about her looks and who dresses sexily is that show sexist and anti-feminist? What is feminism? Is feminism a singular phenomenon?

Is Sex and the City a sitcom? A drama? Or both?
