can television be considered literature
and taught in english classes

Can television be considered literature and taught in English classes? This
question has gained traction in recent years as the landscape of media consumption has
shifted dramatically. With the rise of streaming platforms and the increasing complexity of
television narratives, it is essential to explore whether television can fulfill the criteria
traditionally associated with literature. This article delves into the definitions of literature,
the narrative qualities of television, and the implications of incorporating television into
English curricula.

Defining Literature

To determine if television can be considered literature, we first need to understand what
literature encompasses. Traditionally, literature is defined as written works that possess
artistic or intellectual value. These can include:

—_

. Novels

N

. Short stories
3. Poetry
4. Plays

5. Essays

For a work to be classified as literature, it often needs to exhibit certain characteristics:

Complex characters and themes

Engaging narrative structure

Rich language and style

Exploration of the human condition

Social or cultural commentary

These criteria have historically excluded visual media like television, which is typically
seen as more ephemeral and commercial compared to literature. However, as television



has evolved, so too has its narrative sophistication.

The Evolution of Television

Television has undergone significant changes since its inception. Initially regarded as a
medium of entertainment, it now features complex storytelling, nuanced character
development, and thematic depth. The rise of high-quality television—particularly in the
past two decades—has led to the emergence of series that can rival traditional literary
works.

Television as a Narrative Form

Modern television shows often exhibit the following characteristics, paralleling those of
literature:

e Character Development: Characters in contemporary television series often
undergo significant growth and change, similar to protagonists in novels. Series like
"The Sopranos," "Breaking Bad," and "Mad Men" showcase deeply flawed characters
whose arcs reflect complex themes.

« Thematic Depth: Just as literature explores themes of love, loss, identity, and
morality, television series delve into these same issues. For example, "The
Handmaid's Tale" raises questions about power, gender, and autonomy, inviting
viewers to reflect on contemporary societal issues.

e Narrative Structure: Many television series employ intricate plots, often spanning
multiple seasons. This long-form storytelling allows for a level of complexity and
nuance comparable to that found in novels. For instance, shows like "The Wire" and
"Game of Thrones" weave multiple narrative threads, creating richly layered
tapestries of interconnecting stories.

Visual and Auditory Elements

Unlike traditional literature, television incorporates visual and auditory elements that can
enhance storytelling. Cinematography, sound design, and editing contribute to the
narrative experience, allowing for emotional impact that written words alone may struggle
to convey. This multimodal approach can deepen audience engagement and
understanding, making television a powerful medium for storytelling.



Television and Literary Analysis

If we accept that television can possess literary qualities, we must also consider how it can
be analyzed and interpreted in a way similar to traditional literature. Literary analysis
focuses on the examination of themes, character motivations, narrative structure, and
stylistic devices. Television, with its rich narratives, provides ample material for such
analysis.

Comparative Analysis

Incorporating television into English classes allows for comparative analysis between
different narrative forms. Students can explore how themes are presented in both
literature and television, examining adaptations of literary works into series or films. This
not only enhances critical thinking but also encourages students to recognize the artistic
value in diverse storytelling mediums.

Discussion and Interpretation

Television shows often spark discussions about societal issues, ethics, and human
behavior. By analyzing these themes in the classroom, students can engage in meaningful
conversations that connect literature to contemporary life. For example, examining the
moral dilemmas faced by characters in "Breaking Bad" can lead to discussions about
ethics, consequences, and personal responsibility—topics that are equally relevant in
literary works.

Benefits of Teaching Television in English Classes

Incorporating television into English curricula offers several advantages:

« Engagement: With the prevalence of television in students' lives, using it as a
teaching tool can increase engagement and interest in the subject matter.

e Critical Thinking: Analyzing television narratives encourages students to think
critically about the stories they consume, understanding the decisions made by
creators and their implications.

e Diverse Perspectives: Television often portrays a range of voices and experiences,
allowing students to explore diverse perspectives and cultural narratives.

e Multimodal Learning: By integrating visual and auditory elements, teachers can
cater to various learning styles, making literature more accessible to different types
of learners.



Challenges and Considerations

Despite the potential benefits of teaching television in English classes, there are
challenges to consider.

Perception and Acceptance

Some educators and institutions may hold a narrow definition of literature, viewing
television as inferior or less valuable. Overcoming this perception will require a shift in
how we define literature and recognition of the artistic merits of television.

Quality Control

Not all television shows possess the literary qualities necessary for meaningful analysis.
Educators will need to be discerning in their selection of shows, ensuring that the chosen
series or episodes offer depth and complexity.

Time Constraints

The length of television series may pose challenges in terms of curriculum time. Educators
will need to balance the inclusion of television with traditional literature, ensuring that
students receive a well-rounded educational experience.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the question of whether television can be considered literature and taught
in English classes is not only relevant but also timely. The evolution of television as a
narrative form has blurred the lines between visual storytelling and traditional literature.
As educators, embracing this medium can enrich students' understanding of narrative,
deepen critical thinking, and foster discussions that connect literature to contemporary
life. By recognizing the artistic value of television, we can elevate our teaching and
provide students with a more comprehensive view of storytelling in all its forms.

Frequently Asked Questions



Can television shows be analyzed in the same way as
literary texts?

Yes, television shows can be analyzed for themes, character development, and narrative
structure, similar to how literary texts are examined.

What qualities of television make it a candidate for
literary study?

Television can explore complex narratives, character arcs, and social issues, often using
rich dialogue and symbolism, which are key elements of literature.

How does the episodic nature of television affect its
classification as literature?

The episodic nature allows for long-term character development and intricate plots, akin
to serialized novels, making it suitable for literary analysis.

Are there specific genres of television that lend
themselves better to literary analysis?

Genres such as drama, anthology, and even certain comedies often contain rich narratives
and character studies that can be effectively analyzed in literary terms.

What are some examples of television shows that could
be taught in English classes?

Shows like 'The Handmaid's Tale', 'Breaking Bad', and '"The Crown' offer complex
narratives and character developments that can be explored in an educational context.

Can viewing television enhance students' understanding
of traditional literature?

Yes, analyzing television can help students draw parallels with traditional literature,
enhancing their understanding of themes, character dynamics, and societal reflections.

What challenges might educators face when
incorporating television into the curriculum?

Challenges include selecting appropriate content, addressing varying interpretations, and
ensuring the analysis aligns with educational goals and standards.
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