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PREFACE 

My interest in the participatory talkshow format can date back to 1992 when I 

moved to Holland and found myself attracted by BBC's Kilroy every weekday morning. I 

was very impressed by the studio talk with ordinary people physically present as the main 

characters while experts remained in the background. It was then a brand new experience 

for me, as I, long bored by politically correct television fare in Taiwan, began to discover 

the possibility of using television more democratically. The next year I resumed my 

academic pursuits as MA student in the field of communication studies at Amsterdam 

Center for European Social Studies (ACCESS), the University of Amsterdam. A reading of 

Talk on Television by Sonia Livingstone and Peter Lunt (1994) helped me legitimize my 

interest in the seemingly cheap television talk format. Then I was inspired enough to write 

a term paper about the format for a course called "Media Accountability", and was lucky 

enough to have the encouragement from Professor Denis McQuail. 

Yet I didn't treat the talk format more seriously until when I felt it a little bit 

more "personally" relevant. In late 1994 I started working on my MA thesis, which was 

about the introduction of public television, a western anachronism, in Taiwan. With great 

surprise, I came to realize that the cheap format was actually mushrooming in my home 

country, and most significantly dedicated to rather serious topics with stunning popularity. 

I still remember how my eyes warmed up, even brimming with tears, when I first 

witnessed how my own country folks gathered and tried hard to talk, in variously accented 

Mandarin or plain Taiwan dialect, about something not supposed for open discussion just a 

couple of years ago. While regretful for what I have missed due to years of exile, I tried to 

compensate myself for the loss by doing a research about it. 

Now nearing the end of this long journey, I find myself gratefully indebted to 

many people for the completion of this research. A great part of the debt is owed, for sure, 

to the ACCESS program and the Department of Communication Science in the University 

of Amsterdam. Without them my five years of stay in Holland would not have been as 

fruitful. In particular I would like to express my heart-felt gratitude for Professor Denis 

McQuail. I was very privileged to have him as my MA and Ph. D. adviser. No doubt his 

resourcefulness has saved me a lot of troubles fumbling for a way out in the jungle of 

theories and thoughts. Yet I am indebted to him not only intellectually but also 

linguistically, for he patiently went through the text I have written and helped me express 

vii 
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myself with better clarity. I feel very lucky, too, to have the helping hand from Dr. Sandra 

Zwier, Research Manager of the Amsterdam School of Communications Research ASCoR. 

Besides giving me the administrative assistance I needed, Dr. Zwier adeptly translated into 
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Chapter 1  

INTRODUCTION 

T 'oday the twenty-first century is fully etched in human consciousness. The 

centrality of mass communication media in general and television in 

particular to social life is taken much for granted. Nearing the end of "the 

first age of mass media" (McQuail 1994: 33) and already on the throne of "the second media 

age" (Poster 1995), we have heard various and outspoken speculations about the influence of 

mass media. In particular, we have witnessed that television has become an increasingly 

dominant medium, promising an even greater technological scenario. With the set now as "the 

locus of an increasingly privatized, domestic mode of media consumption" (Garnham 1990: 

105), television does not merely allow the convenience of receiving words, sounds and images 

from afar within the comforts of one's own home. More significantly, it enriches that 

convenience with the increased possibility of interactive communication between senders and 

receivers. 

Even if the interactive possibility is far from a widespread reality that benefits all 

walks of life, television has nonetheless its own right to be appreciated whenever the 

functioning and health of contemporary social structures or political systems are concerned. 

This is because it is a unique technology with much stronger mass appeal. It offers audio

visual attractions but does not demand concentration of mind and mastery of literacy normally 

required by the print media. By simply being an easy technology, it has been heartily hailed for 

its democratic potentials and harshly condemned for its consciousness-manipulation functions. 

For better or worse, it is already there. No wonder Peter Dahlgren (1995: 2) puts it 

so straightforwardly, "concern for democracy automatically necessitates a concern about 

television". This concern immediately confronts us with the main problem that has been 

haunting media experts for decades: How to put this easy technology to democratic use? 

Regardless of the fact that "democracy" might be an ambiguous and ideologically charged 

term, the fact that it implies tolerance has inspired expectations for a diversity of expression, 

opinion, and culture to be reflected in a balanced way in the mass media, and television among 

them (McQuail 1992). This is to make sure that different perspectives about democratic values, 

often very contradictory and mutually independent (Gouldner 1976), can be voiced and 



Chapter 1 Introduction 

accessible to all in an increasingly pluralized society. A proper choice of priority would be a 

prerequisite for adequate discussion on this matter. Being a dominant medium, television is 

naturally expected to operate in a way that accommodates diverse expressions and opinions. 

Thus we may put it as straightforwardly as by Dahlgren: concern for television 

democracy automatically necessitates a concern for television diversity. 

1. Ensuring Television Diversity 
in the Era of Spectrum Scarcity 

Television diversity did not have an easy start, however. Since its inception m 

every country, television has been subjected to various degrees of both structural and content 

regulations. Even in countries where its print colleagues have long won the battle for civil 

liberty, it hasn't inherited all the legal immunities already won Mainly due to technological 

limitations, there was a scarcity of the frequency spectrums through which it was transmitted. 

The scarcity therefore served as a rationale according to which a public utility concept was 

developed. Those privileged to use the frequency spectrums were therefore conferred the 

status of public trust (e.g. the cases in the U.K. and the U.S.), and expected to at best serve and 

at least not vex the public interest. 

The state happened to have a bigger say in the definition of the notion of public 

interest. This can be attributed to three major factors: a) The social atmosphere of the era (the 

inter-wars years and the post war decades) legitimized the state to interfere in all aspects social 

life, b) The earlier electronic technologies needed legal definition and some kind of regulation 

which inevitably depended on the state, c) There was an awareness that the media were able to 

lend themselves to control and exploitation, since new forms of autocratic rule were 

experienced and the monopolistic and sensationalist direction of the print media were 

criticized. Therefore with strong state intervention, television has been operating in a way that 

more or less dichotomizes between public service elements and commercial elements ever 

since (Williams 1974a). 

Different television systems represent different priority choices of democratic 

values on the part of the state, though the results or effects may not necessarily be democratic. 

In socialist countries or developing countries, the state tended to identify itself with a partisan 

version of the public interest and the cultivation of the public mood through mass media was 

deemed a must for national developments. Therefore, television has been under tight direct 

state/party control, whether or not criticized and opposed. In contrast, capitalist democracies 

have to be sensitive towards the subtle relationship between television, the state, and the 
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market. Hence, a unique model of regulations has developed so as to ensure that public service 

elements could somehow coexist with commercial elements in the broadcasting media 

(McQuail 1994, Williams 1974a). 

Supported by policy and regulations, the concept of public service often involves 

direct public ownership with financial payments from all citizens and providing full service to 

all. Characterized by public control of access as sender, the public service model is intended to 

ensure fairness, political neutrality, independence from vested interests and the state. Various 

goals related with service quality, as determined in harmony with local cultural and social 

priorities, are also part and parcel of what should be achieved (McQuail 1992,1994). 

According to Hoffrnan-Riem (1987), it is the diversity principle that lies at the 

heart of this model, particularly successful in Western Europe for more than half a century. 

However the model may vary in practice, it is "oriented towards the accessibility of pluralistic 

information for citizens and society rather than the freedom of communicators." In other 

words, the diversity of expression, opinion, and cultural tastes were generally expected to be 

ensured by more or less monopolistic publicly owned/run television institutions. In the era of 

scarcity, the arrangement was understood and generally applauded as the right thing to do for 

the sake of the public interest (e.g. see Blumler andNossiter, 1991). 

2. When Multichannel Abundance 
Replaced Spectrum Scarcity 

The deficiency of this public service model became salient in the early 1980s. A 

series of technological breakthroughs nullified the rationale of scarcity, and weakened the 

national basis of the notion of public interest. With the availabihty of high-capacity optical 

fibres, distribution channels increased drastically. The frequency spectrums were found to be 

abundant. On the other hand, the combination of cable and satellite made possible the over-

spillage of television signals across national boundaries. Television became literally sans-

frontier. 

What followed was a dazzling process of "de-regulation" or "liberalization" that 

resulted in a sea change already well documented by many authors1. In addition to (hopefully 

not in place of) the traditional image of television stations as social political institutions 

required to be democratically accountable to the society/nation, there has been a new 

economic emphasis on the electronic media as an industry with great potentials for the "info-

1 See, e.g., Siune and Truetzschler 1992, Noam 1990, Avery 1993, Blumler andNossiter 1991. 

3 
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rmatization" of society and "internationalization" of capitalist adventure and competition. This 

economic emphasis has brought about a free-market ideology that tends to equate the free-

market of multichannel electronic media with a free-market of ideas. Consequently, not only 

the old order in which public service institutions safeguard the public interest has been shaken 

up, but also the notion of the public interest as interpreted or envisaged by them been 

challenged. 

According to McQuail (1992: 3), the notion of public interest is 

sometimes used or seen as an ideological device to cloak unjustified regulatory ambi
tions on the part of the government or even as a weapon in the assault on more 
fundamental liberties of expression and of business enterprise. 

This critique arguably exposes the blind spot in the old conceptualization of the public interest 

during a time when strong state intervention was taken for granted This is why most public 

service institutions have the difficulty to defend themselves whenever accused as "agent of 

hegemony" and "insensitive to consumers" (Shen 1995: 46-47). Indeed, there were various 

methods and mechanisms carefully designed to introduce independence or ideological balance 

in them (e.g. Avery 1993, Siune and Truetzschler 1992). Assigned a status of public institution 

in charge of promoting a national/cultural identity, however, they tended to be linked with the 

"paternalistic" suppression of subcultures characterized by class, age, gender, ethnicity, taste, 

etc. (Syvertsen 1992). 

3. Diversity, Particularly of Opinion, 
Remains A Central Concern 

If the public service becomes obsolete to ensure diversity in an era of "media 

abundance" (Arnbak et al. 1991: 305), what about the free-market multichannel environment 

brought into being by the dramatic sea change of the 1980s? Has the promised diversity been 

realized? 

Studies in several countries seemed to show a picture less than rosy. In Western 

Europe, there has been a phenomenon of "commercial deluge"(Blumler 1992: 7)2. 

Commercialism and commercialization was feared (McQuail and Siune 1986), and 

"vulnerable values", for which diversity constitutes the very base, was in danger (Blumler ibid). 

In the United States, the "veritable laboratory for identifying the likely imperatives and effects 

of an expanding, market-driven, lightly regulated television economy" (Blumler 1991: 194), 

intensified commercialism has eroded the greater viewer choice increased previously. The 

See also Avery 1993, Blumler andNossiter 1991, Blumler and Gurevitch 1995. 

4 
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"chaos of competitors" has led to a seemingly never-ending battle for viewers' attention As 

the viewers tend to be seen armed with remote controls and mostly looking for gratification, 

relaxation, excitement, and escape (Dunnett 1990, Grant 1994), a hedonic bias about viewers 

tends to rule. Consequently, public affairs become increasingly constrained. 

The declining critical and informational role of media in general and television in 

particular seems to be the major symptom of the era of multichannel abundance (Lichtenberg 

1990). Characterized by the emergence of ever-conglomerating media corporations, this era 

witnesses that television has been transformed into a depoliticized arena (Garnham 1990) for 

business adventure. While "market-driven journalism" (McManus 1994) prevails, television 

fare tends to lack "ideological diversity of public affairs programming" (Curran 1991: 94). 

Though the notion of public interest remains alive, its interpretation has changed. With the 

consumer sovereignty thesis high on the media agenda (e.g. McDonnel 1990, Dunnett 1990, 

Curran 1991), the majoritarian version of interpretation, according to which the public interest 

is seen as what interests the majority of citizens, is used extensively to rationalize the situation 

An empirical study by Grant (1994: 62) shows that there is indeed "a substantial 

skew of viewing away from information programs, particularly of discussion/instructional 

programs, towards dramatic programs". Hence, the loss of balance in the entertaining, critical, 

informational role of television becomes an ironical development for media researchers who 

have long been used to the liberal view of the media's balanced triple role for democracy. The 

free market, after all, proves itself only an equation of a free-market of entertainment, rather 

than a free-market of diverse ideas and opinions in public communication. The supposedly 

neutral, ever-vigilant intermediators between citizens and the state are simply too occupied by 

market-oriented profit-maximizing programming. In their eyes, what matters is the consumer, 

rather than the citizen. 

The conceptualization of audiences as consumers, not citizens, has led to "the 

crisis of public communication" in the 1990s (Blumler and Gurevitch 1995). As a result, 

media researchers have begun to argue among themselves about the best way to re-balance the 

triple role of television Some resort to the intervention of the state (Lichtenberg 1990), some 

reassert the significance of the now declining public service model (e.g. Avery 1994, Hoynes 

1994). Others advocate professional autonomy with self-regulation (Lichtenberg 1990, see also 

Curran 1991, 1993). Still others try to find a way out through the Habermasian concept of 

public sphere (1969/1989, see Calhoun 1992), which implies a more active role for both 

television and its audiences in public communication. 
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4. Shifting Focus for Diversity of Opinion: 
From Structure to Content 

Among those who theorize on the basis of the public sphere, there are emphases 

on structural arrangements, particularly on reconceptualizing or reconstructing the public 

service model (e.g. Blumler 1992, Keane 1991, Curran ibid). There are also efforts to look for 

traces of hope at the programming level for the revitalization of television's traditional critical 

and informational role (Lunt and Livingstone 1994, Dahlgren 1995). 

However heated the arguments, there remains the appeal for a workable 

mechanism in television that may promise "diversity, openness, and responsiveness" to boost 

active citizenship (Murdock 1992). Yet in a time of triumph for free-market ideologies, it 

seems that kind of mechanism would be less likely a structural one such as envisaged by 

Keane or Curran, however theoretically possible it is. As observed by McQuail (1992: 314), 

the public role of the media, however contradictorily defined, is increasingly left to chance and 

the market. The general trend now seems to rely more on professional autonomy with self-

regulation and the informal effects of the public or pressure group demands. 

As direct and large-scale public intervention becomes less likely, critical attentions 

for the content and genres of television where professional autonomy takes command become 

more significant. Against this background, the genre of talkshows has attracted more serious 

and systematic academic attention in recent years. 

5. Talkshows: A Hope for Opinion Diversity on Television? 

Talkshows may vary in form and seriousness. The very fact that they involve 

presentations, or rather, confrontations, of diverse opinion on various issues seems to suggest 

its democratic potentials for public communication on television. Compared to other genres 

such as traditional news and current-affairs programs, they are much cheaper to produce 

(Munson, 1993). In a time when public-affairs programming becomes increasingly constrained 

particularly in terms of finance (Diamond 1991, Kimball 1994), a genre that not only survives 

market-oriented programming strategies, but also facilitates public debate on issues of concern 

to the public, is naturally of great significance. In fact, the genre has seemed to grow 

increasingly popular on radio and television since the mid-1980s (Kurtz 1996, Andersen 1995, 

Young/Laufer 1995). 

More interesting are those talkshows in which audiences play a more active role, 

thus termed by Lunt and Livingstone (1994) as "audience discussion programs". In addition to 

presentations of diverse opinion from the power-elite or experts, these programs directly 
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involve participation of lay audiences in discussion, either through their phone-in voice or their 

physical presence. This gives an impression of the Greek marketplace or the Habermasian 

coffeehouse where common citizens gathered to comment on public affairs (Munson 1993, 

Lunt and Livingstone 1994, Dahlgren 1995). The sheer fact that a single program (as Donahue 

in the United States) may gather thousands or millions together at one time to talk, is 

something too awesome to be dismissed too easily (Carbaugh 1988). In fact, it is this genre 

form that Bill Clinton and Ross Perot adopted for their 1992 Presidential Campaign (Munson 

1993, Kerbel 1995). Perot even expressed his wish to invite a greater public involvement and 

run the country by "electronic town meeting" (Munson 1993: 155). Added to this is the claim 

by television institutions, as the case of BBC for its Question Time, that these programs are "a 

genre of the public sphere" (Lunt and Livingstone 1994:40). 

It remains, however, an academic controversy whether or not audience discussion 

programs actually constitute an electronic town-hall or a genre of the public sphere that 

encourages and cultivates citizenship. Some generally express positive confirmations (e.g. 

Lunt and Livingstone 1994, Dahlgren 1995), some generally explicate negative judgments3, 

while others generally remain dubious4. Whatever the case, there is a commonly shared 

caution and doubt, though to various degrees. In other words, the genre's democratic potentials 

are acknowledged, but some see more the danger while others more the opportunity. 

Behind the debate lies the ambivalent nature of the genre, which by itself is 

forever genre-blurring, as is typical of television technology. Intrigued by such ambivalence, 

and concerned about the availability of a workable mechanism to achieve "diversity, openness, 

and responsiveness" in a multichannel free-market environment, I find it hard to simply groan 

for the loss of the balance or the crisis of public communication on television in our time. The 

ambivalence itself may imply some hope to boost optimism and faith for the role of television 

in democracy. After all, technologies can and should always function as channels for diverse 

opinions in public communication. 

6. Focus and Structure of the Study 

It is therefore the intention of this thesis to explore the following question: To 

what degree can public communication on television be revitalized, through the practices of 

audience participation on talkshow journalism? To explore this question, the thesis will be 

divided into two parts. 

3 See, e.g., Heaton and Wilson 1995, Andersen 1995, Kurtz 1996, Bailey 1996. 

4 See, e.g., Munson 1993, Priest 1995, also Robinson 1982. 
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The first part is intended as a theoretical study of the significance of talkshow 

programming for television journalism which, with a history long influenced by modernist 

concerns of cultural legitimacy, is now commonly believed to be in crisis. Our focus will 

be on the implications of practicing audience participation for public communication with 

both its democratic potentials and pitfalls. This focus is of particular significance, because 

in the practice of audience participation on a mixed genre like the talkshow, the production 

and reception of information is merged, the informer and the informed combined, at least 

to a certain degree. Coupled with the presentation of conflicting opinions on talkshow 

programming characteristic of its juxtaposition approach, the practice of audience 

participation suggests a new hope in informational programming long expected to serve 

more democratic purposes. In other words, the much-anticipated diversity of opinions 

seems inherently secured. Furthermore, as the traditional dichotomy between the sender 

and the receiver seems blurred, information seems rendered open for contestation by the 

targeted receivers on the one hand, while relevant to their concerns and interests on the 

other. Yet this is but the theoretical possibility that needs to be examined in the context of 

its historical developments and current practices. 

Intended to serve the purpose of examining the theoretical possibilities of 

talkshow journalism, the first part will have four chapters with the first two dedicated to 

television technology and its use, while the last two to the genre of participatory talkshows. 

In Chapter 2, television is discussed as a cultural medium that, unlike the print media, 

tends to be expressive and encourage a wide, if not deep, participation. Chapter 3 will treat 

the medium's applications in journalism and it will also consider the impacts, in terms of 

the potential of discursive openness, suggested by its ever-hybridizing nature, on the field 

highly influenced by rather high-minded modernist thinking. Chapter 4 will forward to the 

theoretical democratic potentials of the talkshow format in television journalism--

potentials that come up with the inclusive and flexible approach developed from audience 

participation, which in its turn is originated from the ever-pressing industrial needs to 

engage the audience. Chapter 5 will examine how, due to ever-intensified market 

competitions, the same industrial needs to engage audiences that led to the emergence of 

participatory talkshow journalism might somehow misuse the genre to the degree of 

creating great pitfalls for television journalism. 

The second part is an empirical study of a current-affairs talkshow, 2100: All 

People Open Talk (2100 ^£%0ffj^-- Chuen Min Kai Jiang). The program is the first ever 

of its kind in Taiwan that thrives on its populist appeal with various practices of audience 

participation. There are reasons why a Taiwan program is chosen as the given social-political 
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environment for the inquiry: 

• Audience discussion programs are a recent phenomenon (since mid-1994) in Taiwan 

television and known mainly as "the call-in mania" across the population (see Wang 1995: 

15). The freshness of the genre form to the public, the zeal of public debate it seems to 

create in society, and the fact that it is initiated by newly established private television 

institutions, are of particular significance in this free-market era. 

• In contrast to well-known talkshows in the States and Britain, 2100: All People Open Talk, 

and some of its more famous followers in Taiwan, deal predominantly with public affairs, 

at least currently, and are aired in prime-time slots (21:00-22:00). During election 

campaign seasons, some can even extend into the top prime-time slot (20:00-21:00) and 

become a two-hour long public-affairs debate. The scheduling flexibility and the prime 

time slotting is impressive if compared with the original function of the genre as time-

fillers for odd hours in the west, as exemplified in generally daytime and late-night talk 

shows in the States and Britain. 

• Taiwan itself is particularly interesting. It is an island country now in a dazzling process of 

channel proliferation and television marketization, against an equally dazzling background 

of social pluralization, pohtical democratization and economical liberalization. Though 

long living in the shadow of China, her ethnic big brother, and uncertain of her 

international status as a nation-state, she has managed to reach a stage full of democratic 

possibilities. Elections frequently held in recent years have renewed the parliaments, 

making them much more representative. The full suffrage of Presidency on March 23, 

1996, first time ever in the histories of all Chinese societies, has been accomplished, 

though under the threat of missile maneuvers from China. More significantly, audience 

discussion programs in Taiwan television were launched in time to catch, symbolize, and 

promote the heat of election campaigns in 1994, 1995, 1996, 1997, 1998, the historical 

years in Taiwan's democratic developments towards a better representative government at 

both local and central levels. In fact, the genre form is often appropriated for the purposes 

of public communication. Hence, it practically takes quite some part in the social-political 

process of the young turbulent democracy, whether for better or for worse. 

• The first sign of the "call-in" mania emerged in a time when years of heated controversy 

over whether or not to establish a television institution based on the western public-service 

model began to be trailing-off, though not yet into an entire stalemate. At the heart of the 

controversy is a commonly acknowledged need to have a sort of "independent" public 

forum for political and cultural expressions (Shen 1995). The emergence of current-affairs 

audience discussion programs seemed to respond to that need, whether properly or not As 
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public attention began to be diverted, public service television, though under preparation 

for more than a decade, tended to be neglected and orphanized by the society even after its 

eventual "legalization" in mid-19975. 

• Last but not least, the emergence and flourishing of participatory current-affairs talkshow 

programs on television is yet to be condensed into systematic research. There is no 

shortage of academic efforts that appeal for or capture the structural sea change in the 

broadcasting media (e.g. Tzeng et al. 1993, Jiang 1993, Feng 1995,). Attentions paid to 

participatory programming and/or its performance focus mainly on radio call-in (see Hsu 

Wen-Yee 1994, Chen Jao-Ru 1994, Chen Mei-Hwa 1995, Huang Wei-Wei 1997). To our 

best knowledge, there is no research available for, or relevant to, participatory 

programming on television. Even the special coverage by various magazines emphasize 

more on radio than on television, except a very few6. It should be time to help fill the gap. 

There are also reasons for why the program 2100: All People Open Talk has been 

chosen as the focus of our empirical study. More elaborate explanations will necessarily 

involve a historical contextualization of the program, in terms of the developments of both 

Taiwan society and Taiwan television system. Furthermore, a more detailed description of the 

programming specificities of the program as a current-affairs participatory talkshow will be 

indispensable. For the time being, however, it suffices to simply quote a local media 

critic/professional, Mr. Wu Ling-Hsiang, so as to show how 2700: All People Open Talk 

presents itself as an interesting media phenomenon in the rapid transition of the society and the 

television system. According to Wu (1997:4), 2100 "undoubtedly" has three "unprecedented" 

achievements (see also Wang 1998): 

• Seen from the level of channel operation, 2100 establishes an "unprecedented" example 

for those in the business of running satellite-cable television, showing them how satellite-

cable television can keep up with the old over-the-air television while staying equal-footed 

in the business of advertising competition. 

• Seen from the level of strategic programming, 2100 "unprecedentedly" demonstrates how 

a mere strip program can lead the whole channel in market pioneering, seize a handsome 

market share for the survival and further development of a new satellite-cable channel, 

and eventually establish itself and the whole channel. 

• Seen from the level of individual professionals, the success of 2100 proves, again 

Example news stories can be found in China Times 1993: Oct.29 and 1994: Dec.13. See also Shao 1997. 

For example, Sinorama 1995: December. For those magazines that have special coverage, see Chapter 6, 
Footnote 3. 
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unprecedentedly, to those who work in the old and perhaps stale over-the-air stations, that 

news professionals can have much better achievements if allowed freer hands in newer 

media environments. 

With these three "unprecedented" achievements in Taiwan television industry, 

where marketization and privatization have been intensified in recent years, 2100 serves as a 

good case for our empirical study in the second part that includes six chapters in all. Chapter 6, 

the first one, aims to grasp the democratic significance of the emergence of participatory news 

talkshows on Taiwan television by contextualizing it historically. Taiwan society and its 

television system will therefore be examined in their respective process of transition Chapter 7 

is intended as introductory, both for the methodologies to be used in our empirical study and 

for the talkshow programming characteristics of 2100: All People Open Talk. Chapter 8 and 9 

are a content-based study of the program focusing on the degree of 2100''s openness as a 

talkspace for its lay participants. In their turn, Chapter 10 and 11 are meant to be a reception 

study based on the results of a computer-aided phone survey. The focus of these two chapters 

will be on whether information about public affairs has been made more relevant to the 

concerns and interests of 2/00's audiences through its genre-blurring approach and practices 

of audience participation. 

It is hoped that through this study on participatory current-affairs talkshow 

programming, the use of television as the most easily accessible technology in public 

communication and its potentials in informational programming for the development of 

democracy, can be better grasped 
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Chapter 2 

TELEVISION: 

THE MEDIUM AND ITS MESSAGE 

F I or those concerned about television democracy, there is indeed something 

fascinating in the idea of the "electronic town meeting" proposed by Ross 

Perot in his election campaign in 1992 (Munson 1993: 2,155). 

Reminiscent of the colonial town meeting in early New England where citizens met in a hall to 

discuss directly matters of immediate concerns, the idea implies a public space accessible to 

all citizens through the use of television technology. That particular "space" created by 

television functions as an electronic townhall where both interpersonal and mediated 

communications on public affairs take place simultaneously. Actually, the idea has been put 

into practice with great zeal by the Clinton administration as a way of governance (see Chapter 

4 for further discussion). Certainly, it remains to be seen whether every voice counts equally 

and whether those in the seat of power are held accountable to the participating public. The 

point of significance for now is that this happens after all when public communication is 

diagnosed as in crisis, following further privatization and marketization of television in the 

multichannel era. 

Ironically enough, the medium highly honored by the idea has a rather 

troublesome image. On the one hand, television has assumeably an awesome power for 

persuasion, propaganda, and even manipulation. On the other hand, it has been so connected 

with cultural vulgarity that it earns its notoriety as the box that produces idiots or couch 

potatoes. When people who care about their own distinction in Bourdieu's sense (1979) are 

still busy disassociating themselves from television viewing even in the mid-1990s, arguments 

and counterarguments about television technology has been voiced and heard for more than a 

half century since its inception. Whatever has been voiced and heard, there lies the plain fact: 

television is there, and being extensively and intensively used. While there are some who feel 

that television is something they can do without, a great majority of others find its charm 

irresistible with various reasons. Those reasons range from "the desire for a show" 

(Baudrillard 1988: 217) to believing it to be "the most comprehensive, most credible, quickest 

with the latest medium in news coverage" (Comstock 1988: 325). 
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Whatever inspires the idea of the electronic town meeting and however it is being 

practiced, to make it successful and effective regardless of whose terms, will necessitate an 

understanding of the medium. It is therefore the intention of this chapter to contribute to that 

understanding. The following pages will be divided into three sections: The first explores 

television as a distribution technology, the second examines it as a cultural environment. 

Based on what will have been found by the two sections, the third one will focus on 

television's technological features that might influence the role it plays in public 

communication. 

1. TELEVISION AS A DISTRIBUTION TECHNOLOGY: 
PESSIMISM vs. OPTIMISM 

Whether or not technology is necessarily neutral is often highly contested. 

Feminists, for example, have endeavored greatly to demonstrate how power relations are 

intertwined in the developments and social construction of technologies, including 

communication technologies, and television among them (see e.g. Wajcman 1991, Spigel 

1922). The integration of (or conversion from) scattered technologies related with electricity, 

telegraphy, photography, motion pictures and radio into one specific technology we know 

today as television, however, is basically out of economic, rather than political, considerations 

(Williams 1974a: 25). While its eventual institutionalization often involves a complex of 

struggles among different interests (e.g. Syvertsen 1992), the innovation of television 

technology evinces a unique process quite different from that of previous communication 

technologies. According to Williams (ibid), it is a process that emphasized primarily the means 

of distribution, rather than in production. Investments on production were intended to make 

the distribution technically possible and then attractive. Thus Williams concludes, "it is not 

only that the supply of broadcasting facilities preceded the demand, it is that the means of 

communication preceded their content" (ibid: 25). 

This fact may not make television appear technologically neutral, though. Before 

the challenge of new media was felt, the dominant technology of television was characterized 

by one-way transmission, instead of two-way interaction. There have been possibilities of 

introducing interactive television, which doubtlessly implies higher democratic potential, since 

the very beginning of television. Obviously it didn't work out that way (Carey and O'Hara 

1995: 220). The overwhelming dominance of the more familiar one-way broadcast system, 

still well in effect even today, inevitably inspires a wide span of views on television as a mass 

distribution technology. They range from gloomy pessimism to blissful optimism. 

In the following paragraphs, Adomo, Benjamin, Enzensberger, and McLuhan will 
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be the representative examples for our discussion. Each of them demonstrates a unique 

position in the debate, either pessimistic or optimistic. 

1.1. Adorno: Individuals Massified, Art's Autonomy Lost 

Adorno is presented as the first, not only because he is chronically the first among 

the three, but because he seems to serve a good point of departure. This is especially true for 

many who happen to encounter the two currents of relevance to this study: "One toward a 

theoretically decapitated and mostly affirmative description of "popular" culture, the other 

toward a moralizing condemnation of imperial mind management by a media apparatus 

allegedly totally in the grip of profit interests." (Huyssen 1986:19-20) 

Typically scornful of the broadcasting media, Adorno seems to see everything 

wrong with television, not to mention its mass distribution capacity that allows "authoritarian 

voices" to penetrate everyday life (Poster 1995: 8). Leveling an assault on television in his 

assay Television and the Patterns of Mass Culture, he argues that television tends to "make for 

automated reactions and to weaken the forces of individual resistance"(Adorno 1954: 216). In 

his eyes, television's ability to disseminate widely and instantaneously an identical information 

signal serves merely to massify individuals. The broadcast mode of transmission deprives 

individuals of the opportunity to enter the dialogue. Individuals can only react to it 

unconsciously, namelessly and facelessly. Since the Enlightenment Project of modernity, a 

central concern for Adorno and his colleagues, prerequisites a liberal, logocentric subject 

characterized by independence, rationality, reflectivity, and autonomy, the deprivation of the 

chance to respond in the distribution system has disastrous consequences. Not only the 

autonomy of the subject is in danger, but also the autonomy of cultural products, i.e., art, is 

being nullified. 

Other main figures of the Frankfurt School (e.g. Horkheimer, Macuse), authors for 

mass society theory (e.g. C. Wright Mils), and theorizers who draw on Marxism for media 

analysis generally share Adorno's position, though with various nuances and emphases. For 

them, television is a "mass" medium that has been integrated into the cultural industry and 

helps the formation of mass society. Their vision of mass society is often pessimistic because it 

"strongly invokes the images of control and filtering" and "portrays the direction of influence 

from above downwards" (McQuail 1987: 63). But even without the operation of cultural 

industry, the thesis of which Adorno and Horkheimer worked out together, the sheer mass 

capacity of distribution is itself troublesome enough for Adorno. 

1.2. Benjamin: the Vaporization of the "Aura" 
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Being a "dissident" member of the Frankfurt School, Walter Benjamin does not 

share the pessimistic view of his colleagues about broadcasting media technology. Probably 

enchanted by the "collective enjoyment" typical in popular culture (see Docker 1994), he 

shows no disdain toward the cultural products disseminated by the electronic media. Though 

he does not have any study specifically dedicated to television, his general attitude toward 

mass media can be grasped in his essay The work of Art in the Age of Mechanical 

Reproduction (1936, quoted in Huyssen 1986). It is this essay that draws a reply from Adorno 

and Horkheimer in their famous essay on the cultural industry, and that has inspired, together 

with his other works, sympathizers or theorizers of popular culture for the decades to come 

(see Huyssen, 1986:152-153). 

For Benjamin, the electronic media promote equality and liberty precisely because 

of their ability to bring works of art to the masses of people through unlimited distribution 

Unlike Adorno, who tends to be very defensive of the autonomy of art enshrined in high 

culture and characterized by a contemplative, genial yet asocial reception, Benjamin favors a 

collective reception of art typically found in popular culture. The collective reception made 

possible by mass distribution has a three-fold implication: 

• The aloof "aura" normally surrounding works of art evaporates when art is reproduced 

many times and dispersed throughout social space, even appearing in working class 

districts. 

• The mediation of art by technology serves to distance the audience from the performance. 

Once works of art are placed closer to the people, this will shift the point of identification 

from the performer to the technology. 

• A critical stance can be promoted since the audiences take the position of the camera, not 

the actors (Poster 1995). 

Thus, even a mass distribution technology like television can have its progressive 

potential. When the "aura", a pre-requisite for the autonomy of art according to Benjamin, 

evaporates, the autonomy of art becomes groundless. Art can then be returned to the reality of 

everyday life in the service of people. (Huyssen 1986, Docker 1994, Poster 1995). 

1.3. Enzensberger: Mobilization Power as the Open Secret 

Dichotomizing the use of the electronic media into "emancipating" and 

"repressive", Enzensberger (1982) nonetheless seems to express a relentless enthusiasm for 

television's emancipatory use. Due to his observations of the conscious industry (1974), he 

conceptualizes television more as a potential instrument of progressive social change. Though 
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aware that television has the overall effect of stabilizing the social order and containing 

opposition, he still sees a reason for optimism in "the lack of one, unified ruling class with a 

unitary strategy, goals, and a politics of control". And such a lack, he argues, is constantly 

suggested and exposed to the masses of people in their everyday life by television itself: "The 

degree to which the power struggles within the ruling class are extroverted by Western 

television is without precedent in history, and all current theories of manipulation only serve to 

obscure the fact." (1977, quoted in Kellner 1990:101). 

Furthermore, Enzensberger seems to be rather confident about the transparent 

nature of the electronic media in reflecting the messages they transmit. For him, mobilization 

power is "the open secret" of the electronic media. Their disseminating power makes possible 

"mass participation in a social and socialized productive process". As they are "an immense 

threatening power...for the first time", they "present a basic challenge to bourgeois culture." 

(1982: 47-8, 52). Such blatant confidence on the emancipation power of the technology seems 

to suggest an ignorance of the mediation problems frequently happening in communication 

relationships. 

1.4. McLuhan: the Extension of Men and the Global Village 

Marshall McLuhan is the man who introduced into the language our present usage 

of the term media as well as a number of other precepts, among them global village and Age of 

information (Lapham, in McLuhan 1964/1995: x). In Understanding Media: The Extensions of 

Man (ibid), the book that introduces these terms and precepts, McLuhan argues that the 

electronic media are like extensions of human nervous systems that embrace the planet. Due to 

this embrace, both space and time are abolished for humans as far as the planet is concerned 

(ibid: 3^1). And television seems to symbolize "the final phase" of this human extension. In 

fact, the whole book can be read as an endeavor to put television back into its context, that is, 

the long history of human extension through various innovations, such as clothing, money, 

clocks, roads, cars, and other electric technologies. 

Influenced by Harold Innis, who conceives the media in terms of either being 

time-biased or space-biased, McLuhan presents this thesis, provocative in his time, with a 

rather celebrative tone. He divides the media into two categories, i.e. hot and cool, with the 

former referring to those that disallow participation and are high in definition informational 

content while the latter are those that leave more space for the audience to participate (e.g. 

McLuhan ibid: 314-319, Stevenson 1995). Accordingly, he predicts a gradual displacement of 

the hot media (such as print) by the cool media. And surprisingly, television happens to be a 

cold medium that activates "involvement" (Stevenson ibid: 9) and cultivates a "depth 
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participation" (ibid: 321) for reasons we will explore in the next section The more significant 

here are the Utopian reunions envisioned by the idea of global village and presumably made 

possible by the electronic media. Due to our electronic sensors, of which television plays a 

central part, McLuhan predicted in the 1960s that we will all return to village-like encounters 

on a global scale. Everyone will be involved in everyone else's business as a result of the 

widespread use of electronic media, 

A passing note is worth being made here on one of his earlier works, The 

Mechanical Bride: Folklore of Industrial Man (1951, quoted in Stevenson 1995). Interestingly 

enough, the book seems to be very critical of the opportunities for manipulation and control 

opened up by the electronic media particularly in a consumer society. Obviously a deviant 

from his later writings, for which he is much more recognized, the book suggests McLuhan's 

early indebtedness to the early Frankfurt School (see Stevenson 1995: 117-118). 

Whether pessimistic or optimistic, the above arguments share a common concern 

regarding the impact of television on human society, particularly on ordinary people, as a 

distribution technology. While some see in the one-way distribution an in-built technology for 

manipulation and control, others find it inherently a device for mass participation and 

motivation. With the exception of McLuhan, whose technological optimism has its emphasis 

elsewhere, the other three share a common ground on which they stand to observe the 

technology. It is more or less a Marxist ground where class domination is seen as the main 

source of human misery. Thus the emancipation of the lower class, whether through liberalist 

participation or socialist revolution, becomes the theme to be addressed in debates on 

technology and democracy. In the three examples, how the term "emancipation" is interpreted 

and how the creativity of the lower class is perceived can significantly influence the shaping of 

pessimism or optimism. This is suggested by the contrast between Adomo and Benjamin (see 

Huyssen 1986, Docker 1994 for further discussion). 

While elitist pessimists such as Adorno and technological optimists like Adorno 

and McLuhan often invite the label of technological determinism, the over-enthusiasm of 

Enzensberger induces for him his share of determinism as an optimistic populist (McGuigan 

1992, Poster 1995). In contrast, Benjamin is more in the middle in the spectrum. Being very 

aware that the media are themselves mediated by the social institutions, especially capitalism, 

he sees the potential democratic advances of the media as something reversible, depending on 

how they are used and institutionalized This position is of great significance today. Due to the 

challenge of new media, the dominance of the one-way broadcast mode has been giving way 

to a more decentralized, diversified and interactive mode of distribution (McQuail 1987). To 

discuss television merely as a one-way distribution system is becoming increasingly obsolete. 
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In fact, there is a tendency to envision beyond the rjessirnistic/optimistic dichotomy regarding 

television potential for emancipation/manipulation Before we get to the point of the use of 

television for democratic communication, a more sophisticated consideration about television 

itself has to be developed This has something to do with looking beyond its distribution 

capacity and trying to understand it as something in which meanings of life are constructed and 

formulated. 

2. TELEVISION AS A CULTURAL ENVIRONMENT 

First of all, there is a theoretical base to conceptualize the communication media 

as a cultural environment. It can date back to as early as the 1920s, when I. A. Richards 

characterized the book as "a machine to think with", though emphasizing that the product-

thought- has greater consequence than the medium- book. In 1932, Frank Raymond Leavis 

and Denys Thompson collaborated on a study, Culture and Environment, in which they 

recognized a shift in the English language brought about in less than a decade by sound cinema 

and network radio (Marc 1995: 40-41). A similar vein of thought on television came much 

later, however, and involved scholars from different but related fields of study. 

Strictly speaking, there has been no systematic, specific study on television as a 

cultural environment1 until 1978 Joshua Meyrowitz completed his doctoral dissertation, which 

then served as an early draft for his well-recognized No Sense of Place2 (1985). In the book, 

Meyrowitz tries to bridge between what he terms as "medium theory", represented by Marshall 

McLuhan and Harold Innis, and "situation theory" developed by Harold Garfinkel the ethno-

methodologist and Erving Gofiman the micro-sociologist. The book examines how television 

creates new situations for people in their social life and how such new situations lead to new 

behaviors both in public and private life. With a convincing case study on three dimensions of 

social change, namely, changing group identity, role transition, changing authority, Meyrowitz 

concludes that because of television, social order has been reshaped and our sense of place 

been undermined. 

Fascinating in its originality, Meyrowitz's book inspires us to take a closer look at 

what he calls "medium theory". In the following pages, I will specify on four representative 

authors in order to show how in this medium theory television has been perceived differently 

1 In 1978, John Fiske and John Hartley published their Reading Television. Treating television as human spoken 
language, the book applies linguistics and semiotics to television study. Though there is an emphasis on television as 
an oral medium, television is essentially studied as a human construct just like language. 

In 1986, the book was awarded "The Best Book on Electronic Media" by the national Association of 
Broadcasters and Broadcast Education, and "The Golden Anniversary Book' by the Speech Communication 
Association. 
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as a cultural environment. 

2.1. McLuhan's Message 

In the previous section I glanced at the hot/cool classification of the media by 

McLuhan. Besides this quite puzzling dichotomous division, McLuhan contributes to the 

decades-old controversy about him with an assertion: Television, with its nature as a less visual 

but more tactual-auditory medium, "involves all our senses in deep interplay" (1964/1995: 

336). Added to this assertion is the statement: "Most other technology produces an implication 

that is quite explicit in its separation of the senses" (ibid: 333). Accordingly, television is a 

cool medium that encourages "deep participation" through the sensory balance it makes 

possible: 

For people long accustomed to the merely visual experience of the typographic 
and photographic varieties, it would seem to be the synthesia (emphasis original), or 
tactual depth of TV experience, that dislocates them from their usual attitudes of 
passivity and detachment. 

Though with only thirty pages dedicated to television in the thick book, McLuhan scatters in 

them certain flatteries that could sound irritating, though inspiring too, especially when 

popular culture was still treated negatively as mass culture. No matter what is being said, there 

is a message in it that, as acknowledged by Meyrowitz and Stevenson (1995), has its 

significance but has been neglected in media study. 

The message is that media are not simply channels for conveying information 

between environments, but rather "environments in and of themselves" (Meyrowitz 1985: 16). 

Different types of media imply different environments with potentially different effects on 

individuals and society, especially whenever and wherever the perceptions of time and place 

and the involvement of senses are concerned. Therefore, to study how technical forms of 

media serve to shape human perception, constitutes the most important theoretical issue in 

media studies today. This message was welcomed shortly after the book (1964/1995) was 

published, but then nearly dropped to oblivion until the 1980s when sporadic efforts (most 

noticeably Meyrowitz and Baudrillard3) resumed the pursuit his thoughts had provoked. 

McLuhan's writing style, which touches the soul but tortures the mind (Meyrowitz 1985: 21), 

has its share in contributing to its long-term neglect. Yet more significantly is the tradition of 

cultural critics that tends to count merely cultural contents as well as the forms they happen to 

take. The technological nature of the media is hardly an issue in media studies. 

3 See Section 2 for McLuhan and Kellner (1989) for Baudrillard. 
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Besides the message that had waited long before being picked up again by 

Meyrowitz, McLuhan's book has another line of thought that also had to wait long time until 

being picked up by Baudrillard in the 1980s. It is the concepts of "implosion" and the 

"technological simulation of consciousness" (McLuhan ibid: 3). The concepts seem much 

more intelligible and tangible for people who have been accustomed to the age of 

multichannel media abundance. What McLuhan predicted in the mid-1960s seems to have 

become our daily experienced reality today. 

2.2. Walter Ong's Electronic Orality 

According to Meyrowitz's study (ibid), in the 1960s McLuhan was not alone in his 

interest in the media as the environments. A list offered by Meyrowitz showed that some of 

McLuhan's contemporaries were making similar efforts from the perspective of literary studies, 

though a bit later in timing than McLuhan. Their concern focused more on the differences 

between the modes of human consciousness shaped respectively by orality and literacy. Walter 

Ong, for example, had relevant publications in 1967, 1971, and began to specify the effects of 

electronic media on thinking patterns and social organization in 1977 (see Meyrowitz ibid: 18, 

41, Ong 1982: 191). In his Orality and Literacy: The Technologizing of the Word (1982), 

intended as a synchronical and diachronical exploration of the contrasts and interrelationships 

between oral and literate cultures, the electronic age is claimed to be a time when our 

understanding of the issue can truly develop. The reason is that in any case, we have 

encountered contrasts between electronic media and print. This, according to Ong, has already 

"sensitized" us to the earlier contrast between writing and orality. 

For Ong, the electronic age is the age of "secondary orality" in contrast to the age 

of pre-literate, primary orality that is gone forever. This secondary orality bears a striking 

resemblance to the old one in its "participatory mystique" and its "fostering of a communal 

sense". Nonetheless, it is essentially a more deliberate and self-conscious orality. Taking 

television as an example, Ong suggests that the secondary orality involves a cultivated air of 

spontaneity, while a sense of closure, a heritage of print, still dominates. Unlike primary orality, 

there is no open and intense interplay between the speaker and his audience. Ong believes that 

this is because a show of "open antagonism" is not to be tolerated in mediated communication 

(Ong 1982:136). 

2.3. Peter Conrad: Television's Belittling Effects 

In 1982, Peter Conrad published his Television: The Medium and Its Manners. 

While the main purpose of the book is to explore how the form of television programs 
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influences its content, Conrad nonetheless takes an approach that has a relevant emphasis for 

us here. With a beginning chapter treating television as domestic "furniture", the book 

examines the program forms such as news, soap and ads, in a way that indicates they are 

meditations on the medium itself. Echoing the fact that most people have a certain unease 

about television, either disowning it by disavowal or by inventing subtle innocuous disguises 

for it, Conrad tells us that such unease stems from the way the medium works: "It absorbs the 

messages it transmits, inventing a world of its own by mdiscriminately masticating its own 

material. This creates a kind of plenitude not unlike that of the supermarket. From television, 

what can be expected is "an array of spurious alternatives, innumerable competing versions of 

the same thing" (ibid: 167). 

Another relevant point of Conrad's is his interesting comparison between film and 

television in which television's small screen is claimed to have a belittling effect on people. 

While the camera of both film and television demands self-exposure, the film camera tends to 

magnify physical features, segmenting them in a way that "fetishes" them. Through this 

festishization, the metonymically isolated and enlarged single expression or appendage is then 

used to identify the star. Thus, the film camera works to make their stars "more than human". 

In contrast, the television camera, which according to Conrad has licensed itself to spy since 

early on, tends to control the people on whom it spies by scaling them down to fit its small 

screen. Thus, the television camera works to belittlingly make its subjects "less than human" 

(Conrad 1982:29-34). 

Hence, Conrad argues that the belittling effect of television's small screen in turn 

has its own effect on the medium. The major one is that the medium becomes literally a mere 

box which ends up luring and contracting the world outside of it into the confines of its box 

(ibid: 167). Only those who are not bothered by the confinement of the box can survive and 

even exploit its belittling effects. Animals, for example, come into their own when caged in 

the box, because they match its scale (ibid: 34). Some television personalities, for another 

example, make their career success by acquiescently accepting "the strict typology" enforced 

on them by the medium. In Conrad's words, television is perhaps best with sub-human worlds 

(ibid: 34)! 

2.4. Baudrillard: Television's Hyperlogic of Simulations 

If Conrad is sarcastic, Baudrillard perhaps presents another perspective that is 

aimed to be "ironical and antagonistical" (1988:208, quoted in McGuigan 1992). Endeavoring 

to rethink radical social theory and politics in the light of developments in the consumer, 

media, information and technological society, Baudrillard persistently stares at the charm of 
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television as a cultural medium (Poster 1995), trying to grapple with how its technological 

nature affects its role in the new realm of experience, the new stage of history, new type of 

society called the postmodern era (Kellner 1989). 

In a sense, Baudrillard's television study can be understood as a contribution that 

has sought to develop the writing of McLuhan, yet with an apocalyptic tone. Drawing on 

McLuhan's concepts of implosion and simulation, he observes the way the mass media, 

particularly television, play with what he calls "the social"4 and what is termed "reality" by 

liberal thinkers and Marxist critics. A quote from In the Shadow of the Silent Majority (1981, 

quoted in Kellner 1989: 68-69) well shows us how he develops this from the line of 

McLuhan's thought: 

The medium is the message signifies not only the end of the message, but also the 
end of the medium. There are no longer media in the literal sense of the term.... that 
is to say, a power mediating between one reality and another, between one state of 
the real and another- neither in content nor in form. Strictly speaking this is what 
implosion signifies: the absorption of one pole into another, the short-circuit 
between poles of every differential system of meaning.... thus that of the medium 
and the real... 

Hence, television is no longer seen as a medium, but as a strange phenomenon that has a 

cultural logic of its own when no one seems to control or be able to control. It installs a new 

culture in the heart of everyday life, addicting everyone with its "hyperlogic" (quoted in 

Kellner 1989: 88). This hyperlogic cannot be grasped by the modern distinction of the real and 

imaginary, nor within the Enlightenment oppositions of the rational and irrational. It can only 

be understood in the historical context from which a progression toward the modem age of 

simulations is discernible. 

For Baudrillard (1983)5, the progression has moved through three historical stages. 

The first period refers to the one between the Renaissance and the industrial revolution. It can 

be described as the age of counterfeit because signs in this era signified order, rank and 

prestige. Questions of the true nature of the person, as notably found in Shakespeare plays, 

behind his mask were the central concern. The second period refers to the one already 

industrialized. Accompanying capitalism, industrialization makes possible the infinite 

doubling of objects, which, according to Walter Benjamin, had demolished the aura of the 

work of art. Thus in this second period, questions of authenticity or originality made little 

"The social" refers to something idealistic, at least for Baudrillard, such as human interaction, communication, 
civility, information, and the meanings from them (see Kellner 1989: 85). 

3 See Baudrillard's Simulations, (1983), quoted in Kellner 1989. 
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sense. As for the current third period, which Baudrillard calls a period of simulation, new 

media technologies have opened up new possibilities. The real is no longer to be copied, but to 

be produced. This endless simulation of the real is what constitutes television's hyperlogic 

today. 

Being "a system of simulations", television according to Baudrillard has no 

relationship with any system of meanings (1983, quoted in Poster 1995: 22). As simulations 

are endlessly produced, a world of hyperreality is created. Thus, television becomes "nothing 

else than a marvelous instrument for destabilizing the real and the true, all historical or 

political true" (1988:217). 

The tour from McLuhan to Baudrillard seems to be a plunge from heavenly 

optimism to a bleak nihilist abyss. It is ironical indeed, since the section started with a wish to 

learn how television works as something that shapes the construction of meanings in social life 

with its technological nature. The wish becomes funny, even absurd, when bumping into the 

bizarre phenomenon of television in which the order of the real and the meaningful becomes 

obsolete. Lost in Baudrillard's vision is a recognition about human needs in the world of 

reality that brings up questions of emancipation and manipulation and of possibilities for 

ordinary people to participate. The existence and legitimacy of such needs have been long 

taken for granted by traditional social thinking, whether Marxists or Liberalists. 

As it is typical of Baudrillard to push his argument to the extreme as part of his 

fatal strategies in theorizing (Kellner 1989: 187-88), it remains controversial whether he is a 

postmodernist, who cares for only semiotic exchanges, or a modernist, who would assume a 

universal human nature with universal human needs. It is not my concern here, however, for 

the plausibility of bis arguments is not as important as the inspiring function they may happen 

to serve particularly in an era of media abundance with multichannel television. Questions 

about emancipation and participation remain important, even if, quite disappointedly as he 

claims, ordinary people may have only "the desire for a show" (1988: 217) from the hyperreal 

world of television. 

Indeed, these questions will continue to be asked, no matter how television as a 

cultural medium is conceived. Be it a nerval extension of humans, or as the epitome of the 

electronic orality, or as the personified box that belittles and lures and licenses itself to spy, the 

conceptualization of television as a cultural environment is nonetheless helpful in bringing to 

our awareness its significance for questions of concern. There is always an iota of truth in each 

conceptualization that would help us get closer to the heart of the matter. 
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3. TECHNOLOGICAL FEATURES OF TELEVISION 
THAT MAY AFFECT MODERN COMMUNICATION 

Behind the idea of an electronic town-meeting that rekindles the hope for 

television democracy, there lies an acknowledgement that this is a medium with its specific 

charm, and a consensus that such charm should and could somehow be the very base of 

television democracy. The acknowledgement of the charm is well grounded, of course. While 

the charm itself is perhaps a bit too complicated to grasp, as shown to us with a stunning effect 

by Baudrillard, it can still be well sensed by the bare fact that television is undeniably and 

unavoidably there. With about 3.5 billion hours devoted to it everyday (Kubey and 

Csikzentmihalyi 1990: 1), television is reported to have presented a significant threat to the 

subsistence of the print press in many countries (McQuail 1987). Because of its irreversible 

dominance, special policies have to be worked out and implemented so that the survival of the 

print press can be ensured in the era of television (McQuail 1994). 

It is far more problematic, however, for the consensus that television's charm 

should and could somehow be applied to boost television democracy presumably participated 

in not only by consumers but also by citizens. To begin with, there is the multifarious reality of 

television that makes the medium too elusive to even simply start talking about it. There have 

been a number of different popular and professional discourses that try to thematize television 

in different ways, with the similar ambition to link it with democracy and citizenship. While it 

remains of great importance to study the role it plays in social life, its economic dynamics, its 

institutional features, or its program output, a simple and straight start would mean turning to 

its technological uniqueness before getting entangled in the complicatedness of the dialectics 

between culture and technology. 

As should be clear by now, this is exactly the path intended for this chapter. Now 

that various viewpoints perceiving television as a distribution technology and as a cultural 

medium have been presented, hopefully there is a sufficient theoretical base for me to 

conclude my argument with the following two interrelated features of television, which I 

believe are relevant to television's charm in modern public communication 

3.1. Television: a Medium that Encourages 
Wide, not Deep, Participation 

The most obvious charm of television is that it releases us from a dependency on 

literacy for getting involved in media-mediated communication Even a kindergartner, as 
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described by McLuhan (ibid: 317), can get information from television and formulate his/her 

own questions with innocent wisdom. Indeed, simply with this immediately experienceable 

charm, television can easily defeat all other media in an open communications market. If 

Enzensberger expresses too much enthusiasm and confidence for the opportunities opened up 

by the electronic media in favor of the people "for the first time", it is because he immediately 

recognizes that the populist potential of radio and television has its technological base. For a 

great majority of people who feel the mastery of literacy is a nearly unapproachable goal, the 

demand of literacy in print communication can imply a tyranny, which the electronic media 

may serve to overthrow. 

While both radio and television share easy accessibility, television is more 

engaging with its visual effects and less demanding than literary print. Under the influence of a 

widespread Western belief: "to see is to believe", we have come to regard sight as that which 

provides our immediate access to the external world. For us, looking, seeing, and knowing 

have become so "perilously" intertwined that visual ability has become conflated with 

cognition (Jenks 1995: 1). Seen in this context, television visuality is of democratic relevance 

since the medium is virtually an extension of eyesight for all, regardless of age and education. 

The "see for yourself' effect created by its moving images gives viewers a sense of 

independent comprehension and interpretation While the audio/oral aspect of television has 

often been stressed6, I would say it is rather its visual aspect that brings to television its 

engaging elements necessary for wide participation. 

Whether television is a medium for deep participation, as asserted by McLuhan, is 

far from certain, however. The first reason has something to do with human memory. While 

television is a "remarkable visual cueing system for conjuring history" (Marc 1995: 47), it has 

contributed to a shifting (or Diminishing) role of human memory not unlike what machine 

automation has done to physical labor. Over the years, television has captured both the 

collective and individual components of history. Along with other electronic media, it has 

joined the book and become a documentary medium, an external vessel of recollection. Being 

the most potent and ubiquitous medium, it is now "a throbbing public memory" that integrates 

literate and oral culture. But perhaps because of its easy accessibility and its difficult 

retrievability, David Marc warns us of the stunning problem of shrinking attention span and 

lack of historical consciousness, particularly in the younger generation (see also Singer 1980) 

The other reason has something to do with television visuality itself, because it can 

David Morley, for example, argues that television is better understood as a sound-based medium- a radio with 
pictures rather than a mini cinema (see Morley 1995: 170-189). Walter Ong (1982) and McLuhan (see 2.1.) have 
expressed similar arguments. 
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involve something tricky and unpredictable. On the one hand, visibility on the screen may be 

celebrated by television performers, because it can boost their popularity. On the other hand, it 

pushes them to be watchful and conscious, because being visible can mean being vulnerable to 

the public eye, either critical or voyeuristic. In a sense, this visibility demands an appearance 

of accountability on the part of message senders, be they actually accountable or not. But in the 

end, it is a touch of spontaneity that creates a successful presentation on television No matter 

how watchful and self-conscious, the point is to make it look easy and effortless (for further 

discussion, see McLuhan ibid: 310). This emphasis on the look, the appearance in order to 

satisfy, or rather, to appease the public eye engaged by television visuality, makes it dubious 

for one to expect something sincerely deep from television 

Indeed, I am reminded of a sentence from McLuhan himself, who claims that 

television is a cool medium for deep participation (see Section 1): "Whereas a glossy photo the 

size of the TV screen would show a dozen faces in adequate detail, a dozen faces on the TV 

screen are only a blur." (ibid: 317) 

3.2. Television: A Medium that Offers 
Different Types of Information 

Television may have its inherent supremacy in boosting wide, collective par

ticipation Somehow this is not readily appreciated as a supremacy especially by those 

culturally more privileged. Regardless of their presumed needs to defend their cultural 

privilege in Bourdieu's sense, there is a strong tendency to assess television with criteria long 

developed and cultivated in literate culture. Why does television makes us so uneasy? (see 

Conrad 1982: cover-flap) The fact that this question has ever been raised, and with an 

inclusive us, is very telling as well as historically understandable. The answer offered by Peter 

Conrad (see 2.2.3) seems to echo Baudrillard, though in a mild way. The disdain shared by 

them toward television, however, has part of its root in literate culture. 

For those long accustomed to literacy, the "mosaic mesh" (McLuhan ibid: 321) of 

television visuality seems too patchy and therefore too messy to be subjected to the analytical 

contemplation of the literate eye. Visual culture developed in literate history, is basically one 

that approaches the world through distancing the self and objectifying nature, including others, 

in order to "know". In the process, the autonomy of the subject is asserted, discrete 

segmentation and arbitrary categorization is legitimized. Significantly, this is because literate 

utterance, whether writing or print, has to isolate thought on a written surface, making it 

detached from any interlocutor, fn a sense, the utterance becomes autonomous, self-contained, 

and indifferent to attack. There is a sense of closure, a sense that what is found in a text has 
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been finalized, has reached a state of completion (Ong 1982). 

Television visuality operates in a way with a qualitative difference grasped well by 

Meyrowitz. Drawing on microsociologist Erving Goffman, philosopher Susanne Langer, and 

speech act theorist Paul Watzlawick et al., Meyrowitz (1985) describes the differences 

between the types of information conveyed by print and television in terms of the following 

three dichotomies: 

• Communications vs. Expressions: 

Communications are consciously given thus manipulatable, and can be about 

anything intended by the communicator. In contrast, expressions are unconsciously "given off" 

thus less controllable. They are always something personal and idiosyncratic about the 

individual, who may not realize that they have been given off. 

• Discursive vs. Presentational: 

Discursive symbols (such as language) are abstract and arbitrary, and bear no 

physical resemblance to the objects and events they describe. In contrast, representational 

symbols (such as pictures or photographs) are always imitations of the real world, and the 

elements gain their meaning only when they are arranged in a pattern that reflects the shape or 

real objects or people. 

• Digital vs. Analogic: 

Digital symbols are discrete units such as numbers or words, therefore digital 

systems are based on discontinuities- either/or. In contrast, analogic message is continuous, 

and based upon the principle of more or less. Human communication based on digital symbols, 

such as word or sentence, involves a content message that can be about anything in general. In 

contrast, human communication based on analogic symbols, such as a hug or a handshake, 

involves a relationship message, which tends to reveal feeling and sentiments. 

Those falling into the second category of each dichotomy tend to be regarded as 

less efficient, less publicly desirable, thus devalued in public communication. This is because 

print culture has shaped human communication in a way which favors a division of 

public/private space so as to ensure that the back-stage mess in private life is not mixed with 

the front-stage order in public life. Print literacy encourages abstract and analytical thinking by 

a distanced individual especially when public communication is concerned. Information from 

the first category of each dichotomy gains prestige because it is deemed as objective and 

efficient. However, information from the second category of each dichotomy is in fact another 

equally important form of mental activity and another "intellectual" means of describing 
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reality. Those who endeavor to make a distinction of different types of information are in fact 

expressing their recognition of its significance. 

If television makes us uneasy, it is because its "mosaic mesh" happens to convey a 

rich range of second-category messages along with first-category data and facts. Furthermore, 

it seems to function in a way that dramatizes everything it presents, both fictional and factual 

(Williams 1974b). Though being a primary point of trust between the television industry and 

its audiences, this visual ability to show "real" human action within a tight and powerful 

grammar of shots depicting bodies, faces, and events-in-process, tends to encourage dramatic 

effects even in non-fictional representations. Deeply rooted in print culture and habituated with 

conventional boundaries, whether for art forms or social life, we can indeed feel uneasy about 

the dramatic effects, the mixture of public information and private messages, and about the 

merge of front-stage and back-stage in television 

There has been a conscious emphasis on the *visual aspect of television in this 

section. This is partly an effort to echo Williams' emphasis (1974a; 77) on television's "visual 

mobility" as an important "intrinsic property" of the medium that spells out its charm. 

Television has tended to be seen more as an oral technology and its visual aspect is very 

much neglected. In early days, television used to be described with a rather dismissive term: 

"radio with pictures" (Corner 1995: 13). Even the article by David Morley (see Footnote 6) in 

a book titled Visual Culture (Jenks 1995), focuses merely on television as a visible object, 

rather as a visual medium. A more systematic study, Reading Television by John Fiske and 

John Hartley (1978) also emphasizes the orality of the medium by offering a suggestive notion 

of television as a "bard". According to the authors, television operates verbally to engage and 

integrate people with its affirming, celebratory and often boundary-defining discourse in a way 

resembling the traditional function of community poets and storytellers (further discussion on 

Chapter 3). In a sense, this argument is quite correspondent to Walter Ong's study on the 

communicational characteristics of orality. According to Ong, oral thought or expressions are 

different from literate ones because they are: additive rather than subordinative, aggregative 

rather than analytic, situational rather than abstract, close to rather than detached from the 

human life-world, emphatic and participatory rather than objectively distanced (Ong 1982). 

The two interrelated features of television, as I have shown above, may well imply 

both the strength and weakness of television as a public communication medium. If television 

is to facilitate the electronic town meeting, these features may be the first things one can not 

afford to leave aside. 
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4. CONCLUSION 

Starting from the idea of electronic town meeting, I have tried to explore the 

electronic part of the idea, with a belief that any successful town meeting would have to 

consider the technology and the environment that facilitates the realization of the idea. I have 

conceptualized television as both the technology and the environment. Once dominantly a one

way mass distribution system, television has inspired a wide spectrum of theoretical concerns 

regarding the impacts of media technology on the empowerment/manipulation of ordinary 

people. The focus is on whether or not participation is technologically possible. The four 

perspectives given in Section 1., seem to suggest that the conceptualization of television as a 

mass distribution media tends to be either pessimistic or optimistic. 

As television technology became more and more sophisticated, the distribution 

system has been significantly proliferated and diversified Though the one-way mass model 

still prevails, interactions between senders and receivers are technically much easier than 

before. While the issue of empowerment/mampulation remains important, the 

conceptualization of television technology as a one-way mass media was not sufficient. 

Another technological aspect of television, i.e. the medium as a cultural environment, was 

therefore explored in Section 2. Though outright optimism (McLuhan) was still present, other 

theoretical possibilities were demonstrated too. Theorizing beyond the dichotomy of 

pessimism and optimism, Walter Ong, Peter Conrad and Baudrillard help in their respective 

ways to bring up the theme I have explored in Section 3. Aware that the idea of an electronic 

town meeting necessarily involves a concern about participation, I have laid out two 

interrelated features of television in the light of its role as a utility for public communication. 

I have isolated the technological aspect of television in this chapter in order to 

analyze its technological uniqueness. By all means this does not mean that television can be 

studied as if it operates in a vacuum. In fact, all theories presented in this chapter are 

necessarily rooted in a certain social thought, addressing certain social contexts. If the 

technology has its impacts on society, there are always social impacts on the technology as 

well. In the following chapter, then, I will turn to the intricate mediation process in which 

television operates. 
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TELEVISION: 
AN ENTERTAINING MEDIATOR 

OF INFORMATION? 

D! 
rawing on sociologist Alfred Schutz1, Allen (1987) asserts the necessity 

(of making television "critically strange" so as to make explicit the 

implicit assumptions that underlie the familiar, thus unnoticed 

phenomenon of its sounds and images. In a sense I have tried similarly to make television 

"technologically strange" in the preceding chapter. Being a cultural medium, however, 

television has its irreducible aspects related with its social contextualization, which above all 

intervenes in its process of production, distribution and reception and decides the quality of its 

mediation in public communication With all its "see-for-yourself ' visual credibility and its 

"you-are-there" participatory implications (Gouldner 1976: 169), television's appeal to 

transparency is nonetheless undermined in its mediation process. Beyond all the messages 

inherent in its technological nature, there is the fact that it is a social construct with all 

potential opaqueness. 

The social context in which television operates is never a static one, therefore its 

mediating role in public communication can be shifting as well. The example with which 

Matthew R. Kerbel (1995) begins his book Remote and Controlled, not only grasps this ever 

changing nature of television's social context and its mediating role, but also illustrates how 

dramatic that change could be in a multichannel commercial television system. It is a dialogue 

between President Clinton and his 17-year-old woman questioner from MTV. At her prompt 

with "the world is dying to know", the president revealed his underwear preferences, both to 

the adolescent questioner and to those who happened to be watching. Quoting the dialogue, 

Kerbel cannot but express his startle that "it happened at all", and that "it occurred in such a 

public manner" (Kerbel 1995:1-3). Adding to that startle is a deep-felt regret and lament: 

Until very recently, the manner in which politicians made and reporters covered 
the news precluded such a public discussion from happening, (emphasis added) 

Alfred Schutz suggests that an investigator needs to make his/her own culture "anthropologically strange" if s/he is 
to grasp the implicit assumptions that underlie the culture. Quoted in Allen 1987. 
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Before MTV and before the proliferation of cable channels, there was no medium 
through which an elected official could submit to direct public questioning of the 
sort President Clinton faced from his young audience (emphasis original). 

Indeed, in countries where the heat of multichannel competition has been felt, 

similar public discussion of private matters particularly related with public figures, has become 

something not unusual. It has, obviously, nothing to do with public communication (in the 

sense of holding those public figures accountable). On the contrary, it is blatant entertainment. 

Entertainment both by and on television, seems to have become a less uneasy and 

more justifiable activity since television popular culture established its legitimate status in the 

academic field Nonetheless, this example has an astonishing effect for those who worry about 

the mix-up of television's entertaining and informing roles and its aftermath for public 

communication In fact, evidences have been continuously collected in order to show just how 

problematic this could be. Adding to the deplorable role-mixing incidents are the "down

sizing" phenomenon (Kimball 1995) and the "more heat and less light" philosophy in news 

and pubhc-affairs progimnming (Blumler 1990: 207, see also McManus 1994). Sharing a 

familiar tone of regret and lament, collectors of these evidences seem to suggest a good-old-

day television when, for whatever reasons, pubhc-affairs programming was less constrained 

and therefore more critical and informative for the cultivation of citizenry. 

These regrets and laments suggest a negatively changing role for television in 

public communication against a disappointedly shifting social context. As the role is 

increasingly weakened and no longer as clear-cut as before, weighty questions begin to emerge 

in the minds of many media experts, be they media-centric or society-centric in their 

theoretical orientations: Does this mean less public expectations or public dependence on 

television as an iUurninating informer? Or does it mean more public expectations or demands 

on television as an entertaining informer? As global interdependence is drastically increasing, 

updated information and discussion are certainly far more important than before. Shouldn't 

this imply that we rely more heavily on the quality of television's mediation in public 

communication (see e.g. McManus 1994, Blumler and Gurevitch 1995, Dahlgren 1995)? 

Bearing these weighty concerns, this chapter is intended to explore the new 

imperatives of information quality behind the role-mixing syndrome of television today. In the 

following sections, I will first treat this mix-up syndrome as a phenomenon that is contextually 

induced but technologically intrinsic. Then in Section 2 and 3, I will address the issue of 

quality through a contrast of serious journalism and popular journalism. It is hoped that the 

discussion may lead to a reconsideration of television journalism that allows a freer play of 

television's potential. 
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1. TELEVISION'S HYBRIDIZED MEDIATION 

The case of President Clinton having to disclose the brand of what he wears under 

his pants, though a bit going too far, is in fact not quite something new on television In 1964 

when McLuhan wrote his The Extension of Man, he already noticed how television played 

with the image of Richard Nixon. In the famous Kennedy-Nixon TV debate, Nixon was 

presented very unfavorably as a slick, glib, legal politician. Then in a less formal television 

occasion, the Jack Paar show, Nixon was "Paared down" and presented very warmly as a 

doggedly creative composer and modest piano composer, a more private, unstereotyped side of 

Nixon "A few timely touches like this", concluded McLuhan (1964/1995: 309), "would have 

quite altered the result of the Kennedy-Nixon campaign". 

That both Clinton and Nixon are willing to play "accomplice" in the television's 

mixed-up mediation, is probably a recognition of television's propensity to play, hopefully in 

their favor, with the conventional dichotomies of the public versus the private, information 

versus entertainment. As we have seen in Chapter 2, Section?., such a propensity, or 

inclination, certainly has its technological base. But what has shaped the emergence of the 

television "look" (both the way things look on television and the way in which we are 

encouraged to look at them) has, in fact, more to do with the use of the medium. There must 

be some social incentives for this allegedly deplorable mix-up, or better, this light-hearted 

television "hybridity"— to draw on Stuart Hall (see Section 2). The same social purposes that 

have led to a certain dominant structure for its eventual institutionalization in society may well 

decide the appropriateness of its forms and styles. 

The following paragraphs will study television's hybridized mediation from three 

aspects: firstly, the reception context that encourages this hybridity, secondly, the rigid 

conventional dichotomy of the factual and the fictional that problemizes this hybridity, and 

finally, the televisual movements that make this hybridity seemingly endless. 

1.1. The Private Home: Theatre of Values 

Being a social construct, television has a strong public character while typically 

received in the privacy of the home. All its "public address" (Corner 1995) is more or less 

intended for home audiences. In a sense, this primary context of reception, the home, tends to 

encourage hybridized public-affairs programming. The home is essentially a place for 

refreshment or for what Marx calls "reproduction". Television's public character needs to be 

transformed in a way that allows a more personal, private touch. It is no accident that Kerbel 

describes the Vietnam War as "the Living Room War". According to him, television emerged 

as a powerful force in international pohcy-making when it "personalized" the war for 
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American audiences (Kerbel 1995:44-46). 

Therefore, public communication in the television era tends to take a less clear-cut 

form. For those minds long and heavily investing in more distanced, abstract, and analytical 

literacy (see Chapter 2, Section 3.2.), this is perhaps difficult to get used to. After all, the 

established forms and genres, together with the ideas behind them, are something originated 

from print literature but then adopted and further developed in television (Corner 1995, Fiske 

1987). What is really worth our worry is perhaps not the hybridity per se, but rather the quality 

and relevance involved in the mediation of public communication, which I shall discuss later. 

Situated at the home, television is influenced both ethically and aesthetically. This 

home-based reception context continuously intervenes or inspires, in the process of its 

production and distribution. This is why Peter Conrad says that the living room where the set is 

placed has become "the theatre of values" to which all television programs must adapt 

themselves. With his typically sarcastic tone, Conrad argues that television can cope "neither 

with the righteous logic of detection nor with radical journalism" (1982:158). For instance: 

The report from Vietnam may have, over the years, persuaded the American 
voters to lose faith in the administration's policies, but for typically televisual 
reasons: the war was improperly intruding into their living rooms, showing them 
things they preferred not to see, so stopping the war was like switching off the set, 
disconnecting reality. 

Thus, even an incisive, informative, and provocative public-affairs program has to undergo the 

moment of truth in the home setting where human interest, or worse, "the desire for a show" 

(Baudrillard 1988:217), tend to rule. 

Without a condemning eye that attempts to impose certain value judgements, 

however, the home can be understood differently. Even accorded as "the theatre of values", the 

home can be seen as a place where people prefer, rather than not to see, but to see in a way that 

discourages the tendency to dichotomize social life into public and private, or human nature 

into rational and irrational. People prefer to see in a way that tries to grasp or accommodate the 

whole complexity and totality of humanity, which the dominant value system, highly 

influenced by print literacy (and western culture perhaps) has failed to, or has been reluctant to, 

address. 

1.2. The Factual versus the Fictional 

Given the public character of television being received in the private home and 

subjected to its somewhat tyrannical atmosphere of relax and escape, hybridized public-affairs 

programming is inevitable. It is no accident that new words or terms have to be coined to grasp 
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the increasing hybridization phenomenon of television public-affairs programming. For 

examples: Docudrama refers to documentary drama (McQuail 1992: 109), infotainment means 

a combined form of information and entertainment, confrontainment expresses a treatment of 

public confrontations, especially among politicians, as entertainment (Munson 1993: 55-58). 

Infomercial refers to a merge of information and commercial, again something allegedly 

initiated by Ross (Kerbel 1995: 84), while polüainment a transformation of political affairs into 

entertainment (Andersen 1995:242). 

Hybridized public-affairs programming can imply strength as well as weakness. 

As early as 1974, Raymond Williams already dedicated a few pages in Television: Technology 

and Cultural Form to describe the "mixed and new forms" of television. Specifying six items 

(drama-documentary, discussion, features, education by seeing, sequences, and television 

itself), Williams treats these new forms not as absolute innovations, but as the extension of 

earlier forms from print, radio, the educational class, and public events (such as press 

conferences, public meetings, and sports stadiums). With much more complicated 

combination and development, these new and mixed forms extend the earlier forms in a way 

that has resulted in not only quantitative but also qualitative changes. 

More relevant to us in Williams' discussion are his observation of "the intrinsic 

element of television" that has led to such mixed forms and his sympathy towards "the 

intrinsic overlap" between what is classified as the factual and what is classified as the 

fictional (1974a: 72). Once and again, he expresses keen interest in and great sensitivity for 

television's strength to enter areas of "immediate and contemporary" public (and even private) 

action more fully and powerfully. Therefore, he is willing to embrace the "overlap" for its 

"positive consequences", though not without caution, while the conventional wisdom tends to 

see it as negatively confusing (ibid: 73): 

Some of the complaint about "confusion between reality and fiction" is naive or 
disingenuous. This attempt to hold a hard line between absolutely separated 
categories seems to depend on a fiction about reality itself. 

If the separated categorization between the factual and the fictional can somehow become 

problematic, the same would happen to the dichotomy of the informational and the enter

taining. As noted by McQuail (1992: 189-190), even news, the form supposedly the most 

factual and informational therefore accorded a central position in public communication, is 

"still a narrative of people and events with elements of drama, myth and personalization as 

well as fact". After all, news would not be widely disseminated or have the same value as a 

commodity in the news market, if without narrative appeal and human interest. 

With the impact, memorability and public power from its visualizations, television 
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news is particularly shifting between the two categories of the factual and the fictional, hence 

the informational and the entertaining. Taking into consideration the more controversial issue 

regarding the "symbolic" or "iconic" nature of its news images (Corner 1995: 60), there should 

be cautions against sensationalism and knowledge management. However, to make this 

hybridized mediation a plus in public communication, a less rigid approach is needed. 

1.3. Televisual Movements that Push the Hybridization 

In his Television Form and Public Address, John Corner (1995) observes, though 

not quite explicitly and systematically, several "dualities" of television, such as the public and 

the personal, the visual and the oral, true life and drama, the referential and the poetic2. 

Examining the impacts these dualities have on television's public communication, he says 

(1995: 14): 

Although it has a considerable history, the redevelopment of the "dramatic" 
character of television is now at the heart of much recent innovation in news, 
current affairs and feature programming... It is of importance to the whole future 
of television as public communication. 

The so-called "redevelopment" is but a loosening of the rigid separation between 

the two categories of these television dualities. This "redevelopment" may imply a more 

holistic approach to link the technology with the society/culture. Therefore, it would be helpful 

if we acknowledge or appreciate the tendency, or rather, the mechanism of television to blur 

the conventional dualities constructed by us. This mechanism involves three televisual 

"movements" to be explained below. 

• The Ingestion Movement 

This refers to the powerful capacity of television to ingest or draw towards itself 

broader aspects of the culture, incorporating them, and transforming them in the process. The 

content of other media and everyday life have been exploited by television in a way that 

"exhausts" them. This is the centripetal movement of television. In other words, television has 

become an extraordinary comprehensive "staging" area, upon which and through which 

selective instances and modes of public and private living are displayed. Prior to the 

emergence of television, it seems there has been nothing really comparable and competitive 

(Corner 1995: 5). 

2 

A few other terms are used to describe this duality: realism and naturalism, narrative and exposition, etc., all 
borrowed from literary criticism. 
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• The Projection Movement 

This refers to the equally powerful strength of television to project its images, 

character types, catch-phrases and latest creations to the widest edges of the culture. In this 

way, it permeates, if not dominates, the conduct of other social/cultural affairs. Whether 

consciously or not, every aspect in the society/culture necessarily bears some relationship to 

what is "on" television, and probably routing its relationship to other social/cultural factors via 

television. This is a centrifugal movement of television. According to Corner (ibid), 

television's "public address" necessarily involves an interplay between ingestion and 

projection- what he calls ''the double movement" of television. 

• The Self-referential Movement 

This refers to a self-conscious reference to itself constantly, or rather, habitually, 

made by television. It involves a playful aesthetic strategy that plays between the real and the 

constructed. In a more extreme case, a television program can only be understood by its 

relationship to other television programs, rather than by any connection with the real. Thus, the 

nature of television's constructedness, rather than the reality, becomes the source of inspiration. 

This leads to what Fiske calls the "inescapable intertextuality" (Fiske 1987: 114) or what 

Andersen (1995) calls "meta-television" characterized by its own self reflexivity. This is also 

what Raymond Williams is getting at when he lists television as one of the six innovating 

forms (see Section 1.2.) by television itself. In a sense, this implies television's growing 

sophistication in its artistic maturity (Andersen 1995:259). 

Together, the three televisual movements push not only television but also society 

towards a situation where intensified hybridity blurs generic categories (Fiske 1987) and 

boundaries of social life (Meyrowitz 1985). 

"Drama in a Dramatized Society"- this is the title of an essay by Williams when 

he commented on television (1974b). This expression captures the inevitabihty of hybridity, of 

boundary-blurring in the era of television. There is certainly an undeniable advantage to 

separate information and entertainment, especially for analytical convenience and effective

ness. To stick to the conventional categorization, however, would probably lose sight of the 

strength and weakness of television as public communication 

2. TELEVISION JOURNALISM: THE SERIOUS ASPECT 

In his Television as a Medium and Its Relation to Culture, part of a report to 

UNESCO on culture and British television, Stuart Hall (1975, quoted in Corner 1995), talks of 
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the "technics" of the medium that makes it a "hybridized assembly" to unique effects. Using a 

BBC program as an example, Hall observes how most non-fictional TV programs move across 

different recorded and live material and situate it within a live studio presentation. This format, 

applied to various journalistic programs, achieves an over-arching coherence and unity which 

gives the programs the character of a "television original". 

It is largely through this "television original" that television journalism displays its 

appeal of immediacy and transparency and, at the same time, mingles the referential with the 

dramatic- though this latter aspect is much less observed. In a sense, this "television original" 

helps establish the medium as the main source of information As the personal identification of 

the "presenter" in the live studio is inevitably more marked, the consequences on the whole 

communication situation are hard to ignored. This explains why in early years special cares 

were taken to "neutralize" the presenter. While the BBC tried to limit its presenter to a reading 

function so as to dilute his/her influence, the American television managed an "informality" in 

order to create the effect of a group of men announcing what they "happened" to know 

(Williams 1974a: 46-49). 

The conscious arrangements regarding the presenter were but part of the early 

efforts dedicated to anchoring television journalism in the field of journalism. Great efforts 

have been made to the creation of an atmosphere in which information mediated by a 

comparatively new technology could somehow be "trustworthy". As the central presentation 

seems to hold the key to the subtlety of trustworthiness, the importance of the role of the 

presenter to promote that atmosphere becomes increasingly acknowledged and even 

encouraged. This is more notable in the U.S. where television tends to be more personality-

oriented. Indeed, quite a few presenters have become legends themselves in the history of 

television journalism (e.g. Cronkite, Murrow). By whatever esoteric manners or styles, they 

seemed to be able to give a touch of authority that created the atmosphere of trustworthiness, 

through the audio-visual presentation of "television original" which mingles factual and 

dramatic elements together. 

To a great extent, the mastery of the art of "television original" determines 

whether information mediated by the medium is trustworthy or not. This sounds a plain fact 

today, but for quite a few people, this "television-ness" remains disturbing, if not intolerable 

(e.g. see Chapter 2, Conrad and Baudrillard). The reasons perhaps have something to do with 

the way journalism is perceived and conceived 

2.1. Journalism: Self-evidently Serious? 

Traditionally, journalism tends to give an awesome feeling as something serious, 
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something ethical, something that conjures up faith for democracy because of its image as the 

relentless defender and pursuer of truth. This, of course, is an achievement with a long history 

documented by many authors (e.g. Keane 1991, Habermas 1969/1989). Whether treated as a 

set of professional practices, a form of political communication, or a subfield of mass 

communication studies, it is enshrined in an aura of the self-evident created by its honorable 

past. Undoubtedly, its history has been laden with tears and blood and laughter in the pursuit of 

democracy. Heroic behaviors of journalists fighting against the devouring darkness in defense 

of enlightening truth are warmly remembered. 

Therefore, when it comes to questions such as what it is, how it is done, what it is 

idealisticalfy should be and the purposes it has in society, there seems to be a rather 

widespread consensus, at least at first glance. In fact, it is this consensus that has shaped what 

McQuail (1992) calls "the tradition of inquiry" for media performance, in which journalism, 

and therefore news, occupy a position of centrality. At the core of the consensus is the view 

that journalism has a significant contribution to make to the general welfare of society and 

carries a corresponding "social responsibility", which is recognized, pursued (sometime 

enforced) and attained in various journalistic practices. 

Thus, even though a good deal have been said and heard about various crises and 

myriad economical, ethical and professional dilemmas, the general tendency is to treat such 

difficulties as an internal matter for journalism and its ancillary institutions (Dahlgren and 

Sparks 1995). Though many norms or values deemed as fundamental to journalism may be 

mutually independent or conflicting, a general faith in journalism itself is shared and held dear. 

Due to this, the issue of information quality, the very substance of "traslworthiness" in 

journalism, remains a major concern for the assessment of media performance. Lying at the 

heart of the issue is an encompassing yet controversial notion called "objectivity", in which 

two main aspects are specified: First, the "cognitive" territory of empirical observation and 

record, in which /actuality of information is essential. Second, the "evaluative" field of 

neutrality and balance in the selection and presentation of information, where impartiality is 

fundamental (Westerstâhl 1983, quoted in McQuail 1992:214). 

Various research has been dedicated to the exploration of objectivity as a 

journalistic practice (For a comprehensive study see McQuail 1992). While the "evaluative" 

aspect of the notion, i.e., impartiality, has aroused heated debates regarding its implication, 

feasibility and desirability, the significance of its cognitive aspect, i.e., the factuality of 

information, seems to have been less problematic and much emphasized. Assuming a reality 

"out there", the notion of objectivity implies an ultimate criterion for information quality: 

whether an understanding of reality is promoted Accordingly, assessment has been concerned 
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with whatever might affect the amount and nature of comprehension and learning about real 

happenings (McQuail ibid: 197). There has been a tendency to hold whatever is trivial, 

sensational, emotional, and irrational, as detrimental to information quality. While what is the 

factual and reverential are deemed as adding to the credits of journalism, the non-factual and 

more "poetic" or "dramatic" part often implies a decline of information reliability and 

credibility. 

This emphasis on the factuality of information has its consequences, both positive 

and negative, on public communication Originated from the concern with "detached interest" 

and rationality in search of a way to approach authenticity or originality (which characterized 

the Enlightenment philosophy), it has been part and parcel of what has led to the opposition 

between mass/popular culture and high/elite culture. And understandably, it is often the former 

that has been the problematic, being trivial and irrational. If the "television original" in 

television journalism cannot help moving across spatial-temporal boundaries and constantly 

blurring the factual and the dramatic, it is not difficult to understand why its "television-ness" 

can somehow be disturbing. 

2.2. The Public Trusteeship 

Television is a technology whose informational role with social-political significance was 

discovered only gradually while its entertaining role was recognized from its inception 

(Lichtenberg 1990, McQuail 1992). Therefore, television journalism within journalism as a 

whole has never been completely unproblematic. In fact, it has taken considerable institutional 

and professional adjustments before the position of journalism could be solidified on television 

(Dahlgren 1995). Old forms of journalistic practice were tried, further developed with great 

professional endeavors (Williams 1974a). Public control has been characteristically tight, not 

only for political purposes, but also out of quality concern. Gradually, television journalism 

was accepted both professionally and popularly, though its "television-ness" remains 

disturbing for some. Prestige and privilege were earned. As politics in many societies became 

more and more television-oriented and the public life of societies became increasingly 

dominant, the position of television journalism became then indisputable. 

In a sense, public control has helped anchor television journalism in the field of 

journalism, whether for technical reasons or social political reasons. More notable is the 

"public trusteeship" model in the western capitalist societies, for this model of public control 

seems to have brought about what makes many authors today so nostalgic about. When even 

the talk of television as public communication becomes questionable (Corner 1995), this 

model, which has been considerably effective in guaranteeing television information quality, 
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seems to bring up a warm memory of the good old days when television was deemed mainly 

as a public utility. Now television becomes a market-oriented business targeting private 

consumption for presumably escapist entertainment. Opponents and proponents of the public 

service institutions, the very embodiment of the public trusteeship, are confronted with the task 

of retrospecting the logic and mechanism of this model. They seek a line of argument from its 

contrast with the newer "marketplace agency model" (Polic and Grandy 1991, see also 

McManus 1994). 

Based upon an interpretation of the public interest significantly in accord with 

what Held (1970, quoted in McQuail 1992) calls as "common interest" approach3, the public 

trusteeship model has been best represented by the cases in Britain and the U.S. Both countries, 

though with essential differences in media policy, have made various legislative and regulative 

efforts to implement the model. Through the grant of a temporary and renewable license, free 

of charge or not, television broadcasters are in a position of "public trustee" with a respon

sibility to fulfil. In the U.S., where commercial television is the mainstream, the market's 

potential to promote values such as balance, heterogeneity, dynamism, localism, diversity, is 

characteristically recognized, though still under the supervision of the Federal 

Communications Commission (FCC) (McQuail 1992). In Britain, where television has been 

featured by a duopoly of public and commercial systems, strict rules and requirements have 

been set up even for the commercial system. This commercial system has been expected to 

operate according to the public service principles as the BBC (Nossiter 1991). 

In theory, the concept of public trust is the other side of the coin of political 

independence (McQuail ibid: 50, Garnham 1990: 20). For public-affairs programming, this 

implies, however idealistically, the need to perform as an "independent" or "neutral" forum 

where information can be more or less "objectively" offered and diversity of opinion can be 

voiced Therefore in the U.S., there has been the "equal-time doctrine" (originated in the 1927 

Act) which years later became "the fairness doctrine" (Lichtenberg 1990, McQuail 1992). 

With the First Amendment confirming that "Congress shall make no law abridging the 

freedom of speech... or the press", however, controversy over the arbitrariness of such 

arrangement has been intense4. In Britain, where there has no specific law or constitutional 

provision to safeguard freedom of expression, the criteria to assess television information 

According to Held, three main variants of public interest theory can be identified. Preponderance theory (a 
majoritarian view with strong means but weak substance), Common interest theory (referring to those in which 
everyone has a stake, a view with weak means but strong substance), Unitary theory (referring to the philosophical 
Ultimate Good to which all should aspire). 

The fairness doctrine has been abandoned by the FCC of the Reagan Administration. According to (1990: 2), 
however, it is "possibly to be enacted by Congress as law in the firture". 
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quality have changed little, though both media structure and media policy have changed 

greatly. Emphases on quality, decency, and political impartiality made clear in the 1954 

Broadcasting Act still highlight the 1990 Broadcasting Law, according to which the present 

Due-impartiality Code is drawn up (McQuail ibid). 

2.3. The Routinization of Objectivity 

Equal-time, fairness, due-impartiality... these are norms with a more or less similar 

meaning to serve as the criteria for licensing and regulating based upon the concept of public 

trust. The main point has been to create equal opportunity for different perspectives and views, 

so that diversity of opinion can be presented. Objectivity was therefore required as a "routine" 

journalistic practice, mainly due to the technological constraints. The scarcity of spectrum, 

which implied restricted access, made the accessibility of television for at least established 

interests an imperative for the public trusteeship. This was unusual in the pre-television era 

(McQuail ibid: 185) when objectivity was mainly considered as an old-fashioned virtue. 

There are reasons for this unusual routinization of objectivity, besides the 

technological constraints. Though not exclusively unique of television journalism, these 

reasons seemed to have to be taken more obviously by television, mainly because of the 

scarcity problems and the need to consolidate television journalism in the field of journalism: 

The first one has to do with social development. The increasing secularization of 

society encouraged a perception of reality less tinged by ideologies and religious beliefs. This 

development has been part of the linear progress expected by the Enlightenment thinkers of 

modernity, who believed in a world "out there" singularly organized around the principles of 

universal reason, rationality, and truth. Thus a rational, objective observation of the world was 

encouraged The second one is professional. The journalistic profession itself implies a claim 

to autonomy, a promise of some ethics of performance and of certain standards of service. This 

is why it can conjure up a faith that makes itself a self-evident defender/pursuer of truth. 

Therefore in professional training, objective practice has been a skill to be learned as well as a 

virtue to be followed. With all its weakness of television-ness, television favors such emphasis, 

since it encourages a form of objective eye-witnessed account through the use of film, which 

added to its credits of trustworthiness. 

There were other benefits that encouraged this emphasis. Accepted as a journalis

tic convention, objectivity promoted an image of neutrality and balance which allowed the 

broadcasters more freedom to operate, and the journalists more security particularly in time of 

political pressure. Furthermore, being the key to trustworthiness and reliability, objectivity 

helped the packaging of news and information as tradable products with widest appeal and 
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least offence. Above all, objectivity was required by the public trusteeship according to which 

broadcasters reported on and about politics, rather than behaved as an active participant in the 

political process (Blumler and Gurevitch 1995:3). 

Though an ideal unattainable in an absolute sense, objectivity has been taken as a 

skill or technique and remained a practical guide in the collection, presentation, and even the 

reception of information As suggested by McQuail, there is certainly convenience for both 

broadcasters and audiences when information can be believed, trusted, taken as face value and 

readily understood, without the need to "view between bites and blips" (in contrast to "read 

between the lines"). This would mean something more than convenience, if it is taken into 

consideration that in this age of mass media a great majority of whatever we know about the 

reality is necessarily mediated 

2.4. Troubling Questions 

Today, the tradition of the public trusteeship model, which has routinized objectivity in 

television journalism, has become a resource to turn to, whenever television quality, 

particularly involving public communication, is in question. The emphasis on "fairness" or 

"impartiality", controversial in the U.S. but apparently less so in Britain, has continued to 

inspire policy makers and researchers regarding the feasibility or desirability of legislative and 

regulative attempts to ensure or guarantee a sufficient quality and quantity of television 

information. Behind the endeavor to "guarantee" hes several things that seem to be 

diminishing in significance today: an assertion of citizenship, the possibility of achieving truth 

in public affairs through rational discussion, the indispensabiliry of television in the process. 

The gradual replacement of the public trusteeship by "the market-place agency" 

(Polic and Grandy 1991) in the eighties, however, is not just something to do with the 

technological breakthrough that has nullified the rationale of its existence. There are 

difficulties in its continuation not only in societies where the market is more readily embraced, 

but also in countries where social plurahzation tends to problemize established sources of 

authority, particularly those involved in the transmission of knowledge and information 

(Syvertsen 1992). Objectivity claims or practices may invite suspicions of being "the agents of 

hegemony" or insensitive to consumer tastes and needs. The stories of the declining public 

television institutions in Western Europe with their increasingly obvious deficiencies (see 

Chapter 1) are telling examples of possible difficulties involved. 

It takes a certain consensus in democratic societies to legitimize any legislative or 

regulative efforts whenever the issue of information quality is concerned. A pluralized society 

makes the process more complicated, if not entirely impossible. Adding to this difficulty is the 
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internal tension in journalism which has been gradually disclosed since the 1970s, when a 

wave of research under the influence of interpretative sociology5 focused on news institutions 

and production process (e.g. Tuchman 1978). The analysis of the processes and contingencies 

of news-making has emphasized, among other things, organizational constraints, work routines, 

source organizations and the bureaucratization of social perception. The "gatekeeping" role of 

journalism, which inevitably involves agenda-setting and agenda-cutting (Shoemaker 1991), 

whether consciously or not, becomes less idealistic as journalism's canons may hint. Accor

dingly, journalism is increasingly understood as an "institutionally constructed reality of its 

own as well as a contribution to the construction of larger societal realities" (Dahlgren and 

Sparks 1995:10). 

Against this background, objectivity as the canonical principle for television 

journalism becomes inevitably troubling. The assertion of a factual, rational journalistic 

objectivity may imply a disguise for self-serving purposes of news institutions or for serving 

the interests of the powerful, who tend to be the main source of information. As objectivity is 

inevitably seen as "always relative" (McQuail 1992: 202), debates on the issue of information 

quality continue with new lights and emphases, to which we turn now. 

3. TELEVISION JOURNALISM: THE POPULAR ASPECT 

It is difficult, even today, to think of "the popular aspect" of journalism, even 

television journalism with its television-ness. Though there has been no shortage of research 

that focuses on the narrative appeal and human interest which influences how and why news is 

read, the light shed on the theme is characteristically negative (see McQuail 1992). The main 

reason, as we have mentioned, has to do with a widely shared consensus about the nature of 

journalism, due to traditional expectations that the media are supposed to serve the needs of 

informed political participation. Thus, various content analyses have been done to check 

whether citizens were supplied with sufficient information for sensible political judgement. 

Many tests of "the knowledge gap hypothesis" have been designed to see whether differential 

media exposure results in different levels of knowledge, which presumably would create or 

reinforce structured inequalities in the distribution of information in society (Gaziono 1983). 

Not surprisingly, television journalism has failed most of these analyses and tests 

because it tends to rank much lower than print media in terms of either quantity or quality of 

information. Characteristically the most relied-on news medium for those poorer and older 

Referring to a group of sociological theories dedicated to the study of the life-world, social reality construction and 
ethnomethodology. See e.g. Ritzer 1992. 
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(Comstock 1988), it is therefore accused of contributing to the functional ignorance of the 

relatively disadvantaged. There are also critiques which underscore the "trivialization" of 

politics and "devaluation" of political institutions by television (see e.g. McQuail 1992, Kerbel 

1995). Research into campaign coverage, for example, has shown that the medium has a 

consistent inclination to give more attention to politically superficial matters than to 

substantive coverage of issues and policies. In a market-based system, this tendency can even 

develop into something like a political disease or nightmare, as studied by Kerbel (ibid) in the 

case of the U.S. 

To a great extent, television journalism, particularly in market-oriented cases, 

deserves the accusations. Nonetheless, a more affirmative light on what makes it popular may 

help realize its democratic usefulness in serving the needs of informed political participation 

This seems to have been recognized by Gurevitch and Blumler (Lichtenberg 1990: 270) when 

they included the following message in their prescriptive list of functions supposed to be 

fulfilled especially by television as requirements for democracy: "Incentives for citizens to 

learn, choose, and become involved, rather than merely to follow and kibitz over the political 

process". Indeed, it takes real professional adeptness, to treat those traditionally serious 

categories of information (i.e. politics or affairs of social concern) in a "human interest" 

manner, while still retaining their relevance. 

3.1. Policing the Popular 

The more positive light needed here can be borrowed, as already by some authors 

(e.g. Fiske 1987, Dahlgren 1995, Dahlgren and Sparks 1995), from the theorizers of popular 

culture since Walter Benjamin and Mikhail Bakhtin (1895-1975, to be discussed later). This 

has not been easy particularly before the 1980s, when the detached interest encouraged by the 

traditional emphasis on factuahty and impartiality of journalism has led to an aloof attitude 

towards the popular and the entertaining, not to mention the popular aspect in journalism. In 

fact, for a long time before popular culture gained its cultural and/or political recognition 

around the 1970s, whatever linked with the popular has been subject to implicit and explicit 

policing. 

The policing of the popular had its root in the culture of modernity from which 

modernism rose. Modernism overstressed the principles of universality and rationality inherent 

in the Enlightenment philosophy by passing off reality as natural, without exploring its 

complexity in the construction process. Assuming the logic of "high" cultural evolution alone, 

it insisted on the autonomy of the art work and the separation of art from everyday life, so as to 

maintain art's traditional adversary stance. As a distance or restraint from political, economic, 
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and social concerns was advocated, soon it became discriminative against the popular, leading 

to the adoption of a "conscious strategy of exclusion"- excluding whatever might 

"contaminate" the purity of art's authenticity (Huyssen 1986: vii). 

3.1.1. Pessimistic Cultural Elitism Since 1930s 

The most representative argument of modernism can be found in Mass 

Civilization and Minority Culture, a manifesto by F. R. Leavis (1930, quoted in Marc 1995), 

the influential figure hard to bypass as far as twentieth-century cultural criticism is concerned. 

According to Leavis, culture is always vital to the whole of society and to life itself. Yet in any 

period only a minority possesses a discerning appreciation of culture. This minority consists of 

the intelligent few capable of "adult" judgements and discriminations in terms of ranking what 

cultural works are superior or inferior. Together they form a "center" of what should be "the 

consciousness of the race" and "the society's collective mind and temperament". They 

represent proper authority in maintaining standards of quality. Therefore what should happen, 

according to modernists, is that the cultural minority set standards for a somewhat wider 

"cultivated public" and from there such standards radiate outwards and downwards to the 

public at large (Docker 1994). 

For several decades until the late 1970s, this cultural elitism had been the 

mainstream of modernist cultural criticism establishing the binary opposition between high 

culture and low/mass/popular culture, with the latter forever problemized, policed, and 

lamented. There had been good reasons to insist on such separation, however. The political 

impulse behind many of the works by the Frankfurt School (particularly Adorno and 

Horkheimer in 1940s), for example, was to save the dignity and autonomy of the art work from 

the totalitarian pressures of fascist mass spectacles, social realism, and an ever more degraded 

commercial mass culture in the West. Though culturally and politically valid at the time, 

modernism nonetheless developed into a paradigm, and further became a dogma, before it 

eventually ossified (Huyssen 1986). Recalling its critiques of the "low" culture today, we seem 

to join Mark Porter (1995: 16) in "a study of the virtuosity of European snobbery" even well 

alive in Baudrillard in the late 1980s. 

Characteristically targeting America (i.e., the U.S.) as the symbol of cultural 

vulgarity, modernist critiques denounced, early on, the "cheap and easy" pleasure particularly 

of best-seller fictions and melodrama organized by commercial methods in mass production 

conditions. Not unusually, the condemnations tended to be genre-based or medium based. 

Thus certain genres (e.g. melodrama) or medium (i.e. television), seen as providing nothing 

but "fake realism", were dismissed as low in cultural values for they served merely as a 
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"means of fantasy" which "softened the brain", "denied thinking", and led to "monstrous 

^personality" or "vulgar Americanization" (Drotner 1992, Docker 1994: Chapter 3). As the 

means of mass production became more and more advanced with the increasing monopoly of 

the cultural industry, the massification of individuals seemed to be intensified. Hence, history 

was expected to be a tragedy, as genuine human needs were to be buried by the "manufactured 

needs" created by the cultural industry, typically represented by Hollywood. 

3.1.2. Mass Culture: the "Other" of High Culture 

Behind this relentless condemnation of whatever linked with the popular, 

especially available from the mass market, is what is often known as the characteristic 

assertion of a magisterial knowledge coupled with the persistent defense of quality standards. 

What is less known yet equally interesting is, in Huyssen's words (ibid: vii), modernism's 

"anxiety of contamination by its other: the increasingly consuming and engulfing mass 

culture". Treating mass culture and high culture as "both sides of the same coin"- the culture 

of modernity, Huyssen argues that the irreconcilable opposition between the two is in fact a 

mere guise for that anxiety which accounts for both the strengths and weaknesses of 

modernism. For him, the dichotomy itself has less to do with the inherent quality of the one 

and the deprivations of the other, as it appears so. Instead, it has more to do with the trajectory 

of the modern in which the relationship between art and life/reality and the possibihty to make 

art "productive" for social change had been continuously debated (Huyssen ibid). 

The issue of quality, therefore, is not just a matter of standards. Though the matter 

of standards remains important, it tends to be defined by cultural elitists who might have a 

stake in their arguments, as hinted by Drotner in her study of "media panics". A certain 

"openness" is therefore needed if art is to be productive enough for social change. Seeing art as 

analogous to science, however, modernism tended to ignore such openness. In its emphasis 

that art, like science, produces and carries knowledge (Huyssen ibid: 53), there has been a 

tendency to avoid what might negatively effect the status of art as comparable to science. To a 

significant degree, the dichotomy between mass and high culture, which served as a hierarchy 

of values, was intended for that purpose. As often heard, the mass/low culture is condemnable 

for its being irrational, emotional, indulged and feminine (Huyssen ibid: Chapter 3) which can 

be summed up as pleasure giving. In contrast, high culture is featured by the rational, the 

factual, the restrained, sober, and masculine, which can be summed up as knowledge 

providing. The dichotomy of high and low culture is therefore a categorical separation 

between what regarded as serious (knowledge) and what deemed as trivial (pleasure): a 

separation that precluded dialogue between the two. 
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As the developments of culture and media technology became increasingly 

intertwined together, the preclusion often caused tension in cultural practice, of which 

journalism is a part. The categorical separation became more and more like a strategic 

exclusion in a cultural discourse of power, in which the elite sought to redefine the parameters 

of enlightenment- "parameters that are shaken and possibly undermined by the advent of 

every new mass medium" (Dromer ibid: 55). 

3.13. Closing the Gap: Before "the Great Divide" 

Openness as an element of quality is inherent in the relationship between art and 

life/reality, which has been a frequently debated issue in the trajectory of modernity. The 

dichotomy, which Huyssen terms as "the great divide" (1986) and which culminated the 

triumph of modernism in "high art", has created a certain closure in the discourse of quality, as 

I have argued But before "the great divide", the relationship between mass culture and 

modernism used to be a dialectic one, as studied by Huyssen The concept of avant-guard, 

which summarizes historical efforts (before the 1930s) to close the gap between art and 

life/reality in favor of democratic social change, had played a central role in maintaining 

certain openness in the cultural discourse of quality. 

Since the French Revolution and until the 1930s, the concept of avant-guard had 

both aesthetic and political implications. Henri de Saint Simon's Opinions Litaires, 

philosophiques et industrielles (1825, quoted in Huyssen ibid) envisioned a progress in 

industrial and technological civilization in which artists were ascribed a vanguard role in the 

construction of the state and the new golden age of the future. Central to the avant-guard 

movement was to challenge the bourgeois aesthetics that asserted the autonomy of art and its 

separation from life and reality. Historically this bourgeois aesthetics had been emancipatory, 

for it helped free art from the fetters of the church and the state, particularly in the 19th century. 

Following the industrialization, the bourgeois aesthetics became oppressively dominative and 

stagnantly conservative in favor of the established bourgeois society but at the expense of the 

rising working class. The avant-guard movement therefore held a dream of leading art back to 

life and reality so as to promote social change. The dream, however, became a nightmarish 

reality in Hitler's Germany and Stalin's Soviet Union in which the artistic avant-guard became 

a mere instrument of the political vanguard, serving only to aesthetize politics. 

What happened before "the great divide" explains the reassertion of the autonomy 

of art, tinged by the pessimistic cultural elitism, since 1930s until 1970s. The failure of the 

avant-guard to keep a balanced dialectic between art and politics, legitimized the gap and 

distance between art and life/reality professed by bourgeois aesthetics. Seen in this historical 
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context, the policing of the popular in the theory of mass culture or cultural industry could 

have actually opened up serious questions for pondering the issue of quality, if it had not been 

conceived as "the threatening other of modernism" which made a bunch of elites feel the 

necessity to express their "media panics". It could have addressed just what elements in the 

mass culture make it popular, along with all the risks of "communal softening of the brain" 

(Drotaer ibid: 52). It could have asked just what possibilities can be opened up or closed off by 

a less rational, less factual, and more human interest approach. Or further, it could have even 

inquired whether the elite notions of canonized quality is somehow limited. However, these 

questions have remained largely unexplored until modernism lost its momentum (Huyssen 

1986). 

3.2. Discovering the Popular and Audiences 

In the modernist discourse, the terms "mass" and "popular" are inter-changeable, 

though the latter gradually replaced the former as modernism began its downhill journey in 

1960s. Both refer to the tastes, preferences, manners, and styles of the majority of people. But 

"mass", widely used when modernism was at its peak, had a negative connotation because of 

its associations with the assumed tastes and preferences of the uncultivated or non

discriminating (McQuail 1994: 39). In contrast, "popular" is a more neutral, if not positive, 

term, and is now virtually a cultural currency, as postmodernity, the definition of which is still 

heatedly debated, has replaced modernity and become a new paradigm as diverse and 

multifaceted as the preceding one. 

Whatever has contributed to bring about the shift in paradigm, an appeal for 

openness has been shared, and marked by the questioning of authority, of the naturalness of 

reality and the established hierarchy of cultural values assumed by modernism. It began in the 

50s, leading to the turbulent 60s, to the "flowering of an orthodoxy" of popular culture in the 

70s (Docker 1995: Chapter 4), and then to the flourishing of audience' reception analysis in 

the 80s (e.g. Ang 1982/1085, Seiter et al. 1989, Ang 1991, Ang 1996). In the process, a 

sociology of knowledge has been achieved. Modernist assumptions of the objective nature of 

science and knowledge have been criticized as positivism and scientism which reify the social 

world and see it as a natural process (Ritzer 1992). Interests in the life world or everyday life, 

found to be largely subjective and contingent under more participatory observations, have 

undermined the traditional mandate concerning an out-there reality presumably neat and 

certain under distanced, restrained and rational contemplation. 

Consequently, the elite view of mass culture and mass society had to give way to 

new perspectives according to which the popular has been redefined, and the image of 
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audiences, who make the popular possible, has been reconceived 

3.2.1. Theorizing Popular Culture 

Dismissed as vulgarism and barbarism in cultural elitism represented by 

Leavisites6, popular culture was not entirely ignored or untheorized at the peak of "the great 

divide". More significant were Walter Benjamin and Mikhail Bakhtin, the former I have 

discussed in Chapter 2, whose The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction and 

The Author as Producer made him a dissident in the Frankfurt School but inspired the student 

movement in the 1960s (Huyssen ibid). Bakhtin was a Russian theorizer whose relevant 

contributions had been completed in 1930s. Due to hazards of life, he remained obscure until 

1960s when the cultural climate allowed him public recognition and his two works, The 

dialogic of Imagination and Rabelais and His World were introduced to the West. 

The significance of Bakhtin's works hes in the serious attention he had paid to the 

more problematic forms of culture, the novel and carnival (Docker 1994). For him, the nature 

of language, the society and the world is best grasped by the notion of "heteroglossia", which 

refers to the operation of multi-voiced discursive forces at work in the whole cultural system 

characterized by centripetal and centrifugal tendencies. There is always an enormous power of 

forces which insists on system, structure, centralization, hierarchy, unity, and purity. This 

leads to the one-sided tone of "seriousness" that, through sanctifying certain cultural forms or 

practices, tries to contain the stratification, diversity and randomness produced in the daily 

clash of occupational, class, generational, and period utterances. It is in the "lower", light-

hearted cultural expressions and practices, that such containment is resisted and balanced 

through a display of difference, alterity, plurality, otherness and randomness. Carnival feasts, 

for example, ridicule "seriousness" through an excessive display of the fantastic and the 

outrageous with a collective, participatory pleasure. The novel, for another example, allows 

openness for dialogue, interaction, and interplay, through "polyphony" and fantasy, because 

(ibid: 171) 

... the novel is a heteroglot force in literary history that reveals the limits of any set 
system or hierarchy of genres, that witnesses the attack on higher forms by lower, 
that denies the purity of genres, dissolves their predefined borders, mixed them, 
"novelizes" them. 

Bakhtin marked a new attitude towards popular culture which he took seriously 

enough to theorize. By comparison, Benjamin's contribution to the theorizing of the popular is 

his affirmative attitude towards new technologies for the possibility they open up in re-

A critical school inspired by F.R. Leavis, see Docker 1994. 
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integrating art and life/reality. 

3.2.2. The Active Audiences 

The history of mass communication research has been dominated by a concern 

with effects, effectiveness, and power of the media. Audiences have largely been treated as 

passive in the far end of the linear communication process. Nonetheless, the idea that 

audiences might be active emerged as early as the 1940s when forerunners of "use and 

gratification" approach such as Herzog (1944) and Berelson (1949) tried to study the 

motivation of media use. Largely functionalist, this approach didn't really flourish until 1970s 

when more systematic efforts were made and pooled. Assuming that a audience member 

makes conscious, motivated choice based on his/her needs and is able to make rational and 

articulate report about it, the approach makes no value judgement about media effects or 

contents, but simply deals with the social and social-psychological dimensions of mass media 

use (McQuail 1994, Ong 1994). 

This active image of audiences has been pushed further in the 1980s by the most 

recent audience research approach known as "reception analysis". Inspired by literary criticism 

and critical cultural studies (represented by Stuart Hall) but then heavily influenced by the 

newer media-cultural studies, this approach rejects "the power of the text" together with the 

image of audiences as cultural victims or passive dupes implied by the cultural industry thesis. 

Instead, the viewer is perceived as the active constructor of meaning in his/her decoding 

activities of what might have been encoded purposely in the text. In other words, the meaning 

intended (encoded) in the text can be different from the meaning actually constructed by the 

viewer, depending on social or subcultural position s/he happens to take. Therefore viewers of 

certain genres, particularly those "lower" in cultural values, tend to comprise "interpretative 

communities" which, based on a generally shared experience, share forms of discourse and 

frameworks according to which the meaning constructed from the text is mostly a product of 

negotiation. The audiences are therefore active negotiators of meanings, even in those texts or 

programs "low" in cultural values. 

Negotiation implies something dialectic between containment and resistance. 

Under the examination of reception analysis, audiences are the common ordinary people who, 

like the crowd in the Medieval carnival of Bakhtin, try to resist and struggle against the power-

bloc (Hall 1981, quoted in Fiske 1989: 28) in their negotiation of meanings through viewing 

activities. The tendency to massify them in the texts, whether due to political ideologies, 

market strategies, or elite aesthetics, is constantly contested by groups of viewers uniquely 

contextualized in their micro-world of domestic and everyday life. The text becomes a field 
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where the double movement of popular culture takes place. Certain openness for the 
interpretation of the meanings is deemed necessary if the text is to be viewed in the first place 
so that negotiation can be started up. "Polysemy", which implies such openness like Bakhtin's 
polyphony and heteroglossia, is therefore understood as essentially inherent in most media 
texts. 

As hinted by McQuail (1994: 297), much remains to be seen as to whether media 
content is essentially polysemie. If the active audiences in the "use and gratification" approach 
tended to excuse media for whatever bad effects they might make, the active viewers in 
reception analysis tend to legitimize whatever is on offer by the media. While questions of 
quality remain unsolved, the "discovery" of audiences by the two approaches has brought to 
the front the long ignored reception part from the far end of the communication process. 
Together with the flowering of popular culture, the discovery itself helps correct the elitist 
propensity to dichotomize between high and low culture, or between the serious and the trivial, 
which has problemized journalistic attentions to human interest. 

3.3. Journalism as Popular Culture 

Linking journalism with popular culture seems to be problematic, if not 
scandalous, not to mention treating journalism as part of popular culture. Acknowledged this, 
Dahlgren and Sparks (1995) nonetheless try to put a new light on journalism exactly through 
trying both. In their co-edited book Journalism and Popular Culture, Dahlgren remarks that 
journalism research, by which contemporary ills of journalism have been exposed, serves 
mainly to maintain both consensus and discursive control about journalism. The range of 
discussion has been largely contained, the liberal faith in the wisdom of the citizenry reiterated, 
though there have been attempts to interrogate and redefine the prevailing conception about 
journalism7. Dahlgren and Sparks manage the bold effort because of inspirations from cultural 
studies, which, as I have mentioned, play a central part in the flowering of studies on popular 
culture and reception analysis. 

According to McQuail (1994: 47-48), cultural studies have been a significant part 
of the alternative paradigm which rejects value neutrality and expresses a wide concern with 
inequalities and sources of opposition in society8. A few studies in cultural studies have treated 
journalism as a form of popular culture or have highlighted popular cultural themes within 

7 

These attempts include: the neo-Marxian research regarding the political economy of media institutions, the 
critique of ideology in news output regarding the political implications of journalism's forms and contents, and the 
sociological studies on news production, treating news as a social construct. 

By contrast, the dominant paradigm is more functionalist and behaviorist (see McQuail 1994: 41-45). 
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journalism. Among them the more famous ones are David Morley's 'The "Nationwide" 

Audience ' (1980), J. Lewis' Decoding Television News (1985), K.B. Jensen's Making Sense of 

the News (1986), Comer et. al's Nuclear Reaction: A Study in Public Issue Television (1990). 

They all focus on television. Under their scrutiny, the nature of journalism becomes no longer 

as self-evident as before, because the conventional demarcations between journalism and other 

forms of media output tend to be questioned 

The recognition and legitimacy now enjoyed by cultural studies with its pervasive 

research domain does not justify any intention to argue that journalism can be reduced into 

nothing more than popular culture merely for pleasure and entertainment. Nor can one contend 

accordingly that the ultimate criterion for information quality, i.e., whether an understanding 

of reality is promoted, is now nullified. Yet because of cultural studies, we do become aware 

that journalism, like all human activities, is part of human culture, thus deserving a 

sociological and anthropological concern. We realize that a more hermeneutic approach in 

journalism research, as presented by cultural studies with its semiotic textual analysis or 

ethnographical interviews, better grasps the dialectic between texts (the art work) and 

audiences (the people), through which the reality, itself a Bakhtinian heteroglossia, is supposed 

to be understood- And above all, we learn of: 

3.3.1. The Limits in Representative Knowledge 

The centrality of news in journalism research and the high status of news as a 

television genre has been essentially the result of the dominant paradigm (see Footnote 8) 

based on the linear transmission model of effects. According to this model, meanings about the 

presumably out-there reality are determined by the sender of messages consciously selected 

with expectations of effects. Holding a liberal-pluralist ideal of society, this model stresses the 

importance of accountable selection and presentation which reflect the reality as transparent as 

possible. Information quality is therefore mainly a matter of the degree of representativeness. 

The quality debate thus focuses so much on whether the information available represents 

adequately and properly the reality. Being a genre directly for informational purposes, news 

naturally attracts most attention. Signs of its entertainization, as in the cases of sensationalism, 

human interest and dramatic visual presentation on television, are to be condemned for the 

danger of diluting or trivializing information. 

Whether studied as a cultural discourse (e.g. Fiske 1987) or an organizational routine 

(e.g. Tuchman 1978), news becomes problematic in supporting claims for such 

representativeness. Even the emphasis on representative knowledge per se becomes irrelevant 

as the reality is increasingly found to be far more complicated than any system of knowledge 
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can transparently represent. Adding to the problem is the ugly face of politics looming behind 

the "finalization" of truth by this assertion of representative knowledge in news. Competitions 

between official news and alternative news do not solve the problem, for they are mainly a 

struggle between the mainstream and the marginalized in the power-bloc (Fiske 1995). 

Essentially, this implies the failure of the news as a genre investing too much on the 

establishment of certain system of representative knowledge. Fiske's own words offer a clear 

explanation (ibid: 49): 

Informing is a deeply political process. To inform is simultaneously to circulate 
knowledge and to give form to... both reality and identity... A top-down difiusion 
of information is a disciplinary one, and it hides its disciplinary under notions of 
objectivity, responsibility, and political education. What the people ought to know 
for a liberal democracy to function properly is a concept that hides repression 
under its liberal rhetoric and power under its pluralism. 

If news has its deficiencies and representative knowledge is essentially flawed and 

biased in promoting proper and adequate understanding about the reality, then more attentions 

should be paid to forms, genres, and media that allow more inclusive, participatory knowledge. 

Indeed, this is what has been done by those who, sharing the same concern as Bakhtin and 

Benjamin, have tried to escape from the modernist definition of quality and categorical 

separation of information and entertainment. Seeing news as part of culture, or as part of 

institutional practices aiming at attracting audiences and/or boosting certain belief or ideology, 

they seem more ready for a kind of journalism that allows more inclusive and participatory 

knowledge. Thus, the more popular journalism becomes a source of inspiration. 

3.3.2. The Relevance of Popular Interests 

By criticizing quality news as a disciplinary Morming device, Fiske tries to 

legitimize the status of tabloid news and neutralize the bad image of the pleasure-seeking 

audiences that makes tabloid news popular. For him, tabloid news marks a recognition of 

popular concern and interest dismissed as trivial by quality news. There is a certain sensibility 

or productivity (Sparks 1995) in it that somehow allows the possibility for audiences to resist 

the established but invisible acceptability of official knowledge. Typically full of uncertified 

and even superstitious knowledge, which means a transgression of norms and values, tabloid 

news shows official knowledge and their explanations of the world "at their point of 

breakdown" (Fiske 1995: 50). It makes evident the "oppositionality" between popular 

knowledge and official knowledge (ibid: 49) for audiences, who are offered "the pleasures of 

disbelief... of not being taking in". 

Fiske seems untroubled by the quality of tabloid news, which tends to be largely 
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depoliticized and entertaining. For him, the oppositionality made evident by tabloid news 

seems sufficient for its legitimacy. Admitting that "there is no popular truth with which to 

oppose official truth, there is no popular knowledge with a ontological certainty", he 

immediately dismisses the problem with a claim: "Only those with power can produce 

knowledge ofthat sort" (ibid: 50). This seems to suggest that the information quality issue is 

essentially an invention of "the power-bloc". We are confronted by the dilemma of an either/or 

choice: opting for either the stance of cultural elitism, which has been proven problematic, or 

that of cultural populism (McGuigan 1992), according to which anything popular simply goes 

and the issue of quality becomes irrelevant 

But turning to Bakhtin again, we would share with Docker (1994) in recognizing 

that unlike Fiske, Bakhtin does not champion pleasure simply for pleasure's sake. By 

theorizing popular culture in carnival, he does not aim to champion carnival and carnivalesque, 

but to emphasize that life and reality is far too complicated to be grasped or represented by any 

system of knowledge. As he has argued, according to Docker, the Enlightenment was always 

struggling against "authoritarian" conceptions, in whatever forms or presentations. Therefore 

the issue of quality still matters for him, though not in terms of cultural elitism. What he 

appeals for is an openness for "heteroglossia", in which both knowledge and pleasure share the 

same space, rather than an "monologic" close-off, which sanctifies certain values but bars 

away other richness of life/reality. 

Thus, news, whether quality or tabloid, is not sufficient to facilitate a more open 

journalism. Journalism should be a heteroglossia itself, if to present a more inclusive 

participatory knowledge is to be its aim. The centrality of news in journalism should not 

narrow our perspective about journalism, which should have something much more than news 

can present. There should be an openness in journalism for exploring the boundaries of forms 

and genres, an openness that would remove "the fear of being contaminated" which has led to 

harsh critiques of television because of its televisual hybridity. 

4. CONCLUSION 

Having appealed for an openness in television journalism with its hybridity 

potential, I do not intend, as it should be clear by now, to legitimize or champion hybridity 

simply for hybridity's sake. Instead, it is the spirit of openness that I try to count as an 

indispensable element in the criterion for information quality. Journalism, while striving to 

report the reality as it is, can not afford losing sight of social and political inequalities which 

mark so obviously the society. A modernist insistence on an objective reality does not cancel 

out various perceptions of the reality the inequalities can lead to. The entertainization of news, 
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so symptomatic of market-oriented journalism, is not a problem per se. Yet it becomes so 
when social political inequalities are left unaddressed as if invisible, especially for a majority 
of people who rely heavily on television for information. As I have discussed, news as a genre 
of representative knowledge shares the similar problem. 

Life is certainly more fun with entertainment and pure information can be boring. 
The entertainization of news undoubtedly brings extra pleasure of evading, resisting, or 
scandalizing ideology or control, as Fiske might suggest (1987). Our tactical productivity may 
allow us "make do" with whatever on offer by television. That such productivity can work to 
reinforce ideology or control, as Sparks has argued (1995), should alert us from celebrating too 
early the micro-political empowerment assured by Fiske (1987). To tackle problems of 
inequalities or grasp the complexity and totality of reality, as I have mentioned, a more 
inclusive participatory knowledge for that purpose is required. If television hybridity is the 
potential for openness, it should be appropriated in a way that boosts participatory discussion 
for that kind of inclusive, participatory knowledge. Engaging ordinary audiences in the 
discussion would therefore be more meaningful than simply open to different elite opinions, 
however representative they are. This leads me to participatory talkshow programming, a 
popular television genre which happens to have audience participation as its main appeal. 
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Chapter 4 

ENGAGING AUDIENCES: 

PARTICIPATORY TALKSHOWS 

AND THEIR DEMOCRATIC POTENTIAL 

A uc 

A br 
udiences necessarily trigger the omnipresent consideration that compels 

broadcasters to treat their business as more than a purely internal matter. 
7irst and foremost, programs need to be watched. To stay in business 

therefore often means making programs "watchable", and journalistic programs are no 

exception 

The studio presentation, which characterizes journalistic programs by what Stuart 

Hall terms as "the television original" (see Chapter 3), does maintain, display and promote 

institutional authority. Broadcasters thus seem to be masters in their own domain who define 

the terms of social interactions in the studio by pre-allocating social role and status, and by 

controlling the content, style and duration of the events they preside over. They cannot, 

however, afford to deliberately ignore audiences, who are absent from them, as demonstrated 

by the failure of "the Third Program" in the U.K.1 The communicative context in which 

audiences are embedded is far more complicated than the studio as an institutionally 

controlled discursive space. The less tangible part ofthat context is the conditions of reception, 

which eventually determine the "watchability" of broadcasting outputs. 

Though articulated in the public domain as public discourse, journalistic programs 

are necessarily received within the sphere of domestic privacy as an optional leisure resource. 

As audiences cannot be compelled to behave as ideally as broadcasters may wish, the form, 

content and communicative style of these programs, like those of all other broadcast outputs, 

have to be adjusted in ways that fit in with viewing circumstances, i.e. patchable for audiences. 

This, according to Scanneil (1988), is an issue of great complexity which took British 

broadcasters many years to resolve successfully, and significantly by exploring appropriate 

forms of talk. In the process, the cold at-length monologue on predetermined scripted topics in 

1 The Third Program is an elitist radio channel whose first Controller, George Barnes, promised, in an article for the 
Listener in 1946 describing the new service, that it would offer "few hearing aids" for listeners. See Scannell (1988: 
2). 
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the early years, gradually gave way to a warmer, friendlier dialogue. For it was discovered that 

in their own home where viewing took place, audiences expected to be addressed personally, 

familiarly in a friendly way, and as individuals, not as a crowd. Furthermore, it was found that 

people did not expect to be talked down to, lectured, or "got at". Dismissed scornfully as "the 

theatre of values" (Conrad 1982:158), the sphere of domesticity nonetheless (Scannell ibid: 3-

4) 

... powerfully drives the communicative style and manner of broadcasting to 
approximate to the norms not of public forms of talk, but to those of ordinary, 
informal conversation", for this is overwhelmingly the preferred communicative 
style of interaction between people in the routine contexts of day-to-day life and 
especially in the places in which they live. 

Doubtlessly, efforts to engage absent audiences through adopting their preferred 

communicative style can mean something more than a business strategy. For television 

journalism, this has its democratic implications. The power of the one-way medium over the 

presumably passive audiences, either pessimistically or optimistically assumed as respectively 

by Adorno and Enzensberger (see Chapter 2), is necessarily undermined and counterbalanced 

by its dependence on the absent audiences to watch. As engaging audiences became more and 

more crucial in television business, broadcasters interestingly further their dependence on 

audiences not only in reception, but also in production Instead of being absent from the 

broadcasting studio, ordinary audiences are invited in programming and allowed opportunities 

to voice their views or comments. News interviews, documentaries and talkshows are common 

examples that offer such opportunities. 

The talkshow presents a more interesting and significant case to my concern. First 

and foremost, it often involves active audience participation in the construction of knowledge 

and information (Livingstone and Lunt 1994). Through co-construction, audiences seem to be 

able to dilute, at least to a certain degree, the discursive, narrative monologues inevitable in all 

studio presentations (see Chapter 3, Sectionl.2.) News interviews and documentaries also 

include, even focus on, ordinary people, giving them opportunities to voice their life 

experience or expectations. But these programs tend to "incorporate" them in a way that the 

elite narrative or discourse is not at risk. In contrast, the talkshow runs such risks by design. It 

seems to function more or less as a public access for audiences, who are invited to the studio, 

the institutional discourse space, and join actively the discussion on topics of concern to them. 

Their presence in the studio, either vocally or physically, seems to add credits to "the television 

original" with a fresh touch of authenticity and spontaneity quite unlike what can normally be 

expected from camera-weathered experts and officials. 

It is therefore the purpose of this chapter to explore the democratic potential of the 
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talkshow for the risks it runs in losing discursive controls by being open to audiences. In the 

following sections, I will first explore the talkshow as a perfect embodiment of television 

hybridity, then forward to discuss how this hybridized media form operates as a genre of 

public sphere that enables direct face-to-face communication, and as a format of postmodern 

journalism that may promise "a diversification of information" (see Section 3). 

1. THE TALKSHOW: A PERFECT EMBODIMENT 
OF TELEVISUAL HYBRIDITY 

The talkshow is itself a category too ambiguous to be properly defined. Practically 

all programs that feature talks, rather than events or actions, are in the same camp of the 

talkshow. Since almost everything can be talked about, the talkshow can be as diverse as 

whatever may attract a sizeable audience. Having come to assume many messy, hybridized 

variations, the term "talkshow" itself defies any singular definition other than "information" or 

"conversation" in the broadest sense. Just to give a glimpse of how broad it can be, I mention 

below some sub-categories of the talkshow specified (randomly, not systematically) by 

Munson (1993), though even in each sub-category there are still variations: 

• News interviews: 

Represented by Meet the Press and Face the Nation. Perhaps the oldest 

established form of the talkshow which proceeds largely via discussion between journalists 

and their elite guests. Calling the form "journalistic talkshows", Peter Dahlgren (1995: 54) 

notices that it is evolving, for there is less question-and-answer and more "chummy chat". 

• News/talk magazines: 

Represented by Today, Good Morning America. They combine rotations of live 

and reported news with service-oriented features such as consumer advice and film reviews, 

celebrity interviews and worldwide, on-location production Further hybridization of the form 

can be found in ABC's Prime Time Live, which includes the investigative documentary and 

live audience participation, and CBS's Nightline, which is similar but with smaller scope and 

without a studio audience. 

• Talk/service: 

Referring to day-time talkshows such as Donahue, the Oprah Winfrey, Georaldo 

Rivera, Sally Jesse Raphael and the like. The name is derived from the goal of these shows, 

which was to give lively, useful information on interpersonal and psychological matters to 

women, when the form was first conceived about thirty years ago in the U.S. 
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• Talk/variety: 

Also known as celebrity talk or chat-show, the most dominant late-night talkshow 

form, and probably with least journalistic touch compared to the above-mentioned. 

These four certainly do not exhaust Munson's categorization For example, there 

are "confrontalk" which features insult humor, "personality talk" which feature the 

host/hostess' personality, or "sports talk" which may combine talk with call-in and live 

coverage of games. In fact, the labeling depends much on what is being perceived as more 

emphatic in a program. Chances are that more than one label may fit comfortably any program, 

and that no categorization can ever set up an exhaustive hst, even simply for American 

talkshows. This is not only that in other cultures/societies, talkshows certainly have other 

variations with rather different emphases (such as West European talkshows), but also because 

that the talkshow genre- to the degree that it can be treated as a genre- is itself an ever genre-

blurring genre. 

The slippery nature of the talkshow makes it a perfect embodiment of televisual 

hybridity. Pushed by the three intrinsic televisual movements (i.e. ingestion, projection and 

self-referential, see Chapter 3, Sectionl), televisual hybridity tends to challenge the 

conventional dichotomy between information and entertainment, or between the public and 

the private. Even the concept of genre, itself deeply rooted in print literature thus much 

debated, may become problematic, irrelevant, even redundant for television2. This can be 

technologically favorable either for innovations or recombination in programming. The 

talkshow can probably be seen as both. 

1.1. A Genre Thriving on Commercial Television 

Whether treated as innovations or recombination, the talkshow, which dates from 

the dawn of radio broadcasting with experts talking monologically at the audience whether in 

America or in Europe, evolved into a more dialogical and participatory form far more 

significantly in a commercial environment like America than elsewhere. In his Adorno 's 

Reproach: Repetition, Difference, and Television Genre, Caughie (1991) argues that it is 

American commercial television, rather than European public television, that has been taking 

the lead in programming innovations. Since the market logic requires ever-increasing product 

differentiation in the struggle to gain the fragmenting large mass audience, commercial 

television tends to subvert the seeming routine of programming convention and play the never-

2 
For examples, see Dubrow 1982 (quoted in Livingstone and Lunt 1994), Kaminsky and Mahan 1985 Fiske 

1987) 
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ending game of mingling or mutating the established genres— a game that is technologically 

favored on television. Being cheap to produce, the talkshow is cost-efficient (e.g. Kurtz 1996) 

for such a game. This is an advantage when "safety first" (in financial sense) is a compelling 

rule for commercial television. 

The development of the talkshow, as well as its social impacts, are therefore best 

exemplified by the case in the U.S., which is after all the most commercially sophisticated so 

far. Practices in Western Europe, particularly in Britain where television is heavily influenced 

by the public service tradition, may add new elements or dimensions to the genre because of 

less popularity demands and more "high-minded" concerns. But it is mainly American 

talkshows that have been pushing the edge of talk programming and exploring ever-new pos

sibilities. For countries where the privatization and commercialization of television have just 

begun to take shape, American talkshows, just like American television in general, present "a 

veritable laboratory" (Blumler 1992: 194) from which the developments of the genre and its 

effects and impacts on television journalism can be learned. The eager embrace of popularity, 

which underscores the "safety-first" rule in commercial television, necessitates a more flexible 

programming-- flexible to the degree that polysemy is possible and discursive control, if any, 

can be concealed (Fiske 1987). The talkshow is an expression of such flexibility, not by 

doggedly building up polysemy, but by involving active audiences in talking performance. 

1.2. The Selling Point: Audience Participation 

The comparatively active role "assigned" to audiences in the production of a 

media "text" makes the talkshow an intriguing social phenomenon in modern (or postmodern) 

society. As observed by Carbaugh (1988:2), there is no comparable occasion in history "where 

millions have gathered daily, to talk, and to witness each other talk". The sheer quantity of 

audiences "hooked" by a program is already a phenomenon that warrants serious study. 

However, it is those audience members who for whatever reasons are able to join the talk that 

should be at core of this phenomenon (though not necessarily at the core of a show), if 

democratic potentials of the genre remain a central concern. Their active participation is 

precisely what gives the talkshow its institutional image of openness through flexible 

programming-- a flexibility that mixes up entertaining and informational purposes by catering 

to the needs of audiences as consumers and citizens simultaneously. 

1.2.1. Historical Origins 

Audiences used to be conceived as originating either in people and society or in 

media and their contents (McQuail 1994: 288-291). In a sense, the presence of active 
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audiences in the "production" end of the talkshow, whether through call-in or in the studio, 
challenges the either/or assumption in this observation. Audiences who bother enough to jump 
out of their conventional role as media consumers and participate actively in media production 
can have different reasons to do so. They are perhaps simply pushed by individual preferences 
and gratification needs for the formats or topics of a talk program. Or they may come from 
certain pre-existing social groups with communication needs, such as a local community, a 
political party or interest group, and for them the talkshow happens to be a convenient forum 
(e.g. Priest 1995). It is also probable that they are simply brought into being by new 
possibilities opened up by the specific types of content (in which the host's personality is a part) 
only available by the talkshow. 

In other words, active talkshow audiences can be both socially originated and 
media originated. This has something to do with the various practices of audience participation 
in history when liberal democracy was still budding and the emerging mass media 
(newspapers, periodicals, and publishers) were playing a significant role. At least we can 
specify three of them below to exemplify the practice of audience participation in history 
relevant to the similar practice in the talkshow: the seventeenth-century British coffeehouse, 
the eighteenth-century magazines, and the nineteenth-century American lyceum movement. 

• The seventeenth-century British coffeehouse 

The practice of audience participation can date back to as early as the seventeenth-
century coffeehouse in Britain which functioned as a salon setting for intellectual debate and 
talk. The talk made possible by the coffeehouse was an alternative to those available in church, 
palace, court, or parliament. Focusing on Enlightenment philosophy and the arts, the 
coffeehouse conversation was open to the rising bourgeois public who had newly established 
its economic power and wished to counterbalance the power of the Church and the State for its 
own interests as a new class. Though generally devoted to "serious" issues (i.e. political, 
philosophical, and aesthetic topics) of the day, the coffeehouse talk was inevitably scattered 
with gossips, which seemed a natural result of free expression and market operation. 

• The eighteenth-century magazines 

Following the English coffeehouse was the emergence of the eighteenth-century 
magazines, with which audience participation in the media first became an identifiable 
practice. These early magazines were tightly linked to the coffeehouse, not only because that 
they were usually read and discussed in the coffeehouse, but also because that they shared the 
same coffeehouse intellectualism, along with all gossips that might attract their bourgeois 
audiences and boost their market. With the same purpose of influencing public opinion for the 

64 



Chapter 4 Engaging Audiences: The Talk Show and Its Democratic Potential 

bourgeois interests, these magazines offered a forum more significantly for bourgeois essayists 

and poets who would otherwise remain spectators excluded from the discourse space 

controlled by the Church and the State. 

Like the coffeehouse, these magazines functioned as a talk space of literacy3, 

facilitating the public (bourgeois) pursuit of rational knowledge and self-expression. For the 

bourgeois public, participating in the talk space, be it the coffeehouse or the periodicals, was 

an assertion of autonomy and personal accomplishment, while standing aside as mere 

spectators implied an acceptance of someone else's authority in the use of reason and the 

acquisition of knowledge. 

• The nineteenth-century American lyceums 

The American lyceum movement was initiated in 1823 by Joshua Holbrook in 

Massachusetts, who harvested a great profit from its success. Holbrook had the inspiration 

from the Jackson era characterized by a reaction against the Federalist mistrust of the people as 

"the mob" and distrusting "the experts" (See Curti, 1956, quoted in Munson 1993). The 

movement combined the self-help passion of the Jackson era with the sanctioning of science, 

knowledge, and rational inquiry in the eighteenth century. The lyceums were originally 

member-run, community-oriented associations of mutual instruction in the useful knowledge 

through lectures, discussions, libraries, and scientific experimentation Aimed at young 

workers, it channeled young passions for its evening activities by functioning as an educational 

talk practice based on local participation It was widely applauded as "town-meeting of the 

mind", "a powerful influence in effecting a reformation inmorals" (see Bode 1956, quoted in 

Munson 1993: 22, 163). The tie with the media was obvious, since topics for discussion were 

drawn from the headlines of newspapers or books, and authors were invited to speak. 

The above three examples are but a few among the many talk spaces in Western 

history that were launched from, facilitated, and conditioned by the market. In these par

ticipatory talk spaces. There were pre-existing social groups (the bourgeois class, the young 

worker, the literary circle) targeted by the talk industry as an identifiable market. There were 

also those attracted by the notion of open talk practice for whatever reasons. Whatever they 

were, their sense of autonomy and personal accomplishments were supposed to be cultivated, 

fermented, encouraged, or renewed deliberately in these talk spaces. The mass media helped 

to sustain these talk spaces, while they were themselves a talk space in their own right. 

3 Munson suggests that it is no coincidence that American magazines at that time had names such as Tattler, Town 
Talk, Tea Table, and Chit Chat. In the U.S., "talk spaces" such as the coffeehouse and magazines tended to join 
"the informal cracker-barrel, back-fence, and saloon traditions linking talk practice to agrarian economy, domesticity, 
andleisure"(1993:21). 

65 



Chapter 4 Engaging Audiences: The Talk Show and Its Democratic Potential 

1.2.2. Radio Audience Participation 

The practice of audience participation in broadcasting naturally started with radio, 

from which the talkshow genre takes shape. In a broad sense, all radio talks are talkshows of 

some sort, since the microphone, the medium's key transducer, is a device designed primarily 

for speech pickup. But it took quite some time for radio to facilitate a public talk space as 

equivalent to those historical practices. The following discussion will mainly draw on the U.S. 

case, since it is where the genre thrives and varies most. 

• The early comedy talk and public-affairs talk 

Radio participatory programs emerged in 1930s, significantly in conjunction with 

the interview, human interest, or game/variety shows, and were generally considered as 

"comedy audience participating programs" by the industry. Audiences were involved in the 

form of mail requests or studio performance, which often created unexpected amusements for 

the listeners. Opposed to this category was those more high-minded, educational programs 

regarded as "public-affairs talk". They emerged in the late 1930s, typically with audiences 

participating in the debate on current issues. Examples were CBS' The People's Platform 

(1938-1952) and Mutual Radio Network's The People's Rally (1938-1939), American Forum 

of the Air, NBC's America's Town Meeting. These programs, largely unscripted, featured 

spontaneous audience questions and comments on public affairs, which gave elements of 

lively amusements on current-issue discussion. 

• The Dichotomy Decreased 

Unscripted shows featuring spontaneous audience discussion on public affairs 

with amusing effects of unexpectedness, though censored during wartime, seemed to pave the 

way for further hybridization in radio talkshows. Generally, the industry tended to link 

audience participation with comedy, because of the lightness and contrast such a program 

concept could offer. The unscripted ingenuousness of its nonprofessional, "ordinary person" 

performers could create extra fun normally missing in the scripted formality of more refined 

program genres. Whether it was out of a professional attempt at getting close to "the people" 

or simply trying to borrow some liveliness and/or authenticity from the voice of people, there 

emerged a more middle-ground programming. The result was the blurring of the distinction 

between the all-talk and all-news formats in a newer format called news/talk, characterized by 

a relationship to public controversy, an appearance of spontaneity, and calculated blending of 

information and entertainment in a constant, productive defiance of notions of generic 

These were two competing programs that sustained until the late 1940s. 
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integrity. 

• From Participatory to Interactive 

Professional efforts to engage audiences in the broadcasting media evolved to 

another new stage when call-in radio talkshows were invented. Initiated as a strategy to 

encourage audiences' loyally and generate data on music preferences and audience 

demography, call-in radio evolved, quite accidentally as it was claimed, to live on-air 

conversation as early as 1945 when an overnight music show host was bored enough to pick 

up the phone and chat with the caller5. Though originally characterized by short bits 

conversation, call-in itself seemed to echo a modernist participatory thrust which permitted 

public expressiveness and self-assertion. Thus the conversation eventually grew in length and, 

in the late 1950s, evolved into full-blown call-in talkshows on news or community subjects. 

This development coincided with the emergence of the local community forum program 

which highlighted caller questions for local officials (Bick 1987). Since then, radio call-in has 

maintained its political dimension, though in various degrees. News talk, the middle-ground 

programming, thus became a mix of substantial news programming with an array of call-in 

shows, utilizing news material. 

With radio call-in news/talk, the interactive, interpersonal discussion of the 

seventeenth-century coffeehouse seemed finally made possible on the media which by then 

used to feature only mediated and highly managed (manipulated) one-way communication. 

But the media's visual presentation of the talk had to wait until television appropriated radio 

talk programming and explored its new horizons. 

1.3. A Talk or A Show? 

From the very beginning, television has literally picked up talkshows from 

radio. Many TV talkshows, together with their hosts, were originally shown on radio. 

When they became visualized on television, coping or negotiating with the "peeping" 

camera as well as the "eavesdropping" microphone became a major task for broadcasters 

and studio audiences. As we have discussed in Chapter 2, television remains a medium far 

more characterized than radio by being expressive rather than communicative, represen

tational rather than discursive, analogic rather than digital. With television, the talk 

programming encounters a new dimension of challenges beyond the talk itself, for the 

5 This seems to be a reasonable claim in a commercial broadcasting environment. According to Cassirer (1959, 
quoted in Hsu Wen-Yee 1994) interactive radio with audience participation appeared as early as 1920s in 
Britain. 
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effects of visual presentation of the talk on the small screen has to be taken into 
consideration. 

This implies that the television talkshow, with all its audio-visual effects for the 

interactive and interpersonal communication, can simulate those historical talk spaces, as we 

will see in Section 2. The involvement of audience participation on television, however, is 

itself a merge of both interpersonal and mediated communication that results in some 

characteristics of the talkshow: 

1.3.1. The Spectator-Performer Integration 

Being at the core of the talkshow as its main appeal, the notion of audience 

participation is itself a merge of two original antipodes: the performer and the spectator, or 

more familiarly, the sender and the receiver. The first practice of the notion, as we mentioned 

earlier, was realized through market recognition of the bourgeois needs to break up discursive 

control. Bourgeois individuals who otherwise would have remained the silent, passive, 

repressed spectators of social and political developments, valued participation in public talk as 

progressive, autonomous, self-discovering and self-fulfilling. This has become a legacy in 

various practices that followed in history or exist at present, though the activities involved 

might be anything other than talk (e.g. dance, games, etc., see Munson ibid). 

Being one of such practice, the talkshow integrates the spectator and performer in 

the studio where common folks and elite experts take turns spectating and performing, and 

where the latter is not necessarily more privileged than the former, or vise versa. While the 

performer has the opportunity to get a message across, s/he is also vulnerable to the gaze or 

peep of the spectator. And while the spectator can gaze or peep, s/he is also situated in the 

discursive domain of the performer. 

13.2. The Chance Element 

As long as there is audience participation, there is an element of chance in the 

programming that may loosen the institutional control over rating success, ideological closure, 

or professional standards for "good television". It is not accidental that audience participation 

was originally linked with comedy, which highlighted a collective entertainment through the 

fresher, unexpected touch of the amateur. For a serious, high-minded programming aimed at 

individual enlightenment, such dependence on the "amateur" performance would prove too 

risky in terms of quality, if not financially or politically. Most informational programs which 

include audience participation, tended to limit this chance element to a controllable degree (e.g. 

street interviews on news). 
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Being a talk genre depending on audience participation for its construction, the 

talkshow runs a higher risk than other programming from the chance element which does not 

always guarantee something new, unusual or unexpected rich with entertaining or inspiring 

values. Chances are that something awkward, boring, or socially indecent can break in. The 

more "unstable" the audience guests (i.e. less managed institutionally), the riskier it will be. 

This is why the talkshow depends almost entirely on the host- the most stable element among 

all the unstable constituents of the genre (Munson ibid)- to anchor or appropriate everything 

that might happen by chance. 

1.3 J. Transgression of Conventional Boundaries 

The talkshow transgresses more than the boundary between the spectacle and the 

performance. Talkshow host Phil Donahue once described poignantly that his show 

"sandwiches the Persian Gulf in between the male strippers"6. This is not just a trademark of 

Phil Donahue, nor is it something particular of television talkshows in the late 1990s. As we 

have discussed in Chapter 3, television hybridity itself has lead to a transgression of generic as 

well as social boundaries. Many mixed and new forms have been developed by television 

(Williams 1974a) among which the talkshow is but one. But among these forms, there is 

nothing quite like the talkshow that makes the transgression so boldly and so explicitly. 

Besides mixing up entertainment and information with its specific intertextual dependence on 

other media forms, the talkshow brings together people with different backgrounds in age, 

class, education, occupation, making them talk toe-to-toe and eye-to-eye with a "new sense of 

place", aware of the participation of home audiences (Meyrowitz 1985, Munson ibid). The 

transgression is generic, social, and spatial simultaneously. 

In fact, the talkshow has been developed, since its early days, consciously by those 

who recognised the inclusive, blurring nature of television. In the 50s, when the television 

talkshow was still in its early stage, NBC's president Weaver, who just initiated the two long-

running talkshows Tonight (celebrity talk/variety) and Today (news/talk), rebutted his critics 

by constructing television as ultimately beneficial in its inclusiveness and its "tremendous 

potentialities for upgrading humanity". Accordingly, a talkshow would be at its best if hosted 

by a "communicator" who was a "showman, thinker, commentator, narrator, and enhghtener 

all rolled into one" (quoted in Munson ibid: 50). Many talkshow hosts echo similar 

observations of their role and their shows (see Section 3.1). 

6 This is a comment by Phil Donahue on the show he hosts in a roundtable seminar The Other Side of the News: 
Entertainment News or Entertainment? WNET-TV New York, April 12, 1989. Quoted in Munson 1993.5,158. 
The seminar will be discussed in Chapter 5. 
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Together with the spectator/performer integration and the chance element, this 

tendency to transgress on the talkshow, which exploits to the full television inclusiveness, can 

be as productive for the society as it has been profitable for commercial television. 

2. THE TALKSHOW AS A GENRE OF THE PUBLIC SPHERE 

Specifying talk, with audience participation at its core, the talkshow, as we have 

seen, is reminiscent of the early public talkspaces in Western history which inspire the theory 

of the public sphere. Articulated first by Jügen Habermas in his Structural Transformation of 

the Public Sphere (1962/1989) but then heavily interrogated and reconstructed by many others 

(see Calhoun 1992), the theory is resourceful for those who would grasp the interplay between 

the state and civil society, and the role of the media in it (e.g. Keane 1991, Garnham 1990, 

Curran 1993, Dahlgren 1995). The weight Habermas gives to the modern media, then-

evolution in history, and the twin dangers of state power and corporate control over the logic 

of their operations, have much to inspire media researchers today. 

The connection between the talkshow and the term "public sphere" had not been 

made explicit until 1990, by the authors of Chatter in the Age of Electronic Reproduction: 

Talk Television and the "Public Mind" (Carpignano 1990). According to Munson, this seems 

a natural result of the new interest rekindled by the publication in 1989 of the English 

translation of Habermas' Structural transformation, twenty-seven years after the German 

original was first released. In 1994, a much more systematic and ambitious study on the 

talkshow by Livingstone and Lunt was published in their book, Talk on Television: Audience 

Participation and Public Debate. The authors start by asking what kind of public sphere the 

talkshow may project- out of an attempt to bypass traditional cultural pessimism that tends to 

dismiss, and cultural populism that tends to embrace, the endless but seemingly inconsequent 

talk and argument on television in general and the talkshow in particular. 

In ideal terms, Habermas conceptualizes the public sphere as a realm of social life 

where the free and rational exchange of information and comments on questions of common 

concern can take place, so that public opinion can be formed. With this conceptualization, the 

connection between the talkshow and the notion of public sphere seems a bit odd. The populist 

appeal of the talkshow with all its transgressive nature and chance elements seems in strong 

contrast to Habermas' modernist emphases on rationality and publicness (see below shortly). 

The connection is valid somehow, if what concerns us is more about participation and 

discussion "in public" on matters of relevance to the participating audience, and less about the 

rational and public aspects, which happen to be problematic for Habermas' critics anyway (see 

below shortly). 
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In this section, I will draw on the critiques (available in Calhoun 1992) that have 

been leveled against Habermas and then see the talkshow in the new tight shedding on the 

theory of the public sphere by them. 

2.1. Habermas'» Public Sphere and Its Principles 

Structural Transformation was written at a time when the experience of fascism 

and the rise of the cultural industry seemed to confirm the cultural pessimism of Adorno and 

Horkheimer. Since public consent could be manufactured or engineered, there seemed to be no 

autonomous subject that held the hope to transcend capitalism and its massification power. 

Habermas therefore turned away from the search for such a subject and tried instead the 

emancipatory potential in intersubjective communicative processes. The book is the first 

attempt (Hohendahl 1992) of his life-long effort to reground the Frankfurt School project of 

critical theory in order to escape the doom of cultural pessimism. The public sphere theorized 

by him in the book, is an embodiment of the Ideal Speech Situation which he later further 

explored, without any historical specificity in his two volumes of The Theory of 

Communicative Action (1981/1984, 1981/1987). Based on the liberal model of the public 

sphere taking place in the 17th and 18th century European bourgeois society, the book tries to 

distinguish between the set of principles upon which the bourgeois sphere was based, and the 

set of institutions which embodied these principles in history (Garnham 1990). 

In practice, the bourgeois public sphere may have its deficiencies and may not 

fully accord with the principles laid out by Habermas. Its new and progressive nature in the 

fight against feudalism nonetheless allows Habermas (1992) to convincingly defend himself in 

face of his critics. Whether the public sphere is a historical reality or not, for some the 

principles seem to provide the ground, or at least a point of departure, to conceive an ideal 

model for media-society relationship against which all existing practices can be judged. The 

principles cover three interrelated aspects of the public sphere: 

• The institutional aspect: 

Together with the private family, the public sphere is one of the two socially 

integrated institutions of the modern life-world functioning in symbolic reproduction (e.g. 

socialization, solidarity formation, cultural)7. Hence, it has concrete social-institutional 

7 The structural aspect of the public sphere should be grasped in the whole scheme Habermas sets up for modern 
social life. This scheme consists of four domains divided according to two dimensions: private versus public, system-
integrated versus socially integrated. I present it in the following table below: 

Public Private 

System-integrated: The state The market Material reproduction as main fonction: 
concerned with money and power 

Socially-integrated: The public sphere The private family symbolic reproduction as main fonction; 
concerned with moral norms and values 

Source: Livingstone andLunt 1994, Calhoun 1992 
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foundations and is distinct from the economy and the state. 

• The quality aspect: 

Personal opinions of private individuals evolve into a public opinion through 

critical-rational debate on issues that affect common interests and universal ends, Reaching 

consensus through rational communication rather than domination. 

• The quantity aspect: 

General accessibility, particularly to information, for a public of private and 

autonomous individuals, so as to boost popular participation. 

While the problem of public participation remains at the center of Habermas 

works (Benhabib 1992), Structural Transformation does not transcend successfully the 

looming pessimism of his teachers. According to him, the degeneration of the bourgeois public 

sphere occurred when innovations, namely mass media, opened access to the public sphere 

and when "a psychological facilitation of access" lowered "the threshold capacity required for 

appreciation and participation" (ibid: 23). The serious form of participation, i.e. rational-

critical debate in public, was replaced by mindless consumption of mass culture in privacy. 

2.2. The Public Sphere in a Pluralist Light 

Though generally lauded as of great relevance to contemporary democracies, the 

concept of the public sphere nonetheless arouses doubts and criticism. The most fatal one 

comes perhaps from Verstoeten (1994), who, drawing on Foucault, suggests that the public 

sphere might be a mere ideological misconception with social o^sciplining and exclusionary 

functions, rather than something that serves liberation purposes. To the extent that this 

criticism aims to attack the idea of a consensual public, it helps renew, rather than nullify, the 

notion of public sphere. If it echoes what Rosenau (1995: 15) terms as "the skeptical 

postmodernism" that denies all modernist truth claims- which presupposes the notion of 

public sphere- and contends that nothing is beyond "the play of words and meanings", 

something can still be learned for my purpose, which I will turn to shortly. For now, I will 

simply summarize other fruitful critiques of Habermas' conceptualization of the public sphere 

as follows: 

• The bourgeois public sphere is idealized, while the contemporaneous development of a 

plebeian public sphere is ignored. Built on different institutional forms (trade unions) and 

with different values (solidarity rather than competitive individualism), the latter is in fact 

a good contrast to the former. According to historical research, the viciously competitive 
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structure of the early media market was controlled not by freely discoursing intellectuals 

in search of public enhghtenment but by booty capitalists in search of a quick profit. 

• The over emphasis on a rational-critical model of public discourse leads to a neglect of 

the rhetorical and playful aspects in communication action. The result is a too sharp 

distinction between information and entertainment and a loss of "the link between 

citizenship and theatricality" as exemplified by Rousseau's notion of "public festivals" 

(Garnham 1992: 360). "The psychological facilitation of access" on the part of the mass 

media is therefore lamented as a decline of discursive quality, rather than a diversification 

of public discourse. 

• The assumption of common interests and universal ends, coupled by the rationalist public 

discourse, leads to an emphasis on consensus and social integration, while neglecting both 

the continuing need for compromise between irreconcilable ideological positions and the 

unrecognized needs of subordinate social groups such as women and children. Thus the 

expansion of access to the public sphere for political parties and various social groups is 

lamented, rather than embraced. In particular, identity differences are bracketed off and 

assigned to the private sphere of the family and the economy. This dichotomy between the 

public and the private is too rigid. It therefore systematically suppressed the question of 

democratic accountability within relationships characterized by age, gender, class, and 

race differences. 

• The manipulative powers of the cultural industry are over-exaggerated while the resistant 

capability of the viewing publics underestimated. The dichotomy between the active 

cultural-debating public and the passive cultural-consuming public is too simplistic, since 

the construction of meanings is subjected to negotiation. 

These critiques suggest that Habermas' notion of the public sphere, narrowed by 

the historical case he focuses on and influenced by his Frankfurt background, is too inflexible 

for the concerns of a modern pluralistic society. Accordingly, some argue that the public 

sphere, though highly relevant today, is better considered as "a structured setting where 

cultural and ideological contest or negotiation among a variety of publics take place" (Eley 

1992: 306). Some contend that it should be conceived in a way that "allows both for strong 

publics and for weak publics" and "help[s] theorize the relations among them" (Fraser 1992: 

137). In this new pluralist light, the public sphere still retains its original conceptual merits as a 

social space of discursive relations and a theatre for debating and deliberating. But the 

emphasis has shifted from common-interest argumentation in a homogenous society towards 

negotiations among social groups in a heterogeneous society. 
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2.3. Talkshow Talks: Interpersonal Discursive Interactions 

While the media play a significant role in the rise and decline of the bourgeois 

public sphere theorized by Habermas, it is face-to-face dialogue or interaction, rather than 

mediated communication, that remains the focus of the notion. For Habermas, the contribution 

of the early print media to the democratic process is its capability to sustain and promote the 

interactive, interpersonal discursive debating for the rising bourgeois class. The loss of that 

thrust by the mass media, which rose as a new power that "simultaneously restructured and 

dominated" the public sphere (Habermas 1992: 437), deteriorated that interpersonal discursive 

interaction. It is the great crime of the mass media, particularly television, that made the 

publics withdrawn from being public-debate participants to being private, fragmented 

spectators. In the process, the dynamic formation and expression of public opinion lost ground, 

and established powers were left unchallenged. 

In a sense, the talkshow seems to break the spell of this ominous prediction about 

television by making the medium a talkspace where face-to-face interpersonal discursive 

interaction becomes well alive again. Its ambiguous, inclusive, and hybridized nature, however, 

makes it difficult to meet the original rationahst and universalist (common interests) principles 

of the public sphere. Polan (1990), for example, is critical of the talkshow as at best a pseudo 

public sphere, i.e., a public sphere with only the form but without the content. If put in the 

pluralist light, the talkshow stands a better chance to be a genuine post-bourgeois public sphere 

(Fraser 1992) which underscores the expression of diversity, the contestation of multiples 

positions, and the interfacing of many discourses. It provides a much less restricted public 

access to publicity, for it adopts a relatively casual, informal form and deals with whatever 

discussible or chattable as a topic. 

Perhaps too messy to be a neat and tidy bourgeois public sphere, the talkshow is 

far more accessible particularly for ordinary people with its inclusive, hybridized 

characteristics. This should be democratically meaningful especially when the main source to 

knowledge for a great majority of people is their own life experience. Most people would 

encounter great difficulty of self-expression in other public spaces where life experiences 

normally do not count as much as expert knowledge. For those whose life experiences tend to 

be dismissed as marginal or deviant, due to choice of lifestyle or sheer tough luck, the 

talkshow's transgressive nature makes it much easier to keep the access it offers open. While 

others may find their stories entertaining on the talkshow, they strategically use the talkshow 

for counter-hegemony purposes (Priest 1995). 

Thus, the talkshow may fail to involve a consensual public who argue rationally 

and critically. Its accessibility for ordinary, marginal, or deviant opinions and views, through 
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the use of a technology, enables it to involve a plurality of publics who tell and listen with 

emotion as well as with reason It would be otherwise impossible for this great diversity (and 

in far greater quantity) of people to associate, negotiate and contest among themselves, and on 

the basis of a sense of community constructed by the sheer fact of being able to talk, to 

dialogue, among one another. I think the following two images, distinct yet interrelated, are 

useful to capture the uniqueness of this talkshow public sphere: 

2.3.1. An Electronic Town-meeting 

By this term I wish to capture "the Persian Gulf' stuff in the sandwich of the 

talkshow, i.e. the more public aspect that deals with public/current affairs. Most talkshows deal 

with current issues as they affect ordinary lives. The impacts of these issues on ordinary 

people's everyday lives are normally shown through a story-telling of relevant personal 

experiences. This is certainly more helpful to get an audience engaged in public-affair 

discussion than dry, abstract deliberation. When one's life is touched by a policy or certain 

arrangements, i.e., when the system affected the life-world, it is irrational to expect that private 

individuals can always be cool, rational and detached. The toleration, or better, encouragement, 

of emotional expressions and hot, confrontational disputes on the talkshow makes the 

discussion of public/current affairs more engaging. For it makes the discussion more relevant 

to everyday life. 

This engaging element creates an inroad for the talkshow to politics, or for politics 

to the talkshow. Politicians who want to appeal directly to people (voters) find the talkshow a 

more efficient forum than any journalistic coverage, which according to Kerbel (1995: 76) in 

the case of the U.S., is increasingly distrusted by politicians as "cash-for-trash journalism." 

Since 1992, the talkshow has become sort of town-meeting much relied-on for both election 

campaigns and governance. In October 15, 1992, an unprecedented Phil Donahue-style debate 

was held by NBC. George Bush, Bill Clinton and Ross Perot, the three presidential candidates, 

directly answered questions from live audience members about the economy, homelessness, 

unemployment, abortion, and other issue-oriented matters, which were "not typically a 

political reporter's primary concern" but obviously in the mind of the publics8. After being 

elected, Clinton sought constantly to mobilize public support for his administration through the 

talkshow format, either acting as "Donahue-in-chief ' or sending delegates to face televised 

confrontations with opponents on talkshows. For his administration, the format reassembles a 

televised reporter-free town-meeting by which he can appeal directly to the public while 

Ironically, the event was dismissed by a newspaper headline as "the electronic town meeting from hell" (Kerbel 
ibid: 92-93). 
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bypassing the mediating press and the representative congress. 

2.3.2. An Electronic Neighborhood 

By the term I am referring to the "male-strippers" stuff in the sandwich of the 

talkshow, i.e., the more private aspect that deals with difference-based affairs. Though often 

dismissed as sensationalized or voyeuristic, this aspect of the talkshow has its root in early 

radio advice talk aimed at helping the less fortunate9. In 1950s, a CBS game show Stand Up 

and Be Counted highlighted the neighborliness of the show and topicalized in each episode the 

quietly suffered, painful experiences of a "neighbor" (usually women). Home and studio 

audiences were encouraged to "drop in on the troubled neighbor" just as "what neighbors do to 

neighbors elsewhere" (Munson 1993: 54, 171). With its audience participation, its personal 

depth, and its political overtones, this program presaged Donahue. Initiated in 1967 and then 

attracting a lot of followers especially in 1980s, Donahue introduces the dimension of 

neighborly service and the compassion of an in-depth sharing of personal experience to 

talkshow programming. 

The constructed neighborliness helps construct these talk/service talkshows as a 

neighborhood, a place where one feels one can always participate and where self-help and 

helping are esteemed The image of neighborhood suggests mutual support and participatory 

parity- the latter is a term with which Fraser (ibid) describes the equitable accessibility of the 

public sphere. Thus, a friendly, understanding, cheering-up, non-judgmental approach is 

essential in the talk, and in practice it depends almost entirely on the host (see Section 3). This 

approach brings up to the public eye those personal dilemmas, private grudges, or "eccentric" 

lifestyle choices that happen to be the topics. For the audiences and the topicalized guests-as-

neighbors, the process is perhaps merely entertaining or something like a psychological self-

searching, but social inequalities, whether induced by policies or hegemony, can often be 

exposed in it. If we agree with Fraser that domination often looms behind the conventional 

labeling of some issues and interests as "private" (ibid), then a public discussion of these 

private and personal matters can be emancipatory. In a neighborly talkshow, this conventional 

labeling is challenged through the publicity of the seemingly private topics it deals with. In 

Priest's study (1995), legitimacy claims are in fact being made, social identities being 

constructed, and social bonds being strengthened, by people labeled as minority, marginal, or 

deviant. They try to make their way to be shown on television and talk about their personal 

9 For example, a 1933-1940 CBS show featured a social worker as the host working with people, such as 
prostitutes, whose life and experience were the topics. A form of audience participation was used, through listener 
contributions to the host's fund (Munson 1995:26-27). 
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lives, instead of being talked about. So far it seems only a genre like the talkshow offers such 

possibilities. 

Whether as the electronic town-meeting or the electronic neighborhood described 

above, the talkshow can wield its political impact on society. Being the town-meeting, the 

impact is doubtlessly more direct, explicit, and attracting more immediate attention Yet being 

the neighborhood, the impact could be far more subtle, implicit, and with more gradual effects. 

The two images are seldom too distinct to be mixed together, however. Chances are that 

political gossips and rumors, which are plenty anyway and by no means rational, can float in 

the "townhali", while rational-critical concerns about common interests can be formed in 

neighborly chats and a sense of community can be cultivated. No matter how the two 

interrelate mutually, the blurring talkshow can accommodate both balancedly and equally, in 

one single episode or across a certain time period, or simply mix them up in whatever way that 

happens to work (even if in the sense of generating an audience). 

3. THE TALKSHOW: 
A FORMAT OF POSTMODERN JOURNALISM 

Linking the talkshow with journalism seems just as problematic, even scandalous, 

as linking journalism with popular culture (see Chapter 3), for the talkshow tends to be seen as 

a part of popular culture, even with its presumably serious look of the public-sphere potential I 

have just argued for. But the link is more than a wishful academic assertion, because it has its 

root in the symbiotic relationship between the all-news and all-talk radio formats in 1960s and 

their gradual merging later on into the news/talk format. The merge mixes substantial news 

programming with an array of call-in shows that utilize news material (Munson 1993). In 

1980s, news was becoming a bigger part of the mix, due to an institutional recognition of "the 

general trend in the society towards a need to consume product in a more immediate fashion"10. 

Other talkshow types, such as talk/service or talk/variety, also have their own recipes to mix 

with news and social issues, though with different focuses. 

The link with journalism, however dubious, establishes the talkshow as "the other 

side of news" (Munson 1993: 139)- an expression that seems a claim from talkshow 

practitioners yet a sarcasm from their critics, which I will return to in Chapter 5. Perhaps 

lamentable for those who insist on the purity of journalism in a traditional sense (see Chapter 

3), the link itself makes some sense, if among other nonsense, for quite a few. Peter Dahlgren 

(1995: 62-67), for example, straightly includes the talkshow in his effort to theorize what he 

10 See the news story, "The Sound of Radio: News/talk", in Broadcasting, 1989: June 12, p.43. 
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calls "popular television journalism". Munson, in his turn, suggests once and again in All Talk: 

The Talkshow in the Media Culture (1993) a new kind of "productivity" by the talkshow with 

its journalistic impurity (e.g., p. 10, 147). He observes the "intrajournalistic conflict" or "the 

moral wars between information journalism and story journalism", which can date back to as 

early as 1890s (p. 141-142). 

The talkshow's dubious position in journalism has its basis on the genre's 

mediated, representative dimension— obviously a contrast to its face-to-face participatory 

dimension I have just discussed. After all, audience participation in studio talk/debate 

inevitably involves a selection of audience members who are admitted to represent the general 

audience on a topic-by-topic basis. The selection itself, while an institutional and professional 

necessity, cannot but préconfigure the discursive interaction process and affect the apparent 

transparency of the talkshow as a public sphere, the idea of which promises an open, equal, 

and unfettered access. The fact that the talkshow remains a mediated social space is therefore 

made obvious, no matter how authentic the voices of experiences may sound. Given the 

talkshow's political impacts and its inclination of mutual permeation with politics because of 

its "public-sphere" image, this mediated, managed nature certainly arouses and justifies 

questions of journalistic accountability. 

This section would draw on what I have discussed in Chapter 3 and see the 

talkshow as a new journalistic practice that treats journalism no longer as self-evidently serious 

as before, therefore might have something to contribute to journalistic accountabihty. Like the 

reconceptualized notion of the public sphere, journalism in the late 21st century has put on a 

new light which allows space for emotions, human interest, multiple meanings and lifestyles. 

Though originated and developed by the mundane institutional need to cater to popular taste in 

order to engage audiences, the talkshow nonetheless captures and symbolizes this postmodern 

tendency in journalism. In the following paragraphs, I will use three pairs of contrasts, again 

interrelated, to grasp the uniqueness of the talkshow as a practice of postmodern journalism. 

3.1. The Hospitable Host versus the Detached Anchor 

The talkshow, given all the significance assigned to the role of audiences in its 

production, is essentially a host-driven medium. Whatever a talkshow collects from other 

media forms and however it recombines and repacks them, it has to be done "through the 

host's ego" (Munson ibid: 19). Typically microphone in hand, the host leads the talk, controls 

the sequences of the conversation, and maintains the flow. Disregarding all behind-the-scene 

arrangements and efforts (Tuchman 1975), s/he is the one that determines the general nature of 

his/her show and the nature of each episode. Even for an established show that might have 
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been categorized as a news-talk, talk-variety or talk-service (according to Munson), or seen as 

belonging to the debate genre, the romance genre, and the therapy genre (according to 

Livingstone and Lunt ibid: 56-58), the host may easily shift between categories even in one 

single episode if s/he so wishes. In fact, a talkshow is as transgressive in established boundaries, 

as deep in personal emotions, as controversial in issue-debating, as the host would prefer. It is 

no coincidence that all talkshows are strongly identified with the host, many of them even 

named after him/her. 

Nothing on television can be comparable with the talkshow host, except the 

"anchor" in newsroom. Both tend to have a strong command and consequence in the 

communication, though different in manner and style, simply by their studio presence. This is 

not surprising, if we remember that both are descendants of the early presenter in a live studio 

whose personal identification was so inevitable that efforts were made to dilute or neutralize 

his/her influence on the material s/he dealt with (see Chapter 3). In the host and the anchor, we 

can see that personal identification is no longer something to be avoided, but something to be 

nurtured, promoted, even maximized to the degree of an image of charisma. Nonetheless, the 

difference between the two is obvious. The anchor may try to establish an authority to the 

degree that, as illustrated for decades by Walter Cronkite in CBS11, his very presence 

symbolizes a detached conscience presiding over and pacifying a disturbed world. He becomes 

paternally reassuring for the audiences, being their point of referral, connecting, interpreting, 

even validating what have been reported (Conrad 1982: 136-38). In contrast, being detached 

would mean being aloof for the host who earns his/her popularity largely from what is 

expected of any host- hospitality. Occasionally s/he can play the objective, self-abstracted 

journalist, yet more usually s/he tends to be casual and informal, supportive, sympathetic, and 

encouraging, to a degree of emotionally engaged, which would be sensational for the anchor. 

Her/his hospitality serves to boost a participatory atmosphere in which lively dialogue with 

audiences can go on, while the anchor's detached objectivity is to represent reality as 

unfettered as possible. 

Though often forced on the defensive for legitimacy (see Footnote 6, to be 

elaborated in Chapter 5), the host is seen self-consciously by some hosts as an extension of the 

anchor or a new definition of the journalist. For example, BBC's Kilroy-silk contends that he is 

"doing serious television... talking about adult issues, in adult way", rather than for "five-year-

old kids" (Livingstone 1994: 40). Georaldo Rivera was making a more direct claim when he 

listed Edward R. Murrow12 among other non-journalist television celebrities, whom he 

1 ' The term "anchorman" was coined by CBS for Cronkite (see Conrad 1982: 137) 

12 Murrow, the CBS news reporter who challenged and toppled McCarthism at its peak in 1954 through his 
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identified himself with. In his own words: "I don't sing one song... And if there are critics who 
think that I have forfeited my right to be a newsman, I say bullshit." (Munson ibid: 173). 

3.2. The Both-and Aesthetics Versus the Either-or Aesthetics 

To redefine the journalist necessarily involves an attempt on redefining journalism. 
As hinted by Kilroy's adult/kid contrast and Rivera's proud claim, the talkshow seems, at least 
in the eyes of its practitioners, a more mature, more sophisticated format for journalism than 
traditional news and current-affairs. Their pride has its root in the increasingly justified 
dissents since 1960s regarding the "fetishization" of journalistic objectivity, the inadequacy of 
representative knowledge, and the hierarchy of knowledge made "natural" by cultural elitism 
which problemized anything popular. For them, the world has changed, and journalism should 
no longer be so narrow. "I don't sing one song" implies a critique of the modernist culture of 
impersonal authority and expertise of which traditional journalism is a mere product. Coupled 
with that is an assertion of a new journalistic practice characterized by a multi-vocal or multi-
accentual approach which seeks information from many sides. 

This emphasis on many-sidedness seems to suggest that the talkshow is a unique 
source of information quite different from Fiske's tabloid journalism or alternative journalism 
(see Chapter 3, Section3)- the two sources of information supposed to counterbalance the 
hegemony inherent in quality journalism. Whether quality, tabloid, or alternative, these three 
are all deeply grounded in the modernist discourse which separates the official from the 
civilian, the elite from the popular, the rational from the emotional, the fictional from the non-
fictional... an endless list of modernist dichotomies anyway. While they all comply with this 
either-or aesthetics so as to achieve certain integrity for their respective hierarchy of 
knowledge, the talkshow seems to make no effort for that. Instead, it adopts a postmodern 
both-and aesthetics which questions any form of knowledge hierarchy. It therefore tends to 
juxtapose and mix what modernism has separated. 

In other words, while the other three types of journalism have their choice of 
foregrounds and backgrounds, the talkshow simply adjoins both. As a result, it confounds 
emotion with reason, anonymity with celebrity, experience with expertise, convention with the 
exotic, cheap entertainment with high-minded information... Again, the list is endless. While 
the talkshow presents them all simultaneously, it does not reconcile or resolve the tension in 
between. In fact, it appropriates the tension for its own cause. If talk programming has nothing 
but talk to offer, it goes without saying that special cares should be taken to make sure that 

program, See It Now. 
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lively, even hot, disputes can occur, for the flow of talk counts on that. Thus Kilroy is reported 

to ritually instruct (before the show) his participants to forget their British reserves and 

politeness, for it does not make good television on talkshows if consensus is stronger than 

disagreement (Livingstone andLunt 1994). 

The both-and aesthetics makes the talkshow favor contradictions over consensus, 

heterogeneity over homogeneity, and ignore the conventional journalistic need for editorial 

cohesion, integrity and continuity. The result is not a coherent discourse, but a "mosaic mesh"-

- the term McLuhan uses to describe television (see Chapter 2), not a harmonious song, but 

"constellations of voices"— a term coined by Munson (ibid: 10, 63) who has derived 

inspiration from philosopher Richard J. Berstein (1992, quoted in Munson 1993). 

3.3. Productive Instability versus Editorial Close-Off 

If for talk programming good television means more than one song to the degree 

of constellations of multiple, incongruent, discontinuous voices, audience participation 

obviously offers an answer, though a risky one, to quench the constant thirst for this 

heterogeneity. After all, where else can the broadcasters find a more endurable, inexhaustible 

repertoire, for the sake of their own livelihood, to feed the talk monster that always needs 

something to talk about and people to talk to? But the involvement of audience in the 

production, however, leads to an unstable production situation in which the broadcasters 

become vulnerable because of their dependence. Though it is generally a capitalist practice to 

appropriate almost anything profitable, including those subversive to the very existence of 

capitalism, for profit-makings (Gouldner 1976), there is nothing quite like "the talk industry" 

(Heaton and Wilson 1995) that directly opens up its production for audiences/consumers and 

simply thrives on its own existential vulnerability and instability. 

According to Munson (ibid: 64), this "productive instability" is in fact situated by 

broadcasters as "an intentional talkshow dynamic". While established journalism, already 

enjoying its legitimacy and prestige, can afford tight editorial control and monological close-

off, the talkshow, being inferior in its journalistic status, thus without that benefit, 

must work the new, the inclusive, the changing... the unstable, to succeed in the 
media environment... must expand boundaries in order to produce an audience and 
sustain itself... must constantly tap and create (emphasis original) shifting spectorial 
desire and affective alliance (ibid)... 

The industrial must of productive instability naturally leads to an "unstable productivity". This 

becomes more salient if we consider the relatively open and open-ended interlocution in the 

talkshow and the touch of ordinariness and everydayness the talkshow tends to convey. 
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Obviously, both are introduced by audience participation. 

The open and open-ended interlocution refers to the fact that the talkshow's 

constellations of voices, while offering messy liveliness of the talk flow, do not seem to reach 

or hint on any conclusions or allow the domination of any voice. Since coherence and 

cohesion are less important, what matters is less an editorial product with clear and close-off 

shape, but a process that includes and constantly expands and transgresses for more inclusion 

This emphasis on the process is perhaps intended to "tap and create" that "shifting spectorial 

desire", nonetheless it can function to encourage the participation of common folks and social 

minorities in the talking. As for the touch of ordinariness and everydayness, this seems a side-

effect of the juxtaposition of differences (the both-and aesthetics). Through such juxtaposition, 

which nullifies conventional (modernist) separations or hierarchizations, we get the impression 

of an emphasis on the otherwise neglected, trivialized, suppressed, subordinated, or 

problemized that is now allowed a visual position and/or a vocal role on the talkshow. It does 

not matter much whether such emphasis is intentional or unintentional. The inclusive 

juxtaposition approach tends to work in a way that opens up a possibility of "visibility" for 

whatever is ignored or rendered invisible by news values or the objectivity principle of news 

programming. Particularly typical on talk-service talkshows is the responsive applause for 

whoever tells their own stories and experiences which are nothing more than Everyman's 

everyday routines (Livingstone and Lunt 1994 for details). Hence, a touch of ordinariness and 

everydayness denied by news is made available by the talkshow. 

More significantly from this unstable productivity, is that the talkshow becomes a 

"producerly text"13 in Fiske's sense (1987: 94-96), and one of immediate relevance to 

audiences. Being a producerly text, the talkshow retains the easy accessibility of a "readerly 

text" but keeps alive the avant-guard spirit of a "writerly text" while without its weighty, 

authorative voice. It echoes historical efforts (namely, the avant-guard, see Huyssen 1986) to 

bring together art work and life/reality in favor of democratic social change (see Chapter 3), 

using its own televisual characteristics of hybridity. 

The above three pairs of contrasts are meant to demonstrate how the talkshow, 

through the industrial or institutional appropriation of audience participation in the production 

process, might work as a difference-based journalism that allows incongruence and 

inconclusiveness, and tolerates ordinariness and everydayness. It is a journalistic practice that 

treats journalism as playful as it is serious, as part of popular culture as it is part of high culture. 

While inferior to traditional journalism, it should be taken more seriously as a new source of 

13 Drawing on Rolland Barthes and Umberto Eco, Fiske (1987) specifies three distinct texts: the producerly, the 
writerly and the readerly. The producerly text refers particularly to television texts. 
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information (as claimed by Phil Donahue), or as what represents "the growing diversification 

of the news and information genre" (as argued by Morton Downey, another U.S. talkshow 

host). After all, it promises diversity, openness, and relevance, through the appropriation of 

audience participation. 

4. CONCLUSION 

In this chapter, the talkshow is established as an embodiment of television 

hybridity and hinted as something promising in getting closer to what Bakhtin terms as the 

heteroglossia of life/reality (see Chapter 3, Section 2.1) because of its inclusive practice of 

audience participation. To grasp the spirit of openness that might be inherent in it, I have tried 

to distinguish two forms of communication that are in fact merged in the genre: one the primal 

face-to-face interpersonal communication, the other the mediated communication. Thus, I 

argued how the talkshow can function as a genre of pluralist public sphere which helps 

construct a shared identity of community through facilitating both the harder electronic town-

meetings and the softer neighborhood talks. Then I went on to the mediated side of the 

talkshow and tried to situate it in the field of journalism through a contrast of Morming 

approach between the talkshow and news. I argued that the talkshow, with its unique 

postmodern journalistic practice, can compensate for what might be lacking in traditional 

journalism which is believed to be too narrow in its modernist discourse. Whether as a 

pluralist public sphere or as a practice of postmodern journalism, the talkshow gains its 

strength from audience participation on which it depends for its production and existence. 

There is a danger, however, in trying to distinguish too sharply between the face-

to-face interpersonal dimension and the mediated dimension of the talkshow. This would lose 

sight of its ambiguous, hybridized and transgressive nature, for the talkshow is, after all, a 

"hybridized assembly" (see Chapter 3, Section 2.), being a perfect embodiment of television 

hybridity. Though both a genuine social interaction and an electronically mediated spectacle 

are indeed available from the talkshow (Munson ibid: 76), they are in fact conflated together, 

for no specific boundary between them can be clearly identified. As self-referential as 

television, the talkshow constantly acknowledges the camera and the microphone, thus 

reminding us that social interaction and mediated spectacle are made possible simultaneously. 

Like those conventional boundaries it has blurred, the boundary between interpersonal and 

mediated communication is transgressed and nullified. 

Fruitful openness, however, is not necessarily guaranteed by this seemingly 

endless transgression and hybridization In the next chapter, we will see how talkshow 

programming can easily fail to realize its democratic potentials precisely because of the same 
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wish and need to engage audiences which has brought it into being. 
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Chapter 5 

PARTICIPATORY, PERFORMATIVE, 
OR PROMOTIVE? 

TALKSHOWS' PITFALLS FOR DEMOCRACY 

I "t is often argued for and believed that the health of democracy depends on an 

informed and interested citizenry, and that this should be, by all means, be 

.television's function. Conventionally summed up as a matter of what and 

how to inform, the business of keeping audiences informed and interested has become a tricky 

one especially since the 1980s. Traditional informational programming, particularly news, 

increasingly gives the impression of being top-down and disciplinary, restrictive of a diversity 

of voices, as its social constructedness becomes more and more apparent. Where there is 

public suspicion or outright dissatisfaction with the interdependence between the power-bloc 

and the media, cynicism among the audiences tends to rule, posing various problems for 

information and its legitimacy (Carpignano et al. 1990). The consequence is the incapability of 

traditional informational programming to provide information and knowledge that can be 

meaningfully incorporated into audiences' life. 

In parallel to great efforts that have been made to legitimize popular taste reflected 

in forms or genres traditionally "lower" in cultural value, concerns about the demise of news 

and informational programming and of the larger public communication, have been frequently 

expressed on both sides of the Atlantic. To grasp just how ordinary viewers actually feel, an in-

depth study, entitled Citizens and Politics: A View from Main Street America, was carried out 

across the U.S. (Andersen 1995)1. In the study, the interviewees consistently complained that 

"they are unable to see themselves- their perspectives and desired choices for action-

reflected in the way in which the issues are discussed" (ibid: 13). It is therefore concluded that 

"all the jargon, statistics, and other forms of professional speak" do not resonate with citizens' 

deeply held concerns and "the realities of life they experience and see around them" (ibid: 14). 

The public world as typically represented by what government officials do or say through 

traditional informational programs, seems simply disassociated from the private life of 

1 The survey was orchestrated by Richard Harwood in 1991, using ten focus groups in different regions across the 
country. 
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audiences. This rapture cannot but lead to audience indifference not only towards public 

affairs and the process of government, but also towards informational programs as a whole. As 

put by Fiske (1989: 187) so concisely: 

If there is no relevance between a text and the everyday lives of its readers, there 
will be little motivation to read it, and less pleasure to be gained from doing so. 
News may well be watched out of a vague moral sense that we ought to know what 
is going on in the world, but if it lacks these micro-connections, it will be watched 
half-heartedly and will be rapidly forgotten- which, indeed, is the fate it frequently 
suffers. 

The booming of talkshows in the 1980s coincided with the general crisis of 

information and the ossification of news reporting due to the lack of relevance to audiences' 

lived experiences. Where traditional programming has failed, the talkshow thrives, and by 

directly engaging audiences in the production/construction of a media text, making itself a 

forum of participatory discussion. Though the video technology is often implied to be 

intrinsically incapable of producing segments longer than one or two minutes, the talkshow 

normally has an hour-long format and focuses on talk and talking heads. This is particularly 

odd if one considers that for many years, it has long been a professional must to avoid 

monotonous presentation of information, particularly on news programs. Anything visual has 

always been sought to cover up talking heads, particularly on news programs, so as to keep 

audiences interested. With talking heads on the screen most of the airtime, the talkshow relies 

on audience participation as an alternative strategy to keep audiences or viewers interested 

In the preceding chapter the talkshow was treated as something promising in terms 

of discursive openness, because of its more inclusive and flexible approach in programming. 

With audience participation at its core, this hybridized form seems to open up new horizons for 

public communication long governed by the elite notions of canonized quality, in which 

openness tended to be ignored (see Chapter 3, Section 1.3). Knowledge from experts and 

factoids from government officials, so sanctified and taken for granted in traditional 

informational programming, are now possibly interrogated and held accountable by 

participating audiences, whose lived experiences are often justified or hailed here instead. This 

sheer possibility, even merely theoretical, makes the talkshow rich in its political and aesthetic 

implications, if contrasted with the often close and aloof talk in traditional informational 

programming. Its fluidity across conventional generic, social and cultural boundaries seems to 

promise a loosening of elite/institutional control, so as to make room for lay voices. 

The discursive openness deserves to be counted as an essential element of 

information quality, this I have argued for in Chapter 3. But there always remains a great gap 

between the theoretical possibility and the reality in practice. Besides, there are as many 
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varieties of the talkshow genre as there are various practices of audience participation. 

Whether discursive openness is inherent in the talk show is, therefore, a question that is hard to 

answer. 

Cautions are widely shared among those who recognize the talkshow's democratic 

potential and "unstable productivity", and their reasons have little to do with modernist 

considerations. Ironically, the harshest critiques come from the U.S., where the market 

dynamism has brought it into being and kept on pushing its development and proliferation. 

From Horton and Wohl (1956) in the late 1950s to Tuchman (1974) in the 1970s and to Polan 

(1991), Hirch (1991), Andersen (1995), Heaton and Wilson (1995) in the mid-1990s, critics 

from different generations share a similar suspicion about the talkshow, even to the degree of 

denouncing the genre altogether. Their arguments strongly suggest that the talkshow, 

originated and nourished by the market, is in fact exploitative rather than discursively open, 

and unproductive even with discursive openness. This is in entire opposition to the 

emancipatory practices of audience participation in history that led to liberal democracy as we 

are familiar with today (see Chapter 4, Section 1). 

What has caused such long-lasting doubts about the talkshow, doubts that even the 

postmodern atmosphere doesn't seem to nullify? This chapter is intended to find an answer for 

this. In the following sections, I will explore first the limitation of the talkshow as a talkspace 

for dialogue, then the constraint of the talkshow as part of popular journalism. Lastly, I will 

forward to discuss the talkshow as an industry in a consumer society. 

1. DIALOGUE IN THE TALKSHOW: 
OPEN DISCUSSION OR HOT AIR 

We talked about how the talkshow can operate as a genre of the public sphere in a 

pluralist light, through its maximization of televisual hybridity. Like television, it has long been 

seen as low in cultural values. But its play with boundaries and contingencies (the chance 

element), through participatory discussion, promises an atmosphere of discursive openness. 

When openness is counted as an element of information quality, one is prompted to notice the 

undemocratic elements in the habitual dichotomy of the high and the low, of the serious and 

the popular in culture. One is also encouraged to appreciate the values of the low and the 

popular in making sense of life/reality for common folks and in helping their struggle for 

cultural legitimacy. Furthermore, one is made aware of the modernist anxiety shared by those 

desperate for clear labels, stable structures, or, in other words, a representational purity, which 

the talkshow flatly rejects. 

Despite all of this, there have been doubts regarding the ability of common folks 
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to participate in public discussion, the possibility or desirability of "mass" participation (Budge 

1996) and last but not least, the problem of using television, a medium of escapist 

entertainment, for public discussion. These doubts touch the fears and hopes about direct 

democracy (ibid) and "teledemocracy" in various countries (Schudson 1992, London 1994, 

Lenos and Vlug 1995, Mctavish 1996, Ytterstad et al. 1997.) One is therefore prompted to ask 

where the supposed discursive openness of the talkshow, if realized at all, can lead to. Does 

the public discourse emerging from the blurring, inclusive and contingent talkshow eventually 

resolve the chronic tension between the institutional desire to contain and the audience 

tendency to be indifferent? Is citizenship being boosted and social change made possible, at 

least implicitly, as the discourse is constantly reshaped, and hegemony contested? These 

questions will have no easy answers, but one can start the inquiry from exploring the dialogic 

character inherent in the talkshow's participatory discussion. 

1.1. The Irrelevance of Consensus or Conflicts Resolving 

Accommodating both the modernist self-asserting subjectivity with postmodern 

pluralist appeals, participatory talkshows are based on dialogue and conversation, while the 

rest of the mass media remains essentially monological in character. Though all broadcast talk 

has learned to become more or less dialogic in order to attract audiences (Scannell 1988), 

nothing quite like the talkshow as a form is designed to be dialogic and participatory. 

Apparently, it has an incomparable appeal of authenticity and transparency, as participants 

take turns playing both senders and receivers of messages, and common folks (audiences) are 

given a salient significance in the co-construction of knowledge/information. Audiences are 

not only talked to, but talked with interactively. 

Inherent in interactive dialogue are the dynamics of intersubjectivity in the 

communication process. This is exactly what Habermas turns to in his decades-long search for 

an alternative or substitute for the failing individual subject, which, in his eyes, has proved 

incapable of resisting the manufactured consensus or propaganda, being incapable of 

autonomy. This detour to intersubjectivity in the communication process marks a linguistic 

shift which Habermas shares with many of his contemporaries particularly since the 1970s. 

Language behavior has been treated as the intervening variable between social institutions, the 

class system, and the state, on the one side, and on the other, the competence of a person to 

interpret the social world. While the assumption of active audiences leads many to put much of 

their theoretical weight on the individual viewer's ability, i.e., his semiotic power, to "make 

do" or negotiate privately (Fiske 1987), Habermas resorts to what a person can do rationally 

with that ability and "do something with others" in order to make a peaceful change and avoid 

r 
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brutal revolution (italic added, Gouldner 1976:146, Giddens 1987:225-252). 

It is this public nature, this promise of calling forth intersubjectivity by interactive 

dialogue, that Habermas holds as a hope to "encompass characterological inhibitions and 

irrationalities implanted by socialization... and., limits imposed on language behavior" by, say, 

any social hierarchy and the state (ibid). For that intersubjectivity to work, Habermas 

endeavors to build up a framework for the Ideal Communication Situation in which a 

consensus, governed by the force of "better argument", can be brought about. One is prompted 

here to imagine whether there is any link, however feeble, between this essentially modernist 

ideal and a media form, the talkshow, which mixes modernist self-assertions with 

postmodernist juxtapositions. While the idea of Habermasian intersubjectivity is simply too 

square for the talkshow with its emphasis on critical rationality, the talkshow does encourage a 

public, interpersonal, and interactive dialogue, though the aim of which remains largely 

undecided. 

If the redemptiveness of Habermas' intersubjectivity ties in the hope of reaching 

consensus as the basis for "doing something with others", the talkshow seems unable to call 

forth such intersubjectivity. In their study on the debates in four audience participation 

programs, Livingstone and Lunt(1992a: 141), finding that "the genre favors rapid jumping 

around from point to point, person to person", reach an conclusion relevant here: 

[As far as] a forum presupposes certain rules of debate in which conflicts are 
addressed, not evaded, and in which arguments are integrated rather than simply 
listed... audience discussion programs do not meet the standards of ideal public 
debate. 

It is not surprising, given that the aesthetic of the talkshow is such that an inclusive juxtaposi

tion of contradictory and conflicting ideas is encouraged. The conventions of the genre require 

that the discussion keeps moving forwards, so that emotional expression can be elicited to 

challenge the experts, and validate the ordinary person. With this approach, the range of 

discussion is perhaps maximized, but at the expense of the depth of argument. There is no 

intention to integrate the arguments, since attempts to resolve conflicts and contradictions have 

become irrelevant. 

Reaching consensus or resolving conflicts, however modernist they may sound, 

are often part of the deal in democracy. Where they are needed and expected, public 

discussions in the talkshow are often disappointing. 

1.2. Talk for Action versus Talk as Action 

89 



Chapter 5 Participatory Talkshow audits Pitfalls for Democracy 

If reaching consensus is not of concern to the talkshow, what would the talkshow 

dialogue achieve besides only talk? Put the other way, what can be deemed as productive, or at 

least consequential in those jumping-around conversations? Though generally echoing a 

traditional concern about the effects and effectiveness of communication, this question is 

inevitable for those who would ponder the talkshow culture and relate it to a plural society and 

participatory democracy. In fact, the question itself reminds us of what has been much debated, 

since the flowering of studies on popular culture in the 1970s, regarding what counts as 

"productive", in terms of progressive politics, in popular taste. In the debates, many low-status 

programs, such as the soap opera, have thus been re-evaluated, though previously considered 

as of little cultural or informational value. The polysemy has been found to be required for the 

success of a text, since people construct their own meanings according to their own identities 

or life situations. Constant contestation or negotiation are at work, therefore there is 

productivity at least at the level of micro-politics, if not of macro-politics (e.g. Fiske 1987). 

The polysemy in popular texts is reminiscent of the polyphony of the talkshow in 

which constellations of voices are juxtaposed but without attempts to reach conclusions. Often 

drawing attention to social issues, however, the talkshow refers both explicitly and implicitly 

to a public forum of debate normally intended to touch more than private life. It is therefore 

legitimate to expect a productivity more than what micro politics can address. This suggests 

the significance of macro-politics, which is what the very behavior of attending public 

discussions attempts to grasp. Those who jump on to the soap box must have something to say, 

something beyond the reach or range of private contestation or negotiation in a private media 

consumption (Priest 1995). 

But as long as productivity is concerned, talk or dialogue tends not to be counted 

so much. There is a tendency, especially in discussions of political participation, to think of 

opinion, debate, talk, dialogue, whatever, as something that should lead to the stage of doing, 

in order to be productive. Otherwise all lingual efforts, being so easily vaporized, would turn 

out to be in vain (Gouldner 1976). Tuchman(1988: 604), for example, comments on the 

increasing importance of opinion polls in the political process as "one way in which the media 

discourages political participation without any accompanying influence, role, or power". 

Citizens, according to her, are encouraged "to know more, even to be more opinionated, but to 

do less about public affairs" (ibid). Livingstone and Lunt (1992b: 11), generally sympathetic of 

the forum-nature of the talkshow, also observe that "a critical interpretation of audience access 

and participation programs would claim that they pose a trick to capture what remains 

underneath a passive mass audience with the illusion of influence and involvement'" (italic 

added). 
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There is a possibility, however, to see the talk as an action in its own right This is 

not only well theorized by speech act theory2 (e.g. Renkma 1993, van Dijk 1997) but also 

justified by talk participants themselves3. In the same light, Livingstone and Lunt (1992b) 

assert that public talk is social action, however indirect. Accordingly, audience discussion 

programs can be conceived as a social event in which actions are taken by people, experts and 

laity, together. If those kinds of actions do not count as political participation aimed at 

influencing and making a change, they nonetheless involve an informal, social participation 

and undoubtedly raise "questions about the rights, responsibilities and consequences of the 

ordinary person when transformed into a public social actor" (p. 13). Gouldner also observes 

that "in the end, there is probably no more powerful mechanism of social change than people's 

talk" (1976:149). 

But as we will see below, all the pros and cons regarding talk as action or talk as 

fuel for action would become irrelevant to prove the productiveness of the talkshow talk, when 

the debate or even the dialogic character of the genre itself is under question. For the time 

being, it is sufficient to say that to the extents that the talkshow is part of popular culture, its 

productiveness remains largely at the level of micro-politics. Jumping on to the soap box by 

audiences is indeed an action stronger than contestation and negotiation in privacy. Yet it can 

remain a private action with mere private purposes of gaining visibility, or even be deprived of 

social significance, which I will turn to later. There are indeed those for whom talking on 

television is intended as an appeal for the public. In these cases, the macro-political 

productiveness of the talkshow remain dubious, too, since so much has to be involved before 

that macro level is ever reached. This is hinted by Rapping (1995) when she argues that the 

issues discussed in the genre are not taken seriously by those in power. Though as close as 

television gets to open discourse on serious issues, the genre would be "reined in more" if they 

were more respectable in their style and choice of issues. 

1.3. Talk as A Game for Show 

In fact, it is this "style and choice of issues" Rapping refers to that leads to the 

questioning of the debate nature or dialogic character of the talkshow. Involving audiences in 

studio discussion, the talkshow does have an inspiring affinity to the concept of the public 

sphere. But according to Polan (1990:260), it is at best a pseudo public sphere with little to be 

2 Speech act theory is a branch of pragmatics, which means "the study of acts" literally. The theory focuses on the 
question of what people are doing when they use language. Representative theorizers are John Austin and John 
Searle. See Renkema (1993). 
3 For example see Priest 1995:149. An interviewee who has joined a studio talk tells Priest of his feeling: "... to hear 
yourself, and to see yourself in action, uh, it's like, I liked myself." (italic added). 
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recommended: 

The very call for a space of open public discussion is closed by the structural 
demands ofthat media form in which most discussion today takes place. Reason 
reveals itself to be what it really is: a show, a spectacle in which truth is not a 
content but... a device, an alibi, to get excitement going, to make a scene. 

Explicit in Polan's remark is an accusation of the talkshow for its emphasis on the showiness 

of the talk, rather than the talk itself. And if talk is insignificant, it does not matter much 

whether it is action or not. 

"Cheap and trashy", "frivolous and trivial" are common adjectives for talkshow 

dialogues, though it is also admitted that talkshow topics can range "from profound to 

profoundly trivial" (Kurtz 1995: 9). Just what is to be defined as trivial or irrelevant, however, 

can be as highly contested as those old modernist dichotomies (e.g. between the private and 

the public, the factual and the fictional). And as long as the talkshow's function as "an 

electronic neighborhood" (see Chapter 4) is recognized, some téte-à-téte over the air can be 

seen as an action of greeting, which, however irrelevant to "truth", helps construct and 

strengthen the identity of a certain community (Livingstone and Lunt 1994). To the degree that 

a good neighborhood needs some friendly chitchat to warm up, it is legitimate to have chat-

style talkshows in which the content of dialogue itself seems unessential. 

Problems arise when community ills are left neglected while hilarious talk 

overwhelms and nothing but "a celebration of visibility" is being demonstrated (Conrad 1982: 

46). It seems understandable for television, a visual medium that has to show something more 

than the loquacity of radio in order to be different. But what's showy about talk? We are 

prompted to ask, as Conrad (1982) does sarcastically. Language is usually dreaded in the 

television industry. At best it is seen as a depletion of silence when nothing animate shown. 

When it comes to talk programming in which nothing but talkheads, lay and expert, are in 

sight, the showiness of the talk depends heavily on the talkers more gifted with articulacy. 

While articulacy is important in any talk with definite communicative aim, the 

showy nature of the talkshow tends to emphasize the value of glibness and brevity, due to its 

televisual specificity. McLuhan (1964/1995: 310) noted decades ago, "the success of any TV 

performer depends on his achieving a low-pressure style of presentation, although getting his 

act on the air may require much high-pressure organization". Thus, no one, expert or lay, can 

afford to ignore the importance of this apparent effortlessness, if s/he is to get her/his message 

across. And it is obviously more challenging for those who join the talk as experts than as laity. 

No wonder in a book, How to Work with the Media (Fox and Levin 1993), the targeted 

talkshow-guest-to-be academic readers are reminded to "appear spontaneous", along with 
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other tactics. This apparent spontaneity is so much prized that being able to simply rattle on, 

even just for filling the dead air inconsequentially, can be a priceless talent on talkshows. 

Together with the juxtaposition approach, this encourages the view of talkshow 

dialogues as a game or sport for antithetical blusters, rather than a forum for issues and 

opinions. The mixture of the Gulf War with male-strippers, already a strange motley of topics, 

can thus lose its political implications in displaying the heterogeneity of the social world and 

letting people talk about what's relevant to their life. The heterogeneity will be shown barely at 

its surface, never explored, when the talk is essentially a game show in which what is intended 

is but the chemistry of people talking and joking, even squabbling, amongst each other, 

without the heavy burden of communication. 

This tendency to treat the talkshow as a game show seems so prevailing that both 

neighborly talks and town-meeting talks can not escape its influence. The emphasis on the 

showiness of the talk often amazes participants, especially those who participate as experts4. 

Even Phil Donahue, the nice-guy style host of a show with a three-decade longevity well 

known for his sensibility and openness, admits bis show "frustrates" the participants because it 

only "scratches the surface" of the issues. With rare honesty, he said his show is "only a game", 

even much acknowledged as "extraparliamentary speech" and "American's most important 

graduate school" (Munson 1993:153,155). 

While there is nothing wrong to offer entertaining games by talk programming, it 

becomes a problem when too many high-minded claims have been made and participants' 

expectations are high. As long as talking is more important than what is being talked about, 

there are frustrations for those who expect more than a game from the talk It is particularly so 

on town-meeting talks that tend to claim offering "real" stuff on "hot" issues. This is 

exemplified by the McLaughlin show in the U.S.- a talkshow that claims to target at issues 

and opinions with real reasoning and arguing. The claims, in fact, are often but a mere disguise 

for exercising "the art of the blurt" (Kurtz 1995: Chapter 2) which no participants can escape. 

The showiness of the talk is so valued that it is ensured there is "a pressure cooker working" to 

make sure people disagree, confront and blurt, simply to talk out of their instincts and 

contribute to creating the talk-as-game show. 

Whether neighborly or town-meeting talk-as-game shows, frustrations for sincere 

participants are inevitable. The former is frustrating because it involves participants 

emotionally with the appeal of immediate personal relevance while reluctant to scratch below 

4 Andersen (1995) and Heaton and Wilson (1995) give vivid eamples for this tendency to be showy. 
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the surface. The latter is even more disappointing since it gives an impression that people seem 

unable to discuss reasonably, if not rationally, even on issues of public concern. According to 

Hirch (1991), what has been demonstrated, is but "politics of kicks" which corrupt public life, 

impoverish political debate and under-nourish democracy. 

By nature, dialogue and conversation imply a discursive openness. Where there is 

dialogue, there is a bilateral communication which calls forth the intersubjectivity, which 

Habermas counts on when an autonomous subjectivity is found to be missing. The use of 

television and/or telephone and/or facsimile in the talkshow seems to, at least at the first glance, 

exemplify the realization of a wide-scale interpersonal and multi-lateral interactive dialogue 

among community members and citizens of a nation-state. The interaction in the talkshow 

dialogue can be a result of various hybridizations of what Thompson (1995) specifies as the 

face-to-face, the mediated, and the mediated quasi-interactions. Together with the 

juxtaposition approach, the various possibilities involving audiences with indefinite identities, 

in various mixtures of spatial and/or temporal co-presence, seem to make the talkshow 

dialogue open-ended to the degree of generous inconclusiveness. 

As we have seen, however, such openness can be less than productive, since it 

does not ensure any decision-making or action-taking normally expected in public discussion. 

Nor does it guarantee that there will be real dialogue at all, given all the dialogic character of 

the talkshow, if people talk only to "jump on each other". Therefore, the fascinating promise 

of the talkshow as a public talk space can be broken, if debate and discussion are not its aim, 

but rather a form in which talking can take place as a game for show. As a show, talk does not 

necessarily lead to dialogue and conversation, nor does it lead to crediting the debate on 

whether it is an action or a fuel for action As a show, talk can take place day in and day out, 

creating heat over the air but without light, and is eventually vaporized. To the degree that 

better mutual understanding is not promoted, the talkshow will create nothing but an incon

sequential phenomenon of "hot air" (Kurtz 1995), not open discussion. 

2. TALKSHOW JOURNALISM: 
ENGAGING TO DISENGAGE? 

The talkshow, according to Conrad (1982: 46), is itself an "oxymoron", turning 

talk into a game for show. Indeed, dialogue, supposedly the purpose of talk, can be lost in the 

process of making talk showy. The show aspect of talk in the talkshow makes one alert to its 

"impurity": It is involved in a mutually dependent duo-business, the business to facilitate the 

interpersonal communication and the business to mediate in mediated communication The 
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latter depends on the former for its prosperity, while the former counts on the latter for its very 

existence. Making talk showy is but a necessity to maintain the balance of the dual business on 

a video technology, since the talk should be watched and listened to in order to exist. 

The necessity to make talk showy, however, is not something peculiar of the 

talkshow. Even a face-to-face communication is not entirely immune from the game or show 

elements, especially when the effectiveness of communication (e.g. giving a lecture) is desired 

or intended. Consider just how much energy a lecturer has to put into making her/his message 

attractive, even engaging, before it could be sent across. Nonetheless, there is a difference 

between face-to-face and mediated communications regarding the control of the game or show 

elements. While in the former it is mainly the talker/performer who takes charge of the nuance 

and amounts of these elements, in the latter the talker/performer has much less control of them 

as long as his talk is part of the spectacle through the camera to the indefinite numbers of 

viewers. This considerably adds to a fear of the much believed media power and contributes to 

the general suspicion of the media and mediated communication in terms of authenticity and 

transparency. 

Therefore, special attentions has been paid to the "managed" nature of some forms 

of programming that claim, implicitly or explicitly, to be authentic and transparent. 

Carpignano et al. (1991), for example, uses the "edited public" to describe some "men-on-the-

street" interviews within news and current-affairs programming. For them, participation in 

these interviews means nothing but being selected for use in a sound-bite that serves as a slice 

of authenticity. Comer (1995) also observes how the selective character of, say, a real-life 

programming5, can be obscured in the medium's capacity to "let people see for themselves", 

or even concealed on purpose by the institutional efforts in trying to be real and transparent. 

There is an inherent tendency to excessively use non-informational phrases or images to 

sustain certain intensity and ensure the generation of excitement- which, for Corner, is 

arguably an important communicative function. Where such intensive "aesthetics of 

attraction" work, whatever lies behind the screened material, even vicarious perceptions, will 

tend to be experienced as "television immediacies" and "routinely not regarded as 'authored'" 

(italic added, ibid: 29-31)6. 

With its live or live-to-tape practice of audience participation, the talkshow's 

managed or authored nature is perhaps more easily concealed, especially when its aesthetics of 

5 The example studied by Comer is 999 of the BBC. It is a rapidly paced mix of entertaining drama, documentary 
and current-affairs. 
6 But Comer also cautious in the same breath that the psychology of viewing is far more complex than many 
researchers have assumed, 
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attraction can be both intensive and inclusive- inclusive to the degree of integrating the 

spectator and the performer. Nonetheless, it is a spectacle made to be engaging and 

consumable, particularly through conflating information and entertainment, which engages 

audiences with a new dynamism lacking in traditional informational programming. Already a 

recognizable television establishment in the U.S. in the 1970s (Tuchman 1974), it nonetheless 

had to wait until the mid-1980s to be a full-grown genre with great impact. Though (or 

probably because) it was (and still is) low as a cultural form and uncertain of its position in 

journalism (Rosenstiel 1992: 76), its aesthetics of attraction seems increasingly epidemic in the 

atmosphere of "de-regulation". Not surprisingly, journalism and politics got affected as a result 

of the private being made public and the public private. 

Interestingly, it is also in the U.S., the country of talkshows' birth and rapid growth, 

that the sharpest suspicions and the harshest critiques are voiced. By the mid-1990s its rampant 

popularity is such that Kurtz (1995: 1,3) believes the genre has been taking a lead in the "high 

deci-bel revolution of politics and journalism", and on a medium that "can only pay attention 

long enough for you to skim the surface". Below are the main effects ofthat "revolution". 

2.1. TheOprahfizationofNews 

The terms "Oprahfization of news", which refers to the popular the U.S. talkshow 

The Oprah Winfrey Show (since 1984), is often used to express how news programming is 

being influenced by the talkshow. Attached to the term is often a tone of sarcasm, which 

implies only degradation. A more elaborate lament comes from Carl Bernstein, one of the 

Watergate-scandal reporters who eventually dethroned Richard Nixon from presidency (1992, 

quoted in McManus 1994: 1-2): 

...we have been moving away from real journalism toward the creation of a sleazoid 
info-tainment culture in which the lines between Oprah [Winfrey] and Phil 
[Donahue] and Georaldo [Rivera] and Diane [Sawyer] and even Ted [Koppel]... are 
too often indistinguishable... In this new culture of journalistic titillation, we teach... 
our viewers that the trivial is significant, that the lurid and loopy are more important 
than real news. 

While one can now argue with more confidence that the indistinguishability is not necessarily 

negative and "real" journalism is a debatable concept, it is difficult to ignore "journalistic 

titillation" that the genre seems to initiate. 

This problem was exactly the theme of a ninety-minute PBS seminar program 

aired in the spring of 1989, in which the talkshow was held as a criminal in journalism. Titled 

as The Other Side of the News: Entertainment News or Entertainment and hosted by Fred W. 
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Friendly, former CBS news chief and current journalism professor, the seminar brought 

journalists and editors from prestigious newspapers to confront well-known talkshow hosts 

such as Phil Donahue, Georaldo Rivera, Larry King who were put on the defense7. There was 

an overtone of modernist suspicion in the arrangement of print media versus television, of 

traditional journalism versus the yet-to-be-legitimized journalism with populist appeals. But 

through the confrontation, the Otherness of the talkshow hosts seemed made clear, which 

reminded one of mass/popular culture as the Other of modernist pure/elite culture afraid of 

being contaminated (see Chapter 3). 

A poignant irony was obvious here. The "contamination,, was actually at work as 

the seminar imitated the talkshow, using its format, style and ingredients by which the 

legitimate interrogated, judged, and accused the illegitimate. There was a live audience of print 

journalists and talkshow hosts as the topical guests. There was emotional blurting and shouting 

as a way of communication routinized by some talkshows. There was even an exhibition of 

clips of sensational moments from those hosts' shows, including one from a Georaldo program 

on sexual surrogacy just to show how the talkshow tends to focus on titillation The seminar 

itself, as Munson (ibid: 139) observes, "could not help being yet another talkshow, though one 

implicitly claiming journalistic and even moral superiority", and broadcast on a "lofty" 

channel such as PBS. 

On the one hand, the case of the seminar may point well to the journalistic 

hypocrisy hidden behind the veil of cultural legitimacy. This is echoed by Dahlgren (1995) and 

Langer (1992) when they suggests that there is not a difference in kind, only one of degree, 

between tabloid journalism and the more traditional formats, since all television journalism 

contains tabloid elements. Yet on the other hand, the case indicates that talkshow 

programming is becoming so popular, or that social atmosphere has become such, that it is no 

longer easy to dismiss the talkshow simply as trash or tabloid television from a lofty position, 

without being drawn down as a complicit "other" in a capitalist democracy. Indeed, through 

the talkshow's blurring and transgressive nature, the artificiality of the boundary between the 

serious and the popular is made obvious. Journalistic titillation can therefore be seen as a 

matter of degree, and television journalism in particular has its aesthetics of attraction to 

engage audiences. 

Nonetheless, to the extent that the generation of excitement is being treated as an 

end to be served, rather than a means or a communicative function to engage audience, 

titillation remains a serious problem which needs to be addressed. As the term "the 

7 There were other television professionals and even an editor of a tabloid daily. But the talkshow hosts were the 
main target. See Munson 1993. 
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Oprahfization of news" often suggests, the popularity of the talkhsow is pushing the culture of 
journalism not towards more relevant-to-audience information programming, but toward 
merging with the relentlessly glitzy world of entertainment and creating "one great, roaring 
Oprahfiezed ooze of headlines and hype" (Kurtz 1995: 16). In other words, the blurring, 
transgressive, and apparently live talkshow at least symptomizes, if not triggers, a trend in 
television journalism which, by being heavily entertaining and lightly informational, virtually 
blurs and even drowns out everything, and significantly by talk. It is no longer news that 
reporting and comments, having been appropriated and conflated by the talkshow, become 
hard to be distinguished from each other even in news programming, since being distanced, 
disinterested, and objective is not the fashion. What is more intriguing is that the talkshow has 
created an agreeable atmosphere for talk that news programming is becoming more talk-
oriented than coverage-oriented. More "bites and blips" of "savvy talk" (Gitlin 1993: 119) are 
more readily available as instant analyses or even pre-event interpretations are replacing news 
coverage itself. With interesting examples of how journalistic interpretations are already aired 
while the related events are still unfolding, Kurtz (1995) concludes that a fundamental 
journalistic shift is taking shape as journalists' own talk becomes more important. 

Journalism and talkhsows are mutually incorporated, so to speak. 

2.2. The Lure of Visibility 
And the Syndrome of Symbiosis 

The journalistic trend or shift affects not only television journalism, but also print 
journalists and journalism. In his essay, Talkshow Journalism, Thomas B. Rosenstiel (1992) 
observes how the talkshow leaves its marks, altering the traditional value of the print media. 
Print journalists are lured to the stardom of visibility offered by television, seeking a boost of 
both their own career and the magazines or newspapers they represent, but at the same time 
risking their long cultivated thoughtful journalistic practice. Following the popularity of the 
talkshow, television institutions increasingly and insatiably need "someone who is glib, 
colorful, whose thoughts can be condensed into a conversational style"8, a career of punditry is 
created to reward the "knack for asserting opinions, thinking in soundbites, and honing an 
attention-getting public persona" (ibid: 74). Whether the print journalists take this stardom 
seriously or not, the talkshow has already changed who gets rewarded in print journalism and 
why, thus the value of the profession is affected. 

Behind RosenstieFs criticism is perhaps an all too familiar suspicion towards 

This is by the executive producer oîFace the Nation. See Rosenstiel 1992: 78. 
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television as a sufficient medium for journalism. In fact, it is also deeply shared by television 

professionals, so deep that the need to rely on the prestige of the print journalists to boost a 

program's credibility has been long felt since NBC's Meet the Press began on the air. This 

indicates the television's chronic insecurity about the professional credentials of its own staff 

correspondents. Thus, there is an give and take going on between the print media and 

television as both have learned, through talk programming, to feed on each other and have 

established a relationship of symbiosis. There is nothing quite wrong except that print 

journalists, under the pressure of television's technological demand for personality and the 

talkshow's demand for readily digestible talk, are encouraged to play as opinion-mongers who 

"pontificate" with utter certainty about everything, while in the back of their minds are unsure 

of the value of careful and thoughtful study, and perhaps even amazed at their sounding like 

extremists or fundamentalists. A real serious problem arises when the talkshow, being blurring 

and transgressive, creates such an atmosphere that journalists are easily mixed with politicians 

who appear either as their guests or as peers in the guest group of a show. This suggests that 

another kind of give-and-take symbiosis is being brought about, between journalists and 

politicians. 

As typical of the talkshow, the desk that separates journalists as interrogators and 

politicians as their subjects is no longer. All are welcome in the same camp presided over by a 

hospitable host, not a cold-faced, distanced anchor. Whether supposed to be engaged in a 

verbal fight, as in the McLaughlin show and CNN's Crossfire or Capital Gang, or in a friend-

making-like chit-chat, as in CNN's Larry King Live, journalists often appear like insiders and 

play toe-to-toe games with politicians, enjoying and indeed celebrating equal celebrity granted 

by the talkshow with those political big names. The attraction of visibility is even stronger for 

those who have the constant need to reach their voters. Allowing more personal expressions 

and believed to be more in touch with people and less managed with its appearance of 

unscripted spontaneity, the talkshow is increasingly a more favorable forum than other 

traditional journalistic interviews for politicians who wish to have a more direct control of 

their own messages and images, plus some personal touch, to the public. Thus, two powerful 

groups of people are now brought together in the same camp, sharing equal opportunities of 

interacting with their audiences. 

As it is the unique approach of talkshow journalism to conflate the private with the 

public, it would be surprising if there is no speculation about the possibilities of the insider-

celebrity onscreen being translated into some social corruption offscreen (Rosenstiel 1992, 

Kurtz 1995). Special relationship developed out ofthat camp may be valuable for a scoop of 

policy issues, but it remains to be seen whether talkshow journalists are capable of questioning 

the status quo when they are themselves among the most privileged. Emerging as a new 
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journalistic approach that promises to bring politics back to the audiences who have been 
estranged by traditional journalism, the talkshow may estrange them nonetheless, with the 
exception of getting them more familiar with those big names and their cultivated 
personalities. 

2.3. A Fiction of Public Opinion 

As irresistible as it is for both journalists and politicians, talkshow visibility may 
not always work favorably for those who wish to benefit from it. As a medium having been 
subjected to various degrees of regulation and censorship, television can serve to grant 
legitimacy and publicity by the very visibility it facilitates. Yet as observed by Thompson 
(1995), it is a mediated visibility in which viewers are not free to choose the angle of vision 
and the visible material, but which is also "directional" that whatever is on screen is subjected 
to the public gaze of indefinite numbers of viewers. The mediated visibility is therefore 
doubled-edged both for those on the screen and for those in front of the screen. If it gives the 
privileged few on screen the benefits of legitimacy or publicity, it also constrains them with the 
public gaze, making the management of visibility a felt need. If it constrains the viewing 
majority with the lack of angle choice, it also allows them the power of a critical gaze while 
unseen. Hence it implies a non-localized, non-dialogical, open-ended space of the visible, 
which Thompson (1995:245) further terms as the "mediated publicness". 

This specificity of television visibility engages audiences in a special way, which 
becomes more emphatic on the talkshow. While television visibility requires the ability to play 
with the camera, the success of a show almost entirely relies on the appearance of spontaneity 
in talking— spontaneous to the degree that the existence of the camera is oblivious to both 
performers and spectators. For the participating few, therefore, talkshow visibility often 
implies a challenge in the art of performance more than anything else. The power of critical 
gaze from those who for whatever reasons remain spectators may serve only to encourage 
participants' intention of mastering that performing art more than any communicative aim. In 
this light, the theatricality of the talkshow is essential and salient. In this aspect the elite 
talkshow does not differ much from the vox-pop talkshow9. For both experts and laity, 
appearing on the talkshow often means being seen rather than being heard (see Kurtz 1995, 
Priest 1995). What might have been painstakingly said can vaporize quickly into the ether. 

This visual theatricality of the talkshow is not necessarily something negative or 
deplorable. In a sense, the theatrical elements can help bring up a recognition, particularly 

9 The elite talkshow foregrounds the experts as panelists while lay participants remain less significant. In contrast, 
the vox-pop talkshow highlights lay participants (see Dahlgren 1995). 
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among the elite or experts, of the value of jargon-free communication and the limits of the 

elite discourse based on abstract prerequisites (Bailey 1996). This is, after all, a genre in a 

medium whose great power to provide drama and emotion is not matched by a capacity to 

inform in depth about complicated or serious issues (Levy 1992). Yet it is here that the critical 

public gaze risks being misled. Due to the convenience to engage audiences theatrically, the 

talkshow can easily exploit the area of the expressive for a voyeuristic gaze, and reduces the 

aspects of the communicative10 with "the art of assertion" (Rosenstiel 1992: 73) to sheer 

performance, inviting a cynical gaze. 

This is certainly a far cry from what Thompson (1995) would expect from the kind 

of mediated publicness he hopes to re-invent and to replace Habermas' dialogue-based 

"critical publicity". The voyeuristic and cynical gaze, being symptomatic of public apathy and 

distrust, would nullify the potential impact of the talkshow's controversiality and its pluralist 

and participatory approach to controversy, since they are deprived of the attentive public (Price 

1992). This is ironical if we see how audience participation, particularly in the form of call-in, 

has been called "the barometer of public opinion" (Munson 1993: 36) since its emergence in 

the era of radio. Because of the pluralist and participatory approach to controversy, the notion 

of public opinion, however complicated and ambiguous, has been infused into talkshow 

programming, with audience participation almost synonymous with citizen participation. 

Insofar as the talkshow is deprived of the critically engaged public, however, the kind of 

barometer it can serve is limited, and at best it gives only an aggregate of private snap-

judgements and ill-considered opinions. Public opinion, which assumes the common good, 

remains closely connected with the process of discussion and debate (ibid) which requires 

deliberation, not mere performance. As Neil Postman puts it11: 

An opinion is not a momentary thing but a process of thinking, shaped by the 
continuous acquisition of knowledge and the activity of questioning, discussion, and 
debate, A question may "invite" an opinion, but it also may modify and recast it, we 
might better say that people do not exactly "have" opinions but are, rather, involved 
in"opinioning"... 

While modem society does presume journalism to facilitate that process of 

deliberating, the talkshow can disengage its audiences from that process by engaging them 

with the fantastic theatrical effects it can muster, even from the audience themselves. No 

wonder Munson (1993: 150) recognizes how the talkshow's Motaining "can destroy what is 

left of the common good, and can do so even more effectively because it appears to involve its 

10 The expressive and the communicative, see Section 3 in Chapter 2. 

11 This is quoted in London, 1994. The page number is not available as it is a very long web page. 
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public directly and democratically". As long as talk programming aims to be performative and 
not deliberative, it offers only what Habermas calls a "fiction of public opinion" (1962/1989: 

243). 

3. THE TALKSHOW AS AN INDUSTRY: 
CONTROLLING OR CATERING TO 

There is a great charm in the term "participatory" both for politics and for 
journalism. The talkshow has all the hope of renewing politic and journalism by directly 
involving the publics, using everyday and personalized language familiar to the public, making 
politics accountable and journalism relevant to them. It can indeed transform the public 
discourse without reducing it, if— yes, a big if- the visibility hence the publicity through it, are 
used for participatory purposes. Consider the example of the U.S. Presidential Campaign in 
1992, one known as a talkshow campaign. With textual studies, Andersen (1995: 244) 
observes how the talkshow format worked as a "new news" or "direct-access medium" in 
which life experience was far more valued than dry sloganeering or lecturing common in 
traditional campaign speech. The presence of lay audience seemed to demand more 
expressions of the micro— personal and private, even when the topics was about the macro-
political and economical. It does take an awareness of the specific talkshow language to be 
able to debate comfortably in the mixed discourse. In that case, Clinton seemed more adeptly 
in tune with the public pulse by giving personally relevant answers while Bush appeared like 
an insensitive autocrat who sounded distanced and aloof. 

The talkshow is at its best when participation is real and sincere and the mixed 
discourse somehow links the micro with the macro. As far as participation is concerned, 
however, the talkshow is not unlike the much criticized Gallup Opinion Poll. Initiated with a 
noble attempt to "return to the town meeting" but then turning out to be nothing civic or 
common or truly participatory, Gullup Poll reflects but "the struggle not to discover the public 
mind but to master it", according to its critics (London 1994). The same critique may apply to 
the talkshow when it fails to nurture the electronic community or neighborhood inherently 
envisioned by its participatory programming. The only difference lies perhaps in that the 
talkshow emerges as a mixed prograinming that appropriates the concept of participation 
explicitly out of the market imperative of commercial television to engage audiences. The 
chance is that the market-originated talkshow may remain market-based and market-oriented 
and have to fulfil the profit-making logic of the market more than anything else. 

As we have seen, the concept of participation has long been a wonderful tool for 
the market ever since the eighteenth century coffeehouse and the nineteenth-century American 
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lyceum. The traditional opposition between the state as the inherently oppressive authority and 

the market conveniently equated with the civil society has brought about a complacent 

celebration for the democratic implications of market-based participatory activities. The vigor 

of the market in bringing openness and diversity to society, through mundane attempts of 

profit-makings by catering to the needs of the consuming publics, tended to be assumed and 

even ascertained. It goes without saying, however, that this vigor involves too many 

complicated factors to work, as economists today can easily show. But participation, being so 

useful with high legitimacy in history for the market, has long become a favorable object of 

"the staged and manipulative publicity" of private interests (Habermas 1962/1989: 244). This 

is well demonstrated in the case of the American lyceums in which participatory activities 

were eventually reduced to something subject to commercial appropriations rather than used 

for social-cultural engagements (Munson 1993). In a sense, talkshow programming emerged 

and developed more significantly as yet another example of this tendency in market-facilitated 

participatory activities. 

Particularly in the U.S. where the market's democratic potential has been more or 

less taken for granted, talkshow programming is an industry in its own right and bound by the 

market logic of cost and profit, demand and supply. Being an industry that feeds on 

participation and caters to the needs of participation, talkshow programming has to survive all 

possible industrial hazards from audience participation. Loudly claimed, by its practitioners, as 

a "new source of information" (by Phil Donahue) and "representing the growing diversifi

cation of news and information genre" (by Morton Downey), the talkshow relies heavily on its 

audience participants as the very source of that claimed new source which represents that 

growing diversification. The production reliance makes the genre walk the tight-rope between 

institutional control and discursive openness. The walk, though risky in terms of both 

popularity and cultural legitimacy, is nonetheless worthy of taking, even a necessity to take, 

since "the old formulas" accustomed to the separation between the spectacle and participation 

can "no longer hold" (Munson 1993: 64). All mixed programming indeed has to try out the 

subtle balance on a similar tight-rope so as to gain a novelty strong enough to hold popularity 

as well as cultural legitimacy if possible. But with its unstable productivity and productive 

instability (Chapter 4), the talkshow walks on a special tight-rope far more thin and fragile 

than any other mixed programming does. 

When pushed by industrial imperatives, talkshow programming often involves 

coping with the genre's reliance on audience participation as efficiently as possible. The main 

concern, then, has little to do with potential openness and diversity, or the novelty from 

participatory programming, but rather to do with risk minimization and profit maximization. 
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3.1. Controlling Contingencies from Participation 

As we have seen in Chapter 4, the chance element is inherent in the practice of 
audience participation. The talkshow depends essentially on a measure of the uncontrollable 
from these chance elements so as to have the attraction of authenticity and the incentive of 
audience engagement. Contingency as such surely leads to insecurity, be it about popularity or 
cultural legitimacy. And it seems only natural, if television institutions are tempted to gain 
control over it. As the broadcasting media have long been a much regulated medium with the 
tradition of public service in Western Europe and FCC regulations in America, institutions 
were in fact first obliged to control. For example, American call-in shows have constantly had 
problems with libel, and troubles with statutory laws on obscenity, equal-time, and the later 
Fairness Doctrine (before its repeal by the Reagan administration in the wave of deregulation). 
Coupled with the broadcasters' desire to have control over caller demographics so as to attract 
their advertising, this has led to the introduction of a control technique referred to as "call-
screening". 

Several methods have been used for call screening. It may involve the 
employment of an operator who weeds out off-subject, libelous, harassing, or repeat callers, 
either by simply hanging them up or sinking them lower and lower in the stack through the 
operator's continuous stacking. This call-stacking is indicated on a computer visible to the host, 
who sees the caller's first name only (to provide anonymity and discourage impostors) and a 
summary of his or her comment. Call-screening can also operate through a delay mechanism, 
originally using tape but now digital. This mechanism can retard the airing of the program four 
to seven seconds so that, with the push of a "panic button", an operator may delete any 
unwanted calls. These methods, while originating from radio call-in, have long become nearly 
universal for all live talk programming intended to encourage call-in audiences. 

The institutional efforts to control unpredictabiUty from the audience participants 
is not limited to live talk programming. Live-to-tape talkshows, aired as live but taped usually 
within a day or two before, also involve an ad hoc team taking care of pre-air business. In the 
team there are bookers and producers. The bookers spend endless hours on the phone seeking 
guests and then juggle a stream of guest and topic possibilities in an effort to put together the 
right mix of personality and experts. The producers are responsible for all research, guest, and 
logistical arrangements. They develop an episode largely from a content standpoint (so as to be 
in accordance with the show's fixed part: the host and the format). While it is the bookers who 
do the screening of participants, it is the producers who "prep" those admitted as participants 
so that they might behave more in line with what is wished and at the same time dig for more 
personal information to be used by the host (Munson 1993). 
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The use of these behind-the-scene control techniques, supposed to contain the 

unpredictability of audience participants, has to be exercised in a way that the very appeal of 

spontaneity and authenticity they brought to a program is not subverted. The very existence of 

live-to-tape shows illustrates vividly how the subtle balance between control and contingency 

is important for television institutions. The shows are put together in a way that looks not only 

live and spontaneous, but also timely, even readily changeable with respect to topics, guests, 

audience participants and locales. There is a careful calculation of the subtle balance, and that 

suggests that television talk programming is essentially spectator-oriented, rather than 

participant-oriented. Together with the topics, participants have to undergo the process of 

selecting, screening, and orientation, so that the best effects of desired spontaneity and 

authenticity can be orchestrated for spectators at the far end of reception. 

3.2. Fake or Synthetical Participation 

Talkshow programming thrives on the very contradictions in the industry's need to 

contain and cater to audience tastes through audience participation, which implies contingency 

and uncertainty. The development of behind-the-scene control techniques for contrived 

spontaneity is understandable, especially when advertising revenue, the source of livelihood 

for market-based television, is at stake. The need to achieve decent ratings is therefore well 

taken for granted and the rating system is viewed as providing the ultimate boundary for 

talkshow programming. Economic success is after all what any industry is meant for. But it is 

also in this light that the talkshows' contrived spontaneity, together with all its other 

constructed aspects, should be put. It is at best a dramaturgical spontaneity in Erving 

Goffman's sense. 

Seen as a business of planning spontaneous interaction for others (lay and expert 

participants), talkshow programming implies a great uncontrollable hazard to be countered. If 

talkshow staffers (the bookers and the producers) often resort to establishing certain 

typifications for clearer definitions of "the interactionally-usable attributes" (Tuchman 1974: 

122), talkshow hosts would tend to devise certain rules, routines, or rituals for the convenience 

of hosting and the mamtaining of program identity (Brand and Scannell 1988). This latter in 

particular makes the talkshow a controlled discursive space even if the access to participation 

is comparatively less manipulated, since interaction cannot be entirely planned. Andersen 

(1995) gives some interesting examples for this. She observes how participants tried hard to 

ground their discussion on issues such as unemployment or economic hardship while being 

hopelessly framed as a subjective affect devoid of social context. In the end, nothing intended 

by them were addressed at all, if they didn't fit in the pre-set themes and narratives. 

Consequently, audience participants must measure up to institutional expectations, and they 
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would not stand in the same relationship with the host. What is being made salient here is that 
television remains an institution, a power, an authority, a "discursive situation" (Renkema 
1993), even in participatory programming. 

Though the talkshow remains essentially a host driven genre, both talkshow 
staffers and the host are all involved in organizational gatekeeping and have their respective 
"boundary role" to play, in charge respectively of the inputs and the outputs (Shoemaker 1991: 
56). This is a double filtering at work for which Paul Hirsch (1972, 1977) and Tuchman (ibid) 
have different interpretations, regarding the talkshow's function as part of a media system 
through which new ideas and innovations are introduced to society. While Paul 
Hirschidentifies the talkshow as the system's gatekeeper that facilitates cultural innovations, 
Tuchman remains suspicious of that particular function by showing strong evidence of how 
talkshow progranmiing tends to be grounded not in knowledge of audience preferences either 
as participants or viewers, but rather in fears of not attracting or even offending too many 
potential audiences. Following this fear is the safety-first rule that has been guiding 
commercial television for decades and becomes even more intensified in multichannel 
competition toward spin-offs or recombinations, rather than innovations. 

Being participatory in production therefore does not necessarily mean a fair 
inclusion or treatment of audience participants' ideas or interests, nor does it even ensure a real 
participation The talkshow, as noted by Munson (1993) and Kurtz (1995), is in particular a 
synthetic genre that feeds on itself and other media for its subsistence. The synthetic nature can 
go to such an extent that participation is staged, even faked. Both Andersen and Heaton and 
Wilson (1995) notice how several shows fake the participation for nothing other than 
voyeuristic purposes. Indeed, audiences may have their own reasons to participate, such as 
what Priest (1995) finds: the intention to educate the public or simply to enjoy the thrill of talk 
on television. Whatever causes they happen to have, they have to be filtered through the 
gatekeeping process by gatekeepers who only use their own reactions to participants' ideas as a 
barometer of public taste and who feel secure only about those that "everyone is already 

talking about" (Tuchman 1974:134) and those that guarantee voyeuristic pleasure. 

3.3. Participatory to Promote and Sell 

There is nonetheless a certain relevance in Hirsch's arguments about the role of 
the talkshow as a gatekeeper whose cooptation facilitates the promotion of cultural products12. 

12 By cultural products, Hirsch refers to "non-material goods directed at a public of consumers for whom they 
generally serve an aesthetic or expressive, rather than a clearly utilitarian function., each is non-material in the sense 
that it embodies a live, one-of-a-kind performance and/or contains a unique set of ideas." See Hirsch 1972. 
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In his later work (1981, cited in Shoemaker 1991: 56), Hirsch furthers his arguments by 

specifying two kinds of media organizations, one concentrating on the creation and production 

of information (e.g. newspapers) whereas the other on the distribution. Together these two act 

as "gatekeepers of ideas and symbols". Cultural change and innovations usually develop 

within the production sector and are made known and diffused to publics by the distributor 

organizations, among this latter the talkshow is recognized as one. In this light, the talkshow is 

involved in cultural innovations only as a promoter, not as a potential creator as is disclaimed 

byTuchman(1974). 

This emphasis on the talkshow's distributive nature seems to undermine its 

apparent populist appeal and power gaining from participatory programming. Participation 

would become irrelevant to information production, let alone innovation, if the programming 

itself is not intended to be productive at all. Participation is therefore only meaningful as a 

means to boost the distribution rather than a means to enrich the production. Taking into 

consideration the emphasis of life experience which has naturally led to a preference of 

personal revelation and testimonials, one can see how the talkshow's participatory format 

comes easily to favor promotions, whether commercial or political, as long as the promotive 

language is carefully in tune with the themes and narratives of a show whose ultimate aim is to 

glean ratings. This is why Andersen (1995) deplores how the talkshow ends up being 

appropriated by the elite and celebrities, given all the democratic potential from participatory 

programming. To the degree that the talkshow remains a loop of recombinations in the media 

food chain, it will promote only what has already been socially recognized, such as the elite 

and celebrities and their packed concepts or thoughts in the forms of, say, books, films, or 

substantial policy proposals. 

That participation comes to facilitate promotion seems only a natural development 

in market-pushed liberal democracy, which has been leading us to an ever intensifying 

consumer culture. Commodification seems a necessary process for anything that has to be 

processed by the ever expanding market which has been rapidly incorporating television 

within its mechanism, using televisual hybridity to the full for commodity promotion 

(Andersen 1995). The talkshow's hybridity in participatory programming and its appeal to the 

personal make it a convenient forum for promotion- a forum that fits commercial 

infotainment with its contrived spontaneity and theatrical visibility. Viewing any home 

shopping channel today, we would be amazed by how the talkshow's participatory format is 

appropriated by, or better, merged, with advertising itself. In early October of 1996, CNN's 

Business News featured Oprah Winfrey who with full confidence typical of a television 

personality declared that she was going to "get the whole nation reading again". Just how 

grateful the publishers on both sides of the Atlantic would be, is not hard to imagine, given that 
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big sales of the targeted books did follow, and more were predicted to come. 

There seems to be a selling power in the subtle trust established through talkshow-

style personal revelations and testimonials- a selling power which the ever-expanding market 

has been desperately seeking for ever since the perception of a mass society was replaced by 

that of a pluralistic society. At the heart of this power is the "personalismo" created out of the 

host who is able to reach the status of stardom by personalized language which captures 

audiences' recognition According to Andersen (1995) and Kerbel (1995), Clinton, the first-

ever talkshow president, has enjoyed the success of creating himself as such a personalismo 

devised to be "a personal choice" (Andersen 1995:226). The new openness in the personalized 

political language which he used helped sell both himself in the campaign and later his health 

care policy in the governance. In Phil Donahue's words, it is a "rhetorical equivalent of kissing 

a baby" (ibid: 227). 

A strategic programming marked by cost efficiency for odd hours first as late-

night talk for adults, then as daytime for house wives, the talkshow, while still cost-efficient, 

comes to be a grazer-resistant programming from dawn to dusk most significantly for a 

marketized and multichannel environment. With so many channels and so much time slots to 

feed, television institutions rely on this low-cost participatory infotainment programming to 

make-do. Audience participants also try to make-do with whatever available for an opportunity 

to participate in the public discourse, even if what they desire is merely to be seen on television. 

Given the industrial imperative of risk minimization and profit maximization, however, the 

simplicity of make-do can easily be cancelled out by the complexities from the use of behind-

the-scene control techniques that take the first step to create contrived spontaneity and then 

lead to fabricated authenticity in fake participation. Added to the complexities, as we have 

seen, is the degradation of participation from being performative to being promotive for the 

benefits of the elite and celebrities, and above all, the talkshow industry. 

4. CONCLUSION 

Phil Donahue, his show being the first national daytime talkshow in the U.S., has 

been highly praised before rating competitions began to be intensified. He used to have guests 

who reflected the issues of the time and it seemed to many that never before had socially and 

personally relevant issues been discussed in such a democratic way as he allowed. Fred W. 

Friendly, who grew harsh toward talkshows in the late 1980s, recognized him as "the people's 

journalist" in the 1970s (Munson 1993:141). Ralph Nader, a consumer rights activist, saw him 

as "a kind of First Amendment in action" for his contribution to let ordinary people be the star 

in the public discourse even though celebrities were present (Heaton and Wilson 1995: 22). 
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These compliments came essentially as a result of Donahue's knack for turning serious issues 

into televised drama. According to himself, "to survive with a visually dull format with people 

sitting on folding chairs and two camera and no budget" means no other choice but "do issues 

that made people sad, mad, glad" (Kurtz 1995: 54). 

But when the market mechanism began to spin with un-regulated impact, 

Donahue felt that he had to compete. In 1988, he was reported to declare: "We are dangerously 

close to being referred to as an intelligent talkshow... I'd rather be called sleazy than to be 

identified as intelligent" (Kurtz 1995: 53). With journalistic training and never buying into the 

cash-for-trash mentality before, Donahue in the 1990s began to pay selected people to appear 

on his show and rack ratings with ever more bizarre guests and titillating topics. In 1996, the 

man who pioneered talk TV finally retired from the business with a sigh: 

The coin of the realm in television is ratings. As long as sponsors and television 
owners and general managers and program directors want large audiences, then it's 
awfully hard to shoot a producer who wants to produce a program where 
everybody's screaming at each other, because he knows that's more compelling, 
and it'll stop the channel surfer on his or her program13. 

There is a peculiar poignancy in the case of the Donahue show if one considers 

how it once represented a new vigor for informational programming and attracted a lot of 

followers. Its slowly built popularity marked the increasingly noted blurring of the line 

between news and talkshows and prompted the correct prediction of audiences' hunger for 

participatory informational programming and its being a key 1980s trend (Munson 1993). That 

a promising talkshow like this one cannot but evolve into part of what Donahue himself calls 

"the culture in decay" (Kurtz 1995: 61), however, confronts us with the weakness of the 

talkshow in facilitating open discussion and providing relevant information on market-defined 

terms. This obviously has something to do with the ambivalent nature of the relationship 

between the market and participation, and the dialectic between popular taste and information 

quality which both modernists and postmodernists have been trying hard to address and re-

address. 

Given its inclusive, contingent and transgressive nature, the talkshow has 

nonetheless its inherent weakness in realizing openness and relevance in informational 

programming due to the need to make the supposedly monotonous talk showy. When 

participation is genuine and sincere openness and relevance are available, the public discourse 

13 See Phil Donahue on the ACLU, (1997) at URL: http: //www.aclu.org/news/wl03197c.html: ACLUNews 
Wire: 10-31-97. 
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can indeed be enriched. As "language is not easily accessible as a lever of political 
intervention for emancipatory change" (Gouldner 1976: 147), such productiveness would tend 
to remain at the micro level, serving mainly to facilitate private negotiations or constructions 
of meaning. Yet even this productivity would become doubtful if television is too marketized 
and the industrial imperatives stress so much intensity of theatrical effects more than ordinary 
participation can guarantee. This is where the talkshow's participatory programming starts to 
lose its democratic values and degrade into an industry that thrives on the exotic and the 
eccentric squeezed out of selected audiences. 

Authors such as Kurtz and Munson tend to hold the host to be the one almost 
solely responsible for the productiveness or degradation of participatory talkshow 
programming. Their reason is that s/he knows better than anyone else the bottom line below 
which lies what can be deemed as unproductive and exploitative. Yet given the fact that the 
host's personality is a careful construct of the organization as part of a careful calculation of 
risks and profits, whether participation on talkshows can be productive have to be considered 
in a much larger context where the host, his guests, and his audience participants are 
embedded 
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Chapter 6 

THE EMERGENCE OF 
CURRENT-AFFAIRS PARTICIPATORY TALKSHOWS 

IN TAIWAN 

I "n Taiwan, August 1, 1994, 2100: All People Open Talk (2100 ^tMMM -

Chuen Min Kai Jiang) emerged on Channel 38, one of 50-70 channels 

-available for cabled households1. The title itself, which means literally the 

whole population of 21 million gathering to talk, seemed to suggest a confidence or ambition 

in the program's capability of engaging audiences not only in viewing, but also in joining the 

talk. For TVBS, the television station that programmed it, such a title might sound a bit 

boastful indeed. Established on September 28, 1993 as a satellite station, TVBS was then less 

than one year old, and endeavored very much to win the willing co-operation of various local 

cable operators in order to be able to remain visible, if not competitive. Strangely enough, the 

title seemed self-prophetic in a way, for within half a year the program became so popular that 

according to the Chief-editor of Global Views (Wang 1995), one would feel very much out

dated and poorly-informed if one didn't view 2100 as frequently as possible. Being much 

acknowledged by the press2, the program has inspired seminars or symposiums of many sorts 

with its format of discussion and the open-talk spirit suggested by its title. As a result, 2100, 

though quite a leading program in the TVBS channel, gradually became but one of many 

participatory news talk programs brought to come into being by its quick-built popularity, and 

targeting at national audiences as well. 

The mushrooming of participatory news talk programs on Taiwan television 

following the success of 2100 soon led to the ubiquity of call-in talk programming from dawn 

to dusk, weekdays and weekends, with far greater variations appealing to all possible interests 

and tastes. The term "call-in" became such a fad that the Chinese translation of the term 

according to its pronunciation, which literally means "knock and respond" in Chinese, was 

introduced, rapidly accepted and adopted, and is now a common phrase referring to the unique 

1 Also available for households equipped with "the small ears", i.e. the KU-band satellite dishes, but such cases are 
much fewer in Taiwan. 
2 Reports about 2100, its topics and its guests, appear quite frequently on dailies such as China Times, Economy 
Daily News, and United Daily especially during campaign time. 
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broadcasting phenomenon of the mid-1990s in Taiwan, i.e. the syndrome of "call-in mania" 

(see Wang 1995) extensively recognized and explored by the print media3. Though numerous 

and various in form and nature of application, the use of call-in in informational programming 

has been the far more significant part ofthat mania to which 2100 and its followers all have 

their respective share of contributions, while competing among themselves for popularity, 

even prestige, in the multichannel television system. 

As one can easily imagine, the use of call-in in informational programming, 

particularly in current-affairs talkshows, can imply strong political impacts especially for a 

democratizing society. The Chinese term of "knock-and-respond", which insinuates an action 

taken on the part of ordinary viewers and a feedback for that particular action from whomever 

concerned, gives the impression of television as being participatory and interactive, however 

superficially it may be. Though not at all unprecedented, such practice has never been as 

consequential, whether for better or for worse, as it is often assumed today. While audience 

participation has long been a common practice, it was most notably applied to entertaining 

programming such as game-shows, even which were seldom live. In news and current-affairs 

programming, live and unscripted audience participation, as in the form of call-in, remained an 

untried zone until the emergence of 2100 in a talkshow format. 

In a sense, the emergence of participatory current-affairs talkshows on Taiwan 

television, simply culminates what has already been in process, albeit painfully slow, for years 

in the society. While it remains to be seen whether they are capable of any positive 

contribution at all to the dialectic relationship between television and society, their emergence 

nonetheless marks quite a milestone in the history of Taiwan television. Being participatory in 

current-affairs discussion means above all an opening-up in the construction/production of 

what would be deemed socially significant in public discourse. This seems to touch the 

concept of fair access which, according to McQuail (1994: 140-142), calls for an open and 

equal access for available alternative voices as far as practical in a given society. Before we are 

able to explore the nature ofthat participation, in terms of its range, scope, and depth, it is still 

hard to tell if the practice of audience participation among these current-affairs talkshows, 

helps realize that concept of fair access at all. Nonetheless, an atmosphere of populist 

participation is being created, and in this sense, a breakthrough seems to take place through 

these talkshows which engage ordinary viewers talking- and more significantly, about what 

are defined as current affairs. 

3 For just a few examples, see Broadcasting Monthly 1994: October, The Journalist, 1994 Feb.27-Mar.5, Satellite 
and Cable 1994: December, Global Views 1995: January, Sinorama 1995: December, Tzai Hsuen 1995: May. 
These periodicals gave special focus to capture the phenomenon. 
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Perhaps what is even more intriguing here is that it takes the dynamics of the 

market force, which is currently gaining ground in Taiwan as in other countries, to give due 

recognition to what has already been in process for years by catering to the arising needs of 

participation through talkshow programming. It is mainly through new entrants, i.e. new 

satellite television stations such as CTN, Truth Network, and TVBS, that conventional 

standards are challenged, new frontiers of programming explored, and new blends of mixed 

programming brought into being. Among the numerous participatory talkshows that have ever 

existed, those sustainable for a recognizable period of time are mainly from channels of the so-

called new-media, rather than the long-established Three Stations that broadcast over the air. 

In fact, the old Three Stations, being much more experienced and professionalism, tend to trail 

behind when it comes to participatory programming, which is after all characterized by the 

simplicity of make-do. Participatory current-affairs talkshows, being a strategic programming 

for the new-media to compensate for what they might lack in facilities, experiences and 

professionalism, may express nothing but a mundane desire to snatch a market share as 

sustainable as possible. 

Though there is nothing special about this market logic, there is indeed something 

refreshing in its being eventually operationable in a society not yet entirely out of the shadow 

of its past authoritarian rule. The purpose of this chapter is therefore to explore what has, as 

mentioned earlier, been in process that makes possible the market-based participatory televised 

discussion in Taiwan. In the following sections, I will first focus on Taiwan society as being in 

a rapid transition towards a full representative democracy. Then I will move on to the 

television system that is undergoing radical change on its way towards a free market. Lastly I 

will examine what is termed as the call-in mania which seems to suggest a participatory zeal 

and make possible the participatory discussions on television 

1. A SOCIETY IN DEMOCRATIC TRANSITION 

When 2100: All People Open Talk was first aired in July 1994, the society was 

anticipating a series of elections to be held, first in December of the same year, then December 

in 1995, then March in 1996, then November in 1997... and so forth. Election has become an 

annual business ever since 1991 in the society (GIO, 1995) and such high frequency is 

expected to speed up the political reform process for a more representative political leadership. 

For example, the 1994 Election of local-level governors which 2100 was in time to capture 

was described by the media as "the First War Ever in the four hundred years of Taiwan 

history". Indeed, it was for the first time that the seats of Taiwan Provincial Governor, Taipei 

Mayor and Kaohsiung Mayor were released to free election, no longer assigned as before by 
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the Central government. As for the 1996 Presidential Election, it was widely recognized as 

"the first time ever in the five thousand years of Chinese civilization" (BBC, CNN, March 23 

1996). 

The term "first-time-ever" suggests something dramatic, which the media is 

certainly most sensitive about. The timely emergence of 2100 is therefore but one of the 

numerous examples of how new entrants are more daring to take risks trying a kind of 

programming still brand new to the society. But what appears dramatic in the media at certain 

historical moments has often taken time to develop, involving above all, monotonous routines, 

stalemates, and drudgeries more than the media can bear. Elections since 1994 may present 

something dramatic, but much has to be gone through before certain dramatic culmination, i.e., 

the elections with their respective first-ever nature, are ever reached. What has been happening, 

according to the government, is a "serene revolution" or quiet transformation that deserves due 

international recognition4. For the people however, it is perhaps more of a long and noisy 

process, lasting already more than a decade, bringing chaos and uncertainty along with 

freedom and prosperity. No matter what is being perceived, Taiwan's undecided status as a 

nation-state looms behind. 

1.1. Persistently Peripheral 

Taiwan's undecided status as a nation-state expresses itself in the fact that it is not 

a member of the United Nations and most international organizations. With painstaking efforts, 

it has managed to keep formal diplomatic relationships with only twenty-something small 

countries while in constant worry of losing them. Yes, this is due to the hard-core zero-sum 

game it seems unable to avoid playing against neighboring China in the international 

diplomatic arena. Back in 1981, a U.S. political scientist Edwin Winckler (quoted in Lin 1995: 

150) described that Taiwan was split like Germany and Korea, increasingly isolated as South 

Africa, while under siege and dependent on U.S. supports as Israel. The picture becomes more 

desolate as the description itself grows obsolete, not because the orphan has eventually 

claimed his share of belongings, but because those once comparable countries are generally no 

longer what they were in the early 1980s: Germany is united, the two Koreas have equal UN 

membership, South Africa is no longer isolated, even the seemingly unsolvable problem 

between Israel and its Islamic neighbors has had breakthrough progress. The cold war is over 

for all but Taiwan. 

"Serene revolution" (Ning Jing Geh Ming) is a term initiated by foreign media and adopted by local media to 
describe Taiwan's democratic achievements (see e.g. China Times, 1995: Aug.26, pp.9). "The Quiet 
Transformation" is the theme of one of the GIO's propaganda posters, which presents Taiwan as a democracy 
butterfly about to come out of its cocoon. 
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This hard-core status can be explained, but only partially, by the volatile nature of 

international politics. From Taiwan's official name, the Republic of China, one can somehow 

sense a political illusion related to the sad history of the Nationalist (Kuo Min Tang, 

abbreviated as KMT hereafter) government, wherein lies the source of the predicament. Once, 

the government was ranked with the Western powers as one of the permanent members of the 

UN Security Council and climbed to its peak of international prominence after the defeat of 

Japan in 1945. Taiwan was then returned to China from Japanese occupation. In 1949 the 

government lost control of Mainland China to the Communist and retreated to Taiwan. Even 

since, the government endeavored to fight against all odds trying to prove to the world two 

things: that it remained a loyal, determined ally in the anti-Communist West-bloc (Lin 1995), 

that it was a preserver, hence legitimate heir of authentic Chinese culture (Lee 1980). 

Intending to contrast Taiwan with the Communist Mainland, this endeavor became only more 

desperate when its archenemy, the People's Republic of China, took over its seat in the UN 

Security Council in 1971, making it diplomatically isolated ever since. 

Obviously, this has shaped the course of the development of Taiwan for which 

there has been no shortage of harsh criticisms domestically. Central to criticisms is the concern 

that the endeavor has made Taiwan persistently peripheral in two civilizations, which, as 

perceived by Hsuh Je-lin (1995a), remain hegemonic in Taiwan society today. 

1.1.1. Peripheral in Chinese Culture 

Geographical vicinity naturally leads to cultural and ethnic links between Taiwan 

and the Mainland, links not easily dismissed even in the fiercest political confrontations or the 

most creative pro-independence arguments. These links, however, became a perfect rationale 

for imposing a Mainland-oriented ideology on the island, which bears rich historical traces of 

Japanese, Dutch and Spanish influences. For the KMT government, great stakes were indeed 

involved in maintaining and nurturing this Mainland orthodoxy. First, its claim of representing 

Chinese culture, hence the Chinese population, needed to be supported by a careful projection 

of an image of neo-Confucianism. Second, its minority rule needed to be justified and secured, 

so that the 13% mainlanders who arrived after 1949 could govern over the 87% islanders5, a 

great majority of whose ancestors arrived four centuries ago. Last but not least, Taiwan was 

(and still is) in effect the KMT government's last bastion, whether simply to survive or more 

ambitiously to serve its anti-Communist purposes (including recovering the Mainland). This 

was made explicit by Chiang Kai-Shek's admonishment to his party cadres, made widely 

5 Among the 87% islanders there is about 1.7% aborigine consisting of nine tribes with Malaysian-Polynesian origins 
(see Hsu 1993). 
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known to the people through textbooks and political propaganda: "Withdraw but one more 

step, no place left even to die." 

The Mainland orthodoxy has led to a decades-long suppression of the 

islanders' political participation and of the great original cultural— at least lingual- diversity 

on the island. While identifications with the ancestral land were sanctified, a nostalgic 

mentality towards the Mainland was boosted. In strong contrast, the more natural vernacular 

affiliations became both politically and aesthetically discouraged, even forbidden. Islanders as 

well as mainlanders were taught so much to yearn for the remote Mainland, that the very land 

under their own feet was forgotten. 

1.1.2. Peripheral to the West 

As early as the 1950s, Taiwan willingly joined, hence was quickly incorporated 

into, the world system of capitalism which classifies countries and nations roughly into the 

core, the semi-peripheral and the peripheral, according to the principle of the international 

division of labor (Wallerstein, quoted in Ritzer 1992). Though a gesture of commitment to the 

private, free-enterprise system of the West-bloc, this also reflected realistic economic 

considerations on the part of the government. In a sense, the pang of an uncertain political 

future that led to tight ideological control also contributed for a determination to national 

developments in a small island with scarce natural resources but a high population density. 

Series of export-oriented central economical plans were introduced, and a trickle-down did 

happen. Widely acclaimed as an "economic miracle", Taiwan seemed to prove itself to be a 

due antithesis to the general failure of the trickle-down theory in many other developing 

countries (Lee 1980, Pang 1995). Economic achievements gradually became a new foundation 

on which the KMT regime increasingly relied, to continue justifying its rule, especially when 

the hope of recovering the Mainland grew dimmed in the 1960s and diplomatic frustrations 

grew excruciating in the 1970s. 

The export-oriented economy, which tied Taiwan to the global community and led 

to the emergence of the middle strata in the society (Hsiao 1990), helped create a poignant 

sensitivity towards the country's intertwined relationships with China and with other countries, 

mainly the west. This is in particular a painful reality which Taiwan woke up to when the 

general economic success it managed to achieve amidst great difficulties, did not contribute to 

contrasting it favorably with China until the 1989 Tien An Men Square Incident broke out (Lin 

1995). Even a favorable contrast, when available, rarely translated into more solid recognition. 

Being peripheral to China thus implies yet another peripheral fate in a west-dominant world of 

liberal democracy: A fate that can not be fought against with mere economic success, that 
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inevitably adds a burden to the KMT in its constant need to justify its rule. 

1.2. Democratization as a Survival Strategy 

Many political scientists have been exploring how democratization takes place at 

all in any society. Some emphasize social-economic preconditions, such as a high literacy rate, 

rising per capita income, urbanization, broad exposure to mass media... etc. (e.g. Lipset 1959). 

Others adopt a more structural-functional view and emphasize the ruling elite's initiative as 

principal imperatives for democratic reform (e.g. Rustow 1990, Huntington 1989, Gold/Jou 

1995, Huntington/Ding 1995). Still others treat democratic evolution as a process of calculated 

struggles and interactions between the ruling elite and the opposition (e.g. Schimitter 1986). In 

order to grasp Taiwan's democratization in its complexity, each of these arguments can be 

seen to have their respective validity, but none can stand alone as a sufficient explanation 

(Tien 1993). This being recognized, it is safe to summarize Taiwan's democratization as a 

survival strategy exerted by the KMT government after nearly a three-decade authoritarian rule. 

Aware of the everlasting need to justify its claimed legitimacy in facing ever-renewing internal 

and external threats, the KMT government transformed itself slowly and painfully from a quasi 

Leninist party-state haunted by obsolete politics in the 1950s, to a party coping, however 

awkwardly, with competitive politics in the 1990s. The whole process involves three 

recognizable stages, as documented in detail by authors in Tsang (1993), and Domes and 

Halbeisen in particular. 

1.2.1. Stage 1: Consolidation of Authoritarian Rule 

This refers to the "hard" authoritarian rule (Winckler 1984) under Chiang Kai-

shek (1949-1975). Facing the double difficulties of dealing with a potential lack of domestic 

support from the Taiwan people and an inner crisis of structural integration after the civil war, 

the KMT created a formula, i.e., the theory of "revolutionary democracy" (Hu 1993: 137) on 

the basis of which various devices and mechanisms were crafted to secure the KMT regime 

and justify its tight control. There was the formation of a party-state-military triumvirate, in 

which roles and interests of party and government were hardly differentiated. There was the 

wide and deep penetration into political and civil associations through the use of "factional 

clientialism" and "sectoral corporatism" (Hu ibid: 138), and the use of security apparatus when 

all indoctrination or co-optation failed. Even elections were appropriated for this purpose. 

Partial and limited elections were held regularly ever since 1950 but intended mainly as an 

instrumental mechanism to consolidate its rule in the very root of society (Hu ibid). There 

were oppositions during this time, mainly led by non-partisan mainlander intellectuals whose 
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pens were only too easily crashed by swords. 

Given its tough nature, this period still has its significance for Taiwan's 

democratization. Above all, it provided relative political stability based on which the national 

developmental projects were made successful and social affluence and plurality were made 

possible. 

1.2.2. Stage 2: Taiwanization and Incipient Pluralization 

The transformation of the KMT did not begin until Chiang Ching-Kuo (the junior 

Chiang) took power and started his "soft" authoritarian rule (1976-1986, Winkler 1984). In 

1972 when CCK was the Premier, important positions began to be assigned to native 

Taiwanese who were previously denied access to power. Thereafter, Taiwan's political system 

started to change, though characteristically in a zigzag style. Two major developments, namely, 

the Taiwanization of the political decision-making bodies and the incipient pluralization of the 

political system, were initiated, and began to dominate Taiwan politics in succeeding years. 

This was mainly due to a realistic recognition of changing social and international conditions6 

which made popular support for the ruling elite an increasing necessity. But the two 

developments also led to the intra-party group formation within the KMT, increasingly 

challenged by indigenous oppositions arising from the recurring elections. Originally intended 

to win support for the KMT and contain oppositions at local levels, elections gradually became 

the most effective mechanism that promoted political socialization and incited political par

ticipation, thus became a convenient inroad into politics for oppositions (Hu 1993). As 

confrontational tactics were increasingly used by oppositions in campaigns and seemed to gain 

more and more momentum, the KMT became a divided party with three major groupings. 

They were: the traditionalists who stressed the priority of national security hence the 

authoritarian features, the Reformists who argued for expanding the parameters of 

participation and political competition in a controlled and managed process, and the 

Centralists who attempted to strike a balance in-between by emphasizing economic growth 

(Domes 1993, Tien 1993, Halbeisen 1993). 

Though frequently held back, Taiwanization and pluralization within the parry 

started creating tolerance for oppositions, now mainly native born and identified themselves as 

Tang-wai (outside the Party). Following numerous thwarted attempts to organize among 

themselves, Tang-wai pohticians finally succeeded in establishing their formal associations in 

1984 and in 1985, with the KMT's tolerance encouraged by CCK. This eventually led to the 

6 The two energy crises in 1973-4 and 1978-9, and the U.S. de-recognition in 1979, were the main factors that 
promoted this realistic recognition. 
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formation of the Democratic Progressive Party (the DPP) in September 1986, before such 

action was officially legalized. Thus a new stage was ready for competitive politics. 

1.2.3. Stage 3: Transition to Competitive Politics 

This refers to the stage from 1986 onwards. Much was left to be resolved before 

competitive politics could materialize beyond mere tolerance. Among others, the 

representativeness of the parliaments7 grew absurd, as the seats open for "supplementary" 

elections were limited while those aging and ailing senior members, being the human 

foundation for the KMT's claimed representation for the Mainland, occupied the great 

majority of the seats8. Formally organized at the national level, oppositions became more 

articulate in their demands, while the KMT increasingly faced a loss of credibility among the 

politically active population as a result of growing discrepancies between its self-

characterization as a democracy and the maintenance of a martial law regime with 

unrepresentative parliaments. This led to three milestones in the democratization process: the 

lifting of the thirty-eight years long Emergency Decree (the Martial Law) in July 1987, of most 

restrictions on newspapers and periodicals on January 1988, shortly before CCK died, and the 

final legalization of new political parties in January 1989. Immediately the 1989 local election 

attracted candidates from fourteen parties, though the real game was between the KMT and 

DDP. 

Yet the proliferation of political parties did not immediately translate into 

pluralization within the parliaments, whose representativeness was increasingly interrogated in 

parliamentary debates. Physical clashes even followed as verbal confrontations between KMT 

and DDP members, between KMT's senior and junior members, intensified. The 

parliamentary noise and chaos were echoed by those from mushrooming street demonstrations 

of all sorts, which were forbidden before. While the island was haunted by arising social 

movements (Hsu and Sung 1990), sentiments against the obsolete parliamentary structure 

increased to the degree that senior members finally agreed to be pensioned off by December 

1991. A complete renewal of members by election thus was enabled in 1991 for National 

Assembly (NA) and 1992 for the Legislative Yuan (LY). 

As the parliaments were opened up for complete elections, the speed and content 

n 

Taiwan has three central parliaments: the National Assembly (NA), the Legislative Yuan (LY), and the Control 
Yuan (CY). Members of the last one, are in charge of the impeachment of government officials when necessary. 

Senior members were those who got elected in 1948 in the Mainland and thus endowed with a mandate to stay in 
parliaments and never needed to be examined by elections. Supplementary elections, which began in 1969, were 
intended to fill the vacancies left by senior members after they died. 
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of the political reform process could no longer be controlled by the KMT without the usually 

unconditional supports of senior members. The reform spirit was high in its momentum, but 

noise and chaos went on, at the cost of government efficiency and apparently without a sure 

direction. Since Lee Teng-Hui, CCK's hand-picked successor, was native born, doubts about 

his sincerity for reunification with China spread among KMT's traditionalists. As intra-party 

rifts deepened, a breakaway took form and led to the establishment of the New Party in August 

1993. Even the much younger DDP, split into two as its more radical members grew 

suspicious of the party's official stance on the independence/reunification issue. In 1996, there 

arose yet another party called the Nation-Building Party, whose strength is yet to be examined 

in the coming elections9. 

1.3. The Rise of New Taiwan Identity 

The progress from obsolete politics to competitive politics has taken half century 

to make, but now the latter seems to operate in a way defined by the former— which is, after all, 

reluctant to be obsolete at all. The progress is therefore somewhat entangled, as time and 

energy have been invested heavily on the apparently either-or issue of independence versus 

reunification. Ideological conflicts, caused by different perceptions of Taiwan's relationship 

with China, jam parliamentary discussions and hamper government administration. Politicians 

find it hard not to take a side on the issue which defines the political spectrum of Taiwan today: 

A spectrum that ranges from the extreme Chinese orthodoxists to the central pragmatists and 

further to the pro-independence fundamentalists. In other words, competitive politics in the 

mid-1990s seem quite a shadow or echo of the legacy the KMT regime brought to the island 

and has tried hard to survive or outgrow. This brings up a questioning of Taiwan's identity. 

1.3.1. Questioning Taiwan's Identity 

Until the late 1980s, discussing or questioning Taiwan's identity was a political 

taboo in Taiwan, with sensitive and dangerous implications. Domestically, this implied 

challenging the very legitimacy of the KMT's rule together with its official definition of the 

island's special and sacred role in Chinese national politics. Such challenge could lead to an 

exclusion, and potentially violent expulsion, of mainlanders who arrived Taiwan after 1949 

with the KMT. Internationally, this hinted the uniqueness of Taiwan which could serve as the 

In the 1997 Local Election for county magistrates and townships mayors, the Nation-Building Party was 
entirely defeated, marking the quagmire of a new party solely based upon the ideology of Taiwan Independence. 
The pro-Unification New Party, which enjoyed a great victory in the 1994 election, seems to share a similar 
fate as it got only about 0.2% rate of vote in the 1997 Election. While these two parties now strive hard to 
recover in the parliament election in December 1998, the general social-political atmosphere tends to be more 
pragmatic and middle-lined on the issue of Independence/unification. 
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very base for self determination, even for a further declaration of independence as a new 

nation-state. Any development in such a direction, however minimally potential, would raise 

tensions in Peking across the strait and strengthen its determination not to renounce the use of 

force against Taiwan. 

Being such a political dynamite, the question was nonetheless addressed by 

Hsiang Tu Wen Hsué (Vernacularist Literature) which emerged in the 1960s but expanded in 

the early 1970s in a response to the suppression of indigenity, rapid industrialization and inter

national setbacks. As part of an effort to examine their roots, Hsiang Tu activists braved 

political taboos and introduced early Taiwanese writers who were active from Japanese period 

well into the KMT's take-over, but all either died or disappeared after the February 28 Incident 

in 1947 when thousands of disillusioned islanders uprising against the KMT were killed (Lai et 

al. 1991). Worth noting here is a novel, The orphan of Asia, which examined Taiwanese life 

under the Japanese rule10 and vividly captured Taiwan's fate under changing foreign rule since 

the Dutch Occupation (1624-61). For some activists, the KMT-mainlander hegemony was just 

yet another foreign rule. 

The sense of being an international orphan, however, was not something exclusive 

of islanders, nor the Hsiang Tu Movement that evolved to its peak in the mid-1970s. Involving 

both mainlander and islander writers in heated debates, the movement featured for the first 

time an open deliberation on what was termed as "Taiwanese Awareness" and "Chinese 

Awareness". According to Hsiao (1989), there was actually no clear-cut separation between 

islander and mainlander writers among those who took either side. It was essentially a 

vernacularist social concern that necessarily led to a strong sense of locality, hence it brought 

up various critiques of the KMT hegemony. The movement was halted in the late 1970s when 

many activists, again mainlander and islander, were jailed as a result of the KMT's interven

tions. 

1.3.2. Vernacularism, Residential ism, New-Taiwanianism 

Though with an ever-strong contrast between Taiwanesness and Chineseness, the 

society could no longer be the same after getting a taste of open debate regarding its own 

identity. Even the KMT learned that it could no longer monopolize the definition of Taiwan's 

role, nor arbitrate the collective will. Helped by its own Taiwanization policy, a new found 

commitment to the island, particularly among mainlanders, was boosted as shown in the mid 

1980s by some popular films and songs, and in particular by CCK himself who said in 1987 

10 Another novel, Potsdam Section Chief, also by the same author and written just after the KMT's take-over, 
bleakly addressed a different form of occupation. 
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that he was a Taiwanese after nearly 40 years of stay. The commitment to Taiwan seemed to 

grow stronger as Taiwan became more liberalized and pluralized. Yet nothing confirmed that 

commitment more strongly or ironically than a real visit back to their Motherland, which the 

KMT officially legalized in late 1988 (GIO 1995). The contrast between the two societies, as 

depicted by Hu (1991), served only to reinforce a sense of Taiwan distinctiveness, rather than 

its essential Chineseness. 

Thus, there appeared appeals for a broader, inclusive vernacularism which had its 

first expressions in the Hsiang Tu Movement (Hsiao 1989). Indeed, a careful conscious choice 

of terms was exercised as Lee Yee-Yuen (1989) advocated a more inclusive "residential 

awareness" in lieu of the potentially exclusive vernacular awareness. The inclusive approach 

became better grounded in 1992 when the KMT made an official apology to the families of the 

victims in the 1947 February 28 Tragedy (Lai et al. 1991) and marked a new beginning for 

reconciliation. Further symbolic steps were taken the following years. In 1995, Mr. Chen, a 

DDP islander and first elected Taipei Major, celebrated the 50th Anniversary of Taiwan 

Recovery by choosing for the ceremony a peanut sign which symbolized "taking root in the 

local ground" (LouDi Sheng Gen). In 1996, Mr. Sung, a KMT mainlander and the first elected 

provincial governor, asserted a "new-Taiwanianism" which not only embraced all residents 

regardless of their ancestries, but also expressed a KMT determination to treat Taiwan as the 

very center of its mentality (e.g. China Times Editorial 1995, Wu 1996). 

Yet what can Taiwan do with the new arising identity when, haunted nonetheless 

by obsolete politics, its undecided status as a nation-state persists? While this is beyond the 

scope of this essay, it is worth giving it a passing note here. Based on the shared awareness of 

the rising identity, efforts have been made to either theorize "a newly emerging people" so as 

to validate Taiwan as a nation state (e.g. Wang 1964/1993, Hsu Ji-Duen, 1993, Hsu Hsin-Liang 

199511) or claim "we are our own center" (Chiu 1995) even if positioned peripherally. Some 

venture to envision a unique position for Taiwan by boosting "a philosophy of co-existence" in 

international community that currently wears the straitjacket of the concept of nation-state 

(Hsuh 1995b). Whatever efforts there are, Taiwan is now a society with many voices and 

noises that seem to agree on nothing except the arising new Taiwan identity, though even this 

is still perceived with varying mixtures of Taiwaneseness and Chineseness. 

2. TELEVISION IN A FREE-MARKET TRANSITION 

What has been the role of television in Taiwan's relatively serene democratic 

Hsu Hsin-Liang establishes and chairs the Foundation of Newly Emerging People, based on his own theory. 
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transition that eventually has made possible participatory discussion on current affairs in the 

mid-1990s? Given the authoritarian nature of the party/state, the role has been predictably 

limited, if any at all. According to Jiang (1993: 3), there were two major "totems of taboo" in 

Taiwan, the first was the term "Taiwan", the second were the electronic media. Under much 

tighter control than the print media, as typical of the broadcasting media everywhere, 

television remained unaffected by the momentum of democratization derived from the lifting 

of the Emergency Decree in 1987, which liberalized newspapers a half year later. As criticism 

grew intensified and the tide of legitimacy for continuing the tight control was receding, 

however, a milestone was reached in July 1993 when underground cable-TV was legalized. 

This then triggered a privatization trend and led to the widely recognized "electronic war" in 

the mid-1990s. 

As we have noted, it was mainly the need to survive or to legitimize its rule that 

eventually led the KMT to identify with Taiwan, thus liberating the society from what Jiang 

termed as the first taboo. To lift the second taboo which involved television, it was only 

natural that similar cautions and calculations would be exercised by the KMT, which, after all, 

had much at stake as the old order was being challenged. Indeed, there has been no shortage of 

criticisms, suspicions or accusations that held the KMT responsible for lacking the rules to the 

game in a multichannel environment now pushed by intricately mtertwining political and 

commercial elements. Thus as we will see below, blazed in the electronic war, with an equally 

uncertain future, are the old three oligopolies and the new entrants. 

2.1. The Old Oligopolies 

The old oligopolies are the three over-the-air stations usually lumped together and 

referred to as "The Three Stations", namely, the Taiwan Television Company (TTV, since 

1962), the China Television Company (CTV, since 1969), and the Chinese Television System 

(CTS, since 1971). These three dominated the old order of a medium which a great majority of 

people depended upon for leisure and information (Chang Ji-Gao 1994). Even today, the Three 

still dominate, in a sense, with advantages from their better professional expertise, much wider 

range of reach and no charge on viewers, all of which cable/satelliOte stations cannot compete 

with. Being fully advertising-financed ever since their respective inception, they are rather 

commercial by nature, and can be seen as a tiny replica of the Three Networks in the U.S. Yet 

the ironical part here is that they have been the very embodiments of the decade-old party-

state-military triumvirate which, though gradually breaking up in the burgeoning multi-party 

politics of the mid-1990s, have left a huge enduring legacy for the foreseeable future. 
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2.1.1. Embodying the Party-state-military Triumvirate 

That the party-state-military triumvirate has monopolized the electronic media, 

and television (hence the Three Stations) in particular, as its "transmission belts", is now a 

widely acknowledged fact. Just how this triumvirate exercised its control has become an 

interesting question since 1988 for many who examine it from different aspects, such as 

channel and frequency management and allocations (Tzeng 1993, Su 1993), legislative 

regulations (Lin and Liu 1993, Chang Jeng-Hsiu 1993), ownership control (Wang 1993, Chang 

Mei-Mang 1997), and news reporting (Hsué 1988, Suen 1993a, 1993b, Chang Meng-Heh 

1992), and dialect policies (Su 1992). The more it is explored, the more exposed is the depth 

and range of control which seems so resistant that it is still well felt today. As observed by 

Wang (ibid), the enduring nature of such control hardly touched by time comes from the direct 

interference in organizational management ensured by the Boards which reflect capital 

structure. Wang details the alteration of the Three Stations' capital structure through the 

decades and shows that basically, TTV is owned by the Provincial Government of Taiwan, 

CTV by the KMT, while CTS by the Defense Ministry12. He also details the high-position 

assignments and shows how well controlled they have been. A breakthrough seemed to take 

place in 1996, however, when TTV's new General Manager was chosen from its own senior 

executives for the first time. This proved only a short-term deviation as a senior party cadre 

was assigned to take over the top management position in Spring 1998. 

Ownership and management control is in effect the core of the various 

mechanisms that the party-state applies to ensure, above all, the loyalty of television to its rule. 

It is mainly out of this concern that since 1975 the Three Stations, as well as other media 

organizations, have been put under the supervision of the Government Information Office 

(GIO) set up specifically for that purpose (Chang Ji-Gao 1994, Gu 1995). It was in the same 

light that television's officially proclaimed "dual mission" (both political and cultural), as 

enshrined in the grand preconceived goal of a Chinese unity, should be grasped. The concern 

seems so enduring that even the KMT's own Taiwanization and pluralization, or the general 

democratization could never make any difference, let alone professional considerations. Hence, 

significant omission, or intentional distortions, particularly in news, continue to frustrate not 

only minority voices but also TV-news professionals (see e.g. Sheng 1994). In 1993 the first 

open protest was made by a CTS anchor who won the Best Anchor of the Year from the GIO-

12 The capital structure of each station, which reflects their respective history, has changed through time. Currently, 
TTV has 49.95% shares by Provincial Government, CTV has 68% by the KMT while CTS has nearly 80% by the 
Defense Ministry and its affiliates (Wang 1993). The less percentage of shares owned by the government might 
explain why TTVs news is recognized as relatively more trusted over the years and its anchors enjoy relative 
autonomy (seeHsié et al. 1993, Chang 1994,). 
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sponsored Golden Bell Awards for broadcasting professionals. To the great embarrassment of 

the GIO, the winner declared at the ceremony that the award was actually meant to be "the 

Best Puppet" (Hsié et al. 1993). This frankness made explicit the very predicament of the 

Three Stations in practicing journalism, even till today. 

2.1.2. Symbolizing the Profit-maximizing Commercialism 

It is indeed contradictory that with the assigned "dual mission", the Three Stations 

should end up engaging themselves in relentless commercial competitions that led to the 

widely condemned decades-old common denominator syndrome and content homogeneity: 

news scheduled against news, variety shows against variety shows, and melodrama against 

melodrama, etc. This has its historical roots, however. First of all was the two 

Chiangs' understanding of art and media, hence television, at best a mouthpiece to propagate 

and at least an instrument to entertain. As long as nothing was ideologically wrong or too 

vulgarly offensive, it would simply go unregulated, as reflected by the habitual delay and 

neglect in legislation13. Secondly, television was seen as a timely showcase through which the 

government wished to show its commitment to the then American-led West-Bloc and to 

contrast itself with Communist China (Lee 1980). Hence, an American commercial model of 

programming was imported. As the poverty of national economy in the 1960s made 

impossible other alternatives, advertising financing was adopted for TTV, and taken-for-

grantedly extended to CTV and CTS14. Following the steady economic growth of the country, 

the Three proved more and more lucrative after a short-term difficulty. This was certainly 

encouraging for the KMT regime which grew increasingly dependent on economic success for 

its legitimacy. But the consequence was the gradual formation of three oligopolies in the 

television industry which ended up paying mere lip service to their "dual mission" with token 

programs scheduled at odd hours. 

Ideologically controlled yet commercially unregulated, the Three oligopolies 

together have created a "depoliticized" television culture, as deplored by oppositionists and 

media critics. According to them, such depoliticization has been deliberated by the KMT so as 

13 The 1976 Broadcasting Law, the first-ever of its kind, didn't appear until 14 years after television had been on air, 
and has remained almost intact with but slight revision in 1982 and 1993. In December 1997, the GIO finally 
published "the Broadcasting White Paper", which offers a detailed description of recent broadcasting developments 
and relevant legislation, e.g., the 1993 Cable Act, the 1995 Satellite Television Law (see news reports in China 
Times 1997, May 28, pp. 5,1997 Dec. 7, pp. 5.). 

14 This also explains the inclusion of willing Japanese TV companies and reluctant private interests in TTVs 
ownership shares. Private interests have increased from 11% (1962) to 31% (1993) while Japanese shares decreased 
from 40% (1962) to 19.98% (1993). As TTV began to profit in 1967, CTV and CTS have, since their inception, 
also incorporated very willing private interests, which currently account for 24% CTV shares and 13% CTS shares 
(see Chang 1994, Wang 1993). 
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to distract or deviate public attentions from politics, while at the same time creating a 

privileged class in the industry whose loyalty to the KMT hegemony could be ensured through 

the status quo in which they profiteered. Eruptions of this anger against the 

bureaucratic/commercial duopoly has been sporadic until early 1995 when a better organized 

movement, which called for an entire withdrawal of the party-state-mihtary triumvirate from 

the Three Stations, was initiated (see Section 3). In the face of increasing pressure, GIO started 

talking about the idea of floating the Three Stations' shares in stock market to dilute control, 

though by December 1998, the Three remain what they have been. 

2.2. New Entrants 

In contrast to the old three establishments, there are four groups of new entrants 

who have joined the television industry. The first is the budding Public Television Service 

(PTS), the second are other over-the-air stations like the Three, the third, cable operators. 

There is one thing common among them all: they emerged because of tastes and interests 

unserved by the Three Stations. The last group even remained illegal until no longer possible 

for the government to ban, but to give recognition to instead, however reluctantly. 

2.2.1. Public Service 

Ever since the late 1960s there have been appeals for establishing a public service 

institution to correct the predominantly commercial pursuits of the Three. An abandon of the 

commercial system was first called for, then a mixed economy with a weak public service and 

a strong commercial service was proposed. Neither had any effect until 1983 when a two-stage 

plan for preparing a public service institution was initiated by the government. From May 1984 

onwards, a humble existence of public service, financed and supervised by GIO, did 

materialize, with 15 hours per week aired on time-slots which the Three Stations were obliged 

to offer (five hours each). In 1986, the second stage of the plan began with a fund set up to 

commission for the original public service on the one hand and prepare a real institution 

(Chinese Public Service Television—CPTV) with its own channel(s) on the other. In 1990, an 

ad hoc team for physical preparation and a committee for legislative preparation, associated 

with the GIO, were established with a promise to institutionalize CPTV within three years. 

The whole task evolved into a controversy, however, when CPTV's finance15 

triggered heated debates in later years in which the "black hand" of the government was 

suspected and the necessity to have a public service at all grew questioned. Even CPTV's 

1 Two main sources of finance for CPTV have been proposed. 1. The willing government, which implies CPTV 
would be a government station, 2. The reluctant Three Stations with their lucrative advertising revenues. 
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originally borrowed time-slots could not be secured, as the Three Stations, who wanted a freer 

hand to compete with the burgeoning cable-TV, grudged against CPTV's occupation of the 

weekly five hours, including the 21:00-21:30 primetime slot. As a result, CPTV programs were 

squeezed out to even odder slots while the Public Television Bill, CPTV's legislative base, 

failed to pass the Legislative Yuan (LY) again and again, though drafted and revised many 

times (Shen 1995). In 1995 and 1996, CPTV tried, along with other activities to appeal for 

public supports, airing some of its programs produced by its own staff in an effort to stop the 

serious brain-drain caused by its uncertain future. In January 1997, the CPTV Act was rejected 

by LY once again. This led to a decision by the KMT in April to abandon CPTV entirely, due 

to the seemingly endless and unresolvable debates on the source of finance, the definition of 

the role of the planned CPTV in an multichannel environment, and again the feasibility of 

public service at a time when the idea seemed obsolete worldwide. As the name of public 

service remained a magnet to many, the Act was somehow quickly rescued from the dust bin, 

passed in May 1997. CPTV was renamed as PTS and scheduled to begin its service on January 

1998. With a half year of delay, PTS finally had its première in July 1998, unsurprisingly 

minimized and drowned in the multichannel system16. It is now financed by the government 

(and will remain so in the initial years) and supervised by the GIO (see also GIO 1998,1999). 

2.2.2. The New Over-the-Air Stations) 

Increasing requests from DDP politicians and criticisms from non-partisan 

intellectuals led to a gradual release of electronic frequencies by the Defense Ministry for 

private applications in the early 1990s. The introduction of new over-the-air stations other than 

the old Three thus became possible. For a long time wishing to counterbalance the KMT 

hegemony presented on the Three Stations, DPP made great efforts to compete with two other 

commercial interest groups to acquire the license for the Fourth, to the degree of threatening 

the GIO that they would resort to "non-peaceful" means in protest, if they failed to be licensed. 

In June 1995 DPP finally defeated other competitors and got the license, thus began preparing 

for the inauguration of their Formosa Television (Min-Jien Chuen-Min Television). In the 

meantime, the GIO announced the availability of more over-the-air TV frequencies, one 

national and eleven regional, for private application as well. As usual this attracted the 

attention of commercial and political groups. While the regional stations in particular are 

magnetic to local pohticians, the Fifth over-the-air station has been licensed to a commercial 

group since 1997 but remain off service by December 1998. 

PTV has managed to maintain only an average ratings of 0.05% ever since, thus much criticized (China 
Times April 3, 1999) 
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Though expected to be rid of the hard-core bureaucratic/commercial duopoly of 

the Three (e.g. Tang 1995, Min 1995, Lin 1997), these new over-the-air stations cannot but 

raise suspicions that they would be a mere extension of the old ones, that is, either commercial 

or political, if not both. Running an over-the-air station is after all an expensive business in 

which power and money tend to intertwine. No wonder DPP's Formosa had to delay its 

inauguration, mainly due to great financial difficulties and disputes among different DPP 

fractions regarding the nature of Formosa. As financial sustainabiliry seemed something 

tougher than acquiring the license, there were conflicting views on whether Formosa should be 

a DPP station, a commercial one, or one that sticks to the ideal of neutrality and publicness. It 

was, nonetheless, generally agreed that Formosa should be a station specialized in Taiwan's 

indigenity. Strong political stances and financial shortages eventually made Formosa a 

controversy as many depressed professionals quit and foreign capitals was sought. While the 

latter in particular was a violation of ownership laws, the two incidents seemed rather ironical 

for Formosa's proclaimed goal and for its much-hailed role in media reform movement (Lin 

1996)17. In April 1997, Formosa finally started its first broadcasting with limited fare. By 1998, 

it has managed to offer full fare, though amid constant internal rifts. 

2.2.3. Cable Operators 

So far real counterbalances and challenges to the Three have come most 

significantly from the booming cable industry in which two major groups of players can be 

specified, as in the 1993 Cable Law. The first group refers to channel operators, i.e. those in 

the business of channel provision. There were about 100 of them in January 1997 but now 

around 150 in 1998 (GIO 1998), offering about 60-70 channels. The second group refers to 

district-based system operators who are basically responsible for cable installations and 

distributing cable signals, in a total of 51 districts divided by GIO. After radical mergers and 

acquisitions, there are 103 registered system operators by October 1998, a great drop indeed 

from 143 in 1996 and the original 204 in November 1994 (GIO 1998, 1999). The number is 

predicted to become less and less until there is only one left in each district, as is often so 

pushed by the invisible hand of the market18. The second group refers to the now more than 

100 channel operators (by January 199719) who provide the programming, self-produced or not, 

via satellite or the more old-fashioned videotape transmission. Charging a viewership-based 

loyalty from system operators, they rely mainly on system operators for distribution, as there 

17 

See related news reports in China Times, 1995, Nov. 14, pp.5. Independent Morning Post 1995, Mar.13, pp.7 
and Jun. 18, pp.7. 

System operators rely mainly on subscription fees paid by hooked households, about USS25-30 per month per 
household in urban area. 
19 

See related news report in China Times 1997, Jan. 5, pp. 43. 
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are much more cabled households than those equipped with KU-band dish antenna legalized 

earlier in 1988. The interdependence between the two groups inevitably leads to constant 

horizontal and vertical integration in the new industry due to considerations for economy of 

scale and scope (see e.g. Deng 1995, Chang Bao-Cheng 1996, Chow et al. 1997). 

Whatever the integration will result in, it is undeniable that together these two 

groups increasingly threaten the Three in terms of audience ratings, advertising revenues and 

brain drain due to a drastic increase of cable penetration since 1990 as shown below in the 

following Table 6:1. 

Table 6:1 Cable Penetration in Taiwan 
1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 
18% 27% 

. 2 
50% 

3 
62% 71% 80% (estimated) 

Sources: SRT/Nielsori 

As Taiwan has a total of 5.4 million television households, the statistics suggest that there are 

about 4 million cabled households now. With such high penetration, how serious are cable-

TV's threats to the Three? In terms of brain drain, the answer is simple, since the new industry 

depends mainly on those professionals frustrated by thus defecting from the Three for a 

passable daily operation. If in terms of audience ratings and advertising revenues, the question 

becomes more subtle since there would be different answers for different times, and different 

stances would certainly lead to different interpretations of whatever survey results were 

available. Nonetheless, the Three's advertising revenues, which for decades have been in 

steady growth, have declined since 1995 while cable-TV's have been enjoying a happy 

increase. The contrast is shown in Table 6:2 below: 

Table 6:2 Advertising Revenues of The Three and Cable-TV (in USD million*) 

1993 1994 1995 19% 
the Three 900 1,100 1,090 1,051 
Cable-TV 22 44 74 300 (estimated) 
Based on 1996 exchange rate: 1:27 

Source: China Times, Economy Dailies 
21 

The decrease, as argued by many, may be still minimal but already enough to alert 

the Three, since they entirely depend on advertising revenues while channel operators in 

particular are keen to glean as much advertising as possible. More optimistic operators even 

predict that cable-TV will occupy 30% of television advertising in 1996 due to frequent 

20 These statistics are from Ruan 1996, Hwang 1995a. The SRT/Nielson estimation for 1996 is quoted in Hwang 
1995a. 

The original statistics are in Taiwan currency and collected from various sources such as the Association of 
Advertising Agencies (quoted in GIO 1995), Lin and Chen (1994) and Hwang (1995). The Three's advertising 
revenues were NTS 24.7 billion in 1993, 30 billion in 1994,29.6 billion in 1995, and 28.4 billion in 1996. In contrast, 
cable advertising has been arising from 0.7 billion in 1993 to 1.4 billion in 1994, then to 2.0 billion in 1995. 
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election campaigns. As for audience ratings on which advertising revenues are based, the 

Three seem to suffer a more significant decline. According to SRT/Nielson's people-meter 

based Survey Research Taiwan, the Three's viewership share (20:00-21:00) has decreased 

from 72% in January 1994 to 54% in November 1995, while cable's share increased from 28% 

to 46%22. As the percentage of turned-on TV sets remain more or less the same as before 

cable-TV was legalized, this suggests that the new industry does not seem to attract more 

people to watch television more, rather merely to draw viewers away from the Three (Ruan 

1996). 

Despite with all its promising future as an industry, cable-TV's contributions to 

the long-term stagnant television culture are quite ambivalent. The most laudable ones are 

perhaps the vigor it has brought to news and current-affairs programming by making the 

Taiwanese dialect more spoken, oppositions more positively visible, and local events covered 

more for non-Taipei viewers. Competitions in news and current-affairs programming in 

particular become so intensified that there are not only longer and more frequent newscasts, 

but also a proliferation of news programming which partly contributes to the mushrooming of 

current-affairs talkshows. There is plenty of much condemned drawbacks, however, such as an 

increasing merge of entertainment and information, a confusing indistinguishabihty between 

programs and commercials, a tilt towards sensationalist programming in all genres, and last 

but not least, too many repetitions due to too many time-slots and channels to feed. Though 

generally bringing more choices to viewers, especially if compared with what is available on 

the Three channels, cable-TV seems to show some tendency of content homogeneity as 

channel operators intensify their competition with the Three for the lucrative television 

advertising pie worth more than US$ 1,000 million a year. The commercial logic that binds the 

Three seems to bind cable-TV all the more (see e.g. Huang 1995, Deng 1995), while political 

influences on cable-TV, which will be elaborated in Section 3, have more various sources than 

those for the Three. 

Given all this ambivalence in contributions, cable-TV still bears not only 

viewers' hope of counterbalancing the Three but also the government's hope for its project of 

an "Asian Pacific Media Center" aimed at boosting Taiwan's leadership, through the dynamics 

of private interests, in the global Mandarin film and television market (Lin Ro-Shu 1996). As 

deplored by many, however, the industry seems quite "a crippled media giant" (Chung 1995: 

7), born from an unhealthy ground and regulated by a law which is itself a product of 

compromise with no vision at all. While it is beyond the scope of this essay to further explore 

22 The survey's viewership includes both cabled and uncabled households. If concentrated on cabled households, 
cable TVs share should be more. 
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this, the ailment of the young industry can nonetheless be exemplified by the frequent rifts 

between system operators and channel operators whenever their contracts have to be renewed, 

and the sometimes violent fights among different system operators who compete for an 

overlapping market. The immediate victims, however, are viewers, since they cannot receive 

what they have paid for whenever the problem erupts again (see e.g. Lin Wei-Juenl99523). 

This leads to an expectation of a booming KU-band dish antenna market24, as suggested by Liu 

(1997)25 who said that perhaps only direct-to-home service by satellite could ensure no further 

neglects of viewers' rights. 

As if echoing the uncertain future that confronts Taiwan's political 

democratization, recent television developments in Taiwan promise nothing more concrete 

than politics. Along its way, the ever-intensifying competition claims many casualties, among 

which public service television is but the most pathetic. While the old order commanded by 

the Three has already collapsed, a new order is yet foreseeable as endless merges, acquisitions, 

and television diversification continue the shakeout process. One thing is sure, however, that 

Taiwan television remains nonetheless an arena mainly for pohtical and commercial elites as 

before, though the KMT's "structural hegemony" is no longer. All laws related to television 

are currently under study for either revision (the 1993 Cable Law, the 1995 Satellite Television 

Law) or re-drafting (the Broadcasting Law to be replaced by the Broadcasting General Law). 

The broadcasting war that brazes the competitors and the viewers burns the government (GIO) 

as well. 

3. THE CALL-IN MANIA: 
A SIGN OF PARTICIPATION ZEAL? 

If the relentless war inevitably intensifies the industry's tendency to lump faceless 

viewers together for the convenience of rating, it is certainly a positive sign that efforts are 

somehow being made at the level of programming to allow participatory discussions especially 

on current-affairs. This is of particular significance when television has long been criticized as 

"depoliticized" and essentially seen as a source of entertainment (Kwang 1986). Consistently 

confirmed by research carried out at different time (Lin 1977, Kwang 1982/1986, Pan et al. 

1975,1984,1986,1988,1993) television's informational role has been rather weak especially 

for more educated people who tend to rely more on newspapers and magazines instead Indeed, 

9-2 

For related news reports see also Taiwan Daily 1996: Dec. 7, China Times 1997: Jan. 10, 1998: Jan. 1,3. 

For a related news report see China Times 1997, March 6. 

25 See also Chow et al. 1997. 
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before January 1988 when the restrictions on newspapers (regarding pages per issue and new 

registrations) were relaxed, it was mainly through magazines, underground or legal, that 

alternative information (particularly that of oppositions) was made available. As there was no 

ban on new registrations of periodicals, any magazine cracked down by the government easily 

re-emerged with a new title. 

With a far easier availability and accessibility, however, television news bulletins 

in particular remained a conveniently relied-on source of information for a great majority of 

people even in the era of Emergence Decree (Pan et al. ibid). The charm of television naturally 

inspired those who wished to counterbalance the KMT hegemony more efficiently, thus it 

paved the way for a "re-politicization" of the medium. If the call-in mania since 1993 is to be 

grasped, a closer look at the repoliticization of television is needed. 

3.1. The Re-politicization of Television 

The re-politicization of television can be dated back to the mid-1980s when 

dissidents and DPP oppositionists started their "guerrilla war of images" in an effort to 

counterbalance the KMT-controlled Three Stations. "The Green Group" and "the Third Image 

Workshop" were thus established in late 1986 and mid-1987 respectively (Heh 1993). Using 

simple equipment, they captured the mushrooming social and political movements expressed 

in various forms such as assembly, demonstrations, confrontations, or even head-on clashes 

between the police and the participants, which were but typical of the time. The events and 

activities were packaged rather quickly into videotapes and then distributed via street-vendors, 

the offices of elected DPP politicians or large protest gatherings of laborers, farmers, or 

environmentalists. Thus with the combination of television sets and VCRs, alternative views 

on any social or political incidents were available, and the hegemonic interpretations as 

presented by Three Stations were attacked. 

Though this did encourage the continuation of those involved in whatever 

movements were recorded in the videotapes, such a guerrilla war of images was undeniably 

sporadic and marginal if compared with the highly professionally organized established media 

power. This sporadic and marginal nature did not change in 1989 when something more 

expensive was tried in the form of an over-the-air station, "The Green Television". With its 

signals receivable only in the vicinity of two kilometers, the station had only a short span of 

existence before being cracked down on by the GIO. Something more solid and with a wider 

range did appear later when the illegal cable-TV was first appropriated for channeling voices 

unheard on the established channels. On February 28,1997 (the memorial anniversary, see Lai 

et al. 1991), the first Democratic Cable-TV Station was launched by DPP in Taipei. By 
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September of the same year, there were already 21 chained democratic stations in the island 

specializing mainly in airing parliamentary discussions to the public. In the meantime, they 

initiated a movement that called for the liberalization of television, though without much 

consequence (Tseng 1991). In 1992, a more aggressive move was taken as these democratic 

stations started airing their own news reporting. A microphone marked "DTV' was seen 

appearing even on channels of the Three Stations (Tsao 1992). 

The appropriation of cable-TV by DPP marked a new era indeed for television By 

this, new dynamics were introduced into the underground cable industry previously without 

any production efforts at all. Emerging in 1969 as "Community Antenna Television" aimed to 

improve the reception of signals from the three Stations, cable-TV evolved into a profiteering 

medium characterized by an over-provision of porno, violence and copyright violations since 

alternative programming was initiated in 1979 to quench consumers' grudges of content 

homogeneity. Though bringing more choices, the ever-flourishing underground cable-TV, in 

defiance of the GIO's crack-downs, merely reinforced the depoliticization of television until 

the emergence of the DDP democratic stations that re-politicized television in a more 

organized way (Tang and Chuang 1994, Deng 1995, Huang 1995, Wang 1984). 

Such re-politicization has had its drawbacks, however. The mushrooming of pro-

DPP democratic stations naturally alerted the KMT which started its own cable/satellite 

adventure under the name of Po-Hsin in 1992 when the liberation policy of frequencies and 

channels and the Cable Law were still under study. Thus the leading KMT has become not 

only the arbiter of the game but also one of the players in the game. As political competitions 

in the new media grew heated in the midst of controversies and criticisms that called for an 

entire withdrawal of political parties from television, the GIO announced "Broadcasting Policy 

Guidelines" and a "Draft of Basic Broadcasting Principles" in May 1996 as a response, in 

which political parties were to be banned from broadcasting ownership. As what could be 

expected, protests and resistance from political parties, particularly the KMT, have been great. 

By May 1998, the guidelines and principles are still under parliamentary debates. Just what 

this re-politicization of television through ownership competition will lead to remains to be 

seen. 

3.2. The Call-in Mania on the Underground Radio 

While the re-politicization of television paved the way for the "call-in mania" on 

television in the mid-1990s, it was underground call-in radio that triggered the mania in 1993 

and pushed it towards television before itself trailing off in mid-1996. In fact, call-in 

informational programming was initiated by a KMT-owned CBC Radio with CBC Hotline 
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launched in 1987 and Peaktime Dialogue in 1991, the latter in particular was popular among 

the white-collared class. But a much greater impact was from underground radio intended to 

subvert the established broadcasting order. What underground call-in radio did was essentially 

a guerrilla war of voices which echoed to the guerrilla war of images in the mid-1980s. Both 

were caused by the enduring monopoly of the broadcasting media by the KMT/State, yet the 

former had to be understood against the background of Post-Emergency Decree era in which 

the KMT/State monopoly proved much too resistant while more and more voices were seeking 

for channels of expression. The fact that underground radio created such an explosion-like 

political fever makes it far exceed the similar guerrilla war of the mid-1980s which engaged 

only a small bunch of dissidents. 

Like many other underground movements, underground radio had something to do 

with the DDP which endlessly endeavored to battle against the KMT hegemony. It began with 

All People's Radio (Chuen Ming Radio) established for the 1992 election campaign with very 

low power therefore only receivable by outdoor listeners. But it was not until late 1993 when 

Mr. Hsu Rong-Chi, once a host in All People's, started his own station, Voice of Taiwan, that 

the whole dramatic development in the following years was triggered. Hailed as "Radio 

Robinhood" (Nan 1994: 40), the "Broadcasting Messiah", the "Terminator of the KMT" (Lin 

Yin-Ting 1995: 47), Mr. Hsu pioneered live, grass-root, critical discussions on the news, using 

the Taiwan dialect and engaging listeners mainly from the lower strata of the society. With a 

slogan "Just one NT dollar and you'll be the master!" (i.e. the cost for making a call to the 

station), he aroused the participation zeal of ordinary people for public affairs ranging from tax 

to education, from relationship with China to bureaucratic rigidity. Because of him and other 

volunteer hosts, many high-ranking government officers, at home or at office, were often 

"raided" with endless calls that held them in relentless interrogations by callers and the host, 

which were aired simultaneously. There were times that the KMT headquarters and 

government's buildings were even besieged by his taxi-driver listeners whose amazing loyalty 

and mobility dreaded the authorities. Cracked down several times but rescued by those taxi-

drivers who rushed to the station at the host's request, the Voice of Taiwan was eventually 

forced to disappear from the air in late 1994 after yet another crack-down that ended up in 

bloodshed. 

Perhaps Mr. Hsu was a bit extreme as an example, in terms of his charismatic 

charm, particularly for taxi-drivers. But the way he played with call-in did inspire many other 

followers who wished to advocate something and appreciated the advantages of underground 

radio. By comparison, underground radio was a low-cost investment with high effects. Being 

underground meant more than anything else an unregulated freedom of expression in various 

programming aspects ranging from the lingual and ideological to the thematic and formatie, 

136 



Chapter 6 The Emergence of Current-affairs Participatory Talkshows in Taiwan 

which was not shared by legal radio due to legislative restrictions. Another advantage was that 

by simply ignoring the legal process for applying for a license, one could evade the minimum 

entry capital, that is, US$ 1,48 million, as required by law to start a radio station26. Thus, most 

underground radio stations were assembled with much cheaper equipment and staffed with 

volunteer hosts, along with frequencies acquired not from official allocations, but from self 

exploration instead. Not surprisingly, the high threshold of entry capital set up by the 

Enforcement Rules of the Broadcasting and Television Law were harshly criticized as a 

deliberate design to secure radio as an exclusive game for the rich and the elite. 

Against the background of the KMT monopoly, the low-cost and make-shift 

underground radio stations enjoyed a great legitimacy among their supporters. Using call-in as 

a strategy to know who and where their listeners were, these underground stations became 

convenient outlets for what had been long-suppressed deep within the society and was eager 

for expression. The result was often the occupation of certain programs by callers while the 

hosts became mere phone operators (Chen Jao-Ru 1994). The participatory atmosphere took 

such command that conventional programming boundaries were easily subverted. The concept 

of a broadcasting time-slot, for example, did not seem to exist as the hosts mediated the whole 

morning or afternoon between callers who functioned as the main reporters and commentators, 

exploring to the full their three-minute "mastership" realized by a mere call, and persistently 

questioning whatever remained unanswered regardless of time lapse or host/program shifts. 

Conversations carried on as freely as imaginable, with callers sharing, debating, squabbling 

about the news of the day, news that were mixed with gossip and given interpretations 

previously mutually conflicting but then gradually homogenized in a way that corresponded to 

what the hosts would prefer. This meant that the host and his/her radio channel nonetheless 

defined certain boundaries for participation27, leading to the emergence of a new electronic 

community from a certain social group unrecognized by established channels. 

Within those ultimate boundaries of participation, the great legitimacy enjoyed by 

underground radio stations tended to sanctify almost every attribute they had in their generally 

amateur and experimental performance. The frequent use of vulgar and offensive language by 

callers, for example, was hailed as fresh, natural, authentic, vigorous, directly from the people 

in contrast to the elegant, polite, and quality-proof language heard on legal radio which was 

condemned as canned, artificial, hypocritical and from the power elite (Chen Fang-Ming, 

26 The Voice of Taiwan, for example, was started with only US$40 thousand spent on the purchase of the needed 
equipments for airing within the Grand Taipei area. Hsu Rong-Cih therefore referred to underground radio as 
"street vendor", (see Chen Jien-Hsuin 1994:47) 

2 An article titled A Day in Taiwan's Media, A Day in Media's Taiwan (see Hsié 1994) gives a very vivid 
description of how such call-in radio conversations were carried out 
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1994). While there was perhaps a certain truth in such dichotomy, the legitimacy enjoyed by 

underground radio was doomed to be short-lived in a society and a broadcasting environment 

already in transition yet pushed forward even faster by underground call-in radio itself. As 

legal radio started to adopt the call-in format in 1995, call-in gradually became established and 

even evolved into mainstream programming in 1996, the participatory charm of underground 

stations inevitably faded. Many of them started to transform themselves by emerging from the 

underground yet seeking with increasing difficulty a niche in the highly liberalized 

environment of mid-1996 which their emergence had contributed to bringing about. As the 

government was pushed to its edge, the liberation policy was carried out in a great rush. 

Liberalization inevitably led to commercial competitions, the sweet bitter taste of 

which has long been tasted by the first ever underground radio station, All People's, ever since 

it emerged from the underground and became a private, commercial station trying hard to be 

professionally refined in order to be competitive. Nearing mid-1996, the good old days of 

underground radio could already be seen as over, as the once famous underground radio 

stations such as Formosa New Voice and the Voice of Southern Taiwan were transformed into 

entertainment-oriented stations while Voice of Taiwan chose to close down along with many 

others28. This seemed but a natural development for Hsu Rong Chi, the Radio Robinhood, who 

predicted in mid-1994: "I see it rather clearly. We share the same fate with the oppositionist 

magazines back in the mid-1980s. Once the taboo is broken, we will have fulfilled our 

functions and no longer need to exist." (Lin Yin-Ting 1995:47) 

3.3. The Call-in Mania on Television 

Though appropriated by underground radio for political purposes with a shocking 

impact, call-in programming emerged on Taiwan television as early as 1964 when a soft 

human-interest informational program was launched by TTV and with great success (Sheng 

1995). Since then, there had been no attempts at any harder participatory informational 

programming, nor call-in programming further explored until 1991 when more active audience 

participation was introduced to an old elite talkshow, the CTS News Plaza. It still took the 

form of a debate where scholars, experts and government officials were invited to express their 

often conflicting views on a controversial issue in front of a studio audience. Yet through call-

in or message-leaving on answering machines, home audiences could also voice their own 

opinions. Though quite innovative in the early 1990s, it was scheduled on Sunday noontime 

28 

Green Peace, the once underground but now legalized station which has been much more culture-oriented than 
politics-oriented is still trying hard to stick to its cultural ideal, though with surmounting difficulty. Financed by 
donations from listeners for its establishment, the station wishes to keep its promise to maintain its role as "people's 
radio station". 
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(11:00-12:00) (ROC Television Yearbook 1992-3). Such low frequency and the odd time-slot 

made it much less popular if compared with CBC Radio's Peaktime Dialogue- a weekday 

talkshow with the same host, similar package, and scheduled in rush hour (17:30-18:00) for 

commuters. Furthermore, great cautions were exercised to make sure that everything was well-

controlled such that camera work could be interrupted in the middle of the live and par

ticipatory debate (Yang 1997). 

In mid-1994 a change took place when the call-in talkshow format itself became a 

hot social issue. With Voice of Taiwan spearheading what its owner Hsu Rong Chi proudly 

hailed as "direct democracy" but its critics doubted as being prone to electronic terrorism (Luo 

1994), a recognizable market seemed to emerge for live and participatory opinion program

ming. Overshadowed by the party/state and burdened by their bureaucratic traditions, the 

Three Stations were very slow to respond to the signs of the time, which made Lee Tao, the 

cross-media host of CTS News Plaza and Peaktime Dialogue, increasingly impatient. Being 

the only television personality by then that had ever had the experience of hosting live 

participatory debates, Lee had for a long time dreamed of a real neutral chair with neither 

external constraints nor compulsory self-censorship (Lin Yin-Ting 1995: 48). Soon he joined 

TVBS, which started in 1993 as a joint venture of Hong Kong and Taiwan media tycoons 

targeting the Taiwan market, in competition with StarTV (Wang 1998)29. Thus the CTS News 

Plaza was brought to TVBS and became Plaza Lee Tao, which suggested an emphasis on the 

host's personality. Being Hong Kong based and transmitted via satellite, TVBS was not subject 

to Taiwan's rigid broadcasting legislation or regulations, therefore Lee enjoyed a much freer 

hand than before. Yet he did not make a real hit until 2100: All People Open Talk emerged in 

August 1, 1994, as a weekday primetime program that appealed directly to popular 

participation, as suggested by the name. 

While the host's personality or hosting style remained essential for a talkshow, 

being live and participatory in particular gave a timely charm to what underground radio call-

in had already called forth. Indeed, the quick-built prestige and popularity of 2100 signified the 

mood of the time, well grasped by the arising private television, quick in building up its own 

strong distribution network of cable systems30. Shortly in late August 1994, the program 

became the first satellite program that ever defeated the Three Stations in weekday primetime 

audience ratings. By the end of 1994, it had established itself as a program capable of both 

29 

StarTV, a Rupert Mordoch adventure in Asia and especially in the Chinese market, started its premiere in 1991 
with five fully advertising-financed channels. It was the first satellite station that competed for Taiwan's advertising 
expenditure O^ung 1994). TVBS was the second. 
30 By the end of 1994, TVBS's viewership had already occupied 95.9% of all cable households (Lin Yin-Ting 1995: 
49, see also Wang 1998) 
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capturing and following up top controversial issues of the day and engaging an average 30% of 

cabled households to talk about them (Lin Ying -Ting 1995, Wang 1998). Since then, its 

ratings have remained somewhere between the rosiest 18% and the lowest 8%, both cabled 

and uncabled households included31, depending mainly on the controversiality of the topic 

under discussion. Such strategic scheduling success brought about two immediate results: The 

first one was the mushrooming of news talk prograrnrning, participatory or not, since many 

cable stations were encouraged to establish their own news departments. The second was the 

proliferation of live and participatory talk programming, ranging from the profound to the 

profoundly trivial, on TVBS itself and other cable/satellite channels, even overflowing to the 

Three Stations. 

Through such mushrooming and proliferation, television joined the call-in mania 

triggered by underground radio, making live and participatory news talk programming an 

established primetime programming on new stations. Particularly in campaign seasons, cable 

television viewers who graze around the available 60 or 70 channels easily come across 

programs in which politicians of different parties argue among themselves on topics which are 

highly politically charged. There is a certain freshness for viewers who have long grown tired 

of the Three Stations' news programming which barely offers a highly selected description of 

what happened but never any explanation of why it happened. More intriguing is that the 

topics under discussion tend to lay bare what have been covered or suppressed but remain 

alive and kicking down deep in society, i.e., issues that touch the age-old problems such as 

independence versus re-unification, islander majority versus mainlander minority, Taiwan's 

international position... etc. Even various aspects of government failure and social ailments are 

brought out to be examined by the national audience. The juxtaposition of conflicting 

opinions, which is after all the characteristic of talkshow programming, inevitably leads to the 

consequence that the high-decibels of oppositionist arguments are reinforced while the old 

KMT logic is forever forced on the defensive. Such contrast certainly alerts the KMT which 

cannot but encourage its more eloquent mouths to join the televised debates. 

Compared with the early years, this is a re-politicization of television with totally 

different implications. As we have seen, the ownership competition as reflected by pro-DDP 

democratic stations and the excluding effect of underground radio call-in have led to the 

mtertwining of political power and media power. Clear-cut political positions are thus taken 

and the homogenization of opinions in programming becomes inevitable, which even live and 

participatory prograrriming such as call-in only functions to strengthen. Thus, the ideal of the 

broadcasting media as public utilities, becomes nullified in the intensified political 

31 * 

These statistics are a rough conclusion based on various reports in newspapers and magazines. 
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competition. With the emergence of news talk programming that takes the form of a public 

debate, however, that particular ideal seems to have a high chance of resurrection. Through the 

mundane quest of audience ratings by the advertising financed cable/satellite stations, a 

heterogeneity of arguments seems to replace a homogeneity of opinions, as there is a built-in 

diversity of opinions through the choice of guests who normally represent different positions. 

Unlike underground radio where opinion minorities tended to be scared away by the callers of 

certain social groups attracted by the station or the host, live and participatory news talk 

programs on television tends to welcome a diversity of opinions from callers or live audiences. 

"Beyond the Three Stations and underground radio, there is a market called 

'detachment and impartiality' which is the only space left for our survival..." thus comments 

Yu Fu, a veteran political cartoonist and talkshow host on new cable/satellite channels (Lin 

Yin-Ting 1995: 35). In a sense, this is quite shared by those engaged in the new trend of news 

talk programming. Lee Tao's 2100 in particular takes great pains trying to at least appear 

neutral and disinterested, since according to him, any sign of bias, however unintentionally, 

would invite immediate protests or accusations by audiences, making it difficult or even 

impossible to continue the programming (ibid: 48). Wang Wei-Chung, TVBS' Vice General 

Manager, shares their observations when he says, "We cannot compete with the Three Stations 

as they are strong and with much wider reach... When we found issue-oriented news talk are 

welcome, we realized that our strength comes from our openness, free hand and speed in news 

information progrananing." (ibid: 49). Together with Yu Fu, Lee Tao, he seems to echo what 

McQuail (1992: 186) refers to as the commercial reasons for the rise of objectivity as a 

criterion for news information: 

The more that news information is regarded as a tradable commodity, the more 
advantageous it is to offer a "product" with the widest appeal, causing least 
offence to potential news distributors, advertising clients or consumers. 

But it has taken more than three decades for Taiwan television to eventually give a 

freer hand for concepts such as objectivity, neutrality, and openness. Under a high pressure for 

survival in an era of multichannel competition, live and participatory news talk programming 

seems to spearhead further explorations of these journalistic concepts, more than any other 

traditional information programming. To the degree that it facilitates an access to television for 

a participatory construction of information, its role in Taiwan's democratization is laudable. 

4. CONCLUSION 

"I have no malice. I don't seek for any benefits from any parties or factions, nor do 

I wish to destroy the society. I just want to provide a space for people to talk and for more 
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people to view." This is a rationale by which Mr. Chiu Fu-Sheng, TVBS' Taiwan boss, tries to 

release himself from the high pressure on him because of various live and participatory news 

talk programming which TVBS has seemed to take the lead from the very beginning. 

According to him, the host and the reporters may have a slip of tongue, or any caller may drop 

anything embarrassing at any moment, thus TVBS may invite criticisms from those who have 

a set position on any issue under discussion. The rationale seems to work for Mr. Chiu, who 

regards himself as essentially in the risky business of entertainment but perhaps has to bear the 

burden of pleasing none in opinion programming (Lin Yin-Ting: 50, see also Wang 1998). 

Being able to be relaxed with such a rationale, however, is very indicative of 

something perhaps far beyond what the television tycoon may be concerned with. Indeed, there 

has been a big change in the society that makes such relief possible at all for someone in the 

business of selling "hot air" for whatever purposes. Simply reviewing the society and the 

television system in their recent intertwining transition, one learns that behind the simple 

feeling of being relaxed lies the great complexity of a long process. As we have discussed in 

this chapter, this is a process from top-down to bottom-up, from feeling peripheral to a self-

affrrmarion of dignity and identity, from de-politicization to re-politicization. It is nearing the 

last stage of this long process that live and participatory news talk programming emerges, 

engaging the whole nation/society in the seemingly never-ending talk that takes place every 

weekday, in the prime-time evening, and in the private home. 
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2100: All People Open Talk 
FOCUS AND METHODOLOGIES 

Li 
ive and participatory news talk programming, as we have seen in the 

case of Taiwan, requires some social and political conditions to 

emerge. In a society where the values of liberal democracy are 

recognized, however ambivalently, its emergence on weekday prime time marks the 

receding of state control and the rising of market force. New possibilities are now added 

to the use of television in public communication, as two-way, spontaneous news talks 

stand out in a great contrast to the one-way, highly edited traditional television news. An 

atmosphere of openness seems in the air, since along with the juxtaposed conflicting 

views, there are ordinary audiences active enough to voice their opinions, holding the 

power elite responsible for their words and deeds. 

In the beginning months of its emergence, 2100 gave a stunning impression 

of freshness for audiences long used to a passive reception of the KMT-dominated news 

information. Such freshness led to its quick-built popularity and prestige, which were 

well deserved in a sense. It was, after all, a touching experience for Taiwanese viewers 

who until then had never seen how different political views could share an equal footing 

in front of a national audience, or how Taiwan television could ever function more or 

less as an access to the public discourse for ordinary people. It could be exciting enough 

simply watching how politicians of different party backgrounds gathered to debate on 

topics once forbidden or heavily censored- topics that would touch the present and 

future of Taiwan. It was nonetheless an emotional moment listening to those topics-

which after all have been weighing heavily and by then silently on every mind— being 

debated in one's most familiar language, mingled variously with Taiwanese and 

mandarin and spoken by both big guys and little guys on the screen. Yes, popularity and 

prestige seldom come along together, as most media/art critics would agree. 2100 

deserved this mainly because of the timing of its emergence. 

The use of a talkshow format on 2100 was a bold exploration of journalistic 

neutrality... a concept long forgotten by media professionals entangled in the decade-old 
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competition between the KMT and its oppositions in selecting and interpreting news 

events. Supported by capitalist entrepreneurship, 2100 entered the least tried zone and 

pioneered in kind of informational programming alternative to the traditional one stuck 

by the either-or approach long taken as granted: either sympathetic towards DDP or 

supportive of the KMT. Appealing to a society in democratic transition where something 

participatory easily gained legitimacy, 2100 seemed to arouse the long failed hope for a 

public forum on television. As it also proved that clashes of competing opinions could be 

made marketable, a new television phenomenon was triggered and the fad of 

participatory programming was initiated. Inevitably, the fresh air grew stale and it 

became more and more difficult to maintain both popularity and prestige for any talk 

program, including 2100. Well into early-1998, many of 2100''s followers or challengers 

have trailed and failed in the rating war and eventually disappeared from the screen while 

more continue to rise, facing uncertain future. 

Yet 2100 still manages to survive, even thrive, when the stunning freshness is 

no longer and when doubts and critiques of call-in programming, from politicians, media 

observers or viewers, have been variously expressed. In fact, 2700 has been quite a 

money machine for TVBS, though the prestige it previously enjoyed is replaced by a 

mixed reputation. While TVBS itself has been the top winner among all cable stations in 

competing with the old Three Stations for a share of the lucrative advertising pie (see 

Chapter 6, Section 2.2.3), 2100 often ranks as its top harvester of advertising revenues 

and among all cable programs. The advertising price on 2100 is about NT$ 33,000 

(equivalent of US$ 1,222*) per ten seconds. This excludes the extra charge imposed on 

the sponsors who were often obliged, especially in election seasons, to buy extra 

advertising time from TVBS' other odd time-slots, as advertising on 2100 is much on 

demand. The price is quite high if compared with the more common charge on cable 

channels: about NT$ 12,000 (equivalent of US$ 444) per ten seconds2. The success in the 

rating war is essentially the success of strategic programming in a time-slot 

conventionally for fictional programming. Compared with most cable programs gaining 

pathetically less than 1% ratings, its 8-18 % rating range is rosy enough in a multichannel 

environment3. 

Steady popularity reflected by the rating success is indicative of the existence 

1 Based on the average exchange rate, 1:33, in 1998. 
2 See a related news report in United Daily, 1995, Dec. 26, pp.22. 
3 Several reports show that a majority of Taiwan cable households still tune in to the Three Stations before 
21:00. After 21:00, they turn to cable-TV (e.g. Hwang 1995a, Ruan 1996). 
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of a sizeable national audience. Out of the 5.4 million televised households, minimally 

about 430 thousand and maximally about 972 thousand tune in to Channel 38 for 2100 and 

join the discussion of the day. Though quite a great distance from the whole population of 

twenty-one million as the title suggests, the image of an established institution is 

nonetheless implied as no other talkspaces, nor similar programs, have ever involved so 

many people nation-wide. Furthermore, 2100 has some specificities as a current-affairs 

talkshow that makes it quite a unique research target for our concerns. This chapter will 

first explore these programming specificities before we elaborate on our methodologies. 

1. 2100'S SPECIFICITIES AS A TALKSHOW 

Having been on air for more than three years, 2100 has become quite an 

established institution where supposedly the hottest and the most controversial topics of 

the day continue to be talked about every weekday. Though Mr. Chiu, TVBS's Taiwan 

boss claims that he is mainly in the business of entertainment, 2100 is always categorized 

by the station as a news information program. Sharing the resources, in terms of facilities 

and staff, of TVBS's news department, 2100 enjoys a great convenience to pick up topics 

from news bulletins, using the news video archives or doing live follow-up 

reporting/interviews for itself and other news programs. This is a good example for an 

"economics of scope" within one single television organization, as the use of a media 

product can be maximized. This also implies that 2100 is an integrated part of the whole 

news teamwork in TVBS, functioning to continue or maintain TVBS' on-going news 

narratives in the organization's ever intensifying news competition with other stations in a 

multichannel era. In other words, 2100 shares, though in its own integrity, a relationship of 

interdependency with TVBS' other news informational programs. 

Over the years, 2100 has established two major basic formats. The more 

predominant one is studio-based, mainly one-hour long with audience callers, and 

scheduled at 21:00-22:00, Monday to Thursday. The other is two-hours long, scheduled 

normally at 20:00-22:00, Friday, mostly studio-based and sometimes broadcasted outdoors 

with a live audiences. This is certainly not a distinctive categorization, for there are also 

two-hour long, even three-hour long (admittedly rather rare), studio-based or outdoor 

episodes on Monday-Thursday weekdays especially in election campaign seasons. A few 

times a small portion of a live audience appear in the studio as well, but the major appeal 

with a live audience comes mainly from those broadcasted outdoors, particularly from the 

townships of live audiences, including off-shore islands and occasionally abroad. 

Compared with other current-affairs talkshows, local or foreign, 2100 seems 
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quite free or privileged in its flexibility both in scheduling and programming, to the extent 

that the convention of a set time-slot as a programming boundary can be blurred. Given a 

set time slot, it occasionally extends itself into a three-hour show and quite frequently 

"intrudes" into the set time-slot of its following program. It seems explained partly by the 

host's administration status as the general manager in TVBS, and partly by the significance 

TVBS cares to assign to the program as a competitive and strategic rating gleaner as well 

as a time-filler for odd hours. Its live episode of every weekday evening is recast twice, 

that is, in the midnight (12:00-1:00 or 12:00-2:00) and in the afternoon next day (14:30-

15:30 or 14:30-16:30). Obviously, TVBS tends to maximize the program's marginal values 

to the extreme, as it does to its other talk programs. 

The market concerns are apparently coupled with the consciousness for an 

"public forum". This is reflected in various arrangements which characterize 2100 as a 

current-affairs talkshow and which make it an interesting case for academic research. 

1.1. The Host off the Spotlight in the Ritual Opening 

In its first two years of on-air service, 2100 followed the apparent convention of 

talkshows to spotlight the host by showing him cheerfully waving his hand to a loudly 

applauding and equally cheerful crowd. Beginning from campaign coverage in 1996, this 

highlight on the host is no longer. Instead, the emphasis is on the loud ringing phone call 

and a quick glimpse of Taiwan politics in recent years: some famous demonstration scenes 

and election campaigns with the three major parties specified by their respective flag 

colors. This is then followed by the symbolic traffic lights flashing on and off with the big 

three Chinese characters: Stop, Listen, and Watch. Afterwards a line of Chinese caption 

runs on the screen: Without bias and inducement, we sincerely provide and cultivate a fair, 

open, and rational public forum. 

The zoom-out of the host from the ritual opening implies a conscious effort to 

avoid imposing too much of the host's personality on the discussion. In a sense, this echoes 

the claimed programming principle of being fair, open, and rational, though how the 

principle is to be implemented will need further examination. The absence of the host 

gives an impression of trying to be public rather than personal, to be as neutral, 

disinterested and impartial as what is expected of the traditional anchorperson, on a 

"genre" where the host is expected to be inclusive, flexible, and hospitable. 

1.2. More Significance Assigned to the Elite Talk 

A typical 2100 episode starts with the ritual briefing by the host. Then he 
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forwards to introduce his panelist guests, normally three or four, who are presented one by 

one and with a camera close-up. While the relevance of their individual presence to the 

topic is explained, the emphasis tends to be on their social positions and/or expertise. This 

introductory ritual, which gives salient significance to the panelist guests, is then followed 

by several rounds of debate by the panelists. In a sense, elite guests lay the foundation of 

talk for lay participants as the program foregrounds the elite talk, making it the "staple 

food" of 2100. Normally about two thirds of the whole episode duration is dedicated to the 

elite talk. This time arrangement, essentially the same in 2100's two major formats 

mentioned above (i.e. with or without a live audience), makes 2100 more an elite talkshow, 

since much more time is dedicated to the more in-depth discussion of issues by elite guests. 

The impressions of 2100 as an elite talkshow is reinforced by the presence of a 

long desk which separates the audience and the elite guests. In those studio-based episodes, 

the host sits half behind the L-shaped or S-shaped desk, making himself face both the 

guests and the audiences. The desk creates a clear distance and differentiation between the 

lay audience and the host, between the host and his guests. The host seems more close to 

his guests as he shares the same desk with them and remains equally distanced from the 

home audiences with them. In those broadcast outside of the studio (i.e., the so-called 

outdoor episodes), the host is mostly seen standing and facing the live audience in front of 

the platform where the elite guests have their seats behind the desk. He looks more distant 

from his guests yet closer to the audience, as he does not sit high on the platform and 

remains behind the same desk with the guests. Instead, he shares the same floor with the 

live audience. In outdoor episodes, 2100 seems carnivalesque and theatrical as the guests 

are virtually performers on stage, supposed to argue and dispute among themselves in front 

of the live audience. 

1.3. Issue-oriented with Limited Topics in Each Episode 

Talkshow journalism has a much criticized tendency to jump from one topic to 

another topic with ever changing guests. After all, the guests and the topics are the chief 

unstable ingredients for talkshows, and the aesthetic of the genre is such that what 

preferred is the range, rather than depth, in talk, especially on an easy, popular medium 

like television. Yet 2100 has its own programming rules to ensure that it is sufficiently 

"issue-oriented". First and foremost, it normally treats only one or two topics in its one-

hour or two-hour long episodes. Rather rarely, it has three topics for a two-hour studio-

based episode without an audience. For those with a live audience, it has only one topic. 

This seems an abstention from treating too many topics at one time, so that sufficient time 

is dedicated to each topic. 
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Echoing this limited number of topics arranged for each time is the principle of 

"sticking to the issue" which the host uses as a "weapon" in his hosting when he exerts his 

right to interrupting any talker, elite or lay, or cutting off any callers from the line. This is a 

principle much claimed and made known ever since the emergence of the program. The 

principle seems quite a necessity especially for a program dedicated most significantly for 

public debate by encouraging audiences to participate with its famous slogan: "Anything to 

say? Say it straight!" 

If considered the much-criticized talkshow tendency to go antithetical in its 

endless juxtaposing, the limited number of topics in each episode and the principle of 

sticking to the issue seem to make the program hopeful of substantial discussion. 

1.4. Many Ways of Audience Participation 

Few participatory talkshows, whether local or foreign, have as many ways of 

practicing audience participation as 2100. Indeed, most of them have only one form of 

participation for lay audiences, and mostly either physical presence in studio, for those 

live-to-tape shows like Kilroy, or voice presence through call-in, for those live shows like 

Larry King. E-mails or facsimile are also used in some informational programs. As they 

involve written messages from lay audience participants to be read out loud, a more 

indirect participation is implied and much less participation appeal is presented on an 

audio-visual medium, as exemplified by CNN's Q&A, which specifies e-mail participation. 

Whether direct or indirect, less or more appealing, they indicate that there are indeed a lot 

of possibilities to boost civil participation by combining the television set with other 

electronic technologies for various social groups. 

From the very beginning up till today (Spring 1999), voice participation by call-

in and physical participation in the studio or audience's hometown remain the major ways 

of audience participation on 2100. Being a live show, 2100 relies mainly on these two 

means for a piece of life-world authenticity from the audiences. There are no other means 

as enduring as these two, but other possible channels for audience participation have been 

tried. For example, the electronic bulletin board system (so-called BBS) had been 

frequently in use for quite some time4. The BBS participation disappeared from the 

4An episode would begin with a computer monitor seen alongside of the host. As the debate between the 
expert guests began, written feedback from BBS viewers continued to be keyed in as occasionally shown on 
the monitor screen, but constantly shown on the bottom of the television screen for all viewers to read. This 
feedback did not interrupt the proceedings of the debate or the following call-in session in any way. It was just 
displayed and basically remained a segregated section by itself, as the host or his guests, or even the callers 
never responded to any of the comments no matter how "hot" they were. It was, after all, very exhausting to 
listen to the debate and watch the facial expressions of the guests, while at the same time having to read the 
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program but reappeared on the website of TVBS where 2100 established its extended 
discussion "room" for those who would like to say something on recent topics aired in the 
past two-week period or make any suggestions to the host5. Other alternative channels 
include the use of fax-in and telephone survey, and street interviews done by TVBS 
reporters. Fax-in messages are read out by the host when the discussion is over. Telephone 
survey is done in two ways. One is by dialing the provided telephone numbers, so that 
viewers can leave their answers on the phone to the recorded question with pre-set options 
to choose. The other is that 2100 crew do a call-out survey, sometimes during the time 
when the programming is being aired, sometimes starting much earlier6. Obviously, here 
the participation channels have a more collective nature. 

1.5. Free Language Use and Various Program Forms 

With relative flexibility in scheduling, 2700 shares the typical boundary-
blurring nature of all talkshows and is itself a mixture of many traditionally distinct things. 
It is hard to describe it except perhaps as a live panel-debate participatory show mixed in 
various proportions with street or studio interviews, live reporting, news reels, and 
documentary clippings... etc., using various communication media, whether interpersonal, 
print, radio, satellite and more advanced telecommunications. Worth mentioning is that the 
one-language programming policy or convention is bleached as 2100, though mainly a 
mandarin program, allows its participants the comfort and convenience of using their 
preferred languages7. This makes the discussion on 2700 relatively rich and vivid in 
language and language style, though essentially it is but a bilingual program. 

Particularly in the beginning months, 2700 was in fact very much a bare "talk" 
program with few "visual aids" borrowed from other program forms. The freer use of 
language reinforced 2700's appeal as the first ever participatory TV news talkshow that 
had ever been broadcast in a time-slot usually for melodramas or mini-series and at a 
rather historical time in Taiwan. High frequencies of election campaigns since the early 
1990s, which 2700 was in time to catch, endowed a timely nature to a talk program that 
allowed a great majority of residents8 to speak in their own mother tongues. Not 

BBS messages on the bottom of the screen. 
5 As the number of Internet users has been increasing rapidly in Taiwan (approximately 2.5 million by July 
1998), this does not seem to be a trivial channel of participation. 

The survey normally asked a question relevant to the topic under discussion and with three or four simple 
options for the interviewee to choose from. All input of audiences' answers are recorded and analyzed by 
computer and the results were released in statistics nearing the end of the episode. 

There are several episodes in which English is used, by foreign guests, together with synchronized translation. 
8 About 80% of Taiwan residents have the Taiwan dialect (the so-called Min-Nan Hwa) as their mother tongue. 
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surprisingly, however, the time came when the freshness of bilingual participation began to 

be taken for granted and something extra needed to be added to a bare transplant of radio 

call-in talkshow on television. This mainly explains the variation in the means of audience 

participation and the blurring of genre boundaries, utilizing the audio-visual medium's 

tendency to hybridize. Thus it grew more and more mixed in its talk programming with 

video clippings, on-site demonstrations, street interviews or live news reporting which 

created quite some breaks for presumably weighty language about public affairs. Live 

news reporting in particular makes the program itself tightly follow a news event still in 

the process of unfolding. 

With the specificities mentioned above, 2100 presents itself as a unique 

mixture of modernist journalism with postmodern practices. The traditional journalistic 

emphases on neutrality, impartiality, and on the long-recognized realm of the public 

seem to remain believed in and held on to, yet are being carried out by the inclusive, 

juxtapositional, and contingent approach typical of participatory talkshow programming. 

Hence, open to contest is the once unified and controlled discourse previously sustained 

by the familiar one-way, professionally-edited, well-integrated, and elegantly univocal 

dictation so characteristic of the traditional news reporting and current-affairs 

programming. As it seems that issues can be discussed with sufficient time, in a 

convenient time-slot, and live, through a constellation of various voices and visuals, 2100 

is an interesting case for an empirical study through which we hope to investigate the 

strength of market-based participatory talkshow journalism when it seems apparently 

dedicated to public communication. 

2. RESEARCH FOCUS 

Central to our concerns is whether 2100 helps make information open and 

relevant to the concerns of its audiences through engaging them in its participatory talk 

format. Though necessarily related, openness and relevance are two different notions in 

our efforts to reconceptualize informational quality. Similarly neglected in the traditional 

thinking influenced by modernism, they were not taken into consideration among the 

quality-related issues until the high tide of modernism began to recede (Chapter 3). The 

notion of openness, however, is not excluded from traditional public communication 

values. In fact, it is implied in what McQuail (1992: 78) terms as "access" in his 

framework of communication values. According to him, concerns of senders' access to 

channels have been an essential part in the traditional inquiry of basic communication 

values. Based on the assumption of a powerful image of the media and a from-senders-to-

150 



Chapter 7 2100: Focus and Methodologies 

receivers communication process, the concerns about equal access, which led to the 

values of objectivity and diversity, focus mainly on the needs of senders and the role of 

the media to be fair and open to diverse views and opinions from the senders. Thus, 

openness is a sender-oriented notion, though behind it there lies an equally important 

concern for diversity of choice for the receiver as a voter/consumer— a concern that 

perhaps can be related with the notion of relevance. By contrast, relevance is a receiver-

oriented notion which didn't really take form until the flourishing of audience studies in 

the 1980s reminded of the "active" nature in decoding activities of the receiver. With 

their concerns and interests to be addressed, receivers naturally play a significant part in 

deciding the information quality of a broadcast program aimed to inform and engage. 

To differentiate the two notions respectively as sender-oriented and receiver-

oriented is valid as long as communication can still be conceived as a process from senders 

to receivers with the media in between. The challenge involved here is that with practices 

of audience participation, the rigid dichotomy of active senders and passive receivers no 

longer holds, since the two roles are now interchangeable. However, the differentiation 

between senders and receivers is still inevitable, since the scale of audience participation is 

necessarily limited due to technical reasons— e.g., limited time and a certain time-slot. A 

great majority of audiences will still remain as mere receivers while a very small minority 

of audience members actively choosing and luckily chosen, whether or not randomly, are 

picked to participate, and qualified as senders. There is, after all, only a certain degree to 

which the boundary between performers and spectators can be blurred on any participatory 

programming, and 2100 is no exception. With this explained, I will proceed my inquiry by 

dealing with the two notions separately. 

2.1. Openness as a Quality for 2100 as a Talkspace 

Treating openness as a sender-related quality, I will examine how open 2100 is 

as a public talkspace for lay talkers. Here the term "lay talkers" refers to those who got a 

chance to "speak" on 2100, either as a caller or as a member in the live audience. Since we 

treat "openness" as a more sender-oriented concept, we will focus on those who actively 

participate and are treated in the program as individual lay talkers, rather than those who 

participate in 2100 through its other voiceless means of audience participation. In other 

words, the term "lay talkers" refers to those who have their voices heard through call-in or 

on-site participation since it is these voice participants that contribute to 2/00's on-air 

discussion. 

We will examine how lay talkers are accommodated on 2100 as a public 
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talkspace through specifying three dimensions: 

• The diversity dimension: Focus will be on the range of issue coverage and guest 

presentations. 

• The rhetoric dimension: Focus will be on issue-framing and the host's mediation, as 

these are where efforts can be made for engaging purposes. 

• The participatory dimension: Focus will be on how lay talkers contribute to the public 

discourse on 2100 characterized by rhetoric and diversity-related emphases as 

discussed above. 

For the convenience of discussion, the first two dimensions will be treated in 

Chapter 8 where they are specified for the purpose of grasping the program as a 

professional construct. Based on an understanding of this "constructedness", Chapter 9 

will tackle the third dimension and focus on the program as a talkspace with populist 

appeal, since audience participation is practiced and regulated explicitly. 

2.2. Relevance as a Quality for 2100 as a Journalistic Practice 

Treating relevance as a receiver-oriented quality, we will explore whether 2100 

made news information relevant to the concerns and interests of its viewers as a 

journalistic practice with its participatory appeal. Obviously, viewers' concerns and 

interests are far too complicated and ambiguous for a program or a researcher to grasp. To 

what degree 2100 makes information relevant to them, however, can be investigated by 

probing viewers' attitudes towards the program. In particular, their attitudes are reflected 

in the following two aspects below: 

• Viewers' viewing habits: Viewing habits are a matter of frequencies and preferences, 

which are related to demographic features such as gender, age, and education. 

Viewing habits can be affected by viewers' recognition of the nature of the program 

(i.e., as either informational or entertaining). In our case, we are interested to know 

whether viewers' preferences differ in different time-periods, i.e., election time and 

non-election time. 

• Viewer's satisfactions: Focus will be on 2100 as an information source and 2100's 

practices of audience participation. For the former, we will see how the viewers assess 

it regarding the choice of issues, coverage in election/non-election periods, the host's 

performance, and the most preferred discussion atmosphere, the juxtaposition 

approach. As for the latter, we will narrow our attention on the two major 
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participation forms that allow individual lay voices to be heard, i.e. call-in and on-site 

participation. Focus will be on viewers' satisfaction with the performance of lay 

talkers, their being representative or not, and the availability of participation chance as 

experienced by themselves. 

Viewers' viewing habits will be treated in Chapter 10, together with a demographic 

portrait of 2100"s viewers. Viewer's satisfactions will be explored in Chapter 11. 

3. RESEARCH METHODS 

Two different methods are involved here. Assessing openness as a sender-

related quality on 2100 as a talkspace is essentially treated as a content study. By 

comparison, evaluating relevance as a receiver-related quality on 2100 as a journalistic 

practice is basically a reception study, as our focus is on viewers' satisfaction. This means 

we need data from the program and from the viewers. 

3.1. Content Study 

Obviously, 2100 is a "discursive situation" (Renkema 1993), being an 

institution in its own right and with its specificities in talkshow programming brought up 

by those constant forms it has cultivated for itself over the years. To explore the degree of 

its openness as an discursive institution, it is necessary to study the program's content. We 

have mentioned that our attentions will focus upon three dimensions, i.e., the diversity 

dimension, the aesthetics dimension, and the lay-participation dimension. The study in the 

first two serves a necessary background for us to grasp how or whether lay talkers can 

make their contributions at all to enriching 2100's elite talk, making the discourse 

somehow open for less privileged audiences. The diversity dimension is more apparent on 

the surface, since our focus is on the coverage range and guest presentations. It will be 

sufficient to simply follow the issue coverage and study its guest presentations over a long 

enough duration. The second dimension is subtle therefore requires a closer look at what 

has been actually said in the talk sequence of an episode. As for the third aspect, it will 

involve both the range and the depth of the program content. 

This means that to study the three dimensions as planned, it is necessary to 

have a collection of data that covers long enough periods of 2100''s consecutive episodes 

and that are in sufficient details of the talk content. Videotapes and transcripts of the 

program are therefore required. Living in Holland when these data needed to be collected, 
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I had, admittedly, encountered quite a hazard9, which eventually led to a reliance on my 

relatives for the videotaping of the program on time-periods I chose. 

There are obvious disadvantages to videotape the program through someone 

else when one is abroad. First of all, I could not expect a collection of episodes taped with 

the kind of care and caution as I would prefer. After all, it was a favor granted with 

generosity and good will. I felt grateful already, even though sometimes, yes, defects did 

occur in the videotapes due to unknown reasons (perhaps e.g., power failure by the cable 

operator or the channel operator, or probably unintended mistakes in videotaping.). 

Another weakness is that I could not follow the program on a daily or regular basis. This 

means that the developments in the program, either those concerning the social and 

political contexts external to the program or those change internal to the program itself (i.e. 

in areas such as issue coverage or guest combinations) couldn't be traced as thoroughly 

and comprehensively as possible as might be by those living in proximity and viewing it 

daily or quite regularly. To compensate for possible inadequacies caused by the gap of 

distance, I returned to Taipei in July 1997 for an up-dated study of Taiwan and the 

program in proximity while writing on the empirical chapters. 

Based on my best knowledge, I selected time periods that should be of great 

significance to Taiwan, in light of its recent political or social developments, and to 2100 

the program, in terms of its developments in form and content. These time periods are: 

• Period A: From Monday November 20 to Friday December 1, 1995: The two-week 
campaign period for the 1995 Parliamentary Election (the Legislative Yuan) on 
December 2, 1995. 

• Period B: From Monday March 4 to Friday March 25, 1996: The three-week 
campaign period for the 1996 Presidential Election with a follow-up, on Monday 
March 25, after the results were known. 

• Period C: From Monday May 20 till Thursday July 4, 1996: The six week period 
coinciding to the first term of Legislators' conferences after the inauguration of the 
first elected President Lee. 

• Period D: From Monday July 23 till August 9, 1996: The two-week period which 
captured the diversification of topics in the program, following the end of LY 
conferences. 

• Period E: From Tuesday November 26 till Monday December 23, 1996: The four 

9I contacted TVBS by phone and by letter several times, expressing the wish to purchase or borrow episodes 
of the programs, and if possible, even the transcripts of each episode (BBC's Kilroy, for example, offers the 
transcripts when asked for). I was told that such a service is not available. 
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week-period with heavy coverage of issues related to social order and safety issues. 

Compared with a more neatly random selection of time periods, the above choice can 

perhaps be vulnerable to the criticism that it is not "objective" enough. Yet this less 

objective choice can be more helpful for grasping the development of the program itself in 

its social and political context. Here we have two election-campaign periods, which, as 

normally the case, would tend to be political intensive. We have the other three non-

election periods, which can serve as our material basis to understand the fare of the 

program for normal time10. 

There is a reason why we specify between campaign time and normal time. 

This is mainly intended to examine how the advertising-financed program, claiming to be 

a public forum for public debate, would try to engage its audiences in a different social 

atmosphere. As mentioned already, the span of our collection covers the most historical 

and dramatic period in Taiwan's democratization process, i.e., the first-ever Presidential 

Election in March 23 1996, which was haunted by China's military maneuver. Yet the 

historical and dramatic, though significant, should not obscure the normal and ordinary 

everyday life. This also explains why we end up having more coverage of normal time than 

campaign time and why there seems to be "unnecessary" and "arbitrary" time gap in-

between Period C, D, and E. Being too politically intensive, Period C cannot stand for 

normal time sufficiently on it own11, even though its duration (6 weeks) is longer than the 

combined time length (5 weeks) of Period A and B together. Period D and E were included 

mainly to balance the general fare12 of the collection. 

Appendix 4 presents, in separate tables, a complete list of episodes in each of 
the aforementioned time periods. Information included in these tables are: the date and the 
length (in hours) of each episode, number and name of the topic discussed, names and 
number of panelist guests, and number of lay talkers. Outdoor episodes are specified as 
well. 

Excluding those defected episodes useless for the study13, our collection of five 

Besides the above time periods, I have a collection of many sporadic episodes since late October 1995 as 
well as various time periods from early March till October 1997. These episodes serve the purpose mainly for 
grasping the development of the program, and are not included in the systematic analysis of the content study. 
See Table 6 in Appenix 4 for a glimpse of these episodes. 

Before I actually viewed the videotapes, I didn't realize that Period C would be so political intensive with 
heavy coverage of parliamentary debates for more than six weeks. 

This being said, it should be noted that since 1992 there has been an election, at either local or central level, 
almost every year in Taiwan. The country is after all in a rapid transition process, which is itself very historical 
and dramatic particularly in political sense. 

Defected or missing episodes are found in Period C, D, E: June 12 (Thursday), July 31 (Wednesday, caused 
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time-periods has, as shown in Table 7:1 below, a total of 91 episodes aired in 17 weeks, 
and with 100 topics discussed for a total of 128 hours. The total number of guest seats are 
381, involving 1515 lay talkers14. The table also gives the detail, in terms of a 
differentiation between campaign time and normal time: 

Table 7:1 Description of the Episodes Analyzed 

Duration Number of 
episodes 

Hours Number 
of topics 

Number of 
guest seats 

Number of 
Lay Talkers 

Campaign Time 5 weeks 26 51 31 124 600 

Normal Time 12 weeks 65 77 69 257 915 

Total 17 weeks 91 128 100 381 1515 

Seen from any aspect, we obviously have more normal time coverage than campaign time 
coverage. The former covers 65 episodes dedicated to 69 topics with 77 hours. Guest seats 
are 257 while lay talkers are 915. In comparison, the later covers 26 episodes dedicated to 
31 topics with 51 hours. Guest seats available are 124, while lay talkers engaged are 600. 

Table 7:2a and Table 7:2b underneath offer a closer description of our 

collection respectively for campaign time, which includes Period A and Period B, and 

normal time, which includes Period C, D, and E: 

Table 7:2a Campaign Time 

Duration Number of 
Episodes 

Hours Number of 
Topics 

Number of 
Guest Seats 

Number of 
Lay Talkers 

Period A 2 weeks 10 18 12 48 256 

Period B 3 weeks 16 33 19 76 344 

Total 5 weeks 26 51 31 124 600 

Table 7:2 b Norm) il Time 

Duration Number of 
Episodes 

Hours Number of 
Topics 

Number of 
Guest Seats 

Number of 
Lay Talkers 

PeriodC 6 weeks 33 39 33 120 485 

Period D 2 weeks 12 14 13 43 160 

Period E 4 weeks 20 24 23 94 270 

Total 12 weeks 65 77 69 257 915 

by Typhoon), August 2 (Friday), 1996. The first two episodes are completely missing therefore not included in 
our study. The episode of June 28 become blurred after 8 lay talkers finished their talk. @>ue to this reason, 
two more episodes-July 3 and 4, were included even though the LY conferences were already over on July 
2).) The episode of August 2 is blurred after several shots, which showed the topics and the presence of Taipei 
County Magistrate. These last two episodes are still counted where applicable. 
14 While aware of the possibility, I do not take into consideration of repeated lay talkers, as it was technically 
impossible to discern repeated lay voices. However, I do differentiate between the number of guests and the 
number of seats for them, as it is common to have frequent guests. 
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Table 7:2a and Table 7:2b show clearly what we have in each period (i.e., 

Period A, B, C, D, E) regarding the number of episodes, hours, topics, guest seats, and lay 

talkers. As described above, the collection is, I believe, sufficient in terms of range for 

grasping the diversity dimension related to the issue and guest representation. With the 

listed topics in Appendix 4, we will also be able to explore the issue-framing aspect in the 

aesthetic dimension. The more tricky part is the hosting rhetoric, which necessitates a 

careful choice of a certain excerpt from a certain episode for text analysis, as the thesis is 

intended for international audience. This will be elaborated in the second section of 

Chapter 8. As for lay talkers' contribution to the public discourse on 2100, it will take an 

in-depth study of the real talk by the host, the guests, and even by lay talkers. To facilitate 

this, I have well-transcribed the main ideas expressed by every speaker in the talk sequence 

of every episode, with elite talk and lay talk, from Period A to Period E. Based on the 

transcription, the participatory dimension is explored in both quantity and quality, which 

will be elaborated in Chapter 9. 

3.2. Telephone Survey 

In Section 2.2 we treated relevance as a receiver-related quality and we 

planned to see how 2100 satisfies its viewers as a source of information and with its 

participation appeal. Here the focus is on the viewers, for information from the viewers 

will give a more realistic picture about 2100 than the impressions one would easily have 

from merely watching 2100. After all, 2100 has been trying hard to woo as many viewers 

as possible with the theatrical intensities it can command. Furthermore, we must stress that 

the term "its viewers" refers to 2100'% viewers in general, rather than any specific groups 

of viewers. This emphasis is important, for the nature of our study does not allow us to 

ignore a sufficient grasp, however problematic, of the troubling heteroglossia of authentic 

viewers in their great complexity. Hence, we need a methodology that can somehow 

provide us a picture of 2100's viewers more than 2100 itself suggested. 

For this reason, a survey was made. The method used was a telephone survey, 

which certainly has its merits as well as shortcomings. Based on a pre-designed 

questionnaire and proceeded through phone contacts, it is unable to collect data as detailed, 

genuine and precise as allowed by participatory observation, face-to-face interviews or 

discussions in, say, a focus group. For our purpose, more important is in the random nature 

of the sampling with a base wide enough to ensure the heterogeneity of respondents, so as 

to have samples as close as possible to real ordinary people 2700 wishes and claims to 

engage as its audience. In this case, random face-to-face interview is best, but inefficient. 

Participatory observation and focus-group discussions, normally based on a small sample, 
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lack the random and heterogeneous nature we need. By comparison, the telephone survey 

has its unique strength as it is an efficient way of obtaining information through a modern 

random sampling procedure and allows a relatively small number of people to represent a 

much larger population. 

The unique strength in probability sampling, however, is exactly wherein lies 

the weakness of a telephone survey. From the random sample it might be difficult to get a 

hold of those who have actually viewed 2100 and hence capable of answering questions 

more specifically about the program. Yet it is through such a random sampling that we 

come close to a real picture of 2100's audiences embedded in the heteroglossia of 

life/reality which necessarily lacks the kind of performative intensities on screen. We 

believe that such performative intensities contribute to the construction of a 2i00-defined 

reality, which, like all television programs intended to engage, tries to create homogeneity 

out of the heterogeneity of television audiences. The use of a phone survey can at least 

avoid getting an audience sample too homogeneous to be useful. 

3.2.1. Designing and Processing of the Questionnaire 

Based on our focus, the questionnaire15 was designed in a way that can utilize 

the strength of telephone survey and overcome the difficulties of finding a sample of 

respondents representative enough for our purpose. It was first drafted in early November 

1996, revised several times after thorough discussions with experienced professors before 

the final version was completed in early January 1997. There were in all thirty questions. 

The last four questions are meant to collect respondents' personal backgrounds regarding 

gender, age, education, and occupation. The first three deal with television viewing 

frequencies, preferences of program-types, and viewing frequencies for participatory 

current-affairs talkshows. Question 4 asks whether 2100 has ever been heard of so as to 

examine 2100's fame and exclude irrelevant respondents in the meantime. Those who 

have heard continue to answer Question 5, which asks whether they have actually viewed 

2100. Those who answer "no" are then asked to answer Question 6 intended to find out 

why they haven't viewed. After that they are asked to skip for personal-data questions. By 

this way we try to get a hold of relevant respondents who have actually viewed 2100 and 

can answer Questions 7-26, the main part of the questionnaire for surveying our viewers' 

opinions. This part was, as mentioned, intended to evaluate viewers' viewing habits as 

reflected in their viewing frequencies and preferences, and their satisfactions regarding 

15 See Appendix 1 for the original questionnaire in Chinese, see Appendix 2 for the English translation with 
the results, and Appendix 3 for the survey results of each question (Questions 1-26) in the questionnaire. 
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2100 as an informational source and 2100''s practice of audience participation. 

The questionnaire was handed to the Survey & Research Center for Public 

Opinions, a professional poll centre affiliated to The World College of Journalism and 

Communications in Mucha, Taipei. It was then processed by the Centre on February 20 

and 21, 1997, a time when the social atmosphere was relatively calm and relaxed as the 

Chinese Lunar New Year festival period was just over. The timing was not a conscious 

choice, as the questionnaire had to queue in line waiting for its turn to be processed. Yet it 

was quite a fine timing for our purpose, as the responses we could collect might be closer 

to reality than those collected at a time of high social controversy or of political activities. 

The survey work was undertaken by a group of senior or qualified interviewers of the 

Centre who speak both Taiwanese dialect and Mandarin. As part of the normal procedure 

of any survey handled by the Centre, there was a pre-survey training of the interviewers 

tailored to the need of the survey. Interviewers were well informed of the purpose of the 

survey, the structure and content of the questionnaire before they started the process. 

3.2.2. Sampling for the Survey 

The survey drew samples from the adult population of Metropolitan Taipei 

over the age of eighteen. The focus on the adult population has something to do with the 

nature of the target program. 2100, claimed a public forum for current affairs and is 

implicitly an adult program catered to the presumed needs of adult TV viewers for talking 

about things current and of public concerns. The bottom limit of the age of eighteen- an 

age over which one is legally expected to be responsible for own behaviors, serves as the 

bottom age limit for adulthood, if not yet citizenship. The focus of Metropolitan Taipei has 

a reason, too. Being the Capital city, Taipei has long been the centre of politics, television 

business, and therefore journalism. Being a symbol of urbanization with a huge population 

of more than three million, it has long been a place where more mobile people from 

various corners of the island gather for study, employment, and eventual residence. 

Therefore it has a population not only of the greatest density and variety (i.e., immigrated 

from other counties and townships, see GIO 1995), but also of far better cultural capital 

and socio-economical resources16. It was presumed to be a place where people are more 

sensitive to public affairs and exposed to innovations. Drawing sample cases from the city 

meant a higher chance of coming across those who supposedly would be more interested in 

a program like 2100. 

16 See (Taipei City Government 1998a). 
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The sampling method adopted is a combination of the systematic sampling 

method with the random phone-number sampling method. According to the former, the 

sample's composition is decided by the population percentage a region occupies in the 

whole area, so as to ensure a proportional composition of the sample. There are twelve 

administrative districts in Metropolitan Taipei, each occupies a different percentage of the 

whole metropolitan population (see Table 7:3 below)17. We therefore sampled in 

proportion to the district population percentage. The reason for this is that district 

population rates can more or less reflect the degree of social developments in the whole 

metropolitan city. These social developments, in their turn, might tend to affect television 

viewing behaviors18. As for the random phone-number sampling method, we adopted it 

because our methodology is a telephone survey. Accordingly, phone numbers were to be 

sampled with attention paid to the equal distance between two subsequently chosen phone-

numbers as shown on the phone directory, so as to ensure the randomness of the 

probability sample, i.e. each phone number in the guide book stood a fair chance to be 

picked up. Our survey sample cases were drawn from telephone numbers registered in the 

Metropolitan Taipei Residential Telephone Directory. 

3.2.3. The Results of the Sampling 

A total of 1804 telephone calls were made. Precluding the invalid call attempts 

(caused by nullified phone numbers, fax numbers, or no answers to the call, no one 

available for the interview, a busy line... etc.), there were 929 interviewees, among whom 

296 refused to be interviewed. As a result, there were a total of 633 successful calls, which 

accounts for 68.13% of the valid call attempts. These 633 respondents constituted the 

sample, which was analyzed with the aid of computers, using SPSS-X software package. 

The confidence interval was 95% with a standard error of ± 3.97 (± 0.0397%). The test 

statistics used were counts, and percentages, together with the likelihood ratio %2 (chi-

square) and probabilities evaluated as two-tailed for bivariate tables. Following Howard 

Schuman and Stanley Presser (1996) in their Questions & Answers in Attitude Survey, we 

17 See Taipei City Government (1998b). According to the statistics of December 1996 by Taipei City 
Government, the descending order of the district population density rates goes like this: Ta-An (12.3%), Shih-
Lin (11.3%), Pei-Tou (9.3%), Hsin-Yi (9.2%), Nei-Hu (8.9%), Wen-Shan (8.8%), Jong-Shan (8.3%), Wan-
Hwa (8.1%), Sung-Shan (8.1%), Jong Jeng (6.5%), Ta-Tung (4.9%), Nan-Kang (4.3%). 

18 Though convenient for the purpose of random sampling, the district does not serve as a valid demographic 
feature for our study. Each of the twelve districts in Taipei has its respectively more developed areas and less 
developed areas. Actually it is not unusual that various degrees of developments mix in one single district. As 
these intra-district developmental differences are not captured through our telephone survey, our district-based 
statistics might be irrelevant for understanding demographic features of 2J00's viewership. 
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regard a probability of less than p< 0.01 as borderline, p<0.05 as significant, and p< 0.01 

as highly significant. 

These 633 successful calls were proportionately drawn from the twelve 

districts. From Table 7:3 (see below), we can see the distribution of respondents by district. 

Among the 633 respondents, 342 have actually viewed the program, which account for 

54.0% of the sample size. This means that there were a total of 342 respondents as the 

sample of 2100's viewers for Questions 7-26, the part of the questionnaire directly relevant 

to the research. The distributions of these 342 respondents across various demographic 

features are part of the material on which our following related chapters will be based. For 

a glimpse of the representativeness of the 633 respondents drawn from Metropolitan 

Taipei, we will now forward to the basic personal data as disclosed by the respondents 

themselves through the questionnaire. 

Table 7:3 Distributions of Sample Cases in 
The Twelve Administration Districts of Metropolitan Taipei 

Ta-An Shih-Lin Pei-Tou Hsin-Yi Nei-Hu Wen-Shan Jong-Shan ! 
District population rates 12.3% 11.3% 9.3% 9.2% 8.9% 8.8% 8.3% ; 

number of cases from each district 78 72 59 58 56 56 53 : 

Wan-Hwa Sung-Shan Jong-Jeng Ta-Tung Nan-Kang Total 
District population rates* 8.1% 8.1% 6.5% 4.9% 4.3% 100% 

; number of cases from each district 51 51 41 31 27 633 
*Source: 1996 December statistics by Taipei City Government 

3.2.4. Demographic Representations in the Sample of 633 Respondents 

In the questionnaire, all respondents were asked for their personal data 

regarding gender, age, education and occupation. The levels of age and education, and the 

grouping of occupations used are what are normally adopted by most social science 

research in Taiwan. As some respondents didn't answer all items, the total number of 

respondents for every item was not always 633. 

Table 7:4 Gender Representations 

Counts % 
Men 271 42.8% 

Women 362 57.2 
Total 633 100% 

From this sample of 633, there are 271 men and 362 women (see Table 7: 4), 

which respectively accounts for 42.8% and 57.2% of the total respondents. According to 

161 



Chapter 7 2100: Focus and Methodologies 

the statistics of the Taipei City Government for December 1996, the percentage occupied 

by male and female residents were respectively 49.8% and 50.2%. Our sample has more 

representation of women than of men. 

Table 7:5 Age Representation 

Counts % 
18-29yrs 162 25.6% 
30-39 yrs 145 22.9% 
40-49 yrs 145 22.9% 
50-59 yrs 84 13.3% 

60+older yrs 92 14.5% 
no answer 5 0.8% 

Total 633 100% 

For the age variable, there are five age levels (see Table 7:5 above). Among the 

633 respondents, 25.6% belong to the first age level, i.e., "18-29 years" of age. The second 

and the third age levels, for "30-39" and "40-49 years", have equal percentage of 22.9%, 

while the fourth and fifth levels have less percentages, respectively 13.3% and 14.5%. This 

seems to reflect reality. According to the December 1996 statistics from the Taipei City 

Government (based on a different grouping though), there are 51.99% residents that fit the 

category of "15-44 years" of age, 18.3% in the category of "45-64 years" old, while 8.75% 

are "65+older" years old. 

Table 7:6 Education Representation 

Counts % 
University+higher 186 29.4% 

Occupational colleges 113 17.9% 
Highschool+equivalents 176 27.8% 

Junior secondary 71 11.2% 
Primary+lower 77 12.2% 

No answer 10 1.5% 

Total 633 100% 

For the education variable, our sample has the highest percentage of 

respondents in the highest education level, i.e., 29.4% for "university+higher" (see Table 

7:6). The second level, "occupational colleges", has 17.9% respondents while the fourth 

level, "highschool+equivalents", has 27.8%. The lower two levels have fewer percentages, 

respectively 11.2% for "Junior secondary" and 12.2% for "primary+lower". According to 

the December 1996 statistics by the Taipei City Government, 22.4% residents fit in the two 

highest levels, i.e., "university+higher" and "occupational colleges", 25.7% in the third 

level, "high school and equivalents", 21% residents in the fourth level, "junior secondary", 

while 19.6% in "primary school". With a grouping method more or less in accord with 

what we used, these official statistics reveal that the Taipei population does not seem to 
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have as many university-leveled residents as shown in our sample base. Yet our percentage 

value for "high-school" (27.8%) seems quite close to the official statistics (25.7%). 

Generally speaking, we have a bigger representation of better educated people in our 

sample. This may have something to do with the nature of our survey, which might be 

easier for the better educated, than for the less educated. 

For occupation as a demographic feature, nine occupational groups are 

specified19. The first group, "self-employed businessmen" refers to those who work as their 

own boss. The second group "free profession" refers to those with special techniques or 

knowledge and who are less bound by set office hours, such as journalists and lawyers. 

The third group "public-sector workers" refers to those who work in the public sector such 

as schools or the police, the army, and the government. The fourth group "employed white 

collars" refers to those who work in the private sector as employees, in contrast to "self-

employed businessmen". In terms of economic stability, these four occupational groups are 

relatively better off than the other occupational groups. The "public-sector workers" group 

in particular enjoys much greater welfare security than all the rest. In terms of cultural 

capital, the "students" group, the "free profession" group, and the "public-sector 

employees" group are much better off than the rest. 

Table 7:7 Occupation Representation 

Counts % 
Household care 109 17.2% 

Self-owned Business 97 15.3% 
W. Collars/Private Sector 95 15% 

Employed/Self-employed Labor 83 13.1% 
Work for Public-sector 76 12% 

Students 70 11% 
Unemployed/Retired 54 8.6% 

Free Professions 34 5.4% 
Fishers/Peasant/Fishing/Miners 7 1.1% 

Others 7 1.1% 
No answer 1 0.2% 

Total 633 100% 

As shown in Table 7:7, the top four occupational groups represented are 

household-care (109, 17.2%), followed by self-owned businessmen (97, 15.3%), then by 

White Collars in the private sector (95,15%), then by Employed/Self-employed Labor (83, 

13.1%). The big presentation of household care might partly explain why women are more 

presented in our sample base. In the middle are those hired in the public sector (76, 12%), 

This categorization is commonly used by much social science research in Taiwan (see e.g. a series of 
cultural satisfaction survey reports in Shen and Jan (1991), Shen et al. (1994, 1995). 
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followed by students (70, 11%). The bottom three are Unemployed/Retired (8.6%), Free 

Professions such as journalists, photographers... etc. (34, 5.4%), and Fishers/Peasants/ 

Miners (7, 1.1%). These statistics generally reflect the official records, though not in 

similar grouping20. 

It is from the above described sample that we found the 342 respondents who 
have viewed 2100 and could respond to the main part of our questionnaire. Based on then-
responses, we will explore, through their viewing behaviors and opinions about the 
program, whether 2100 makes information relevant to their concerns and interests. 

4. CONCLUSION 

We hope that through this empirical study based on 2/00's content and its 

viewers' responses, we may come to grasp what can be learned from this current-affairs 

talkshow dedicated, as claimed, to public debate, with apparent sincerity and dexterity in 

the use of television for public communication. 

Choosing 2100 for an empirical study is a combination of both chance and 
design necessarily related with my own concern for the use of a most popular and easy 
technology for boosting democracy in my home country at a time when there is so much 
room for great expectations as well as suspicion. As the society is at crossroad, where the 
old traditional elitism clashes with the arising populism, how 2/ÖÖ's participatory talk 
format captures such clashes is what we are going to turn to in the following chapters. As 
mentioned, we will proceed from our content study by which we want to explore how open 
2100 functions as a talkspace for its lay talkers. 

20 For some references here, the Taipei labor force, under employment, is divided into four categories: 
Employers, which account for 8.4% of the labor force, Self-employed, which account for 11.2%, The 
employed/76%, Unpaid Family workers, 4.4%. Peasant/Fishmg/Mining, labeled as the primary industry, 
occupies only 0.11% labor force. See Taipei City Government (1998a) 
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Chapter 8 

I 

2100: All People Open Talk 
THE TALKSPACE AS A 

PROFESSIONAL CONSTRUCT 

t is fascinating that people do tune in, phone in, or physically join the live 

audience on a current-affairs program such as 2100, at a time when public 

.communication is generally recognized as in crisis world-wide. Much can 

be learned from the fact that participatory programming does thrive, albeit in various 

mixtures of the private and the public, entertainment and information. As we have seen in 

Chapter 4, critiques of talkshow journalism are indeed well grounded and cautions are 

therefore necessary. Nonetheless it is not justifiable to dismiss talkshow journalism too 

pessimistically. Aside from its being cost-efficient for the industry, the zest of audiences to 

participate actively in televised public talk, for whatever reasons, should not by all means 

be underestimated. It is this zest, however dubious, that makes possible any form of 

participatory programming, that lends authenticity out of the nearly unclassifiable 

heteroglossia of life/reality to the art form (i.e. the talkshow in our case), that tells us not 

only the charm of television but also the sociable dimension of audiences. 

This last (i.e. the sociable aspect of audiences shown in audiences' zeal to 

participate) is of special significance to our concern. There has long been a prevailing 

image of television audiences as atomized, segregated, and more specifically, individual-

oriented in their private homes. Through this image, audiences can be seen quite variably: 

They can be the supposed faceless dumb zombies from whom media effects are expected, 

or the presumed picky consumers of media texts seeking only for personal use and 

gratification. They can also be the socially and culturally situated constructors of meanings 

who are allowed three possibilities by Hall's encoding/decoding model1, or be the subjects 

positioned and interpellated by a media text through some universal set of psychological 

mechanisms (see e.g. Ang 1996). According to this image, audiences, active or passive, 

tend to hide in privacy as individual media consumers, very seldom associated with the 

The three possibilities refer to the three decoding potentials, i.e. the dominant, the negotiative, or the 
oppositional. 
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broader social world except through the media texts. Even the most capable or audacious 

among them negotiate meanings with the media only quietly or privately. Nearing the 

twenty-first century, the increasing fragmentation/segmentation of audiences in a 

marketized multichannel environment seems only to strengthen this long-held image. 

Obviously, participatory news talk program addresses audiences with a rather 

different image. That 2100 becomes quite like an established institution relies to a great 

degree on responsive and sociable audiences who are not satisfied by merely staying as 

bystanders in private obscurity, however powerful their gaze could be. Its participatory 

format in particular envisions a neighborhood or community of audiences interested in the 

topic under discussion and having the access, albeit inevitably limited, to join the 

discussion. As long as there is sufficient participation zeal on the part of audiences, it can 

continue to facilitate public talk in a way that shows audiences can be bothered enough to 

rise up from the comforts of their private home where they are presumed, by industry 

people in particular, to remain indifferent, cynical, or complacent with private voyeuristic 

pleasure. 

Yet it takes more than a mere participatory talk format to engage the sociable, 

gregarious aspect of audiences in a way meaningful for public communication, since the 

participatory format is but open in form, rather than in content. There is an inherent 

tension arising from two conflicting attitudes towards audiences that coexist in 

participatory programming itself: The first one is that audiences seem engaged and 

appealed to individually as potential participants, being recognized as sociable and 

gregarious if given proper chances. The second one is that the audience tends to be treated 

as a taxonomie collective or a potential market that requires great pain to conquer (Ang 

1996). Where can such a contradiction lead to? Well, chances are that a participatory 

program can become more and more ideologically exclusive, due to the increasing 

homogeneity of audience participants, as we have witnessed in Taiwan radio call-in mama 

(Chapter 6). Equally likely is that audience participation is appropriated for performative 

or promotive purposes, rather than something sincerely participatory for real dialogues in 

public communication, as we have seen in Chapter 5. If left unreined and unchecked, the 

needs on the part of the program to attract and the needs on the part of certain social 

groups in the audiences to maximize the volume of their opinions, would work together as 

a pull and push mechanism in news talk programming. This would lead to the tendency to 

exclude and to control. The sociable, gregarious consciousness of audiences will then be 

called forth only to contribute to maintaining an appearance of openness, rather than to the 

much needed discursive openness in interactive talk. 
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Having learned its lesson from the call-in radio, 2100 has a built-in design to 

ensure that conflicting voices are indeed available. This is, after all, a typical talkshow 

approach of juxtaposition. Nonetheless, 2100 shares the ever-pressing industrial need to 

attract consumers/audiences by bulk in their anonymity while audience members are 

encouraged to participate in their authenticity as individuals. Claimed to "sincerely offer 

and cultivate a fair and rational public forum" (see Chapter 7), 2100 has adopted various 

ways of audience participation. Among these various ways, voice (call-in) and physical 

participation (the live audience) are the two major and only ways on 2100 that necessitate 

a direct and individual-based participation. Through these two ways, there is theoretically 

more hope that authentic lay participants are admitted to the talkspace and counterbalance 

the organizational tendency to treat them as an anonymous bulk. They are, after all, those 

who choose to rise from their otherwise isolated and segregated privacy, seeking to play a 

part in the public discourse through more individual-oriented means, rather than those 

more collective means that produce only cold statistics. 

This chapter will study how 2100 accommodates these lay participants (i.e. 

callers and live participants) as a public talkspace necessarily organized, managed, hence 

inevitably defined by professional efforts. Seen from the perspective of lay participants, 

these professional efforts are the source of those "given" on 2100 for them. In contrast to 

the ordinariness and everydayness they can bring to the talkspace as ordinary people, these 

"given" elements- namely, issues/topics, guests, and the host- smell of something "elite" 

which defines the nature of 2100 as a public talkspace for them and which they have to 

cope with if they want to get any message across. In the following sections, we will specify 

two major dimensions in these elements. One is more apparent, i.e., the diversity aspect, 

while the other more subtle and implicit, i.e. the rhetorical aspect. The diversity dimension 

refers to the diversity related to issues and guests. The rhetorical dimension refers to those 

rhetorical emphases found in issue-framing and hosting. 

1. THE DIVERSITY DIMENSION 

Together with the routine presence of the long desk, the great significance 

assigned to elite guests seems intended to give an impression of "serious" journalism in a 

participatory format with an open atmosphere as suggested by its Chinese title: "Open 

Talk" (HHü) . To see how "serious" 2100's claimed openness or how "open" 2/00's 

apparently intended "seriousness", one would have to ask what are counted as public 

affairs and who are invited as guests to talk about them. These elements obviously affect 

how public affairs are constructed on 2100, before audience participants join to construct 
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them. 

1.1. Diversity in Issue Coverage 

In a sense, 2100 does not seem to take the initiative in "constructing" public 

affairs as it mainly follows the top news headline of the day and contributes to the heat of 

controversy2. Sharing similar news values with TVBS's more traditional news 

programming, it tends to be tilted towards big guys and big places especially in political 

sense, like all other traditional news programming in Taiwan. Though occasionally it has 

some "cold dish" or special coverage for quiet days, a great majority of the issues it treats 

are news-related. This seems inevitable if one considers the "recombined" nature of 

talkshow programming. Furthermore, there seems to be few quiet days as it is exactly the 

intensified democratization process and the high frequencies of election campaigns in 

recent years that brought 2100 into being. 

1.1.1. Limited Coverage Range in the Early Years 

Early in 1995, the host Lee Tao already knew that real challenges for 2100 

would come when the society is quiet without elections and has to be fed with a "normal" 

diet (Lin Yin Ting 1995). Nonetheless, the first two years of 2100 's on-air service were 

predominantly dedicated to the intensive and extensive coverage of Taiwan politics in the 

light of election, ranging from scoring top officers to ideology debates, from inter-party, 

intra-party to cross-Strait relationships, from campaign tricks to parliament disputes3. 

Attentions paid to non-political issues then were sporadic and marginal, but some 

breakthroughs were still made, as exemplified by two symposiums on economic issues, 

titled respectively "Returning to Economy: Let the Industrial People Talk", and "The 

Asian-Pacific Operation Center: Taiwan's Future", which 2100 co-organized with the 

Economy Daily4. 

This seems understandable as 2100 was born mainly to capture the great 

intensity of politics in society. Probably as a gesture of capturing the public mood, 2100's 

crew and its elite guests also went to various off-center townships around the country, 

which happened to be the sites of its "outdoor open talk" mostly in campaign seasons. This 

2 Normally, an episode begins with the host referring to top news headline of the day, conveniently available 
for sure from TVBS's evening news bulletins. 
3 See Yang 1997, Wang 1995. See also Table 1: Period A, Table 2: Period B, and Table 6: Miscellaneous 
Episodes, in Appendix 4. 
4 The frrst symposium started in the late September of 1995, while the second aired in the intermission 
between the 1995 Parliamentary Election (December) and the 1996 Presidential election (March). 
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topicalization of small towns is an outstanding and indeed touching part in 2/00's political 

coverage. Other than that, however, big cities and big personalities, being the center of 

politics, still tend to be over-presented on 2100, as on the media as a whole. 

1.1.2. Wider Range of Coverage after Mid-1996 

A relatively balanced diet did appear when the election fever and aftermath 

started to fade away before yet another election approached. After the mid-1996, more 

social and cultural issues have been brought up, ranging from horse races to beauty 

contests, from drunk-driving to tax-driver qualifications, from TVBS' own coverage 

controversies to the state control of television, from campus safety to middle-school 

classification policies5. Apparently, 2100 is discovering, without the pressure of elections, 

the far greater area of public affairs that might have less to do with politics, as more topic 

varieties are now being introduced. 

on 2100. 

Below is a comparative table for political coverage and non-political coverage 

Table 8:1 Coverage for Political Issues and Non-political Issues 

Political Issues 1 Non-Political Issues 
Number of 
Episodes 

Hours Number of ! 
Topics 

Number of 
Episodes 

Hours Number of 
Topics 

Election Time 26 51 31 Election Time 0 0 0 
Normal 

Time 
PeriodC 30 35 30 1 Normal 

J Time 
PeriodC 3 4 3 Normal 

Time PeriodD 1 1 1 
1 Normal 
J Time Period D 12 13 12 

Normal 
Time 

Period E 4 4 4 

1 Normal 
J Time 

Period E 15 20 19 
Total 61 91 66 Total 30 39 34 

From the table, we can clearly see that 2100 dedicates itself entirely to political issue in 

election time. In Period C (May 20-July 4, 1996), there are only 3 episodes dedicated to 

non-political issues. In Period D (July 23-August 9, 1996) and Period E (November 26-

December 23, 1996), however, political coverage decreases drastically while non-political 

coverage increases greatly. Period D has only one political topic in contrast to twelve non-

political topics. Period E has four political topics in contrast to nineteen non-political 

topics. 

In a sense this but reflects or reinforces traditional news values, for the kind of 

"quiet time" predicted by Lee Tao has never lingered for too long. Big news events 

continue to break out one by one. The society has been kept hot and busy, and for sure 

2100 as well, with natural disaster news, religion-related profiteering news, shocking 

See Table 3: Period C in Appendix 4. 

169 



Chapter 8 2100: The Talkspace as a Professional Construct 

criminal cases. Dramatically enough, these tend to come in series or serials, as if to fill up 

the gap left by politicians when the time is less politically sensitive. To sum up the irony, a 

cartoonist features 2100's host at his desk, talking rather complacently to himself: "Wow! 

So many accidents and incidents to cover... I don't even have time to gasp for a while." 

Behind him the title of the program becomes "2700: All People Open Bark", rather than 

"2700: All People Open Pair (China Times 1996: Dec. 7, pp. 41). 

In a sense, 2700 has been very lucky indeed catering to a transitional society 

that seems given very few quiet moments with various and myriad causes to fight leaving 

little shortage of hot issues for it to cover. For examples, the series and serials of disastrous 

events in the later half of 1996 and early 1997 eventually led to a serious confidence crisis 

of government in the spring of 1997. This culminated in three large-scale street 

demonstrations co-organized by more than one hundred civil groups on May 4, May 18, 

and May 246. Followed by yet some other accidents and disasters which deepened the 

suspicion of the government's crisis management abilities, the demonstrations eventually 

resulted in a cabinet shift in August 1997. All these major news events seemed to come in 

handy for 2700 to fill up the relatively "quiet" and long intermission between the 1996 

Presidential Election and the 1997 Local Election (November 29). Partly as a practice of 

issue-oriented principles, partly as a result of following news values of traditional news 

programming, 2700 tends to dedicate to the coverage of those major events. By 

topicalizing their nearly every newest development with consecutive episodes, it gives an 

impression of excess coverage. 

This tendency of excess coverage of great news events is obvious on both 

political and social episodes. The whole period of June 1996, for example, was practically 

occupied by the tension between the President Office and the Legislative Yuan7. The first 

one-third of August 1996 was, quite accidentally, dedicated to the typhoon-induced 

disaster8. November and December of 1996 were nearly occupied by two appalling murder 

cases and the follow-up investigations. The same goes for yet another tragic murder of a 

famous TV entertainer's daughter on April 28, 19979, which, deemed as symptomatic of 

6 These events were well captured by 2100. See relevant episodes in Table 6, Appendix 4. 

7The tension between the Presidential Office and the Legislative Yuan was caused by President Lee's choosing 
his Vice-president as the Prime Minister without LY's consent. There were 17 topics directly related to the 
tension while all the rest of the political topics in the period were more or less associated with it. See Table 3 
in Appendix 4 for a hst of topics discussed. 
8 See Table 4 in Appendix 4. 
9 See the episode of April 28, 1997 in Table 6, Appendix 4. Subsequent episodes well capture the 
political/social uproar of the month. 
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and culminating a corrupted society with corrupted politics, triggered consecutive debates 

in May with its aftermath lingering in summer and autumn of 1997. For most recent 

examples at the time of writing, the whole month of September 1997 had 33 topics in all. 

Among the 33 topics, 10 have dedicated to President Lee's ice-breaking trip to South 

America, 5 topics to the turbulent stock market, 3 to two scandals related with industrial 

safety, which were already the main issue for the last two weeks in August. In the words of 

the host nearing the end of each episode, this tendency of over coverage reflects 2100"% 

efforts in "continuing to discuss topics that concern everyone". Yet this loyalty to 

traditional news values makes 2100 more a follower than an explorer in what is defined as 

"public affairs". 

1.2. Diversity in Guest Representations 

Claimed as "issue-oriented", 2100 has guests who frequent it (as well as other 

talk programs naturally) and then become television personalities eventually. With the 

shining stardom of these familiar guests, 2100 seems to be a program that treats issues 

simultaneously with celebrities- though the former more explicitly and the latter more 

implicitly. This paves the way for guests with either some messages to get across or his/her 

own personality to boost, or probably both. As 2100 needs issues along with guests, the 

convenient visibility of a stage is there for those who would try its spotlight, be they 

election candidates who come for media exposure, or government officers who want to sell 

or defend their policies, or social movement activists who wish to make appeals, or 

academics who like to share their expertise, or professionals who expect to contribute their 

experiences. These guests are those who construct the main frame and offer the major 

substance of the discussed issues for audiences. Yet 2100 naturally tends to "package" 

them according to its own purposes and convenience. This can be grasped from guest 

diversity and the designed guest combination for competing opinion positions. 

1.2.1. Guest Variety 

Being a strip program that runs every weekday, 2100 is constantly in need of 

guests as all talkshows are, even more desperately, as its emphasis is on the contrast of 

different opinions. This means that more than two guests with different views for each 

topic are needed. Normally 2100 has 3-5 guests for a topic, sometimes it has only two, and 

occasionally only one when the highlight is an interview. Rarely does it has more than ten 

when the nature of the topic demands a big presentation of guests10. Adding to the 

For example, the episode on Thursday May 9, 1997, titled "Political Situation in Turbulence: When to 
resolve the Crisis?", involved twelve politicians with different party backgrounds. The episode was part of the 
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desperateness, 2100 follows the development of hot news headlines tightly and has to 

respond as quick as possible. Topics planned in advance are easily cancelled and replaced, 

as a frequent viewer would be quick to discover. This is just part of the hazard of talkshow 

programming but it adds to the challenge for guests who, feeling the burden of having to 

look spontaneous on the small screen, are often given a very short notice. 

The result is that guests on 2700 tended to be old familiar faces. A check of the 

guest list from May 20 to July 4 1996— a significant time-period with great political 

intensity, as it covered a series of major political events11-- one would find that there were 

only 60 guests who filled the total 120 seats for guests (see Table C, Appendix 4). 

To study more systematically guest variety on 2700, we classify all guests into 

three groups: firstly politicians, secondly scholars/experts/civil groups leaders etc., and 

thirdly government officers. Then we check the distribution of each guest group, first in 

term of election/normal time, then in terms of political/non-political coverage. The results 

are respectively displayed tables below. 

Table 8:2 Distributions of Guest Groups in different time-periods 

Politicians Scholars, experts, civil 
group leaders, etc. 

Government 
officers 

Total 

Election Time 100 80.6% 20 16.1% 4 3.2% 124 
Normal Time 176 68.5% 63 24.5% 18 7% 257 

Total 276 72.4% 83 21.8% 22 5.8% 381 

From Table 8:2, we find that politicians are indeed a great majority as they account for 

72.4% of guest representation, occupying 276 out of the 381 guest seats, while the 

scholars/experts group accounts for 21.8% and the group of government officers accounts 

for only 5.8%. In election time, politicians account for 80.6% of guest representation as 

they occupy 100 seats among the total 124 guest seats. In normal time, politicians decrease 

somehow in the presentation percentage as they account for 68.5% of guest presentation 

(176 out of the available 257 seats). By contrast, both the scholar/experts group and the 

government officer group increase for representation in normal time. The former occupies 

24.5% while the later 7% of guest representation. 

whole week discussion in response to a large-scale demonstration on Sunday May 4 in which Premier Lien 
was requested to step down, after a series of big crimes erupted. Another example is Council members Self-
interested? They come to clarify! (July 31, 1997). See Table 6, Appendix 4. 

The tension was due to the endurable rifts between the Presidential Office and the Legislative Yuan caused 
by President Lee's choosing his Vice-president as the Prime Minister without LY's consent. This was 
topicalized by 17 episodes in Period C and was reflected in the rest of political coverage in the period. 
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Table 8:3 Distributions of Guest Groups 
in Political Coverage and Non-political Coverage 

Politicians Scholars, experts and 
civil group leaders 

Government 
officers 

Total 

Political Coverage 217 85.8% 27 10.7% 9 3.6% 253 
Non-political Coverage 59 46% 56 43.8% 13 10.2% 128 

Total 276 72.4% 83 21.8% 22 5.8% 381 

From Table 8:3, we can see that, as naturally, politicians have an even greater majority of 

representation in political coverage. They account for 85.8% of guest representation, while 

scholars/experts account for 10.7% and government officers 3.6%. In non-political 

coverage, however, scholars/experts increase drastically as the percentage they occupy 

become 43.8%, not a big difference from the 46% share of politicians. Government 

officers increase in their representation as well, as they now have 10.2% representation in 

non-political coverage. 

The three parties were indeed balancedly represented for every topic on a one-

seat-one-party basis, but the representation tended to concentrate on those frequent guests-

so frequent that some of them even took turns hosting 2100 when Lee Tao was on holidays 

from May 27 till June 712. More interesting was the representation of independent 

politicians, i.e. those not attached to the three parties. During the period there were a total 

of 4 episodes/topics in which a seat for independent politicians was arranged, but, 

amazingly, the total 4 seats were all occupied by the same person: Legislator Liao Hsué-

Guang, as if no other independents were available13. From the illustration of this time-

period it is not hard to imagine the interdependency between 2100, which needs guests 

desperately, and those politicians, who desire the kind of television visibility it can offer 

better than any other programs. 

In fact, these old faces remain a good source of guests for 2100 in its never-

ending hustle and bustle of pursuing hot news headlines, even when the topics have less or 

little political significance14. There were few episodes that consisted of only non-

12 

These politician-hosts are counted as guests in the statistics of Table 8:2 and 8:3 so as to reflect the reality 
of having the frequent guests take turns to host. See Episodes May 27-June 7 in Table C, Appendix 4. 
13 

See the list of guests in Period C, Appendix 4. 
Some of these old-faced guests are called by 2100' s crew as "a group of safety air bags", since they often 

come at the emergency call when 2100 runs out of guests for a topic (see Yang 1997). Below we try to give a 
glimpse of these old faces from Period A-E, by listing those who appear four times or more in the five time 
periods. 

Guest Party 
Associated 

Times of 
appearance 

Guests Party associated Times of 
appearance 

1 Lin Yu-Hsiang KMT 9 10 KaoHui-Yu NP 5 
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politicians and without any politicians. Take the four-week period of November 26-

December 23, 1996 (Period E) as an example, as it is a period mostly occupied by social 

issues. There were twenty consecutive episodes with twenty-five topics in all, among 

which only five were relevant to politics, while all the rest were social issues. Yet there 

were only two topics without any politicians involved in the debate15. Being much more 

willing than anyone else to show their faces on the program, politicians tended to be more 

available than any other experts especially when given a very short notice (China Times 

1997: July 5). Probably they just came to fill up the vacancies out of convenience or 

contingencies, but there were times when they obviously have no relevant background for 

the issue. The episode dated September 29, 1997 shows an NP member evidently without 

internet experience joining to discuss whether to regulate the internet or not. Another 

episode on cloning technology (dated December 2, 1996) includes a female politician who 

according to the host came to "represent the humanist perspective16". 

A few occasions show that 2100 even functioned as kind of a social club for 

these political celebrities. This was exemplified by an episode in June 1997 when about six 

or eight old faces gathered, unusually not to dispute, but to chat and share some enjoyable 

moments brought up by Martin St. James the entertaining hypnotist17. On Friday August 25, 

1997, 2100 was reportedly to have an outdoor activity highlighting on its old-face guests 

having fun together in a park18. The activity was cancelled later due to a typhoon-induced 

disaster which broke out that day and was covered by 2100 for the evening. Besides 

2 Yiao Li-ming NP 9 111 Feng Ding-Guo NP 5 
3 Liao Feng-Te KMT 8 12 Jou Chuen NP 4 
4 Yeng Jin-Fu DPP 7 13 Rong Chi-Ping NP 4 
5 Shen Fu-Hsiung DPP 6 | l 4 Liu Tzeng-Wei NP 4 
6 Chen Wen-Chien DPP 6 15 Chen Hsue-Sheng KMT 4 
7 Chen Hong-Ji KMT 6 16 Lu Hsiu-Yi DPP 4 
8 Yu Mu-Ming NP 6 Il7 Jen Han-Sheng KMT 4 

9 Wang Tuo DPP 5 18 Liao Hsue-Guang Independent 4 
Subtotal 62 | Subtotal 38 

Total 700 
•Referring to those who have appeared for at least four times in the five periods. 

From the list above we find that 16 guests, all politicians, have appeared on 2100 for four times or more 
during the five periods, and that these 16 guests occupy 100 seats out of the available 381 seats for guests. As 
we have a total of 197 guests who filled up the total of 381 seats, this means that 26% of guest seats (100 out 
of 381) were occupied by 8% of guests (16 out of 197). 

1 They are: the two topics of the same episode on December 20, 1996. The first one focuses on a religion-
related profiteering scandal. Among the guests there is indeed a Taipei city council member. She is not 
counted as politician here as she appeared as a member of the suspect religion and was not a frequent guest 
herself, nor behaved as politician. 

16 

17 

See Table 6 in Appendix 4. 

A video piece ofthat episode was shown on September 8, 1997, when the entertaining hypnotist was 
confronted on 2100 by a medical hypnotist, Dr. Yang Gun-Hsiung. See Table 6, Appendix 4. 
18 

For the news story see China Times Evening Post 1997, August 14, pp. 10. 
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illustrating the contingencies in talkshow programming, the accident seems to imply some 

off-screen relationships (Rosenstiel 1992, in Cook et al. 1992) between 2100 and its 

frequent politician guests. Furthermore, it suggests a possible tendency for 2100 to join the 

trend of entertaining politics, which has already become a part of television's function in 

recent years. 

1.2.2. Guest Combinations 

Using political issues as both the starter and the main course, 2100 juxtaposed 

the long-term opposition DDP and the young NP with their old big brother KMT, nearly 

daily in the televized debates. This is a practice now very much taken for granted. For 

quite some time in the beginning, however, it created some stunning effects with highly 

sensitive political implications. First of all, it was a gesture or announcement of 

recognition to a tri-party competitive politics made ritual on television, when self-

censorship, if not state censorship, was still tight in all stations. Secondly, the three were 

made equally footed, at the expense of the normally much privileged KMT, on a one-party-

one-seat basis, which was a strong contrast not only to the practice on other channels, but 

also to the mechanism in the Legislative Yuan and the General Assembly (the two 

parliaments) based on the percentage of owned seats19. That was why, thirdly, 2100 

functioned as an extraparliamentary place where the KMT came necessarily, however 

reluctantly, to defend, and the DPP and the NP came, and normally gladly, to attack, 

especially when under the pressure of election campaigns. 

Previously intended to avoid taking sides in the rifts between the mainstream 

and the minor stream in Taiwan politics, the design of the three set stances (i.e., KMT, 

DDP, and NP) on election-related issues soon became a legacy— or better, a convenient 

basis on which all topics with political significance were presented and discussed. With 

these three clear-cut positions represented in the studio, it is understandable that the 

discussion would tend to be highly confrontational and ideologically competing. Soon 

there appeared the fourth seat, besides the three-party positions. In election seasons, the 

seat was normally for an academic who represented the neutrality of knowledge/expertise. 

In normal time (i.e. without elections), it is for a government officer responsible for or 

relevant to the issue under discussion, who came either to explain or make appeals. Yet 

this seat was not constantly present. In fact, the emphasis was normally on the three 

political positions. For quite some time in mid-1996, three separate stripes, painted 

respectively in blue, green, and yellow— the three well-recognized colors respectively 

representing the KMT, the DPP, and the NP, appeared on the front side of the then still L-

19 The KMT was reportedly very furious about such one-party-one-seat arrangement. They suggested in vain 
that the guest combination should reflect the percentage of parliamentary seats occupied by a party (see 
e.g.,Yang 1997). 
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shaped desk. The design might have served to emphasize 2100,s extraparliamentary 

function, but it also gave an impression of either precluding other stance possibilities from 

the grayer areas in the political spectrum, or over politicizing the issues. 

There are a number of topics which, if given a different guest combination 

other than the balanced three party representation, would have been treated with less 

politicization of the issue. For example, the episode (November 26, 1996) on the 

corruption of the juridical system, involved the neat trichotomy plus an officer from the 

Control Yuan. The result was, unsurprisingly, the mutual accusations among different 

party delegates. Another example is an episode (December 17, 1996), which also involved 

the neat trichotomy plus a media academic, on the legislative necessity to enforce the 

withdrawal of the state/party/army from the Three Television Stations. The debate 

highlighted the predictable attack and defense among the three delegates. It would have 

been difficult to discover the deficiencies of such trichotomized presentation of Taiwan 

politics if other guest combination possibilities were not introduced to the audience. 

Luckily, the neat trichotomy of the opinion spectrum did not seem to hold for more and 

more topics as non-political issues were increasingly treated and newer areas of 

current/public affairs were explored. 

The prevailing form of guest combination with the neat three-party trichotomy 

is easily discernible from the lists of guests in Appendix 4. Nonetheless, by sorting out 

possible opinion stances available in each topic from Period A to E, we specify three major 

forms of guest combination: a. the usual trichotomy (the combination of four candidate-

teams in Presidential election period is included), b. alternative opinion stance(s) added to 

the trichotomy, c. the trichotomy broken. The second combination refers only to those who 

represent an alternative opinion stance, therefore scholars or government officers acting as 

are not included, unless they explicitly representing a certain party. The results are 

displayed in Table 8:4: 

Table 8:4 Guest combinations on 2100 

In topics 
The usual 

Trichotomy 
Alternative(s) 

added 
The Trichotomy 

broken 
Total topics 

Period A _, 11 1 0 12 

Period B 14 2 3 19 

PeriodC 26 5 2 33 

Period D 6 0 6 12* 

Period E 8 3 12 23 

Total 65 11 23 99 

*The topic in Episode Aug. 2 is excluded as most quests were unidentifiable in the videotape. 

From Table 8:4 it is clear that the usual trichotomy prevails especially in election time, 
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with 25 (11+14) topics out of a total of 27 topics (12+19). It persists unsurprisingly in 

Period C, which is essentially political intensive. The trichotomy is broken more frequently, 

however, in Period D and E where there are more non-political issues introduced. In 

Period E, the number of topics with the trichotomy broken even exceed the number of 

topics with the usual trichotomy. The longer intermission between the 1996 Presidential 

Election and the 1997 Local Election also contributed to the decrease in the use of the neat 

trichotomy, as there was no campaign fever there to encourage the politicization of 

everything. 

This certainly paved the way for alternative combinations of guests and 

definitely helped decrease the stereotyped approach to issues and bring in new dynamism. 

More spaces were therefore left for non-politicians with relevant expertise or even non-

elite with relevant real-life backgrounds. Thus, newer faces were gradually introduced, 

though old faces remained active20. For example, there were other episodes on media 

performance but with different guest combinations. The one titled "Right or Wrong in 

Media Coverage of the Jail Riot and the County Magistrate's Murder Case?" (December 2, 

1996) or the one titled "Should Politicians Withdrawing from the Media?" (October 7, 

1997) involved two non-politician experts in the debate. Thus, party confrontations 

decreased drastically, though contrasts between conflicting ideas may remain21. Another 

vivid comparative example can be acquired from two episodes, dated respectively 

September 17 and 18, 1997. Both topicalized President Lee's controversial talk abroad. 

The September 17 episode had the old balanced representation of the three parties, hence 

the opinions or arguments from the three guests were essentially predictable. The KMT 

20 
To give a glimpse of 2100's introduction of new faces, we tried to look for new faces from Period A up to 

Period E by deleting repeated names in the process. For each period, the number of new faces accumulated 
was then divided by the number of guest seats accumulated. By this way it was intended to grasp the 
percentage guests occupy against the seats available for them in each period. The results are displayed as 
below: 

Number of new 
guests added 

Number of new 
guests accumulated 

Number of guest 
seats accumulated 

Guests: Seats Number of guest seats 
for the period 

Period A 45 45 48 93.8% 48 
PeriodB 34 79 124 63.7% 76 
PeriodC 38 117 244 48% 120 
Period D 26 143 287 49.8% 43 
Period E 44 187 281 66.5% 94 

We can see that the value of "Guests: Seats" in Column 4 descents from Period A (93.8%) to Period C (48%) 
then ascents from Period C to Period E (66.5%). Apparently, non-political issues help introduce more new 
faces, who tend to be non-pohticians (see also Table 8:3). 
21 

Guests for the episode on December 2, 1996 are Mr. Yang Jao, a social commentator, Mr. Tzai Sung-Lin, 
the Honory President of the Board of Foundation for Consumer Education, along with Ms. Lee Chin-An, a 
NP Taipei city council member, Ms Kao Hui-Yu, a NP legislator. The last two have relevant background in 
journalism. 
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delegate would always defend Lee, the President of the ruling party, while the NP and the 

DPP always tried to attack, making the discussion highly confrontational and even 

emotionally charged. By contrast, the episode on September 18 provided certain freshness 

when the old formula was broken with two non-politician guests interpreting Lee with rare 

humor and offering something less predictable or less stereotyped22. 

Guests such as academics, professionals, or civil group leaders are the newer 

source of competing ideas who obviously enrich 2100 as they do open up new dimensions 

in the discussion. However their participation might not produce clear-cut contrasts easily. 

In a sense, bearers of real-life experiences who are introduced (and in disguise when 

needed) on 2100 serve to compensate this. These guests normally do not join in the debate, 

but just offer their experiences as a source of contrast. This is exemplified by the episode 

on young girls making easy money in porno places (July 23, 1996), the one on Tibetan 

Buddhism (March 7, 1996) after series of religion-related scandals broke out, and the one 

on Taipei mayor's determination to crack down gangsters (September 24, 1997). No 

matter how the combinations of guests might be, however, the strong contrast between 

pros and cons remains the main fare, for 2100' s crew tries hard to make sure of the desired 

contrasts among guests (Yang 1997, Wang 1998). This echoes what Tuchman (1974: 122) 

terms as "typifications" of guests by talkshow staffers, for clearer definitions of "the 

interactionally usable attributes" (Chapter 5). 

Under the weighty burden of arguing on topics that look quite serious with highly 

recognized news values, how might the elite guests view their own inherently conflict-

oriented debate? A glimpse of their comments can be captured from two statements by 

Shen Fu-Hsiung, an eloquent DPP legislator, one of 2100's star guests. The first one is 

from the episode of January 3, 1996, aired outdoors highlighting the Presidential election 

campaign war with four delegates from the four candidate-teams. Having observed how 

delegates of the other three KMT-related teams23 were caught in a mutual mud-slinging, 

Shen, being the DPP delegate, addressed the live audience light-heartedly in Taiwan 

dialect: 

See how they got tangled there scooping their common stinky past!... From 

22 

Titled "President Lee's Humor: Let's Talk About it Humorously", the episode involved two politicians, 
Wang Jien-Hsuen from NP, Lu Hsiu-Yi from DPP, and two writers. Liang Hsuen, Wang Ben-hu. Here Lee's 
controversial talk refers to his casual comments, to a group of Taiwan reporters who followed him to South 
America, on the Communist China as "big" but "stupid" and "useless". The sensitive nature of such comments 
by a President is imaginable, given the hard-core tension across the Strait. 
23 

There were four teams running for the 1996 Presidential Election. They were the KMT's Lee-Lien team, the 
Lin-Hao team and the Chen-Wang team (all KMT breakaways), and the DPP's Peng-Hsie team. 
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where else can we know how stinky they are except themselves? This is indeed 
real fun for all.... Yet I am left here unchallenged. Aye! This is too boring for 
me. 

Obviously, Shen was fully aware of the entertaining elements inherent in the designed 

conflicting opinion stances. More than willing to contribute for the expected theatrical 

effects, he lamented when the chance was not available for him. Yet Shen was also 

cautious of over exercising in the verbal competition when circumstances required. In 

another episode, dated January 31, 1996, Shen was part of the usual balanced 

representation in the studio. There was an extra satellite-connected guest, Huang Wen-

Fang, introduced as the ex-Head of Taiwan-Affair Department, China's Xin-Hwa News 

Agency in Hong Kong, who remained visible on screen. Shen began his second round in 

the hot debate on China's reactions to Taiwan's first Presidential Election24 by addressing 

his studio compatriots seriously: 

In front of Mr. Huang, I think we three should behave a bit more decently. So 
far I feel this program very entertaining... 

Here he spoke with a lowered-down voice, as if trying to avoid being heard by the satellite-

connected guest. The caution, aroused obviously by the sensitive nature of the issue 

discussed, reflects an awareness of the constraints a guest might undergo on 2100, however 

willing or capable s/he is in coping with the format to get his/her party-affiliated messages 

across. In particular, potential consensus, which is much needed to get something done in 

democracy, might be lost in the designed trichotomization 2100 tends to apply to all 

political issues. 

2. THE RHETORIC DIMENSION 

It is no accident that Shen felt 2100 to be very entertaining in its seemingly 

serious debates on public affairs. The ever-pressing need to engage the audiences 

inevitably leads to certain rhetorical emphases in its talk programming. Such emphases are 

perhaps not immediately obvious, they are nonetheless discernible if examined with 

critical eyes. In this section we will focus on two major areas where such rhetoric 

emphases are expressed. The first one is related with issue framing, the second has 

something to do with the host's mediating style. 

The episode was titled "Interpreting Li Peng: Taiwan's Perspectives" (see Appendix 4). Li Peng was then 
the Premier of China who delivered a speech earlier that day commenting on Cross-Strait relationship in the 
light of Taiwan's first Presidential Election to be held later on March 23. 
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2.1. Rhetoric Emphases as Reflected in Issue-framing 

The topic, though normally not available until an episode is on air with the host 

facing the audience and spelling it out in his briefing, remain visible all the time at the 

bottom of the screen. This constant visual presence suggests a recognition of the need to 

remind or attract the attention of home audiences supposedly grazing or zipping with the 

remote control in hand. Naturally, the topics themselves bear the same recognition. Being 

in written form for watching, the series of static Chinese characters which serve as the 

topics tend to differ from traditional news headlines in several ways, that is, the use of 

question form, the use of simplified dichotomy, the mixed use of Taiwan dialect and 

Mandarin. 

2.1.1. The Frequent Use of Question Form 

Most of 2/00's topics are in question form with a question mark. Those 

presented in simple statements are comparatively few in quantity. This seems common to 

both political topics and social cultural topics, to both election campaign time and normal 

time, and is well supported by a check on the topic list in our five-period collection (see 

Appendix 4). In all there are 78 topics in question form, out of the 100 topics. From Period 

A, there were 9 out of 12 topics. Period B had 12 out of the 19 topics. In Period C, there 

were 27 out of the 33 topics. Period D has 11 topics in question form out of the 12 topics. 

Period E has 20 out of 23 topics. This question form was still dominant in mid-1997. For 

the period August 25 - October 3, 1997, for example, there were 33 out of the 38 topics. 

Topics are shown on the screen as a question such as the following: 

• How to promote solidarity between different social groups? (Nov. 21,1995) 

• Youngsters! Which party understands you more? (Nov. 24, 1995) 

• After the storm, will NP survive? (March 19, 1997) 

• Stock Market Plunges Frantically: Who Is Responsible? (September 2,1997) 

• Internet Flooded by Violence and Porno: should it be regulated? (September 29, 1997) 

• If China can change its flag, national anthem, and national title, shall Taiwan talk or 
not? (October 1, 1997) 

To frame an issue in question form implies, above all, that the issue is open to 

discussions. No matter what the answer(s) will be or whether or not there is any 

satisfactory answer, the focus is on the discussion. This is especially so when the 

juxtaposition approach tends to give an impression that there is no definite or certain 

answers, as every conflicting or completing opinion stands equal. The frequent use of a 

detective question, furthermore, express an intention to involve the audiences in a who-

dun-it detection. This is especially so when it comes to those issues related with some 
180 



Chapter 8 2100: The Talkspace as a Professional Construct 

particular ailments or disasters, the causes for which tend to be too complicated to clarify. 

Thus, in an open-to-discussion atmosphere, audiences are invited to explore "who is 

responsible" or "where lies the core of the problem" for the seemingly never-ending power 

struggles in politics and incidents of all kinds in recent years25. 

This "open-to-discussion" spirit seems commonly shared by those topics that 

are not in the form of a question, but are in the form of a simple statement. This is 

exemplified by the only six topics not in question form in Period C (May 20 - M y 4, 1996). 

• 520 Open Talk for All Bosses of President Lee (May 20, 1996, the inauguration day for the first 
elected President) 

• "Get some big cocks caught and killed!" Said the President. All people diagnose 
police problems. (May 30, 1996) 

• Legislators Open Mouths to Bite? Voters Open Mouths to Talk! (June 17, 1996) 

• Chaos in the Legislative Yuan (the Parliament), Provincial Governor Complains, 
Provincial People Join for Open Talk (June 25,1996) 

• One Month after the President's Inauguration: All People Come for Open Talk (June 21, 
1996) 

• DPP President Faces the Audience: Let's Have Open Talk! (July 4, 1996) 

These topics not only focus on the discussion itself, but also imply a hearty invitation for 

participating in the "open talk"! 

2.1.2. The Frequent Use of Simple Dichotomy 

The frequent use of simple dichotomy is, admittedly, not as prevailing as the 

detective, generalized question form, but still a very salient feature especially if including 

all those which would suggest a clear-cut, either-or dichotomy26. To give some more recent 

illustrations, there are 16 out of the 33 question-topics for the period August 25- October 3 

1997, and 15 out of the 27 topics that have this characteristic. A more explicit dichotomy 

is often formulated like this: 

• Do Elections Lead to Confrontations between Peace and Danger? (Nov. 20, 1995) 

• Tension upgraded across the Strait: Is American Intervention a blessing or disaster? 
(March 11, 1996) 

For examples: Objection to Tax Increase? Who Is Responsible for Financial Deficits? (May 28, 1996), 
Who killed the teacher? Why a teenager would kill? (May 29, 1996), Who Is the Source of Troubles: The 
legislative Yuan or the President? (June 11, 1996), Who Produces the Cold-blooded Teenagers? (October 
14, 1997) 

The use of explicit and implicit dichotomy in 2/00's topics is not always easily grasped if studied from the 
English translation. Based on original Chinese topics, we find that out of the 100 topics, there are a total of 27 
topics in explicit dichotomy and a total of 31 in implicit dichotomy. See Appendix 4. 

181 



Chapter 8 2100: The Talkspace as a Professional Construct 

• New Taiwanianism Arises In Response to ChiCom 's Military Threats: Advantageous 
or disadvantageous. (March 19, 1996) 

• Curfew for Teenagers: Protection or Harm? (May 31,1996) 

• Spilled water hard to re-collected: Who is right and who is wrong in the confrontation 
between the ruling party and its oppositions for the 4th nuclear power plant? (June 7 
1996) 

• Why so chaotic in the personnel arrangements for top offices: Who is to blame? LY or 
President? (June 11, 1996) 

• T°P officers step down for the deteriorating social disorder! Responsible Politics? 
Over-politicized? (April 30, 1997) 

A more implicit dichotomy is often formulated like this: 

• Internal fights in KMT: Taiwan's social order in jeopardy ? (Nov. 22, 1995) 

• Missile Patriot to be deployed in Taipei. Mayor Abien says No. Do you agree? (May 
22, 1996) 

• Is it proper to rename Road Je-Shou in front of the Presidential Office Building as 
Road Kaidaglan? (March 13, 1996) 

• Legislator Stabbed: A Major Social Event? (May 21, 1996) 

• Typhoon Herbert Devastates Formosa: The Disaster Inevitable? (August 1, 1996) 

• Are there Communist Spies in Taiwan Stock Market? (September 12, 1997) 

There are obvious advantages to simplify the issue in dichotomy form. 2100 is, 

after all, a talkshow on television which, according to Levy27, fit for clear and succinct 

information. Audiences who have an interest in participating may find it much easier to 

respond to a clear-cut question. Yet the constraints would certainly accompany the 

advantages, which will be explored in Section 3. 

2.1.3. The Mixed Use of Taiwan Dialect and Mandarin 

The mixed use of Taiwan dialect and Mandarin implies an effort to give more 

recognition to the native speakers of the long-suppressed dialect, who account for about 

73.3% of the population (see Huaang 1995). With the issues accentuated with the unique 

Taiwanese tone in the Chinese characters of the topics, an immediate populist appeal is 

being transmitted. Though the mixture does produce certain lingual awkwardness, the 

juxtaposition of the vernacular dialect and the official Mandarin at least reflects, albeit still 

limitedly, the language reality in the society. For any news programming, mixing the 

dialect and the official language on topics is still something rather unusual even in 1997, 

27 See Levy (1992:69-71). 
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but 2100 started it as early as its emergence in mid-199428. Following the establishment of 

its popularity, such mixed use of the two languages has been increasingly accepted on 

television and now become quite popular on local television drama series or serials. 

While this is a symbolic gesture to encourage mass participation, it should not 

be denied that applying the Taiwan dialect in the formulation of topics has its drawbacks, 

however. It may create difficulties for those yet to learn and speak it to understanding the 

issue. 

2.2. Rhetoric Emphases as Reflected in Host's Mediating 

While other anchors or hosts still feel the restrictions of self-censorship or 

external censorship, the host Lee Tao has already pioneered the journalistic front-line of 

competitive politics (see Chapter 6). Adopting the neutral chair and carefully nurturing his 

neutral image, he seems to be an acknowledged symbol of news authority on Taiwan 

television29. Through juxtaposing conflicting ideas, he lets the audience hear with their 

own ears what those newsmakers have to say. For sure, the conflicting ideas are not just 

juxtaposed randomly. More than anyone else, the host learns that the talk program is 

essentially intended to offer a spectacle for audiences. It should be a spectacle which can, 

as ideally expected, engage viewers so much that they actually brave all possible hazards 

and take action to try to participate in the talking later when the audience's time comes. 

While facing rating pressure is a common fate for all television programs, a live 

participatory program faces it even more directly and immediately. It is the host who 

shoulders the responsibility to engage in the front, as it is he who serves as the controller, 

intermediater, and orchestrator. 

2.2.1. Calculative Orchestration 

At the surface level, the host does not seem to do any significant talk, as the 

main stuff of the debate comes from the guests30. Yet doubtlessly it is the host who takes 

28"Open Talk" in the title of the program, 2100: All People Open Talk, is actually an expression of Taiwan 
dialect, not mandarin. From the 100 topics in the five periods, we find there are a total of 17 topics 
characterized by such a mixed expression. See those attached with the original Chinese titles in Tables A-E, 
Appendix 4, for these 17 topics. 

29 "The symbol of news authority" was a term referred to Lee Tao in an entertaining news story in China 
News 1995 Mar. 18, pp.22. 
30 This is the major complaint of the host of another talkshow, titled True Face of 1995 then True Face of 
1996, which had competed for the longest duration with 2100 at the same time-slot, with similar political stuff, 
and even in similar format. The host, Lee Chin-Ann, felt reluctant to be "a mere time allocator", thus changed 
the participatory format of the talkshow into a pure elite show in 1996. The program disappeared, however, in 
early 1997. 
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the initiative and directs the course of the debate while participants, lay or elite, mainly 

respond to the host's questions with little chance for spontaneous interactions. Even the 

conversation between two guests is mostly mediated by the host, as 2100''s format is such 

that they normally do not speak to each other directly, though some brief and spontaneous 

reactions do often take place in the midst of a heated debate. Hence, the host is practically 

the core of the debate. It is he who decides the turn taking and sequencing for participants 

by assigning pre-planned questions for them to answer31. 

This design makes 2100 quite a controlled space for its participants, controlled 

by the host who actually "foresees" the whole talk process in advance (Yang 1997). In a 

sense, his question-asking is equivalent to the anchor's editing of news events for news 

bulletins. Through asking a question, the host introduces to the audience the various 

aspects of a certain issue. This can be illustrated by the episode dated March 19, 1996, 

titled New Taiwanianism Arises In Response to ChiCom 's Military Threats: Advantageous 

or disadvantageous?32 The guests ofthat evening were the three representatives from the 

three parties plus Liu Bin-Yen, the ex-senior reporter of People's Daily in China but now 

engaged in the pro-democracy movement abroad. The host started the first round of debate 

by posing a question to each guest: 

1. Lady first... [According to several poll surveys] it seems that the more Taiwanese 
are threatened by force, the more predictable Taiwanianism will rise. Do you think this 
is advantageous for us or disadvantageous under such circumstances? (To DDP delegate, 
Miss Chen Wen-Chien) 

2. Talking about Taiwan as a community with common future, school textbooks have 
a lot of serious contradictions interpreting our history and culture. Many people argue 
for a large-scale deletion and revision. What's your opinion? (To NP delegate, Mr. Li Ching-
Hwa) 

3. Under the intensifying military threat, do you think Taiwan will become more and 
more distant from China? (To KMT delegate, Mr. Wu Yu-Sheng) 

4. You have observed China from abroad for a long time and now you come to 
observe Taiwan's Presidential Election. As Communist China upgrades its missile 
threats against Taiwan, many people in Taiwan demand self-determination as they think 
it is the only choice. In this case, do you think that ChiCom (Chinese Communists) will 
simply go ahead bullying Taiwan by force? (To Mr. Liu) 

In response to the questions they receive respectively, Chen said she can't see 

31 

Admittedly, sometimes the guests do not answer immediately or directly the host's question, if they feel 
more urgent to respond to other guests or lay talkers. 
32 

See Table 2 in Appendix 4 for the episode. 
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anything disadvantageous, as a clear differentiation of us/other finally emerges and 

Taiwanese are willing to face their common fate together. Li said a proportional change on 

school textbooks is necessary, but Taiwanese Awareness is not incompatible with Chinese 

Awareness. Wu cautions that Taiwan Awareness is good if it helps face the past 40 years 

of Chinese history more pragmatically, but bad if leading to Independence Awareness or 

new Taiwan Nationalism. Liu emphasizes the importance of differentiating between 

Chinese People and China's authority, as it is a small bunch of "hard-liners", not Chinese 

people, who make the decision to threaten Taiwan. The host does not seem to say much if 

compared with the quite elaborate replies he gets for each question. Behind each question, 

however, lies his understanding of the background of each guest. For examples, the 

question to NP delegate refers to the newest stage of the long-term indigenization (the 

textbook revision) which the pro-reunification NP has harshly criticized. The question to 

the KMT delegate implies that the KMT's ambiguous approach to China may need a 

clarification. Behind the sequence of the questions and the questioned guests lies his 

conscious control of the direction of the debate. A change in the sequence of either the 

guests or the questions will change not only just the course of the debate but perhaps also 

the nature of the debate. For example, if the first question is for the NP's Mr. Li and not for 

the DPP's Miss Chen, the answer must be a negative "No", which would definitely 

influence what and whom to ask next. 

In a sense, the opinion of each guest is already predictable to the host, even to 

audiences when it is the three parties that are being involved in the debate. Their being 

juxtaposed together on the issue, however, is new. By asking the guests and the questions 

in the planned sequence, the host calculatively orchestrates a preferred juxtaposition of 

conflicting opinions on the issue, with a tempo he schedules33. The guests are allowed less 

free interactions among themselves but more time to develop an elaborate and complete 

argument as they are much less interrupted once they take their own turns (Examples will 

come shortly below). 

2.2.2. Heating up the Debate while Appearing Neutral 

By asking questions, the host appears neutral as he expresses no comments but 

simply tries to elicit the guests' argument with what others have said, on news or at the 

debate desk. This adds to his apparent neutrality, as it is required inherently in the built-in 

design of juxtaposing conflicting opinions. He looks even more neutral when he simply 

33 

According to Yang (1997:53-54), the host "envisions" in his own mind as vividly as possible how each 
episode would proceed with certain guest combination. If he can not "envision" the whole process himself, he 
would rather forsake the topic. 
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picks up a sensitive part from a guest's argument, reformulating it into another question, 

and posing it to another guest who holds an opposite opinion. In the whole process of 

debating, he appears to be doing nothing ideologically biased as he takes notes when 

listening attentively, summarizing what has been said, pinpointing the controversial parts, 

packing it into a question and pushing for an immediate answer. However, behind this 

appearance of detached and disinterested neutrality is in fact a tactic to engage the guests 

in a way to ensure the best effects of contrast. For inherent in the summaries he makes and 

the questions he uses are seeds of confrontation, even head-on clashes. For a glimpse of 

this tactics, I will quote at length the second round of the debate from the episode of 

March 19,1996 again. 

1. The Host: Commissioner Wu just said that Taiwanese Awareness does not mean 
Taiwan Independence. Do you agree, Director Chen? (To the pro-independence DPP's Chen). 

2. Chen: ...This should be a serious issue, not a time for propaganda... Regardless of 
the different positions we may take on the issue of re-unification or independence, we 
should be united in condemning ChiCom's threatening behaviors. It is directed by the 
hard-liners in their army. Only when we have strong reactions can we frustrate them and 
help their people gain better security of human rights. Commissioner Wu tried hard to 
specify between Taiwanianism and Taiwan Independence. This is too difficult if you 
grasp well the relationship between history and politics... Our school textbooks have 
been too politicized to be close to our historical and cultural reality... Now without any 
political propaganda, new Taiwanese Awareness has gradually taken shape and finally 
we all feel we are in the same boat. Just how strong this awareness will confront the 
Chinese Awareness will have very much to do with the degree of tension between both 
sides of the Strait. 

3. The Host: Just now Director Chen said that, if Taiwan produces a very strong New 
Taiwanese awareness, it can frustrate the ChiCom's belligerent military. In this case, 
shouldn't Taiwan clarify its own status as a nation and get rid ofihe current ambiguity? 
Many people still assert that the ambiguity is for our best advantage. Legislator Li, what 
do you have to say about that? (to the pro-reunification NP delegate) 

4. Li: ChiCom's military threat is not an issue to be handled entirely within Taiwan. It 
is because that they think Independenism is being provoked.... Someone induces that. As 
to the so-called Taiwan Awareness, actually it was the NP who initiated the New 
Taiwanese Movement as we all share the common fate... Many people do acknowledge 
that they are Taiwanese, as the Junior Chiang did. But very few people agree that they 
are not Chinese and without Chinese blood in them. The Mainland will change. See 
what has happened to the U.S.S.R? It would be a great oddity if it doesn't change. Why 
not let both sides compete by wooing their own people, and then appeal to the other side? 
In due time the reunification will be reached... Taiwanese Awareness should be allowed 
to take shape naturally, rather than by intentional instigation or provoking a drastic 
increase. The leaders in particular should not behave as if to provoke the anti-Chinese 
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emotions... If you try Independence... for sure people in the Mainland won't feel 
attracted. 

5. The Host: You said the leader of the nation in particular should not intentionally 
instigate Taiwanese Awareness. You also mentioned to let both sides woo the people 
and let time decide... But Commissioner Wu, do you agree? (to the KMT delegate) 

6. Wu: I don't think that ChiCom's threatening is entirely caused by President Lee. 
May I ask our audience, If the Junior Chiang is still alive today, won't ChiCom try to 
terrify us by force? President Lee certainly has his style, but to blame him for ChiCom's 
military threats is too much simplifying the issue. To attribute such a big complicated 
problem entirely to President Lee is but a campaign trick effective to provoke, but not 
helpful for long-term rational thinking... I agree it is difficult to differentiate between 
Taiwan Awareness, Taiwanianism, Taiwan independence. To be frank, we don't need 
create any slogan today. The NP's advocating for New Taiwanese Awareness is perhaps 
due to its felt need to contrast itself against Independenism.... ChiCom is undergoing an 
internal power struggle. When they try to terrify Taiwan, Taiwan's Independence 
awareness can only be reinforced... This is just a necessity...Therefore I said we need to 
have a pragmatic attitude to Chinese history. The terms themselves do not have any 
meaning by themselves. What is Taiwan Independence? If it is something about fighting 
for our basic rights to existence and future developments, I think we three have nothing 
to dispute about. 

7. The Host: Director Chen, do you think Commissioner Wu's pragmatic Chinese 
Awareness may perhaps create more conflicts at the moment when Taiwanese 
Awareness is being reinforced? 

8. Chen: I feel very sorry that we Taiwanese have to handle so many confusing 
terms... Mr. Wu probably just tried to demarcate the KMT's stance from the DPP's by 
emphasizing what he called a "pragmatic attitude to Chinese history". But what can be 
called pragmatic? Mr. Li mentioned that China will definitely change. We do know that 
they are now encountering some structural difficulties and they are probably trying to 
sort them out. But who in this world can guarantee that they will change? If the regime 
does collapse, will China become more democratic or more authoritative? Let me 
remind you, Russia is very cold and cruel to Chechenians. It won't be pragmatic at all if 
Taiwan gambles its own future on someone else' intangible future... This group of 
people has a common fate to face and now they are conscious ofthat. This is what can 
be called pragmatic. By the way, the NP and its candidates often blame Lee Teng-hui, 
holding him responsible for the cross-Strait conflicts. I think we should blame more on 
others, not on our own kind. 

9. The Host: Mr. Liu, people here feel that it is better to make it loud and clear on this 
reunification/independence issue, and to let everyone hold his/her own banner straight 
and high. They don't feel it is pragmatic to wait for time to solve the problem. What's 
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your opinion?34 

10. Liu: We should get some perspectives and try to see further. Years ago I came here 
and was very disappointed. No one talked about the Tien An Men Square Incident. This 
was very different from Hong Kong. The Taiwanese tend to see only themselves. Even 
France or Germany is more concerned with the Mainland than Taiwan is. This indicates 
a lack in the sense of mission... or of interests, if you could see it a bit further for your 
interests. Taiwan seems to see only her immediate interests... Yet China is an issue you 
cannot escape. Please don't get angry, for I am sorry to say you have only Islanders' 
Awareness. Why not see further? The Mainland can be a very dynamic country.... Being 
a part of China, Taiwan will feel very proud in the future... 

Compared with those in other campaign-related episodes, the above long quote 

is quite a calm debate, nonetheless by sharp tongues35. It was after all, only four days 

before the 1996 Presidential Election. Apparently, the host did not seem to say anything of 

his own. But it is clear that he intentionally highlighted what he deemed the most 

controversial part in what a guest had just said, and tossed it to the other guest who he 

supposed would be the one most allergic to it among all the guests. This is an effort to get 

the debate going with the required heat for a language-laden program especially when the 

topic is more about clashes of ideas and less about clashes of immediate party interests 

(Well, still some links in between in campaign seasons). The differences among the 

represented opinion stances on the issue are appropriated to create conflicts from multi

lateral confrontations such that a theatrical intensity can be produced, maintained, or even 

maximized. Studying closely the five questions he asked, we can find how the host tried to 

appropriate the differences in ways that could bring up conflicts: 

• In N°l, the host said "does not meari\ which sounded more straight and direct than 

Wu's original lengthy speech which focused on the good/bad dichotomy (see the 

paragraph after the 4th quote after Headline 2.2.1 "Calculative Orchestration"). 

• In N°3, the host used "the belligerent military" ( S t J^ IÄI^ÖW^ ) , a very negative 

and strong idiom in Chinese, instead of "hard-liners" ( 'MöÊM) originally used by 

Liu and then referred to by Chen. He also revealed the real argument which laid 

behind and was implied by Chen's more careful rhetoric: "Only when we have strong 

reactions can we frustrate them...", i.e., the need to clarify Taiwan's ambiguous status 

Here there were about four minutes of commercial time. The debate resumed after the commercials. 
35 rrrt 

The quoted excerpt is a conscious choice as this research essay is intended for the international audience. 
The transcription for this episode was done particularly in details. There are plenty of more radical and 
confrontational disputes on 2700. As they tend to be too local by nature, it is more difficult for the 
international audience to make sense of them without detailed and lengthy explanations. 
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with a "very strong Taiwan awareness". In his question to the NP's Li, a here-and-now 

imperative was implied as the suggested actions of "clarifying" and "getting rid of' 

were intended to solve the "current" ambiguity. This was a strong contrast to Chen's 

consciously restrained wording. 

• In N°5, the host simply pinpointed two key points in Li's speech without making a 

substantial rhetorical change. Sufficient conflicts were made obvious by Li's accusing 

"someone" of inducing the big trouble and by Li's "wooing the people" thesis which 

suggested a slow-down approach in contrast to the KMT's allegedly unwise, self-

inflicting, quick-tempered approach he harshly criticized. 

• In N°7, the host was in fact actively giving a hint on something possible but not yet 

obvious or evident, so that the DPP's Chen would confront KMT's Wu accordingly. 

• In N°9 the host uses "people here" (xSISÔ^A) when he actually referred to the 

DPP's Chen. Here the DPP was being universalized to encompass even KMT and NP 

such that the contrast between Liu with the rest of the guests could be reiterated. 

Besides that, "make it loud and clear" ( ^ f ê S f c l ^ I S f i î R ^ ) and "let everyone 

hold his/her own banner straight and high" ( i^MJEfßiM^ ) were his own wording 

by which he tried to make explicit what remained unspecified, at best implicit, in 

Chen's speech. In the next sentence, "They don't feeF was used to echo hence 

reinforce the inclusive nature of "people here ". 

By now it should be clear that 2100's host does make his share of efforts to 

ensure the heat, hence the theatrical intensity, of the debate, while he apparently remains 

detached and disinterested as the traditional anchor. In his intermediation, he takes great 

care to nurture an image of neutrality. For examples, the first names are never used in his 

talk. He addresses every guest equally on a last-name basis. When occasionally the full 

name is mentioned, it is usually coupled with either Mr., Miss., or the official title attached 

to the guest being addressed. He even learns, from callers' feedback, to make sure that the 

seat arrangement or his own facial and vocal expressions do not give any impressions of 

bias (Yang 1997). When the guests get hot, he tries to calm them down, reminding them to 

stick to the principle of "rational" debating. When a guest says something against someone 

absent, he would stop him/her, saying that the person criticized is not around to clarify for 

him/herself. When something a guest just said seems to suggest a lack of evidence, he 

would immediately point it out for the audiences as a remedy36. 

2100 were reportedly often used by its political guests to spread something harmful to their opponents 
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In a sense, this carefully nurtured detached and neutral image equivalent to that 

of an anchor helps heat up the debate. With the neutral image, the host is much freer to 

concentrate simply on the conflicts among the guests rather than on any particular opinion 

stance itself. As we have witnessed from above, the host intermediates in a way that 

ensures that the sharp tongue of the next speaker attacks the previous speakers) so that the 

conflicts among them are fully exposed. This is what Yang (1997: 56), an ex-2100 

crewmember, terms vividly as a tactic of "instigating the dogs to bite one another". The 

theatrical intensity from such exposure of mutual contradictions is coupled with and 

reinforced by the visual presentation of the guests when the facial expressions of the 

speaker and the one s/he is made to confront are juxtaposed on the split screen. Thus, the 

DDP's Director Chen is seen giving a silent sniff when the NP's Li says something she 

does not share, or the NP's Li smiles wryly when the KMT's Wu seems very indignant. 

This visual contrast, being part and parcel of talk on 2100, contributes greatly to what Shen 

Fu-hsiung calls the "fun" from the guests' vocal confrontations. 

"Fun" is certainly not all of what 2100 can offer, neither is it something 

entirely negative for informational programming. Many seemingly weighty, complicated, 

and sensitive issues, a lot of which have been taboo for decades, are handled at the peak of 

public attention- This sheer fact itself is something by all means touching if understood 

against the background of Taiwan television. To the degree that the issues are framed and 

discussed in a way more tangible and digestible for the audience, 2100's rhetorical 

emphases can be seen as contributing to its openness as a talk space. 

3. CONCLUSION 

We have treated 2100 as a "professional construct" and examined how 

professional efforts are pooled to ensure the most desired effects to engage. In Renkema's 

(1993) words, 2100 is a "discursive situation" where current affairs are packed in a way 

more intended to engage than to persuade. In our study of the two specified aspects, i.e. the 

diversity aspect and the rhetoric aspect, we found both breakthroughs and limitations. In 

particular, the recombination nature inevitable of talkshow programming makes it difficult 

for 2100 to pioneer more actively in its issue coverage hence the definition/construction of 

current affairs. The juxtaposition approach of competing opinions, though highly potential 

of postmodern productivity, can lose that particular productivity in the ever hustle and 

particularly in election seasons. Obviously the host learns greatly from his past experiences and becomes 
cautious of being used, which would certainly harm the fair and neutral image he tries hard to nurture. 
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bustle of make-shift talkshow programming. The disinterested neutrality of the host, armed 

and anointed with the rare news authority gained from the new-styled programming, may 

endeavor to orchestrate for more theatrical than communicative purposes. 

We are reminded here of how an alternative music band in Taiwan laments in 

one of its songs: "Taipei, a place where all problems are reduced into topics, and issues 

into juicy gossips". No doubt the topicality of problems and issues is of top concern on 

2100 as it tightly follows the traditional news values. In the daily orchestration for 

theatrical effects to engage, however, 2J 00 may contribute greatly to the reduction of 

problems into topics and issues into gossips, if it is without a strong presence of elite 

guests who have insights to convey beyond the heat of their talk made immediately 

consumable by the host. Given the old faces as "the reliable group of safety air bags" 

(Yang 1997), 2100 is still carefully fumbling for more issue diversity and guest variety. It 

is still hard to predict its future development for the time being. 

For better or for worse, all the professional efforts in hosting and the 

management of guests and issue/topics constitute what lay participants would encounter 

when they care enough to join the debate. How do they actually make use of the 

participatory program and open up the public discourse of current affairs professionally 

define4 and managed for mass consumption? This is what we are going to discuss next. 
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Chapter 9 

2100: All People Talk 

THE TALKSPACE WITH POPULIST APPEAL 

I 'n the high-speed transition of Taiwan society, there are plenty of issues and 

problems, as we have witnessed in the last chapter. 2100 arose in time to 

.catch them all, packaging them one after another in its daily coverage for 

easy consumption. Its major concern is to engage as many as possible for the sake of 

market efficiency. Yet these issues and problems, normally lying obscure in some corners 

of society, do not seem to exist for 2100 until they become news headlines. When they do, 

they are verbalized on screen by celebrities or television personalities who come with 

various purposes, ranging from persuading to expertise sharing and also to sincere 

communicating. Under the orchestration of the host, issues and problems are tackled 

through the talkshow's juxtaposition approach necessarily appropriated with an emphasis 

on somehow dramatized contrasts. In the process, the generally hard issues are "softened" 

for mass comprehension. 

This contrast-oriented juxtaposition approach fully utilizes contrasts between 

conflicting elite opinions, between the elite and the lay, even between the image of a 

public forum and the reality of being a market for commercials. This last is of particular 

interest here, as 2100 is presented quite like a free market of news and views "on sale", 

with products and services advertised in its intermissions for commercials. The contrast 

seems embodied well by the host who plays a double role in his hosting. On his neutral 

chair, he is seen daily wearing a specific brand of shirt, tie, and quite frequently the Larry-

King-style suspending belts (since November 1996). All these are provided by one of the 

main sponsors1. Hence, his explicit image as a neutral host contrasts with his implicit 

function as a mens wear model. This becomes more apparent nearing the end of every 

episode when he stands up and smoothes the tie he wears, whether intentionally or not. In 

the meantime, the screen shows the name of the company who sponsors the garment he 

1 Lee Tao is often called "Taiwan's Larry King", though 2100 differs greatly from Larry King Live in both style 
and nature. This is mainly because that CNN is famous in Taiwan for a handy comparison. In outdoor episodes, 
Lee Tao is often dressed more casual without coat and tie. In studio episodes, he looks far more formal even 
with the suspending belts, but he does dress himself much less conservatively than the traditional anchor. 
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wears. Except that, however, the host hasn't done anything commercially promotional in 

the program, though he would promote 2100 itself and TVBS's other news programs, or 

occasionally some charity activities relevant to the issues under discussion. 

The more intriguing is that the host appropriates quite adeptly the role of 

playing menswear model and the necessity of running commercials in his contrast-centered 

orchestration. Coupled with his rich facial expression and body language, the dazzling 

varieties of shirts, ties, and suspending belts he wears daily do give him a more lively 

image of host/anchor quite different from those more traditional ones in conservative coat 

and tie. Furthermore, appealing to a fast pluralizing society where the sentiments of 

contesting the authorities seem ever increasing, he would sometimes play with his serious 

neutral chair and the serious-looking guests by calling unexpectedly with a light-hearted 

tone for a pause for commercials, when he has just posed a question to a guest who was 

about to reply. Being stuck and stunned in the middle of a heated debate2, the guest 

normally gives an amusing look mingled with embarrassment and understanding. The 

seemingly high-minded elite guests are brought down to endure the mundane necessity of 

running commercials. This is part of the "selling points" of 2100 especially in political 

issues, which show the ordinariness of the power elite in their confrontational debate. 

Something commercially promotional is being incorporated in, in Yang's words (1997: 31), 

the host's "performing art" of "dramatized" hosting. 

Incorporation and appropriation such as the above are but a convenient 

extension of the seemingly endless juxtaposition. Through the emphasis on contrasts, 2100 

juxtaposes a lot of competing elements (if not opposites) for dramatic effects. Contrasts 

between these elements constitute the core, which holds the required communicative/ 

theatrical intensities for a talk program to attract the audiences. In a sense, all the efforts in 

making 2100 a talkspace as fair or transparent as possible to its participants can be seen as 

part of the endeavors to make workable the contrasts-centered juxtaposition which in its 

turn is to make talk on 2100 as engaging as possible. This is, after all, a "serious" business 

of competing in "the market of detachment and disinterest" which hasn't emerged until 

recently on Taiwan television (see Chapter 6). Given all the good implications for 

democracy, as well as the inevitable constraints, in the efforts to boost audience 

participation as wide as possible, the main business is still in packaging a spectacle for as 

big a "chunk" of audience as possible. Therefore talk on 2100 cannot help being 

performative by nature, even if not for commercial or political purposes. 

That it is amusing is particularly obvious in episodes with a live audience, as the audience would burst into 
laughter. 
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Influenced by such a performative nature, the simplicity of 2100' s audience 

participation is inevitably being appropriated for the more complicated purposes of 

attracting an audience. How does this affect lay participants in their supposed 

contributions to opening up the public discourse of current affairs normally defined by the 

elite? This chapter will explore two aspects: firstly, 27 00's strategies for ensuring fair and 

wide participation, secondly, the performance of lay participants under such regulations 

and its implications in terms of open information. 

1. CONSTRAINTS AND CONTROLS 
FOR LAY PARTICIPATION 

Though assigned less significance, lay talk is what seems to authorize the 

program's encompassing title "2700: All People Open Talk" and to serve as the backbone 

of its ritually mentioned slogan "Anything to say? Say it straight!" Without lay talkers, 

2700 wouldn't have enjoyed its quick-built popularity as a political arena where the ruling 

KMT comes to defend while its opponents come to attack. Political heavy weights or even 

top government officials wouldn't have been bothered to show up on the program as a 

gesture of answering "directly" to the public especially when they are personally involved 

in controversy3. Yet lay talkers' contributions, if meaningful at all, need to be 

contextualized in 27 00's designed constraints and controls for lay participation. 

Given a time limit and set schedule, all participatory programs are inevitably 

constrained in the scale and scope of participation. Adding to this is the necessity of 

establishing or maintaining a recognizable style or identity, through certain rules or 

routines designed by the host for the convenience of hosting (Brand and Scannell 1988). 

Thus, there are always elements of preferable choices and arrangements, which definitely 

affect the nature of participation. For 2700, the necessity is partly learned from the 

experiences of radio call-in as many radio hosts were criticized for getting lost and misled 

in the contingencies of the participatory fever by callers (Chen Jao-Ru 1994). 

3 For examples, DPP's heavy weights such as Hsu Hsin-Liang (then President) and Shih Ming-Teh (ex-
President) came to the program respectively on January 29, 1996 and My 4, 1996. In his turn, Lien Tzan (the 
Premier then) came to "face the people" in the midst of confidence crisis on May 12, 1997 (Quite ironical for 
the Three Stations as Lien chose TVBS's 2100 instead any of them). These three heavy weights, in particular 
Lien, were not confronted by their opponents in the program. While Hsu was still contrasted by a neutral 
academic (Hsiao Hsin-Huang), Shih and Lien were interviewed by the host alone. Lien seemed to enjoy more 
privilege than other heavy weights as he didn't come to the studio. Instead, it was the host who came to Lien in 
the Executive Yuan for the interview. Due to this, the host was criticized as allegedly forgetting his neutrality 
and bowing down to political power the following days (see e.g. the Opinion Forum in China Time, May 13, 
1997:11). 
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1.1. The One-Minute Platform Lumped in Sequence 

If compared with, say, the very time-slot blurring Voice of Taiwan (owned by 

Mr. Hsu Rong-chi4), 2100 accommodates a very limited number of lay participants, who 

are allowed very short period of time to speak. Normally there is only one minute, or even 

40 seconds in election campaign seasons, both for on-site and call-in participants5. 

Furthermore, lay talkers are lumped together in a sequence of several individual one-

minute niches and without possibilities for interactive dialogue with anyone. In other 

words, lay talkers' individual voices are "collected" in a way not unlike that practiced in 

other various forms of audience participation on 2100 (e.g., various phone-in surveys that 

immediately produce statistics). Whether callers or on-site participants, lay participants 

normally talk one after the other in a continuous sequence with the host assigning the turns 

in between, reminding the talkers when necessary. After each sequence, which 

accommodates about 5-to-8 persons, the host returns to the elite guests, forwards the 

questions just asked to their respective intended guest, or pinpoints those that request 

clarifications or elaborations, or just summarizes what has been said and poses his own 

questions to the guests. After the guests reply, he then proceeds to for another sequence of 

lay talk. For a normal one-hour-long episode, there are approximately 3-to-5 sequences of 

lay talk, which means about 12-20 lay talkers in all6. 

Despite this, or probably because of this, 2100 seems seldom short of its 

required amounts of lay participants7. Indeed, from the screen we are constantly 

recommended by the host to "witness" how hot the phone lines are. Many callers, when 

finally grabbing a chance to talk, complain that they have tried in vain calling for two or 

three years ever since the program was initiated! The on-screen intensity of enthusiasm on 

the part of audience participants is particularly strong when political issues or big news 

events are topicalized. Intriguingly, lay participants tend to bear with such constraints. 

They tend to make do with what is available. Even though complaints are occasionally 

heard, they bear with the fact that the number of admitted lay participants is too miserably 

small, and the time available for each of them to speak too pathetically limited, while the 

At the time of writing, Voice of Taiwan resumes its on-air service. Mr. Hsu, the once called "Broadcasting 
Robinhood", remains politically active. 

The time limit ranges from the longest three-minute in the beginning episodes to the shortest 30 seconds in 
outdoor episodes. But generally the time length for lay talkers is one-minute. 

See Appendix 4 for the number of lay talkers in each episode from Period A to E. 

Well, not quite. In the beginning when the program was still fumbling for suitable non-political topics, the 
host did several times encounter the embarrassments of slow responses from the callers (Chen Pu 1994). 
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few elite guests enjoy the much bigger chunk8. It seems that the opening-up of television 

for the use of public debate itself is very much appreciated already, especially when 

coupled with an emphasis on neutrality9. Yet outside the program there are quite some 

critiques for 2100's "abuse" of a title that refers to itself as a program of "all people's open 

talk"10. 

Lumping lay talkers together in their individual one-minute niches can be 

deemed an eclectic approach intended to get more substantial discussions from the 

presumably more knowledgeable elite guests on a program supposed to be issue-oriented 

and participatory at the same time. While this may betray a modernist lack of confidence 

on the audiences' ability to elaborate or deliberate, it serves a triple purpose of controlling 

possible contingencies from the audiences. First of all, lay speakers are made aware of the 

apparent fairness of the one-minute audience niches, hence possible grudges of unequal 

treatments can be avoided. Secondly, lay speakers are in fact isolated in their respective 

turn to talk, as it is impossible for them to initiate any dialogue with anyone, be it the host, 

an elite guest, or any other participant. The host is therefore saved much trouble in 

controlling the direction of discussion as wandering astray or uncontrollable interactions 

can be minimized. The guests are also allowed comfortably sufficient time to consider 

further and/or deeper before s/he is "assigned" to answer the lay talkers, as neither direct 

nor immediate interactions with the lay talkers are required. Last but most significant, the 

design makes it convenient for the host to create for lay talkers a collective image of 

representing its audiences, even people, when he signals to have them join the discussion: 

Now let's listen to the audience's diverse voices... (frequently used) 

People suffer from this typhoon disaster... Let them tell us what kind of answers 

The same apology for time limit is expressed differently as well. For the guests, it is often softer and 
accompanied with smile. For lay talkers, it sounds more like a hard formality as the host does not seem to care 
to make it refined and abrupt cut-offs seem too frequent. A few occasions show that the one-minute limit does 
not apply for those who are celebrities or who sounds more knowledgeable about the issue. 

Not unusually, one can hear callers praise the program for the good service it seems to offer for the publics 
before they forward to comment on something. For but a mere example, a woman, apparently middle-aged and 
native Taiwan speaker, called on July 2, 1996: "Thanks to TVBS, we Taiwanese people can face our reality 
and chat together." Basically, those who care to make a call or manage a physical presence express such 
unspoken praise. 

This is especially so when 2100 used the public forum it facilitates to discuss its own controversies. For 
example, on December 10, 1996, the program topicalizes a coverage controversy related with TVBS in the 
ever-intensifying competition of news coverage (see Table E, Appendix 4). The controversy involves a criminal 
suspect who went to TVBS, instead of the police, to claim, and in tears, his own innocence. TVBS treated it as 
a top scoop which became a social uproar. 2700's topic for that controversy is "Should the Media Cover Lao-
san" (nickname of the suspect). The guests for the episodes are two media academics, a columnist, and a 
politician. 
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they demand from the government... (August 7, 1996) 

Let's feel the pressure from our new generation. (May 24, 1996, outdoor episode in 
Tang-Kang University) 

In complement to this collective image of the "sequenced" lay talkers is the position of 

spokesperson granted to the host as he speaks for audience/people, at least part of them, 

when he generalizes expressions from a sequence of lay talkers before he questions his 

guests: 

People put it straight and simple. They do not ask for much. They just want the 
government to let them live safely, their lives and properties secured... (August 7, 
1996) 

Just now we had consecutive audience members who told us that the media 
mislead them. What does "mislead" mean? (December 2,1996) 

Some of our viewers think that the police can only catch the small shrimps 
while unable to touch the big fish... (2nd topic, December 20, 1996) 

Thus, lumping lay talkers together contributes to enhance the host's much 

presumed image of "news authority", which is itself an esoteric mixture of well-nurtured 

neutrality and hospitality. For lay participants, the host's hospitality is expressed mainly 

through a managed simulation of eye contacts, which seem to decrease the drawbacks of 

lacking spontaneous interactions between the host and the lay talkers. During their one-

minute talk time, call-in lay talkers, as well as the rest of viewers, are always shown a 

close-up of the host on the screen who never fails to encourage them with a steady and 

earnest "gaze"11. Obviously, this simulated eye contact, no matter how earnest, cannot 

compensate for the lack of free flow in interactive dialogue between the host, the guests, 

and the lay talkers. 

1.2. Encouraging the Collective Speak-out 

Though the lumped together one-minute niches appear more an intentional 

control design for the convenience of hosting, it has to be understood in the context of 

making the first ever attempt to get informational programming close to the audience, 

opening it up for the supposedly less eloquent, less television-seasoned lay speakers. There 

are inevitably some traces of a modernist lack of confidence in audiences' ability to 

contribute to the required communicative intensity in an issue-oriented debate program. 

According to Yang (1997), the host insists to have a close-up as it would make him appear more close and 
natural to the viewer/talker. This puts much pressure on the cameraman and the program director. 
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The considerable efforts invested in nurturing a neutral image of "news authority" out of 

the host, who lumps lay talkers together with few conversations, echoes very much the 

traditional elitist news programming. Behind this elitist appearance there is an eagerness to 

boost wide participation which is after all inherent in an advertising-financed program. 

The structural constraints are in fact adeptly appropriated to boost a sharing-what's-

available mentality among lay participants. The practice of audience participation on 2100 

is therefore quite characteristic of a make-do simplicity, not unlike the historical practices 

of audience participation in the west (see Chapter 4). 

In the make-do simplicity, 2100"% audience participation becomes something 

quite like a carnivalisque gathering. The time constraints and the segregated niche, above 

all, are designed to meet the needs of a market-based (advertising financed) program in 

building up its image of popularity. With the design, 2100"s audience participation is 

expected to offer the program the much desired heat of participation, i.e., the participatory 

fever. The main point is to make a hit out of unplanned contingencies- this is something 

complementary to the pre-arranged conflicts or contrasts normally expected from a certain 

combination of guests. Thus it is important to get as many talkers as possible who are 

allowed sufficient time to be heard but not long enough to trail into a boring speech. This 

is also reflected by the host who constantly talks to the camera and reminds his audiences 

of the existence of other forms of audience participation (when available), pledging them 

to take a reference from them or, better, take a part in them. In those election campaign 

episodes, the host often brings the audience's attentions to the message on the screen that 

shows a certain form of survey participation in process12. Like all these less significant 

forms of participation, call-in and live participation is anticipated to give quick and instant 

feedback which together would generate a wide spectrum of lay voices. 

Consider the various surveys on 2100 for which the host constantly urges the 

home audiences to actively participate. Designed to boost the heat of participation, i.e., to 

engage the audience from the comforts of their private home, these minor forms of 

audience participation require some simplification techniques. The questions posed and 

the available options are necessarily simplified and clear-cut, otherwise wide participation 

would be difficult. In this light, shorter talk time and minimal interactions are but similar 

efforts to make it simpler for audiences to participate as far as the popularity image of 

2100 is needed. Therefore, the design of one-minute sequenced lay niches echoes: the use 

12 

For examples, during the 1996 Presidential Election campaign, a phone-in automatic survey device was set 
up with 1,000 lines (so it was claimed in the program) under a representative phone number available for the 
audiences. The host announced a question relevant to the day's topic in the beginning of the episode and asked 
the audiences to choose from the 3-4 options. During the discussion time, the ever-increasing statistics that 
represented the input from the audiences were shown on the screen. 
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of topics that tend to frame the issues in question form with either/or options; the use of 

clear-cut contrasts between conflicting opinions offered by elite guests; the use of much 

simplified questions in telephone surveys with the three to four options intentionally made 

easy to respond. In other words, the two major forms of participation, i.e., call-in and live 

participation, are designed as part of the whole mechanism intended to engage as much 

audience as possible when efforts are being made to bring informational programming, or 

rather, television, close to lay people. Their significance is more in the creation of an 

atmosphere of collective speak-out, rather than talk of lay individuals. 

Interestingly, in such collective speak-out lay participants do not seem to 

question the lack of spontaneous interaction made available for them, though the time 

constraint often arouses protests. They tend to appropriate well the time constraint and the 

sequenced and niched one-minute. Without the burden of spontaneous interactions, 

preparation in advance becomes possible for them, enabling them to work on overcoming 

their "stage fright"13 or make better use of the rare opportunity for talking on television. 

This is something quite characteristic of 2100 as a live and unscripted talkshow: Every 

participant, lay or expert, is allowed a "niche" on "stage" as "undisturbed" as possible by 

the perhaps pressing requirements of spontaneous interactions on television such that 

concentration on one's own expressions/arguments can be maximized. For lay talkers, the 

niche is perhaps small but free from disturbance as long as the rules of the game (see 

below in Section 1.3.) are observed. 

1.3. Controls for Securing Fair Entries 

To boost participation on its issue-oriented programming, 2100 creates its one-

minute lay niche in which talkers are free to criticize, to advocate, to disagree, to doubt, to 

defend, to do whatever possible by talking, as long as some basic rules of the game are 

well observed. They are: sticking to the topic, no dirty words, and no verbal mayhem 

against anyone. The rules are simple but strict in implementation. Offenders are 

immediately cut off from the phone line or the microphone before his/her one-minute is 

exhausted. These rules are far more difficult to implement on elite guests when necessary, 

as each guest has their own pinned-up microphone14. With these rules as the basis, 2100 

13 In outdoor episodes, some lay talkers manage to speak with a note in hand. Among those callers, quite a few 
seem well prepared with perfect articulacy as if reading from what has been written beforehand. 
14 In the episode of October 26, 1996, which highlights the black society and election, the KMT delegate and 
the NP delegate get too hot in their dispute that they "transgress" the host's intermission zone and start 
smearing each other with dirty libels. This is in fact quite a common scene in election campaign episodes and 
those dealing with political issues. 
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tries to build up its credibility as a public forum for "all people", which is inherently 

imperative for an advertising-financed informational program for the sheer sake of its 

thirst for popularity. The tricky part is that the kind of credibility desired has been 

something unheard of or untried in Taiwan broadcasting history before 2100' s emergence. 

Therefore 2700 could only learn by doing. 

To build up credibility as a public forum, the main business for 2100 was to 

assure those keen participants that all lay talkers, who are more or less supposed to reflect 

the publics, are admitted to the platform with an equal and fair chance. This is a serious 

business, and no easy job, as it deals mainly with political issues and covers election 

campaigns at a time when competitive politics is taking shape. In the beginning 2700 had 

only a self-assembled switchboard with four separate hotlines as its call-in system. 

Gradually it evolved into a more refined system with ten hotlines under a representative 

phone number as seen in 1995 election episodes. Then the system changed again in 1996 

with six separate hotlines when the Presidential Election campaign was increasingly 

heated up. In 1997 the hotline system returned to the representative number again up till 

the time of this writing. Above all, this variation in the hotline system is mainly an effort 

of trial-and-error that has something to do with the necessity to maintain balance between 

the program's thirst for participatory intensity (the heat) and the prerequisite neutral image 

for the public forum it tries to facilitate. 

According to Yang (1997), who exposes with frank critiques the behind-the-

scene production of 2700 when he worked as a crewmember, the program has never tried 

any caller screen techniques except the cut-off by the host. This is acknowledged by Lee 

Tao himself (Chen Pu 1994), who doesn't agree with the idea of delay or screen 

mechanism as he prefers random call-entries. The cancellation of the representative phone 

number in the hotline system in 1996 was essentially a response to the ever increasing and 

intensifying suspicions of 27 00's alleged political bias. In the beginning year it was 

criticized as pro-DDP, then in 1995 it appeared more pro-NP, but nearing the end of 1995 

it was harshly criticized as pro-KMT instead, all depending on the party preference or 

political stance apparently expressed by the majority of its lay voices. The truth is that in 

trying to facilitate a public forum through a neutral and contrast-oriented approach, 2700 

has unexpectedly become the greatest ever extra-parliamentary arena for the three parties. 

"Caller-troops" from their respective supporters were allegedly organized to "raid" 2700 

with an intention to create the supposed "public opinion" and crowd away 

opponents' voices. While the other two oppositions were desperately seeking media 

exposure, the ruling KMT, who controlled the Three Stations, was much slower to 

appreciate the potentials of participatory programming until the considerable loss in the 
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1994 and 1995 elections made it feel much threatened for the 1996 Presidential Election. 

As it allegedly started to follow suits, competitions among the three parties were 

intensified15. 

Rumors about caller-troops are reflected also by on-site lay speakers in some 

outdoor episodes who claim that authentic lay voices are available only from the live 

audience. For example, in the episode of March 14, 1996 aired from the Pescadores (off

shore islets nearest to China's missile maneuvering area), a man says that 2100 should do 

more outdoor episodes to avoid caller-troops. In reply, the host says it is unfair to call-in 

audience if labeling them as "caller-troops". Yet external manipulations seemed to pollute 

live audience participation as well when 2100 had its outdoor episodes aired from large 

and small townships around the country. In several occasions, the live audience nearly 

became a mob off the camera when it was rumored that some party supporters bought the 

turns to talk from those who had earned their turns from open balloting. To make the turn-

taking as transparent as possible, outdoor episodes in politically sensitive periods involved 

local people heavily in the operation of both call-in hotlines and the balloting for live turn-

takers (Yang 1997). For the studio call-in, though it was not entirely possible to prevent 

external manipulations, efforts to ensure call-in entries as random as possible were made 

as the representative phone number for the hotline system was found to be too easily 

manipulated with the help of certain automatic dialing computer software16. While 

separate hotlines can better secure the randomness of call entries, they are left unused 

again since early 1997 when the atmosphere was less politically sensitive with more social 

and cultural issues introduced. To make sure that caller entries are random, each guest now 

(October 1997) alternates to choose five random numbers (1-10) from callers currently in 

queue. 

In this section, we have seen how the nature of 2100's audience participation is 

defined by the arrangements and regulations on the part of the organization. In the design 

of the sequenced one-minute niche and the efforts to ensure fair entries, it does avoid the 

eventual homogenization of lay participants commonly found on radio call-in, even though 

the efforts to screen away "caller-troops" in order to maintain the authenticity of lay voices 

are still an on-going process. Yet will the design ensure a mechanism for lay participants to 

According to Yang (ibid), Lee Tao felt it strange that callers of similar party preference tended to 
concentrate on certain time period for campaign related issues. He tried to figure it out by dedicating an 
episode to this phenomenon: Can Call-in Programs Attract Call-in Troops? Expectedly, delegates of the three 
parties all declared their innocence. 

I personally own a multifunctional communication software which, according to its manual, includes a 
function claimed to be designed specifically for automatically repeating the call to preferred call-in programs. 
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contribute to opening up the public discourse on 2100, making the practice of audience 

participation something beyond what is merely appropriated by the market? Below let's 

turn to the voices and noises of lay participants. 

2. PUBLIC OPINION OR PUBLIC MOOD? 

The ambition of 2100 to be a forum for a collective "speak-out" on public 

affairs is made more salient in its two oversea episodes aired respectively on October 8, 

1995 from New York and October 26, 1997 from Los Angeles17. These two episodes were 

doubtless a giant breakthrough in Taiwan television history as they marked unprecedented 

efforts to involve Chinese/Taiwanese across continents in talking about cross-Strait 

problems. The three-hour New York episode topicalized China's missile maneuvering and 

Taiwan's Presidential Election. The two-hour Los Angeles episode, which coincided the 

visit of China's President Jiang Tzeh-ming to Washington, highlighted the ambivalent 

bilateral relationship between China and Taiwan with political tensions and ever 

increasing economic and cultural contacts. The two episodes had the usual trichotomy of 

politician guests and a live audience, plus call-in, BBS and internet-chat audiences from 

the US, Taiwan, and South Asia. Among the callers quite a few identified themselves as 

from China, who spoke with their variously accented Mandarin (e.g. Cantonese, and 

typical Beijing or Shanghai tone). The seemingly heated exchange on the BBS (the New 

York episode) and Internet chat (the Los Angeles episode), shown at the bottom of the 

screen, was proceeded in both English and Mandarin. It is indeed a touching scene to see 

how Chinese/Taiwanese people from various places were joined by a program and the 

hard-core problems caused by past history and present differences were being talked about 

with straight frankness. 

By all means this is a laudable ambition to facilitate a public forum involving 

such a wide scale in participation. Reminded of the collective and camivalesque nature of 

lay "speak-out", however, we have to examine how lay talkers actually contribute to 

2/00's openness as a talkspace. 

2.1. Echoing the Elite Discourse 

Identified only with a surname and the residence area (e.g., Mr. Wu from 

17 By far, 2100 has three oversea episodes in all. The third one was aired from Hong Kong on September 6, 
1997, highlighting the operation of horse race without a live audience (see Table 6, Appendix 4). 
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Taipei, Miss Liu from Kaohsiung), callers join 2100cs talkspace in near anonymity. Live 

participants also share a similar anonymity as they are only recognized as either Mr. or Ms. 

They are free to choose or, theoretically, not to choose sides, as it is supposed to be 

ensured by the host's most claimed principle of neutrality. The freedom is furthermore 

secured by anonymity, which is very prone to invite irresponsible or manipulative talks. 

While the host is alert and careful enough to neutralize irresponsible talks by adding extra 

remarks such as "Please don't mention it if without evidence" or "Speculations can be 

dangerous", it is more difficult to prevent manipulative talks especially when politics is 

concerned. 

That is why the existence of the so called "caller-troops" during election 

campaigns are so much believed, so much disclaimed, yet so much difficult to prove. For 

live episodes, it is perhaps difficult to create "speaker troops" in the live audience, as the 

transparent operation of audience participation needs to be ensured when the debate is 

proceeded in some kind of "balance of terror"(Hwang 1995b: 24) by competing camps 

who have immediate political interests to fight for. A live audience, however, is prone to 

be homogeneous in opinion due to geographical/political reasons. This is reflected in those 

episodes aired from off-center towns such as Nan-Tou (hometown of the NP-supported 

President candidate), or Chia-Yee (one of DPP's town-bastions), San-Chih (hometown of 

KMT's elected President candidate)18. In those big cities (e.g. Taipei) where political 

competitions are habitually intense, the demographic homogeneity tends to be replaced by 

on-site segmentation corresponding to the neat trichotomy of the elite guests. The three 

parties allegedly competed in organizing their own "applause troops"(Hwang 1995b: 24)19. 

However, the upper wind in front of the live audience does not guarantee the upper wind 

on screen, as it is contested and balanced by callers from other regions20. 

Whether irresponsible or manipulative talks, whether by means of caller-troops, 

live-speaker-troops, or applause-troops, they are not only induced by but also echo to 

2100's contrast-oriented juxtaposition of conflicting opinions. 2100's stereotyped 

recognition of the established opinion stances on political issues are justified and 

18 

For Nan-Tou, see e.g. the episode of November 20, 1995, Chia-Yee, e.g. the episodes of October 30, 1995 
and January 3, 1997, San-Chih, e.g. the episode of June 21 1996. (See Appendix 4) 
19 

United Daily, which co-organized 2100: All People Open Talk about Election with TVBS from late October 
1995 till late March 1996, reported the various debate scenes daily. See also Yang (ibid) 
20 

For example, June 21, 1996, 2700 aired from President Lee Teng-Hui's home village in San Chih, inviting 
the villagers to "grade" Lee one month after his inauguration. Predictably, Lee was hailed and defended by the 
live audience, but this was balanced out by callers who criticized the villagers' bias. 
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strengthened. The practice of audience participation, which is supposed to test the validity 

of elite views, is appropriated to manufacture an appearance of public opinion on screen 

for campaign purposes. Due to this problem, the rest of the lay talkers who express their 

supports or condemnation, either implicitly or explicitly, are also entangled in political 

competitions, although unconsciously and unwillingly. As it is difficult to tell the 

differences between authentic lay talkers and disguised lay talkers, their potential 

contributions to the political discourse with their life experiences are necessarily 

undermined. In fact, alternative voices are but a few while side-taking lay voices tend to 

prevail in political intensive time-periods. 

For a glimpse of this phenomenon, we study the lay voices21 available in 

political episodes of 2100, from Period A up to Period E22, by classifying them into the 

side-taking group and the non-partial group. The results are displayed below: 

Table 9:1 Lay Talkers' Participation 
On 2100's Political Episodes 

Election Time Normal time Total (voices) 
Period A Period B PeriodC Period D Period E 1 Count % 

Side-taking 193 296 419 11 50 969 84.9% 

Non-partial 63 ^_ 48 58 2 2 173 15.1% 

Total (voices) 256 344 477 13 52 1142 100% 

As we can see in Table 9:1, among the total of 1142 lay voices, there are 173 that did not 

take a side. Those who took sides account for 84.9% of lay voices while those who 

remained non-partial account for 15.1%. However, being non-partial does not necessarily 

mean being able to open up the elite discourse. Therefore we search among these 173 non-

partial voices for those that somehow allowed such possibility in their talk. We specify 

three groups among these non-partial lay voices: a. those who questioned/contested the 

debate of the guests; b. those who questioned/contested the host/the program; c. the rest of 

non-partial lay voices23. The results are displayed in Table 9:2 below. We can see that a 

great majority (79.8%) of non-partial lay voices questioned/contested the elite debate. In 

21 Due to rumors about "caller troops", we have to be aware of the possible existence of repeated lay talkers. 
Therefore lay participants are counted as lay voices, as it is technically impossible to filter repeated callers, if 
any. 

22 The videotape of Friday June 28, 1996, an outdoor episode, became blurred after eight lay speakers finished 
their talk. 
23 Those who both question the debate and the host/program are counted as either group, depending on the 
main messages of the comment. Those who seem to offer new perspectives, whether from their experiences or 
expertise, are counted as the first group, as we consider them to be questioning the elite debate more implicitly. 
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strong contrast, only a small minority would question/contest the host or the program. 

Table 9:2 Non-Partial Lay Talkers'Participation 
On 2100 's Political Episodes 

Election Time Normal time Total (voices) 
Period A Period B PeriodC Period D Period E Count % 

Questioning the elite debate 49 42 43 2 2 138 79.8% 
Questioning the host/program 3 5 1 0 0 J 9 5.2% 

Others 11 1 14 0 0 j 26 15% 
Total (voices) 63 48 58 2 2 | 173 100% 

Looking more closely into the messages of those who questioned/contested the 

elite debate, something quite intriguing is found: Most of them tended to either caution 

against side-takings or demanded a consensus from the guests24. This is shown in Table 9:3 

below: 

Table 9:3 Non-partial Lay Talkers Who 
Appeal for Consensus on 2100 

Election Time Normal time Total (voices) 
Period A Period B PeriodC Period D Period E Counts % 

Appealing for consensus 39 37 27 1 z i 106 76.8% 
Others 10 5 16 1 0 32 23.2% 

Total (voices) 
49 42 43 2 ? 1 

138 100% Total (voices) f\1 
7 1 *+J - ! 138 100% 

Among the 138 voices who questioned the elite debate, there are 106 voices (76.8%) who 

appealed for consensus. Comparing election time with normal time, we can see that lay 

voices in election time are more likely to appeal for consensus than in normal time. 

Among the 91 lay voices who questioned the elite debate in election time, there are 76 

(derived from 39+37) who demanded consensus, accounting for 83.5% of those who 

questioned the elite debate. In contrast, among the 45 who questioned the elite debate in 

normal time, there are 30 (derived from 27+1+2) who demanded for consensus, accounting 

for 66.7%. Consensus seems to be treasured by most of people particularly in election time. 

This is quite understandable, in fact. It was after all a sensitive time as Taiwan was under 

the threat of China's missile maneuvers! Yet if it were not for the missile threat, there 

would be much fewer non-partial callers among whom a great majority voiced for 

consensus. 

24 The messages vary in wording, explicitly or implicitly. While some caution against side-takings, others 
appeal for consensus, still others simply express their anxiety of the blunt "quarrels" or their feeling 
bored/disgusted by the seemingly never-ending disputes among the guests. 
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Though irresponsible and manipulative talkers are active mainly in campaign 

seasons, 2100's trichotomized elite discourse on political issues continue to encourage 

side-taking lay voices when the campaign is over and no immediate political interests need 

be defended. Taking the long six weeks of Period C25 as an example, we can see among the 

480 lay talkers in the whole period, there are only 43 who express something beyond 

taking sides and contest the elite discourse, as already shown above in Table 9:2. 

In a sense, this is inherent and inevitable due to two reasons. The first is the 

constraints in participation itself. While the host keeps on boosting lay participation, it 

takes great patience and persistence on the part of callers as they have to either queue in 

line or even being suspended until commercials are over. Only those who are politically 

active with clear preferences would bother to bear the frustrations in trying to make a call. 

The second is related with 2100's tactics in its appealing for wide participation through 

much simplified and generalized topics. Just like in campaign times, lay voices are 

introduced to say yes or no, to judge right or wrong, to agree or disagree, on issues that 

seem deadly serious yet difficult to go specific as usual26. Though theoretically they are 

free to choose or not to choose sides, the majority of lay talkers tend to manage a due 

response as hinted by the topics or pushed by the host before being cut off the line. When 

the host turns to the guests again, their voices are easily and naturally incorporated in the 

habitual defend-and-attack argumentation of the elite guests. 

2.2. Contesting the Elite Discourse 

Among those who transcended the side-taking implied by the topics and elite 

guests in the political episodes, most lay talkers who urged for consensus (in election time) 

expressed their doubts of the usefulness or adequacy of the elite debate or a mistrust of the 

elite. This is exemplified below respectively by a male mandarin speaker (June 26, 1996) 

and a male Taiwan dialect speaker (May 27, 1996). The both sounded like middle-aged: 

This is my first call... You have shown too many disputes, too much personal 
preference, too much individualism, and too much tacit cooperation for political 
interests. I hope all of you can sit down and talk more calmly. Please don't be so 
impulsive. By what you are doing now, you are demonstrating to us. 

All your talk about the nuclear power plant is just like Lee Teng-Hui's guarantee 

25 Period C, as we have mentioned, is nearly occupied by political issues with the usual balanced presentation 
of three parties. The videotape of Friday June 28, an outdoor episode with a live audience, becomes blurred 
after eight lay speakers finish their talk. 

26 Questions such as whether oppositions are trying to reform or create turmoil (many episodes in June 1996) 
or whether the General Assembly should be abolished (July 24, 1996). 

207 



Chapter 9 2100: The Populist Dimension 

to the Farmers' Associations. He said all staffs in the associations are experts. If 
the plant explodes, it would be just like how the associations27 collapsed. Aren't 
you all experts? Experts' in the Associations cannot even return us our own 
money when we want to withdraw it. All experts simply flee away when troubles 
come28 

By comparison, there are much fewer who directly questioned 2/0tf's hosting style, choice 

of issues, or formulation of topics29 (see Table 9:2). Intriguingly, the five persons in Period 

B all belonged to the same live audience of university students in the episode dated March 

7, 1996, the eve before China launched yet another wave of missile threat (March 8-15). 

The more impressive are two boys' responses to a question by the host: "If today we were 

to be left no other choice, whoever is willing to fight for our home country please raise 

their hands!" Seeing a great majority of students, boys and even girls, raising their hands 

unhesitatingly, the host praised the students for being courageous and patriotic. The first 

boy was then heard shouting something off the camera and then shown about to leave the 

audience. Called back by the host and asked for why, he then confronted the host 

indignantly: 

Lee Tao, the way you questioned the audience was very instigative. It was a big 
trap. You were but heating up the audience' emotions. Why didn't you ask: 
"Whoever don't like to fight please raise their hands"? 

The second boy who stood up much later expressed a similar indignation: 

Lee Tao, I have objections to your hosting style. Raising hands is not an 
adequate method for voting. Furthermore, the questions you ask tend to be in 
simple dichotomies. This is very improper!... 

At that the host could only reply that he harbored no intention which couldn't be known to 

anyone. The intriguing part here is that the first boy might have simply given a 

meaningless shout and left without making his voice heard, were he not pushed by the 

camera. Without his protest, the second boy might not have been inspired to express his 

objections. The "spiral-of-silence" effects (Nolle-Neumann, 1974, quoted in McQuail 

1994) are at work in public debate. When a contrast-oriented juxtaposition approach 

encourages side-taking confrontations, those who are previously hesitant to do so will 

27 

The Farmers' Associations provides banking service for farmers and peasants. A series of bank-run scandals 
broke out in several associations in June 1996, causing a lot of troubles to the agrarian population. 
28 

Though intending to express his mistrust of the elite, this caller was lumped together with other side-taking 
callers by the host and the elite guests in their reply. 
29 

Critiques of the shortage of time for lay talkers are frequent. In other political episodes not included in the 
sample above, there were also quite some who questioned the host's fairness but mainly for expressing their 
strong party preferences. They are counted as side-taking in our analysis. 
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either tend to keep silent or be allured to take side as well. In this light, 2100 may be 

deemed to be thriving on political sensationalism. 

The only lay talker categorized as questioning the host/program in normal time 

(Period C-E) is a middle-aged man who spoke in vernacular Taiwan dialect on an episode 

about "freezing Taiwan Province": 

You guys {the host and the guests) are those pen-users who don't know the 
hardship of life! This topic is meant to bully all Taiwanese! We struggle so hard 
everyday to earn a living, but you pen-users don't even know how to calculate. 
The farmers' Associations are poor to death without a penny, yet you keep on 
talking about this useless topic... (June 4,1996) 

This comment, which lumped the host together with the guests and dismisses their debate 

entirely by contrasting it with personal experiences, did not arouse any response from the 

host or the elite guests. 

2.3. Enriching the Elite Discourse 

The elite discourse is more enriched by lay talkers in social episodes when the 

topics are concerned with everyday livelihood or social order, making sharing of life 

experiences more possible. Lay talkers voluntarily offer their identities such as professions 

and living places, as exemplified by the typhoon episodes in August 1996 and the social-

order episodes in November and December 1996. As a result, more authenticity of 

life/reality is pooled to the discussion, making the program quite a center of a 

community/neighborhood. In those episodes with mixed elite guests, i.e. politicians sitting 

together with civil group leaders, academic experts, or professionals as elite guests, lay 

talkers' side-taking becomes a simple gesture of agreeing or disagreeing with individual 

guests. This makes side-taking much less tense or confrontational in nature. Although 

contrasts of differences are there, the elite guests' energy of talking tends to be spent more 

on the exchange of ideas and expertise and less than in heated disputes. As a result, lay 

talkers become more like neighbors who pop in by calls to the studio for a chat or for some 

emotional relief30. Even though the neat three-party trichotomy remains and side-taking is 

still implicitly encouraged, as in the Typhoon episodes, lay talkers have much more 

substances to speak from their own experience than merely echoing opinion stances 

30 Social issues are mainly discussed in studio. In my collection there are only two outdoor episodes dated 
August 2, 1996 (Taipei) and November 29, 1996 (Tao-Yuan). Both have their political implications. One is 
about the typhoon disaster while the other about a shocking crime of nine casualties, including the County 
Magistrate of Tao-Yuan. 
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available from the elite guests. In the six typhoon-related episodes in August 199631, which 

highlight holding someone responsible for the disaster with sixty casualties, there are a 

total of 81 lay talkers. Among them there are 42 who emphasized what they had actually 

experienced instead of side-takings. In sharing experiences, grudges were expressed, 

appeals were made, and the elite guests, too busy attacking and defending, were dismissed 

as below: 

Always kicking the ball and always blaming on others! You seem to be showing 
us again and again why Taiwan is always defeated. Really sad for Taiwanese 
with you guys there... (middle-aged man, dialect speaker, August 8, 1996) 

At this moment you shouldn't kick the ball... You men in suits and ties do not 
know how disastrous it is {referring to typhoon).... Mr. Lee Tao, your program 
should discuss how to rescue, how to get those high-ranking officers to move 
rather than to talk' ... (middle-aged man, mandarin speaker, August 7, 1996) 

Such critical comments on the elite debate and the host/program are poignantly 

echoed in those social-order episodes. Women as easy targets of crime and violence, for 

example, were the main issue for December 3-6, 1996, triggered by the tragic death of a 

woman celebrity (a DDP cadre) for which taxi-drivers were allegedly responsible. On 

December 3 the elite discussion circled around women as minority in society, which did 

attract quite a few emotional responses from female callers. Through their experience 

sharing, it was made appallingly known that in fact, numerous women suffered in various 

corners of the society. Later on this led to several calls which condemned the apathy in 

society towards ordinary people's suffering. The fact that the program talked about it after 

some celebrities died was deemed as either symptomatic of the apathy or contributing to 

social snobbishness. The repeated airing of a violent crime scene on December 6, coupled 

with a sensational topic, "For How Long Will Taiwan Continue to Decay?", was protested 

by some callers as irresponsible. Yet another female caller protested not only about this, 

but also about one of the commercials running during the intermissions: 

Just now at 9:30 I saw something painfully incredible on your TVBS channel. A 
Hong-Kong film titled "Lusting Techniques for Success" was running its 
advertisement with those disgusting porno stuff. How could you ever allow such 
commercials at a time when everyone is so upset?33 

These critical callers are perhaps sporadic. That they do exist, however, indicates certain 

There are 6 episodes in all from August 1 till 9.1 didn't have the Friday outdoor episode. 
32 

This lay talker were counted as one of the two who question the elite debate, rather than the host/program, 
as he was actually dismissing the debate itself. 
33 

At that the host responded with apology: "We will certainly improve that in the future". 
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openness on 2100's public discourse for lay talkers. Through them, audiences are 

reminded of the constraints in the conventional news values which 2100 shares and 

follows. Its enthusiastic efforts in boosting participation have to be juxtaposed with its 

mundane dependence on advertising revenue. 

As we see above, it is possible that lay talkers can contest the elite discourse 

with critiques or enrich it with life experiences, though echoing what is made available by 

the elite guests is far more salient. Lumped together in their separate one-minute niche 

with little freedom of spontaneous interactions, lay talkers have no time to elaborate or 

opinionate but to speak out or shout out nearly collectively. The design of the one-minute 

lay niche can therefore be deemed as essentially for catching or fathoming the public mood, 

rather than the public opinion, just like its other forms of lay participation. The program 

scheme itself presupposes a cognition on the part of the broadcasters that opinions are to 

be expected mainly from the elite guests and marginally, if any, from lay participants. In 

this light, the program' title, 2100: All People Open Talk, reflects only 2100's ambition for 

wide participation, not real all-people opinionating. 

3. CONCLUSION 

With a line of Chinese caption on screen that states "the above opinions do not 

represent the stance of this station" at the end of each episode as a sort of disclaimer, 2100 

thrives on conflicts and contrasts by design and adeptly evades the burdens of censorship 

or self-censorship. Being the first-ever participatory program on current affairs, it certainly 

deserves quite some credit for opening up the public discourse previously occupied by the 

elite. With its presence on prime time every weekday, it marks a milestone in Taiwan 

television to facilitate both the extra-parliamentary town-meeting and neighborhood 

chatroom. Its constraints for openness, however, comes from its ambition for wide 

participation with much limited time, its abiding by the conventional news values, its lack 

of guest diversity and interactions for both the elite guests and the lay talkers. While it 

invites audience members as individual persons/citizens to the public discourse, it 

inevitably shares the television industry's convention of depersonalizing them by lumping 

them together for a collective speak-out rather than interactive dialogue. We are reminded 

here of Ang (1996) when she says that the industrial imperative will tend to purge the 

unpredictable, the capricious, and the erratic that characterizes the untidy social world of 

actual audience members, for the sake of market efficiency. 

In making do of the available chances with strict constraints, lay participants 

tend to take sides on political issues, being encouraged by the contrast-oriented 
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juxtaposition of conflicting opinions. As the political discourse tends to be filled with 

confrontation and tension, it becomes difficult for competing parties to communicate or 

dialogue. Facing impending external threats (e.g., China's missile maneuvering), voices 

that appeal for consensus tend to be immersed by the noises of political confrontations. 

Individual lay talkers that participate in the public discourse remain hidden in anonymity 

without contributing their share of authentic life/reality. On social issues that realize 

neighborly talk on television, exchange among the elite guests is more possible when 

political confrontation is not the main fare. More authenticity of life/reality from lay 

participants is contributed to the public discourse as individual lay talkers are more able to 

share their experiences, express emotional outbursts or critical comments. As 2100 follows 

conventional news values as traditional news programming, such contributions are 

necessarily limited. 

At the peak time of the call-in mania in 1995, call-in was compared to a free-

of-charge psychological massage (Chang 1995: 7) or a pack of chewing gum (Chen 1995: 

734) that presumably helps soothe the inner fury felt by an ordinary person helplessly 

overshadowed by the ever present, ever intensifying influences of politics and the market 

in a modern world. Allowing only a well-controlled one-minute narrow niche, 2100 does 

have certain openness for lay participation. The scale of openness, however, may serve as a 

safety valve not unlike the ancient carnival festivals or the chewing gum that claims to 

dissipate whatever inner fury one may happen to have. A more positive comment, however, 

is made by the frequent guest star, DDP's Shen Fu-Hsiung, on an episode dated May 20, 

1996, aimed to interpret the Inauguration Speech by the then newly elected President Lee 

Teng-Hui: 

We should ask those Chinese Communist leaders to watch this program. We 
should let them witness how our people gather here and criticize our new 
President on his very inauguration day... If they cannot tolerate even this, what's 
the use trying to talk with them? 

Obviously, the value of 2100 as a talkspace open for ordinary people is better grasped 

when contextualized historically. 

A specific brand of chewing gum has a very famous series of TV commercials in Taiwan that presents itself 
as capable of offering an easy outlet for whatever fury one happens to harbor in the modern world of alienation. 
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Chapter 10 

2100. All People Open Talk 
THE VIEWERS 

AND THEIR VIEWING HABITS 

I "n the last chapter, we mentioned 2100'% propensity to boost lay 

participation as wide as possible— even to the degree of engaging its 

.Taiwanese/Chinese audiences across oceans and continents1. Lay 

talkers are admitted just for a speak-out, not for any interactive dialogue. Though much 

more sophisticated than giving a mere "knee-jerk response" to various poll statistics 

(London 1994), the diverse voices from lay individuals are still packed as a collective lay 

talk in contrast to the more elaborate, individual-based elite talk. Viewed in this light, 

2100 still shares the traditional tendency of the broadcasting industry to massify audiences 

even when it requires and invites lay individuals to participate in its production. As we 

have mentioned, this may reflect a modernist caution about lay talkers' incapacity to 

generate solid talk on what seems high-minded public affairs. Yet it is also indicative of 

the double imperative of the broadcasting industry to control and to cater to audiences as a 

collective. While boosting for a wide participation, the claimed "rational and open" forum 

that seems to engage audiences "personally" or "individually" is in fact operating under 

the pressure of the imperative to get as big a "chunk" of audience as possible. 

That is why talk on 2100 seems quite amazingly hot on the screen for anyone 

who, like myself in the beginning of my research, views 2100 abroad through a huge video 

collection across distance and time. There seems never a scarcity of hot news, issues, and 

competing views, never a shortage of the required number of elite and lay participants. 

Seeing how nervous stutters mixed with glib eloquence in the great constellation of various 

voices, one would have an impression of Taiwan people as concerned and active citizens, 

rather than merely segregated and passive consumers hidden in voyeuristic privacy. 

Whether it is the participatory fever in campaign periods, or continuous tri-party 

confrontation on political issues, or the more neighborly exchange and sharing on social 

1 After the Los Angeles episode on October 26 1997, the host was reported to plan yet another oversea 
episode to be aired from South East Asia. See the news story in China Time, November 6, 1997. 
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issues, 2100 arouses some hope, however debatable, not only for the possibility of 

journalistic neutrality and fairness of Taiwan television, but also for the feasibility of 

boosting participation on public affairs through the popular medium. When pondering the 

feasibility, however, one cannot but ask whether the apparent participation zeal on screen 

is but a media event, or if it really reflects the authentic concerns and interests of ordinary 

people. 

This reminds us of the far greater majority of those who, for whatever reasons, 

have never had their voice heard on 2100. They might be simply unreached and 

uninterested, or interested but would rather remain spectators, due to 2100' s own 

constraints and/or out of their personal choice. Whatever the case, they should not be 

ignored. Without taking them into consideration, it would be very easy to get lost in the 

apparent heat of the talk and the apparent participatory zeal 2700 manages to maintain on 

screen through its performative contrasts. We might then lose sight of the possible rapture 

between what is represented by 2700 as a media piece and what really concerns/interests 

ordinary people in their life/reality. Seen as a significant step in taking Taiwan television 

closer to the people through participatory programming, 2700 as a journalistic practice, 

should not be examined just by itself with all its intensities and heat to attract. Rather, it 

should be returned to the life/reality of ordinary people where contingencies necessarily 

counterbalance its on-screen intensities and heat. 

This chapter, together with the next one, is intended as the necessary dual-

pronged effort to examine 2700 at the receiving end where concerns and interests of 

viewers lie. The focus here is on the first "prong", dealing with the more elementary 

information about viewers and their viewing habits. This will have to start from checking 

the acceptability of participatory current-affairs talkshows among the 633 respondents in 

our telephone survey against the multichannel background of a variety of television fare. 

We will then forward to the demographic features of the 342 respondents who have 

actually viewed 2700. Thirdly we will probe these 342 viewers' viewing habits, in terms of 

frequencies for normal fare and campaign fare, together with their perceptions of the 

nature of 2700, i.e., as informational or entertaining. 

1. PARTICIPATORY CURRENT-AFFAIRS TALKSHOWS: 
VIEWED AT ALL? 

Aired on multichannel television, 2700 presumably produces much debate heat, 

along with its guest stars' televisual glamour. Yet the heat and the glamour are of no real 
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substance, if people do not care about the program's daily availability. There is a fan-

chance of that, not only because of the multichannel competition in general, but also due 

to the thriving of similar programming in the television industry, which the emergence and 

presumed popularity of 2100 has inspired (see Footnote 5). Besides, being live and 

participatory on current affairs, 2100 represents a kind of programming believed to be cost 

efficient for the industry, but still developing in Taiwan with great ambiguity and even 

controversy. It would be interesting to examine how viewers' preferences for this kind of 

programming are mapped in their general preferences for different program-types. By this 

mapping, we can then grasp 27 00's fame in the private, contingent life/reality of television 

audience. In our survey questionnaire for the 633 respondents, Questions 1-4 are dedicated 

to this theme. 

1.1. TV Viewers' Program-type Preferences 

Question 2 is intended to grasp TV audience's weekday program-type 

preferences by asking them which program-type they view most frequently on weekdays. 

There are six options, i.e., news and current-affairs, fictional programs (including movies, 

drama series and serials), variety shows, sports, documentaries, chat and talk of all kinds. 

Respondents were asked to choose twice, which 479 did, leading to a total of 1111 votes. 

Excluding those who chose "others" and those who gave no replies, we have a total of 

1038 votes for the six program-types. Their distribution is displayed as below in Table 

10:1: 

Table 10:1 Weekday Program-type Preferences 
N=1038 

News Bulletins 
& Magazines 

Fictionals Chat and Talk Variety Shows Sports Documen
taries 

Total 

Counts % Counts % Counts % Counts % Counts % Counts % Counts % 

1st choice 419 70.7 126 21.3 5 0.8 19 3.2 11 1.8 13 2.2 593 100 

2nd choice 65 14.6 209 47 26 5.8 88 19.8 36 8 21 4.7 445 100 

Total 484 85.3 335 68.3 31 6.6 107 23 47 9.8 36 
1 

6.9 
_ _ „ 

1038 100 

The answers from the 633 respondents seem to echo the findings of other surveys2, that is, 

people tend to lean towards either fictional programs or news bulletin/magazine programs, 

2 As we have discussed in Chapter 6, television remains an entertaining medium in Taiwan, even though 
surveys in recent years show that people seem to treat it as the major source of news information. According to 
scholars, this has nothing to do with reliability. Instead, it is because that the medium offers the more 
convenient audio-visual news. (See, e.g. Shen and Jan 1991, Shen et al. 1994, 1995 for a series of surveys 
sponsored by the 21st Century Foundation on people's cultural satisfaction in Taiwan). 
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and television is indeed their most preferred source of information. In our survey, the 

weekday program-type preferences of respondents show a strong contrast between the first 

and the second choice. From Table 10:1, we can clearly see that in the first choice, News 

Bulletins/Magazines gains a dominant share (70.7%) while Fictionals comes in second 

(21.3%). By comparison, the program-type labeled as Chat and Talk gains only a miserable 

0.8%. In the second choice, which only 445 respondents gave a valid reply, News 

Bulletins/Magazines drops drastically in percentage share (14.6%) while Fictionals' share 

more than doubles (47%). Chat and Talk gains in share (5.8%) too, but still very trivial in 

general. In fact, in the first choice this program-type is the least viewed program-type 

among all those on weekdays. In the second choice it exceeds Documentaries (which gains 

4.7%) only marginally by 1.1%. 

There seems to be a very slim chance of getting famous if 2100 is recognized 

purely as a Chat and Talk program. 

1.2. TV Viewers' Contacts with Live Participatory 
Current-affairs Talkshows 

If the program-type of news information is most frequently viewed while Chat 

and Talk are least frequently viewed, what about people's viewing experiences with the 

specific kind of programming inspired by 2100 itself, i.e. participatory current-affairs 

talkshows? Intending to find an answer for this, Question 3 asks, "Do you view any 

participatory television current-affairs talkshow?" The results of responses to the question 

are shown below in Table 10:2a in the next page. Among 633 respondents, there are 126 

(19.9%) who have never viewed any, and there are 507 (80.1%) who have viewed some. It 

seems quite encouraging here that among our respondents, a great majority do have the 

experience of viewing what was initiated by 27 00's emergence. 

Table 10:2a Participatory Current-affairs Talkshows: 
Viewed or not 

Counts % 
Have viewed 507 80.1% 

Have never viewed 126 19.9% 
Total 633 100% 

Looking more closely into the five options of viewing frequencies where the 

507 respondents distribute (see Table 10:2b below), however, we find that only a minority 

of 12.2% respondents are frequent viewers (those who view on a weekly basis), while a 
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great majority of 40.2% are occasional viewers (those who view on a monthly basis). More 

interesting is the 47.5% (241) respondents who answered "It depends". This is nearly half 

of those who have viewing experiences. 

Table 10:2b Participatory Current-affairs Talkshows: 
Viewing Frequencies 

Total Frequent viewers Occasional viewers Random Viewers 
3+times 
a weeks 

1-2 times 
a week 

About 2 times 
monthly 

Once every month It depends 

507 24 38 25 179 241 
100% 12.2% (62) 40.2% (204) 47.5% 

The results suggest that Taiwan's participatory current-affairs talkshows tend to attract 

more random viewers than occasional viewers, and more occasional viewers than frequent 

viewers. Though enjoying high recognition from viewers, they do not seem frequently 

viewed by as many people as traditional "news bulletins", nor by as few people as the 

more slippery "chat and talk". Table 10:2c below gives a comparative view of the 

respective share of frequent viewers these three "program-types" attract. 

Table 10:2c Frequent Viewers for Three Program-types 

Participatory 
Current-affairs Talkshows 

News 
Information 

Chat and Talk 

% of frequent viewers 12.2% 70.3% 0.8% 

Total 507 593 593 

For better validity, here we consider only the counts in the first choosing for "news 

bulletins/magazines" and "chat and talk" (see Table 10:1 earlier above), as the first 

choosing reflects true preferences. While 70.3% (out of 593 votes) chose traditional news 

information as their most frequently viewed program-type, participatory current-affairs 

talkshows have only 12.2% out of 507 that view them frequently. This does not seem too 

bad if compared with "chat and talk" frequently viewed only by 0.8% (out of 593 votes). 

We can gather that participatory current-affairs talkshows, being developing and 

ambiguous as a debatable program-type, do not have a popularity as stable and as constant 

as traditional news bulletins. 

1.3. How Famous is 21001 

With the dubious position of participatory current-affairs talkshows in the eyes 

of television viewers, we are curious about 2100' s fame in the population. Question 4 asks 
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respondents whether they have heard of 2100: All People Open Talk on TVBS' channel. 

There are 507 respondents (80.1%) who answered that they have heard of the program, and 

126 respondents (19.9%) who answered that they have never heard. (The results are shown 

below in Table 10:3). These seem interesting outcomes, as they are the same as those 

shown on Table 10:2a where we check whether respondents have viewed any participatory 

current-affairs talkshow at all. However, we cannot be sure whether the outcomes refer to 

the same respondents. 

Table 10:3 2100: Heard of or not 

Counts % 
Have heard 507 80.1% 

Have never heard 126 19.9% 
Total 633 100% 

This suggests that those who have ever viewed any participatory current-affairs programs 

have heard of 2100. It seems the program has a fame that encompasses the viewership of 

the kind of programming it initiated. 

2. DESCRIBING 2100'S VIEWERSHIP 

Understanding 2100's viewership is important for our survey, before we go 

deeper into our study of viewers' viewing habits and their opinion about the program. Such 

an understanding requires a background knowledge of why people haven't viewed 2100, if 

they have already heard of the program before. 

2.1. Why Not View 21001 

Question 5 is intended only for those 507 respondents who said they have heard 

of 2100 before. They were asked whether they have ever viewed the program. Their 

responses show that there are 342 respondents who have viewed, and 165 respondents who 

have never viewed. Counted on the basis of the 507 respondents, there are 67.5% who 

have viewed and 32.5% who have never viewed. If counted on the basis of our original 

sample size, i.e., the 633 respondents, there are 54% who have viewed and 46% who have 

never viewed. 

A comparative table is given below to show these calculations. Table 10:4 

below suggests that among the general television audiences, there are 46% who haven't 

viewed 2100, while among those who have viewed any participatory news talkshow, there 

are 32.5% who do not belong to 2100's viewership. 
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Table 10:4 2100's Vlewership Share 

Among the 507 respondents who have viewed 
any participatory news talkshow 

Among the original population of 
633 respondents 

Counts % Counts % 
Haven't viewed 2100 165 32.5% 291 j 46% 

Have viewed 2100 342 67.5% 342 54% 
Total 507 100% 633 100% 

Who are more likely not to view 21001 With the demographic features to be elaborated 

shortly later for 2700's viewers (see Tables 10:6a, 10:6b, 10:7, 10:8, 10:9), we find that 

gender does not affect viewers as clearly as age, education, and profession. This suggests 

that the older, the less educated, and those more economically disadvantageous are more 

unlikely to view the program. 

Why do people not view 21001 This is asked in Question 6 intended for the 165 

respondents who have heard of the program yet who have not viewed it. They were given 

six options to choose from, including the "don't know / no reply". There are 42 

respondents who chose this "don't know / no reply" option, accounting for 25.5% of the 

165 respondents. Excluding them, there are 123 respondents who chose their respective 

reasons from the following list: 

1. No cable access, 

2. Seldom view TV, 

3. No interest in programs for current-affairs and political coverage, 

4. No interest in call-in talkshows in general, 

5. Often occupied by other activities when 2100 is on air. 

The results of their replies are shown in Table 10:5 below: 

Table 10:5 Reasons for Not Viewing 2100 

1. No cable 
access 

2. Seldom 
view TV 

3. No interest in 
programs 

for current-affairs 

4. No interest for 
participatory talkshow 

in general 

5. Often occupied 
when 2100 is on 

air 

Total 

Counts 39 31 26 18 9 123 

/ 0 31.7% 25.2% 21.1% 14.6% 7.4% 100% 
35.7% 

For the 123 respondents who haven't viewed 2100, "no cable access" seems the top reason, 

accounting for 31.7% of non-viewers. "Seldom view TV" comes in second, accounting for 

25.2% of non-viewers. "No interest in programs for current affairs", "no interest for call-in 

talkshow in general" take their respective turn as the third for 21.1% of non-viewers and 

the fourth for 14.6% of non-viewers. The least held reason is "often occupied when 2100 is 
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on air", indicating that the time-slot of 2100 is the least problematic. 

Though the availability of cable access seems to play a salient part here, 

interests and preferences are still the more important reasons if we collapse Option 3 and 

Option 4 together. The percentage for the two options is 35.7%, which exceeds the 31.7% 

for Option 1. This suggests that interests and preferences can be even more decisive than 

cable access in determining whether or not to view the program3. 

2.2. Who are 2100's Viewers? 

We already know that we have 342 respondents who could answer the rest of 

the questionnaire as they have viewed 2100 before. They account for 54% of our sample 

size. Here we need to check whether they show some demographic tendencies, by which 

we can then tell whom 2100 tends to engage more successfully. The demographic features 

we will explore below are: gender, age, education, and occupation. 

2.2.1. In Terms of Gender 

As we mentioned earlier, among the 507 respondents who have heard of 2100, 

there are 342 who have viewed it. This indicates that 67.5% people actually viewed the 

program when they have heard of it. Among the 213 men who have heard, there are 153 

who have also viewed, accounting for 71.8% of those men who have heard. By comparison, 

among the 294 women who have heard, there are 189 who have also viewed, accounting 

for 64.3% among those women who have heard (see Table 10:6a). 

Table 10:6a Gender and 2100 Viewing 

Have Viewed Have heard Have viewed among: 
Have heard 

Men 153 213 71.8% 
Women 189 294 64.3% 

Total 342 507 67.5% 

Does this mean that, compared with women, men are more likely to view the program 

when they have heard of it? To measure further the association between gender and 2100 

viewing, we examine the association in the sample of 633 respondents who are divided 

into two groups, Have-viewed and Haven't-viewed, and crosstabulate it with gender. As 

shown below in Table 10:6b, the results of the Chi-square test suggest that there is no 

According to Huang Wei-Wei (1995), Taipei is a place where cable penetration is the highest in Taiwan. 
However, certain populations, such as students or low-income households, tend to have limited access to cable 
television. Students normally live in dormitories or rented flats without cable access. 

220 



Chapter 10 2 J 00: The Viewers and Their Viewing Habits 

significant relationship between the two variables. Men are not more likely than women to 

view the program. 

Table 10:6b Gender and 2100 Viewing 
N=633 

Have Viewed Haven't Viewed Total 
Men 153 (44.7%) 118 (55.3%) 271 

Women 189 (52.2%) 173 (47.8%) 362 
Total 342 291 633 

2.2.2. In Terms of Age 

The age distribution of the 342 respondents is shown in Table 10:7: 

Table 10:7 Age and 2100 Viewing 
N=633 

Age 18-29 Age 30-39 Age 40-49 Age 50-59 Age 60+over Total 
Have viewed 100 

(29.4%) 
98 

f28.7%) 
88 

(25.8%) 
29 

(8.5%) 
26 

(7.6%) 
341 (100%) 

Haven't viewed 62 
\^- ± . *J /Q) 

47 
/i<: /io/A 
V.i"--r/«V 

57 
/1 o oo/.\ 

55 
(19.2%) 

66 
<">-50/.1 

287 
/•lftfM>/\ 

Total 162 145 145 84 92 628 
Missing cases=6, £=109.94, df=4. the critical value= 9.4877, a= 0.05 

From Table 10: 7 we can discern a clear difference in percentage share between 

the youngest group and the oldest group. The age 50 seems to be a dividing point for 

interest in the program. The three younger groups under 50 together account for 83.9% of 

those who have viewed. Table 10:7 shows that age is strongly and positively associated 

with the behavior of 2100 viewing, as confirmed by the chi-square test. The audience for 

2100 is likely to consist disproportionately of younger viewers. For demonstration 

purposes, we combine together in Figure 10:1 the results for 2/öö/Have-Heard by age 

(Question 4), and the result for 2700/Have-Viewed by age (Question 5). 

Figure 10:1 Age and Having Viewed/Heard of 2100* 

60+older 41.3% 

(N=633) 

0.0% 20.0% 40.0% 60.0% 80.0% 100.0% 

*See Table 4 and Table 5 in Appendix 3 for original percentage data. 

D 'l ùose Wùo Have 
Viewed 2100 

B Those Who Have 
Heard of 2100 
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Figure 10:1 (see above), based on the population of 633 respondents, specifies the 

percentage shares of those who have heard of 2100 and those who have actually viewed 

2100 in each age level. We can see that among the Ages 18-29, there are 94.4% "have-

heards", 61.7% "have-viewed". In Ages 30-39, there are 91.7% "have-heards" and 67.6% 

"have-viewed". In Ages 40-49, there are 87.6% "have-heard" and 60.7% "have viewed". 

These three groups have more than 80% "have-heards" and more than 60% "have-viewed". 

By comparison, the two older groups have much lower percentage shares both for "have 

heard" and "have viewed". This big drop is also reflected in the age distribution of the 342 

viewers. 

We can conclude that younger people are indeed more likely to have heard of it, 

just as they are more likely to view it. 

2.2.3. In Terms of Education 

Again we have five educational levels. Among our 342 respondents who have 

viewed 2100, there are 33.6% (115) in University+higher, 20.8% (71) in Occupational 

College, 30.7%o (105) in Highschool and Equivalents, 8.2% (28) in Junior Secondary, 6.1% 

(21) in primary school+lower. 

Table 10:8 Education and 2100's Viewership 

N=633 
University 

+higher 
Occupational 

College 
Highschool 

and 
Equivalents 

Junior 
Secondary 

Primary 
+lower 

Total 

Have Viewed 115 
(33.8%) 

71 
(20.9%) 

105 
(30.9%) 

28 
(8.2%) 

21 
(6.2%) 

340 
(99.4%) 

Haven't viewed 71 42 71 43 56 283 
Total 186 113 176 71 77 623 

•/=37.769, df=4, the critical value = 9.4877, a= 0.05 

Here in Table 10:8 we seem to have a pattern similar to what we have found in 

the age distribution. The audience is disproportionately drawn from those with higher 

education. Even though there is a drop of 12.9% from University+higher to Occupational 

Colleges, the percentage share for the latter is still higher than the average of 20%. Can we 

say that 2700 attracts better-educated people as viewers to view? This seems to be 

confirmed by the chi-square test. It suggests that education strongly and positively 

associates with the action of viewing 2700. 

For a demonstration we crosstabulate 2700/Have-Heard by education (Question 

4), and 2700/Have-Viewed by education (Question 5), then combine the results together in 
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Figure 10:2. 

Figure 10:2 Education and Having Viewed/Heard of 2100* 
(N=633) 

Primary + lower 

Junior Secondary 

High School & 
Equivalents 

Occupational college 

University + higher 

69.0% 

86.9% 

D Those Who Have Viewed 
2100 

B Those Who Have Heard 
2100 

91.2% 

61.8% 
88.7% 

0.0% 20.0% 40.0% 60.0% 80.0% 100.0% 

*See Table 4 and Table 5 in Appendix 3 for original percentage data. 

Based on the population of 633 respondents, Figure 10:2 specifies the percentage shares of 

those who have heard of 2100 and those who have actually viewed 2100 in each education 

level. For those who have heard, we can see that there is a difference of 17.9% between the 

86.9% for Highschool and Equivalents and the 69% for Junior Secondary. The difference 

between Junior-secondary and Primary+lower is 25%, even larger. For those who have 

viewed, the difference between the former two groups is 20.3%, the difference between the 

latter two groups 12.1%. By comparison, the differences between the higher three levels 

are much smaller, both for "have-viewed" and "have-heards". We can see that 2100 is 

more known and viewed among the population with education backgrounds over 

highschool or equivalents. 

2.2.4. In Terms of Occupation 

We have nine occupation groups. The distribution of the 342 respondents who 

have viewed 2100 across these nine occupational groups are shown below in Table 10:9. 

(We have excluded those who gave no reply and those identified as "others"). There are 

five groups, each having a percentage more than the expected mean 11.1%. They are: 

Private-sector Employees (20.5%), Self-owned business (18.1%), Household Care (12.9%), 

Public-sector Employees and Employed/Self-employed Labor (respectively 12.3%). The 

group that has the least viewers of 2100 is Peasants/Fishermen/Miners, which we knew had 

a least percentage share among the occupations of the Taipei population (see Chapter 7). 
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Table 10:9 Occupation and 2100"s Vïewership 

N=633 
Self-owned 
Business 

Free 
Professions 

PubHc 
Sector 

Employees 

Private-
sector 

W. Collar 

Employed/ 
Self-employed 

Labor 

Student 
s 

Peasants, 
Fishermen, 

Miners 

Unemployed, 
Retired 

House
hold care 

Total 

Have 
Viewed 

62 
(18.5%) 

20 
(6%) 

42 
(12.5%) 

70 
(20.8%) 

42 
(12.5%) 

37 

(11%) 

3 
(0.9%) 

16 
(4.8%) 

44 
(13.1%) 

336* 
(100%) 

Haven't 
viewed* 

35 
(12.1%) 

14 
(4.8%) 

34 
(11.8%) 

25 
(8.7%) 

41 
(14.2%) 

33 
(11.4% 

) 

4 
(1.4%) 

38 
(13.1%) 

65 
(22.5%) 

289** 
(100%) 

Total 97 34 76 95 83 70 7 54 109 625 

* missing cases=6; 
** missing cases=2 

As shown above in Table 10:9, it is difficult to see any consistent tendency in the inter-
group differences. Despite the chi-square test, the relationship is unclear. 

Figure 10:3 below shows a glimpse of how different occupational groups might 
vary in their relationship with 2100 in terms of percentage shares for both "have-heard" 
and "have viewed". 

Figure 10:3 Occupation and Having Viewed/Heard of 2100* 

Unemployed/Retired 

Household care 

Peasents/fishermen/miners 

Students 

Employed labour 

Private-sector W. Collar 

Public-sector Employees 

Free Professions 

Self-owned business 

29.6% (N=633) 

51.9% 

40.4% 
65.1% 

J 42.9% 
mm 57.i% 

1 52.9% 
92.9% 

50.6% 
80.7% 

173.7% 
90.5% 

El Those Who 
Have Viewed 
2100 

BThose Who 
Have Heard of 
21ÛÛ  

0.0% 20.0% 40.0% 60.0% 80.0% 100.0% 

See Table 4 and Table 5 in Appendix 3 for original percentage data 

Based on the population of 633 respondents, Figure 10:2 specifies the 
percentage shares of those who have heard of 2100 and those who have actually viewed 
2100 in each occupational group. Students (92.9%), Private-Sector White Collar (90.5%), 
Self-owned Business (88.7%) are the top three occupational groups more likely to hear of 
2100. By comparison, Private-sector White Collar (73.7%), Self-owned Business (63.9%), 
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and Free Professions (58.8%) are the top three groups more likely to view 2100. Here we 

find that students, who have the highest share for having-heard, have the largest difference 

(40%) between the percentage share for having viewed and that for having heard. Since we 

have found younger and more educated people are more likely to view 2100, we doubt that 

students are comparatively less motivated to view the program when they have already 

heard of the program. The 40% difference might be explained by a lower opportunity for 

viewing television as students are normally accommodated in dormitories or rented flats4. 

We also find that comparatively, Private-sector White Collar tends to have a very high 

share in both having heard and having viewed. Generally speaking, groups with a higher 

percentage share are relatively better-off groups in the society. 

Whether for having viewed or heard of 2100, Unemployed/Retired (29.6%, 

51.9%), Peasants/Fishermen/Miners (40.4%, 57.1%), Household Care (42.9%, 65.1%) 

remain the bottom three groups less likely to be involved. We understand that these three 

groups are relatively more economically disadvantaged groups. 

Generally, our survey results in this section echo the comment of Wang (1995) 

in Global Views Editorial: In contrast to the political call-in radio in 1993-1995 which 

attracted the lower strata in the society, 2100 is a participatory news program which 

appeals more to the middle strata. 

3. VIEWERS' VIEWING TENDENCIES 

We know that 2100 is a strip program for weekdays, claimed a public forum 

and operated as part of TVBS' news teamwork. Strip programming with such high 

broadcast frequencies is normally intended to cultivate viewers' daily habits to view 

(Pringle, et al. 1991). How successful is 2100 in this regard? This section will explore it 

through focusing on viewers' viewing frequencies, their preferences in terms of normal-

time coverage versus campaign coverage, and their recognition of the program's nature, 

i.e., as informational or entertaining. 

3.1. Viewing Frequencies in General 

Question 7 asks the 342 respondents how often they view the program normally. 

The responses are shown below in Table 10:10a: 

Taipei is a city with high density of universities and colleges scattered mostly in. Ta-An, Wen-Shan, Pei-Tou. 
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Table 10:10a Viewing Frequencies of2100's Viewers 

Total Frequent viewers Occasional viewers Random Viewers 
3 times or more 

a week 
1-2 times 
a week 

Once every 
other week 

Once every 
month 

It depends 

342 45 65 18 17 197 
100% 32.2% (110) 10.2% (35) 57.6% (197) 

As with Table 10:2b for participatory current-affairs programming, we specify three types 

of viewers: frequent viewers, occasional viewers, and random viewers, based on answers 

from the respondents for their viewing frequencies. As shown in Table 10:10a, more than 

half of 2I00cs viewers (57.6%) belong to the group of random viewers. There are 32.2% 

frequent viewers and 10.2% occasional viewers. These 42.4% (32.2%+10.2%) can be 

called regular viewers as they normally view on a regular basis, frequent or occasional. 

Obviously, regular viewers are still fewer than random viewers by 15.2%. 

Here we are reminded that the program-type represented by 2100, i.e., 

participatory current-affairs talkshows, also tends to attract a high share of random viewers 

(see Table 10:2b). By combining Table 10:2b and Table 10:10a together for a comparison 

in Table 10:10b below, we find that 2100 has an even higher share of random viewers than 

for the program-type in general. 

Table 10:10b Viewing Frequencies for 2100 
and for Participatory Current-affairs Talkshows 

Total Frequent viewers Occasional viewers Random Viewers Total 

2100's Viewers 32.2% (110) 10.2% (35) 57.6% (179) 100% (342) 
Viewer of the program-type 12.2% (62) 40.2% (204) 47.5% (241) 100% (507) 

On the one hand, this seems to suggest that television audiences in Taiwan today tend to be 

multichannel grazers for participatory current-affairs talkshows as a whole. On the other 

hand, it implies the ambiguous status of the program-type and 2100 itself in the mind of 

audiences. 

Due to the ambiguous and blurring nature of participatory current-affairs 

talkshows, there seems to be a difficulty for respondents regarding which program-type 

2100 and its followers (see Footnote 5) should belong to. Such a difficulty is reflected in 

the inconsistency of the number of frequent viewers respectively for participatory news 

talkshow and for 2100. While there are 110 frequent viewers for the latter, there are only 

62 for the former. If viewers have no difficulty recognizing 2100 as belonging to the 
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broader category of the program-type, however ill-defined, the 110 frequent viewers 

should have been able to understand that they in fact view participatory current-affairs 

programs frequently. We must say that part of the difficulty must be caused by 2/00's 

nearly "comprehensive" applications of talkshows' boundary blurring characteristics, 

something that other participatory programs have never tried5. 

However such inconsistency seems to suggest that 2100 enjoys a unique 

position in the minds of its viewers among all similar programs. Though in general 

participatory current-affairs talkshows have more occasional viewers than frequent viewers 

(with a difference of 28%), 2100 in particular attracts more frequent viewers than 

occasional viewers (with a difference of 22%)6. 

3.2. Viewing Frequencies in Campaign Time 

In our questions related to viewing frequencies, we specify the frequencies for 

campaign coverage separately from the more general viewing frequencies. This is because 

2100 established its fame mainly by campaign coverage. Its normal fare, though still highly 

political, has been on the way to further diversification. It should be interesting to see 

whether the frequencies for campaign fare are any different from viewers' viewing 

frequencies for normal fere. 

Question 8 asks respondents how often they viewed 2100 during the 1996 

5 Unlike 2100, most of participatory current-affairs talkshows tend to be more static in programming, blurring 
much less generic boundaries and involving much smaller scale of audience participation with only one form of 
practice. Also aired live in studio for weekday evenings, they normally have only call-in or fax-in. Engaged in 
head-on competition with 2100 were/are The True Face of 1995, 1996, 1997 on Truth Cable TV Network (off 
air now, once a head-on competitor for 2100), Open Talk with Yu Fu on San-Li Cable (on air since March 
1997), President's Bosses Come for Open Talk on Formosa TV (since October 1997). Scheduled at 20:00-
21:00 were/are Loud Voices at Eight O'clock on Set Cable TV (since 1996), Speak Straight on SuperTV, 
Citizens'Avenue on Tung-Sen TV, Everyone Comes to Judge on GTV27, Unique Talking Prominance (Geh 
Ling Feng Sao) on Pan-Globe TV. Beginning from February 1998, yet another cable-television started a very 
similar call-in program, hosted by Wang Hao the younger journalist, with the kind of outdoor participation 
2100 initiated, also targeting 2100 as its top enemy. If our focus is not on audience participation, we can 
include a lot more of talkshows with significant fare on current-affairs, some even explicitly for entertaining 
purposes. For examples, there are the informational Chang-Ting Asks the Sky (a strip program on weekdays 
evenings) and News 100% (every Friday since June 1997 but now off air) on TVBS, and the more entertaining 
Subverting News on TVBS (a weekly on Friday, occasionally with street interviews), Pure Inventions (a 
weekday strip) on Formosa TV. 
6 We have also crosstabulated the viewing frequencies for 2700 and for the program-type. Not surprisingly, 
they have a very strong inter-relationship, as supported by the chi-square test, with /=105.85, df=16, 
c.v.=26.296, a =0.05 and p<0.0000. This means that people's viewing frequencies specifically for 2100 is in 
positive proportion to those for participatory current-affairs programs in general. 
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Presidential election campaign. Specifying the presidential election is due to its unique 

historical nature highlighted even more by China's missile maneuvering. The election, 

being the last one in Taiwan when the telephone survey was being carried out, was chosen 

as representative of all election campaigns. The results are shown below in Table 10:11: 

Table 10:11 Viewing Frequencies 
for 2100's Coverage of the 1996 Presidential Election 

N=342 
Frequent viewers Occasional viewers 

Total 3 times or more 
a week 

1-2 times 
a week 

Have viewed 
3-4 times 

Have viewed 
1-2 times 

Have never 
viewed 

Can't 
Remember 

342 24.9% (85) 13.5% (46) 7% (24) 12.3% (42) 25.7% (88) 57 
100% 38.4% (131) 19.2%(66) 25.7% 16.7% 

From the table, we find that during the campaign period for the 1996 

Presidential Election, 2100 had a share of 38.4% frequent viewers, which is 6.2% more 

than the share for its normal coverage (32.2%). Its share of occasional viewers, 19.2%, is 

9% more than the normal 10.2% (see Table 10:10a). This suggests that 2100 tends to 

attract more regular viewers with its campaign fare, although it attracts more random 

viewers in normal time as we have seen. This is partly due to the historical nature of the 

election and partly due to the more clear-cut contrasts available from party confrontations. 

However, there are 25.7% viewers who never viewed the campaign coverage 

and 16.7% said that they couldn't recall. This creates difficulties for us to decide whether 

or not viewers tend to view more campaign coverage than normally. 

Therefore, Question 9 is intended to ask more directly for 

respondents' preferences, if any: "In which coverage do you think talk on 2100 is more 

attractive? Campaign coverage or normal-time coverage?" Their responses are shown 

below in Table 10:12: 

Table 10:12 Which Is More Interesting: 
Campaign Coverage or Normal-time Coverage? 

N=342 

Campaign 
coverage more 

interesting 

Normal-time 
coverage More 

interesting 

Both equally 
interesting 

Both equally 
boring 

Don't know/ 
No opinion 

Total 

Counts 128 55 63 7 89 342 
/ 0 37.4% 16.1% 18.4% 2.1% 26% 100% 

53.5% 20.3% 
Either-or Both-and 
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There are 37.4% who found campaign fare more interesting, while only 16.1% felt normal 

fare more interesting. These two account for 53.5% of viewers while the next two (for 

"both equally interesting" "and equally boring") account for only 20.3%. This suggests that 

2/00's viewers tend to take an either-or attitude rather than a both-and attitude, when it 

comes to their preferences for normal/campaign coverage. The 2.1% of viewers who feel 

"both equally boring" suggest a slim share of one-time viewers who might not view the 

program the second time. This means that although viewers tend to take sides between 

campaign fare and normal fare, most of them do not find it too boring to view the second 

time. 

However, there is quite a large share (26%) of viewers who gave a "don't know 

/ no opinion" reply. This may imply an attitude of reservation or wait-and-see. 

3.3. 2100: Informational or Entertaining? 

We are interested in how viewers perceive the nature of 2100, given its claimed 

"public-forum" image yet with all the efforts invested for theatrical effects to engage the 

audience. Question 12 asks, "According to your impression, is 2100 more informational or 

entertaining?" The results of responses are shown below in Table 10:13a: 

Table 10:13a 2100: Informational or Entertaining? 

1. More 2. More 3. Equally 4. Sometimes more 5. Don't know. Total 
Informational Entertaining informational 

and entertaining 
informational 

sometimes more 
enieriaining 

No opinion 

OÖ.^Yo iO.8% 10.2% 5% 7.3% 100% 
'yyj 37 35 17 25 342 

Among the 342 respondents, there are 66.4% (227 counts) who confirmed that 2100 was 

more informational. This is a very high share if we compare it with those for other options. 

Only 10.8% (37 counts) felt 2100 to be more entertaining and 5% (7 counts) said it was 

sometimes entertaining, sometimes informational. Respondents for these three options 

(Options 2-4) represent those who somehow can still feel, though with different intensities, 

2100' s entertaining and theatrical elements beneath its informational appearance. If we 

collapse these three options together, there are only 26%, which is still quite small if 

compared with the majority of 66.4%. This suggests that people tend to agree that 2100 is 

informational as claimed. 

We suspect that younger and more educated people might be more sensitive to 
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the entertaining elements of 2100. If we collapse Option 2-4 together, the percentage 

outcomes for the two variables show a descending tendency (see Table 12, Appendix 3). 

Hence we crosstabulate the distribution of the four main types of impression (from Option 

1-4, excluding Option 5 of "Don't know / no opinion") first by education and then by age. 

We test the significance of their relationship by chi-square tests, under the null hypothesis 

that there is no relationship in between. 

The crosstabulation of viewers' impression by education is shown below in 

Table 10:13b: 

Table 10:13b Education and Perceptions about 2100's Nature 

N=342 

Total 1. More 
informational 

2. Most 
Entertaining 

3. Equally 
informational 
and entertaining 

4. Sometimes more 
informational 

sometimes more 
entertaining 

Counts Counts % Counts % Counts % Counts % 
University+higher 113 

66 
75 
50 

66.4 19 16.8 9 8 10 8.8 
Occupational colleges 

113 
66 

75 
50 75.8 6 9 8 12.1 2 3 

Highschool+equivalents 96 71 74 11 11.5 13 13.5 1 1 
Junior secondary 24 19 79.3 0 0 4 13.5 1 4.2 
Primary+lower 16 11 68.8 1 6.2 1 6.2 18.8 
Total counts 315 37 35 17 

Missing cases=27 

The detailed results in Table 10:13b show little in the way of a systematic relationship of 

2100. The chi-square test confirms the lack of significance. Therefore education does not 

affect viewers' perception of 2100's program nature. 

How about age, then? We crosstabulate viewers' impression of 2100 by age and 

show the results in Table 10:13c below: 

Table 10:13c Age and Perceptions about 2100's Nature 
N=312 

Total 1. More 
Informational 

2. More 
Entertaining 

3. Equally 
informational 
and entertaining 

4. Sometimes more 
informational 

sometimes more 
entertaining 

Counts Counts % Counts % Count 1 % 1 Count % 
18-29yrs 91 67 73.6 10 11 12 13.2 2 2.2 
30-39 yrs 92 60 65.2 16 17.4 12 13 4 4.3 
40-49 yrs 84 60 71.4 5 8.3 10 11.9 9 10.7 
50-59 yrs 23 19 82.6 1 5.3 1 4.3 2 8.7 

60+older yrs 22 22 100 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Total 312 208 32 35 17 

Missing cases=12, p<0.00865, tf=26.6587, df=12, cv=21.0261, a=0.05 
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Younger viewers are more likely than the 50-plus age group to see 2100 as more or equally 

entertaining as it is informational. This is confirmed by the chi-square value for the 

association which is significant at the level of a =0.05. Our hypothesis that younger 

people are more sensitive to 2100''s entertaining elements is now established. 

We are therefore confirmed that 2100 attracts mostly random viewers more by 

its campaign fare than by its normal fare, and that its viewers tend to agree that it is more 

informational than entertaining, although younger people feel more strongly attracted to its 

entertaining effects. 

4. CONCLUSION 

Unlike long-established program-types such as news bulletins or drama series 

or serials, participatory current-affairs programming, though apparently booming with 

2100 spearing ahead, is still ambiguous as a program-type in the eyes of Taiwan television 

viewers. This, as we have seen, is shown in their tendencies to view it randomly or 

occasionally. Even though with the longest term of existence and highly known and 

recognized by a great majority of people, 2100 still cannot escape the same fate of being 

viewed randomly rather than regularly. This indicates a lack of loyalty on the part of 

viewers. Indeed, viewers as multichannel grazers today can be curious for new and mixed 

programming. Yet to engage them regularly would take something more than what 2100 

has been offering. Though yet to be as successful as the old established informational 

genre in attracting loyal viewers, 2100 is still successful in another sense. Most 

interestingly, it seems capable of appealing to both men and women, as we have found that 

gender is irrelevant in people's 2100 viewing. This implies that its seemingly "hard" 

informational fare can still engage women viewers. Furthermore, by attracting more to the 

younger, better educated middle strata of the society, it seems to help envision a more solid 

future for participatory public communication than the call-in radio fever did in the first 

half of the 1990s (to be elaborated in next chapter). As viewers tend to feel its campaign 

fare to be more interesting, much remains to be improved in its non-campaign normal fare 

before it can really engage people more regularly. However, winning viewers' recognition 

for its much-claimed image of news information may be counted as a precious 

achievement, even though the further implications of such a recognition need to be 

explored. These implications are to be grasped through viewers' satisfaction about the 

program, to which we now turn. 
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Chapter 11 

2100: All People Open Talk 

VIEWERS' SATISFACTIONS 

F rom the last chapter we learned that 2100 attracts significantly more the 

younger, more educated middle strata. By this 2100 seems to help 

envision a future for public communication through participatory 

programming, something once promised but then dampened by radio call-in "mania" due 

to increasing exclusion and homogenization in participation (see Chapter 6). Involving the 

middle strata in viewership would mean involving those social strata on which social or 

political reforms today normally depend for eventual realization (Hsiao 1990). This is 

especially true, given the characteristics of Taiwan's middle strata (as described below). 

In Taiwan, the so-called "middle strata" are mostly identified with by a 

majority and variety of people. According to Tsai (1990), there are more than a half of the 

working population who subjectively identify themselves as belonging to the middle strata. 

If measured by more objective methods, there are actually only 30% at maximum. The 

discrepancy in between suggests a societal attribute of upward mobility. This expresses 

itself most remarkably in the ubiquity of small-and-medium private enterprises, which 

account for more than 90% of the private sector. As far as social mobility can go, there is 

no rigid horizontal or vertical boundaries, making it difficult to formulate a clear definition 

for Taiwan's middle strata1. No wonder Kao (19902) contends that Taiwan's middle strata 

are characteristic of striking mobility, ambiguity, heterogeneity, and pragmatic attitudes 

toward social life. This last characteristic in particular refers to the middle strata as 

1 Nonetheless it is still found that about one third of its population is from the relatively better-educated ranks 
and files in the public sector, while the other two thirds are the employees or self-employed in the private sector. 
See Hsu Chia-Yiu (1990). 
2 Due to such characteristics, I consciously avoid using the term "the middle class" here, as "class" is essentially 
an imported concept. These characteristics are described by authors in Hsiao (1990). Over the years, Taiwan 
has a very strong presentation of small-and-medium-sized private enterprises, which account for more than 
90% of the private sector. In its turn, the heavy hand of the KMT government in shaping the developments of 
the country has brought up a strong public sector with its relatively well-educated ranks and files. The historical 
specificities in the emergence and developments of these two sectors explain the uniqueness of Taiwan's 
middle strata. 
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concerned with realistic interests more than adhered to ideologies. With such 
characteristics, the middle strata have been playing a decisive but intricate role in 
Taiwan's democratization process (Hsiao 1990, see also Hsu and Sung 1990). 

It is interesting for a participatory news program to involve such social strata in the 
daily public debate it facilitates. We are reminded once again of Habermas' decades-long 
efforts in theorizing about what dialogue can do in promoting peaceful change and 
avoiding brutal revolution (Gouldner 1976: 146, Giddens 1987: 225-252, see Chapter 5). 
Here a mobile, ambiguous, heterogeneous and pragmatic social stratum, to which a majority 
of people claim they belong, would imply perhaps theoretically a more inclusive 
participation in talk/dialogue. If compared with the far too frequent verbal violence on 
call-in radio in the earlier days, this is already quite an encouragement of more peaceful 
communications among more heterogeneous social groups, though the kind of peaceful 
reforms Habermas envisions may remain still a remote dream. 

Whatever the democratic implications are in involving viewers from the middle 
strata in participatory information, they won't be grasped without understanding viewers' 
satisfactions with the program. It is through their satisfactions with various aspects of 2100 

that one comes to grasp whether 2100 makes information relevant to viewers' concerns 
and interests at all. With this in mind, this chapter will start from why viewers' view the 
program, then forward to viewers' satisfactions, in terms of preferences and opinions, with 
a focus on the contrast between the younger, more educated and the older and less 
educated. There are two main areas to be explored, i.e., the one associated with 
professional efforts pooled for the production/ management of the program, the other with 
the populist appeal due to the practice of audience participation. These two areas 
correspond to our content study in Chapter 8, which focuses on 2100 as a professional 
construct, and Chapter 9, which highlights 2/00's lay participation. 

1. WHY PEOPLE VIEW 21001 

We attempt to ask in a way that narrows down a specific time of viewing. This 
is intended to serve two purposes. The first is to check the consistency of 
respondents' answers about their viewing frequencies, so as to ensure the validity of 
answers given by respondents and relied on by our later analyses. The second is to avoid 
vague viewing reasons from general viewing habits on the one hand, and to make it easier 
for respondents to give their answers on the other. 

1.1. Respondents' Consistency in Viewing Frequencies 
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Question 10 asks, "When was the last time you viewed 2100V The results are: 

nearly a half of them answered that it was within one month (a total of 165 respondents, 

with 35 within 24 hours, 65 within one week, 65 within one month). One fourth of them 

answered that it was within or more than three months (87 respondents), and a bit more 

than one fourth of them answered that they couldn't recall (90 respondents). 

To check for consistency, we contrast the results for this specific time of 

viewing with the results for general viewing frequencies. With those who answered 

"within 24 hours" and "within one week" collapsed in one category of "within one week", 

we have three categories comparable to "frequent viewers", "occasional viewers", and 

"random viewers" in general viewing frequencies explored in Chapter 10 which we show 

below in Table 11:1: 

Table 11:1 Consistency Check for Viewing Frequencies 

The last time Within one week Within one month Within 3 months Can't recall Total 
30.1% (100) 19.6% (65) 26.2% (87) 27.1% (90) 332 

General 
viewing 

Frequent viewers Occasional viewers Random viewers n/p Total 

32.2% (110) 10.2% (35) 57.6% (197) n/p 342 

The focus of consistency is necessarily put on the number of frequent viewers, 

as they are more tangible than any other respondents are. We know we have 110 frequent 

viewers, who account for 32.2% of the 342 respondents. Now we have 100 respondents, 

30.1% of the 332 respondents answering the question, who said they have just viewed the 

program within one week. There is only a very slim difference of 1.1%, suggesting that our 

respondents are reliable in the consistency of their viewing of 2100. 

1.2. General Viewing Reasons 

Question 11 asks, "The last time when you viewed 2100, what was the reason?" 

Respondents were given seven options to choose from, and they could choose twice if they 

like: 

a. The fame of the host or the program, 

b. The fact that ordinary people can join the talk, 

c. Some interesting guest(s) on that day. 

d. The topic under discussion that day. 

e. Sheer chance, 

f. Other reasons, 

g. Can't recall. 
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Among the 342 respondents, there are 173 who proceeded to choose their second choice 

while the rest chose only once. Therefore, there are a total of 515 counts if the second 

choice is included. Here our intention is to grasp viewing reasons of a more general nature 

from respondents who answered to give their viewing reasons for a specific time (i.e., the 

last time). Normally, the results based on these 515 counts better reflect reasons of a more 

general nature while the results based only on the first choice may reflect reasons more for 

a specific time (i.e., the last time). Thus, in Figure 1 we present the results based on a total 

of 515 counts: 

Figure 11:1 Reasons for Viewing (N=sis) 

Can't recall 

Other reasons 

Interested by the fame 
of the host/program 

Interested by ordinary 
participants 

Interested by the guests 

Interested by the topic 

Sheer chance 

0.0% 5.0% 10.0% 15.0% 20.0% 25.0% 30.0% 35.0% 40.0% 

It is clear that the two major reasons for viewing 2700 are "sheer chance" 

(33.4%) and "interested by the topic" (30%). All the rest, by comparison, are trivial 

reasons. The difference between the two major reasons is 3.4%. The phrase "sheer chance" 

is relatively more ambiguous and inclusive, while the phrase "interested by the topic/issue" 

more specific and concrete. Therefore the 3.4% should be understood as a trivial 

difference. We can assume that there is more or less equal probability of viewing either by 

chance or being attracted by the topics/issues, or probably even by both chance and 

topic/issues. 

For broadcasters, however, "view by sheer chance" is definitely not a 

meaningful reason as it suggests nothing special can be done on their part to engage the 

audiences. By comparison, "being interested by the topics/issues" is a clear and strong 

message. That is exactly why the 2100 crew puts so much weight on the choice of 

issues/topics, treating it as the most decisive factor for people to decide whether or not to 

view an episode (Yang 1997, Wang 1998). The percentage of around 30% respondents 

6.0% 

6.0% 

6.0% 

6.0% il;:»;;:;;;:; 

6.0% 

6.0% 

r^Svt 4.7% 

8.0% 

":;::;::;::::::::;;;;:::::::::;:-•:: 12.0% 
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"interested by the topic/issue" corresponds to the findings of TVBS' own various surveys 

(e.g. China Times 1996: Nov. 283). 

Interestingly, personalities do not seem to be a significant reason for viewing 

2100, even though it has helped create stardom for its host and frequent guests. Neither 

guests, nor the host, nor the audience participants can compete with a right topic at the 

right time, or more probably, with the ubiquitous contingencies in multichannel television. 

The guests, nonetheless, have more potential to attract than either the audience participants 

or the host, being the third reason given by respondents4. This may be explained by the fact 

that the guests are expected to offer the main substance for the issue under discussion. 

Most amazingly, the fame of the host/the program seems to be very trivial in attraction, 

since it gains the lowest percentage share among all, and even lower than the unspecified 

"other reasons" and "can't recall". If considered with the fact that 2100 is the leading 

program of its kind in Taiwan, this low attraction seems to suggest something about the 

ambivalent status of participatory news programming in society. It is a program type that 

can hardly attract simply by itself In other words, it attracts audiences mostly as a follow-

up for issues brought up by more traditional news information programs. Consequently, 

neither the host-driven 2100 nor the host can attract simply by its/his established fame. The 

challenge ahead is therefore an on-going process. 

2. VIEWERS4 SATISFACTIONS: 
REGARDING PROFESSIONAL MANAGEMENT 

Recognized most significantly as an informational program that attracts viewers 

most effectively by issues/topics, 2100 offers news information for its viewers through the 

conscious choice of issues/topics and the juxtaposition of competing ideas through the 

host's mediation. These are elements in the elite dimension we have explored in Chapter 8. 

Below we will discuss viewers' satisfaction related to this dimension in terms of the choice 

of issues/topics, the juxtaposition approach, the most favorite atmosphere, and the host's 

mediation style. As we said, we will highlight the contrast between the younger and the 

older, the more educated and the less well-educated. 

3 According to Chiu Fu-Sheng, the boss of TVBS, they do really put great efforts in discerning audiences' taste 
and interest in terms of issue/topic choice (Satellite and Cable 1994:31) 
4 This is further confirmed by the fact that the guests, being the fourth reason in the first choice (ranked after 
the ordinary participants), become the third reason in the second choice. If compared with other options mostly 
with a share decrease, this is interesting, as it is the only change in the ranking order. Please refer to the results 
in Question 11, Appendix 2. The results are based on the sample of 633, though. 
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2.1. Regarding the Choice of Issues/Topics 

The choice of issues/topics on 2100, as we have shown, is based on 

conventional news values. It is explored in three aspects: the significance of the choice as 

assigned by viewers, the attractiveness of 2/00's common issue types as reflected in 

viewers' preferences, and the pertinence of the continuous or extensive coverage of 

controversies seen by viewers. 

2.1.1. Issues/Topics on 2100: Important or not? 

Question 20 asks, "How important do you think most issues/topics discussed on 

2100 are?" From responses, we find that a great majority of viewers seemed to agree with 

2100''s choice of issues/topics based on conventional values. Table 11:2a shows that 

among the 342 respondents, 71.1% thought that most issues/topics on 2700 were important 

(Options 1-2) while only 14.6% of them graded those issues/topics as not important 

(Options 3-4). Worth noting is that 13.5% chose Option 2, "very important", but there are 

only 1.7% of them who chose Option 4, "trivial". 

Table 11:2a 2100's Issues/Topics: Important or not? 

Important Not Important 

1. Very important 2. Important 3. Not 
important 

4. Trivial 5. Don't know/ No opinion Total 

13.5% 57.6% 12.9% 1.7% 14.3% 100% 

46 197 44 17 49 342 

7 1 . 1 % (243) 14.6% (60) 14.3% (49) 100% (342) 

How do age and education affect people's opinion here? Since 2100 is more 

appealing to the younger and better-educated viewers, we suspect that they may tend to 

agree with 2100"% choice of issues, hence news values. Including only those who chose 

from Options 1-4 while excluding those who chose "Don't know / no opinion", we 

collapse Option 1 and 2 into the category of "Important" and Option 3 and 4 into the other 

category of "Not Important" (see Table 11: 2b). 

Table 11:2b Age Group and Rating o/2100's Issues/Topics 

N=293 

Important Not Important Total 

% Counts % Counts % Counts 

18-29yrs 85.9% 79 14.1% 13 100% 92 

30-39 yrs 85.7% 72 14.3% 12 100% 84 

40-49 yrs 77.9% 60 2 2 . 1 % 17 100% 77 

50-59 yrs 78.9% 15 2 1 . 1 % 4 100% 19 

60+olderyrs 8 1 % 17 19% 4 100% 21 

Total 243 50 293 

/=16.54, c.v.=9.4877, a=0.05, d.f.=4. 
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From Table 11:2b it appears that among the 293 respondents who chose a 

relevant option, there is a difference between older and younger age groups in opinions 

about the choice of topics on 2100. Younger age groups (below age 40) gave more positive 

answers. The association is shown to be significant at the level of a=0.05 (#2=16.54, at 4 

degrees of freedom). A similar comparison of sub-groups according to their level of 

education shows no systematic or significant difference. We can conclude that, in general, 

viewers agree that the issues/topics on 2100 are important and younger people are more 

likely to share this attitude than are older people. More educated people do not differ from 

the less educated, but the latter are less well represented in the sample to begin with. 

2.1.2. Which Kind of Issues/Topics Most Interesting? 

Here 2/00's choice of issues/topics is to be examined in terms of viewers' 

preferences. Question 21, which lists eight types of issues for respondents to choose two if 

they like, asks: "In 2100 or programs of its kind, which topics do you think deserve more 

attentions?" 

Table 11:3a Distribution of Issue Preferences 

N=532 
1.China 

vs. Taiwan 
2.Public 
Policies 

3.Politicians 
& Political 

parties 

4.Social 
Problems 

5.Education 
& Schooling 

ó.Comrm inities 
& 

Environments 

7.Economy & 
Livelihood 

8. Issues directly 
relevant to 

individuals & Family 
Total 

I 42 46 68 58 25 12 25 13 289 

n 18 23 46 34 26 19 51 26 243 

Total 60 69 114 92 51 31 76 39 532 

% 11.3% 13% 21.4% 17.3% 9.6% 5.8% 14.3% 7.3% 100% 

*"I" stands for the first choice, "II" stands for "the second choice ". 
Option 9, "Others", and Option 10, "Don't know / no Answer", are excluded here. 

The results are displayed in Table 11:3a. There are 289 respondents who chose a relevant 

option, among them 243 chose twice, thus amounting to 532 counts in total. We can see 

the order of preferences is: Option 3, "politicians and political parties", with a share of 

21.4%, Option 4, "social problems", with 17.3%, Option 7, "economy and livelihood", 

with 14.3%. The least interesting issue-type is Option 5, "Communities and Environments", 

with only 5.8%. Obviously, audiences tend to expect from 2100 what they have been 

previously offered, and they don't expect what has not been made available before5. 

Catering to a national audience, 2100 is expected to handle issues of general interest, 

5 As we know, 2700 thrived mainly on the fare about "politicians and political parties" which inevitably 
touched various issues itemized in other options. Since the second half of the year 1996, more social issues 
have been treated. This is why Option 4 becomes the second favorite for audiences. 
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rather than of regional concern. On the other hand, audiences are accustomed to what has 

been defined by conventional news values as "current-affairs", but this does not mean that 

they don't care about issues directly relevant to individuals and family. This is indicated by 

the high percentage shares in Options 4 and 7. 

We suspect that gender may affect people's issue preferences more than age 

and education. From Table 11:3b we can see that men have higher shares in Option 2 

"Public policies", Option 3, "Politicians & political parties", Option 7, "Economy and 

livelihood". In contrast, women have higher shares in Option 4, "Social Problems", Option 

5, "Education & Schooling", and Option 8, "Issues directly relevant to individuals & 

family". 

Table 11: 3b Gender and Issue Preferences 

N=532 
1.China 

vs. Taiwan 
2.Public 
Policies 

3.Politicians 
& Political 

parties 

4. Social 
Problems 

5. Education 
& Schooling 

6.Communities 
& Environments 

7.Economy & 
Livelihood 

8. Issues directly 
relevant to 

individuals & Family 
Total 

Men 28 
(11.1%) 

40 
(15.9%) 

65 
(25.8%) 

36 
(14.3%) 

14 
(5.6%) 

15 
(6%) 

40 
(15.9%) 

14 
(5.6%) 

252 

Women 32 
(11.4%) 

29 
(10.4%) 

49 
(17.5%) 

56 
(20%) 

37 
(13.2%) 

16 
(5.7%) 

36 
(12.9%) 

25 
(8.9%) 

280 

Total 60 69 114 92 51 31 76 39 532 
*"ƒ" stands for the first choice, "II" stands for "the second choice". 
Option 9, "Others ", and Option 10, "Don't know / no Answer ", are excluded here. 

Although gender does not affect people's habit of viewing 2100 as we have seen in the last 

chapter (see Table 10:6a and Table 10:6b in Chapter 10), men and women do have 

different issue-type preferences. (We will return to this point later in the chapter). From 

Chapter 8 we knew that 2100 has a predominant fare more tailored to men's preferences 

than to women's. 

2.1.3. Controversies More-heated Than Necessary 
Because of Consecutive Coverage? 

As 2100 follows top headlines of the day and constantly dedicates nearly 

consecutive episodes to a similar issue, more in-depth discussions are offered at the 

expense of issue diversity in the short term. Intended to see audiences' opinions on this 

choice or arrangement, Question 17 asks: "2700 often dedicates consecutive episodes to 

hot issues of the day. Do you think this arrangement is necessary?" Excluding the 56 

respondents who chose "Don't Know / no opinion", Table 11:4 below shows the 

distribution of the 286 respondents who gave their opinions. 
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Table 11:4 2100's Consecutive Coverage of Hot Issues: 
Necessary or not? 

Very 
necessary 

Necessary A bit 
unnecessary 

Very unnecessary Total 

34 102 99 51 286 
11.9% 35.7% 34.6% 17.8% 100% 

47.6% 52.4% 100% 

There are 47% respondents who thought that it was necessary but 52.4% thought it was 

unnecessary. The difference is not large, but even so it shows that more than 50% of the 

audience did not agree with such arrangement. Furthermore, the percentage share of those 

who thought it "very unnecessary" is 5.9% more than that of those who thought it "very 

necessary", while those who thought "necessary" is but 1.1% more than those who thought 

it "a bit unnecessary". This suggests that 2100's dedication to similar issues over a short 

time period (e.g., one week) is deemed as more excessive than necessary. To satisfy 

viewers more, 2100 ought to dedicate itself to a greater variety of issues than it has done. 

Statistical testing showed there to be no significant relationship between this 

variable and the age and educational levels of viewers. 

2.2. The Juxtaposition of Conflicting Views 

As 2100 is a source of information and deemed mainly as informational, it is 

important to see whether its viewers feel it helps them to understand the topics under 

discussion by its unconventional juxtaposition of competing opinions. With this in mind, 

Questions 18 asks: "2100 and programs of its kind often present mutually conflicting or 

contradictory views and opinions. Is this way of discussion helpful for you to grasp the 

issue under discussion?" The results are shown below in Table 11:5: 

Table 11:5 The Juxtaposition of Conflicting Views: 
Helpful or not? 

Helj jful No Help N 

1.Very helpful 2. Helpful 3.Not helpful 4.Worse than no help, 
I t ' s confusing 

5.Don't Know 

64 191 48 8 31 342 

18.7% 55.9% 14% 2.3% 9.1% 100% 

74.6% 16.3% 9.1% 100% 

Clearly, a great majority of viewers found 2100's juxtaposition approach of competing 

views help them better understand the discussed issues. Only a minimal proportion of 

viewers (2.3%) felt it to be "confusing" while many more (18.7%) thought it "very 
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helpful". From the raw data in Appendix 3: Table 18, it appears that gender plays no 

significant role here. From the same source, there is some indication that younger viewers 

are inclined to find the juxtaposition of conflicting views more helpful, but the relationship, 

when examined in the sub-sample of viewers, is not consistent or significant. The latter 

also applies in relation to educational level. However, it does seem that younger and better 

educated respondents are more likely to express some opinions on this matter than the 

older and less well-educated. 

2.3. The Most Favorite Talk Situation on 2100 

Now we will take a look at viewers' preferences regarding the debate 

atmosphere/situations. Six situations are specified in the list with eight options in Question 

19, which asks: "Which of the following situations do you like best when viewing 2100T 

Excluding Option 7, "others", and Option 8, "don't know / no opinion, the remaining six 

response positions are grouped into three pairs intended for three different focuses: 

• The first pair: Side-taking 
1. When the opinion I support is voiced or supported. 
2. When the opinion I oppose is questioned or attacked. 

• The second pair: Hot air 
3. When elite guests got hot among themselves. 
4. When ordinary audience members challenge the elite guests or the host. 

• The third pair: Diverse opinions versus consensus 
5. When diverse opinions are voiced. 
6. When some consensus is reached or taking shape. 

The 342 respondents could choose twice from the list if they like. As 205 respondents 

chose twice, there are in total 547 votes, the distribution of which are shown in Table 11:6. 

Table 11:6 Preference Distribution for Talk Situations 

Side-Taking Hot air Diversity vs. Consensus 

LSupported 
ideas voiced 

2.Opposed 
views attacked 

3.Disputes among 
elite guests 

4. Elite/lay 
confrontations 

^.Opinion 
diversity 

ô.Consensus 
reached 

Others Don't 
know 

N 

1st choice 72 11 19 46 111 33 12 38 342 

2nd choice 18 11 16 28 55 66 11 0 205 

Total 90 22 35 74 166 99 23 38 547 

% 16.5% 4% 6.4% 13.5% 30.3% 18.1% 4.2% 6.9% 100% 

20.5% 19.9% 48.4% 

Option 5 (for diverse opinions) has the highest share at 30.3%, followed by 

Option 6 (for consensus) with 18.1% and Option 1 (for supported opinions) the third with 

16.5%. The one with the lowest share is Option 2 (for opposed opinions), followed by 
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Option 3 (elite disputes). The distribution of situation preferences indicate that there is no 

single predominant preference among the six options, nonetheless a plurality of competing 

opinions (Option 5) is still most appreciated. Hot air in the talk as suggested by the share 

by Option 3 (or perhaps including Option 4) does not seem as popular as expected, 

especially when the most preferred issue-type, "politicians & political parties", seems to 

hint a preference for political confrontations. 

Furthermore, there is an interesting contrast in each of the three pairs. In the 

first pair, Options 1 and 2 have respectively 16.5% and 4% (a difference of 12.5%). This 

suggests that hearing the opinions one supports being voiced is more satisfying than 

hearing the opinions one opposes being attacked. In the second pair, Option 3 and 4 have 

respectively 6.4% and 13.5%. This indicates that seeing the elite being challenged by the 

laity is more interesting than seeing the elite get hot among themselves. The same goes for 

the third pair of Options 5 and 6. A plurality of ideas is more attracting than a consensus, 

as 30.3% votesvgo to the former while only 18.1% votes go to the latter. Generally, 

viewers' preferences are skewed toward Pair 3, which attracts nearly half of the total 547 

votes (48.4%). We must say that among the three pairs, Pair 3 is of top relevance to our 

concerns about democracy in public communication. It is very interesting to see that 

viewers pay the most attention to this pair than to the other two pairs. 

Neither age nor educational level are associated with different preference in 

respect of diversity or consensus of talk situations. However, there is a small but 

statistically significant tendency for women, by comparison with men, to prefer the 

consensus approach. 

2.4. The Host's Mediation 

Now we focus upon the core onto which the juxtaposition approach and the talk 

atmosphere are anchored: the host's mediation. Question 22 asks, "Are you satisfied with 

the host's mediation performance?" The results are shown in Table 11:7 below: 

Table 11:7 Viewers' Satisfaction with the Host's Mediation 

Satisfactory Not Satisfactory 

l.Very Satisfactory 2. Satisfactory 3. Unsatisfactory 4. Very unsatisfactory 5. Don't know / No opinion N 

2 3 . 1 % 61.4% 6 .1% 2.9% 6.4% 100% 

79 210 21 10 22 342 

84.5% (289) 9% (31) 6.4% (22) 100% (342) 

It is clear that a great majority of viewers found the host's mediation performance 

satisfactory. There are 23.1% viewers found it "very satisfactory", 61.4% "satisfactory", 
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adding up to 84.5%. In contrast, there are only 6.1% for "unsatisfactory", 2.9% for "very 

unsatisfactory", adding up to 9%. This distribution of satisfaction with the host's 

mediation performance is much the same for different age and education groups. The 

host's mediation style as a neutral host seems to be quite a successful one indeed for a 

program intended to engage as many and various people as possible. 

In this section we have found that as an information source 2100 caters to 

audiences that seem long used to the conventional news values that 2100 tightly follows. 

These audiences tend to agree with 2700's definition of public or current affairs, deems the 

issues it treats as significant, its juxtaposition of competing views as helpful, and its host's 

mediation style satisfactory. Yet these audiences, mostly random viewers, prefer more 

diversity of issues than 2700 has offered, and care more about the substance of the talk, 

whether in terms of opinion diversity or consensus, than their presumed needs to take sides 

or the much instigated hot air from the talk, even though they tend to view 2700's political 

fare more frequently, particularly in campaign time when the hot air or side-taking appears 

to prevail. This is something deserving of broadcasters' attention when they seem to invest 

great efforts in trying to dramatize the talk. 

3. VIEWERS' SATISFACTIONS: 
REGARDING AUDIENCE PARTICIPATION 

As we have seen, 2100 attracts most significantly the upper middle strata of the 

audiences who are relatively younger and more educated, who have become used to the 

conventional news values that 2700 follows, but who also appreciate the juxtaposition of 

competing ideas and the host's mediating style. Being the first ever participatory news 

informational program, 2700 boasts much about its participatory nature, though it 

obviously assigns a much greater chunk of time for its elite guests. The significance of its 

practice of audience participation in the information it offers for its viewers, however, 

needs to be grasped from the position of the viewers. This section will examine this by 

exploring three aspects: the attractiveness of audience participation for viewers, the 

representativeness of lay participants for ordinary people in the eyes of 27 00's viewers, 

and furthermore, the participatory zeal of the viewers themselves. 

3.1. Audience Participation: Its Attractiveness for Viewers 

There are two questions intended to explore the attractiveness of audience 

participation for 2700's viewers. 
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3.1.1. Time Sufficiency for Audience Participants 

Question 14 asks, "How sufficient do you think the time allotted for lay 

audience participants is?" Respondents are given six options to choose from, ranging from 

"very insufficient" to "insufficient", to "Just right, no more nor less", to "more than 

enough", and "too much more than enough". The results are shown below in Table 11:8: 

Table 11:8 Time Sufficiency for Audience Participants 

Not enough Just right More than enough 
l.Veiy 

insufficient 
2. Insufficient 3. Not more, 

nor less 
4. More than 

enough 
5. Too 
much 

6. Don't Know 
/ No opinion 

N 

23 64 150 18 9 78 342 
6.7% 18.7% 43.9% 5.3% 2.6% 22.8% 100% 

25.4% 43.9% 7.9% 22.8% 100% 

As shown in Table 11:8, less than half of the 342 respondents (43.9%) felt that the time 

allotted for audience participants to be just right, not more, nor less. About one fourth of 

them (25.4%) felt the time to be insufficient while only 7.9% felt it more than enough. Yet 

there are 22.8% respondents who chose the "don't know" option. This indicates that 

2700's current time arrangement for audience participants wins a weak majority of viewers 

and there is still room for audience participation to be expanded in terms of time. 

In respect of demographic differences, the better educated tended to be more 

critical of the time allotment than the less educated groups. Among the respondents there 

were 58% belonging to the two groups higher in education level. About 49% of them 

thought the time allotment for lay talkers to be "just right". By comparison, there are 66% 

of respondents from the three less well-educated groups who shared this opinion. 

3.1.2. The Necessity of Audience Participation on 2100 

We further explore how attractive 2100's audience participation is for its 

viewers by Question 13, which asks: "If it had no audience participants, will 2100 become 

less interesting to you?" This is intended to reveal the degree to which viewers feel 

audience participation a necessity. The options available for respondents are in five scales 

ranging from the first "More interesting even" to the last "No longer interesting at all" plus 

a "Don't know/ no opinion" option. The results are shown in Table 11:9 below: 
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Table 11:9 Viewing Interests in Audience Participation 

No, not less interesting Yes, less interesting 
l.No! More 

interesting even 
2 No! not less 

interesting at all 
3.Yes! A bit 

less interesting 
4.Yes! Much 

less interesting 
5. Yes! No longer 
interesting at all 

6. Don't Know 
/ No opinion 

N 

21 153 71 38 10 49 342 
6.2% 44.7% 20.8% 11.1% 2.9% 14.3% 100% 

50.9% 34.8% 14.3% 100% 

From Table 11:9, we find that 2100's viewers do not seem to care very much 

about whether or not there are audience participants. More than 50% respondents didn't 

feel 2100 to be less interesting if it has no audience participants, while 34.8% respondents 

felt it would become less interesting. Checking more closely, we find that only 2.9% 

respondents felt audience participation to be an absolute necessity, for without it they 

would not feel 2100 to be interesting at all. By comparison, 6.2% respondents felt it will be 

even more interesting without audience participation. Adding the percentage share of 

Option 3 and 4 together, we have 31.8% respondents who were relatively mild admirers of 

audience participation. This is still 16.9% lower than the 44.7% mild opponents who chose 

Option 2 and felt they could do without audience participation. 

There is a small but not statistically significant tendency for younger viewers 

(under 30) to feel differentially that the program would be no longer interesting without lay 

participants. Otherwise, we can say that 2100'% viewers tend to appreciate audience 

participation in a way corresponding to the significance the broadcasters care to assign to 

lay participants. While the more educated people are more unsatisfied by the current time 

length allotted to audience participation, the younger people seem more, though slightly, 

interested by audience participation. 

3.2. The Representativeness of Audience Participants 

Call-in participants and live participants are focused upon in the two questions 

intended to explore how representative 2100' s lay participants for ordinary people in the 

eyes of its viewers. 

3.2.1. Representativeness of Call-in Participants 

Question 15 asks, "How sufficient do you think 2100'% lay callers are in 

representing the majority of voters/citizens/viewers?" Respondents were given four options 

ranging from "Very sufficient (80%)" to "Very insufficient (20%)" plus a "don't know / no 
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opinion" option. The results are shown in Table 11:10 below: 

Table 11:10 Sufficiency of Lay Callers' Representativeness 

Sufficient Not Sufficient 
l.Very Sufficient 2. More or less Sufficient 3. A bit Insufficient 4. Very insufficient 5. Don't know / no opinion N 

9 116 114 57 46 342 

2.6% 33.9% 33.3% 16.7% 13.5% 100% 

36.5% (125) 50% (171) 13.5% (46) 100% (342) 

Half of the 342 respondents thought that 2'100' ;s call-in participants were not sufficient in 

representing the majority of Taiwan voters/viewers. In contrast, 36.5% respondents 

thought that they were a sufficient representation, and 13.5% respondents chose the "don't 

know / no opinion" option. 

Responses vary to some degree according to education, with the least well-

educated being most satisfied with the representativeness of lay callers. Among those with 

college or higher education, 30.3% were satisfied but 69.7% were unsatisfied. In 

comparison, among those with high-school or lower education, 56.6% were satisfied but 

43.4% felt unsatisfied. 

3.2.2. Representativeness of Live Participants 

Question 16 asks, "How sufficient do you think 2100's live participants are in 

representing the majority of voters/citizens/viewers?" Again respondents were given four 

options ranging from "Very sufficient (80%)" to "Very insufficient (20%)" plus a "don't 

know / no opinion" option. The results are shown in Table 11:11 below: 

Table 11:11 Sufficiency of Live Participants' Representativeness 

Sufficient Not Sufficient 

l.Very Sufficient 2. More or less 

Sufficient 

3. A bit 

Insufficient 

4. Very 

insufficient 

5. Don't know / 

no opinion 

N 

9 107 113 46 67 342 

2.6% 31.3% 3 3 % 13.5% 19.6% 100% 

33.9% (116) 46.5% (159) 19.6% (67) 100% (342) 

Nearly 20% of the respondents chose Option 5, "Don't know / no opinion". Less than half 

(46.5%) of the respondents chose "not sufficient", while 33.9% chose "sufficient". 

Compared with the results for lay callers, Option 5 has much higher percentages while 

"Sufficient" (Options 1 and 2) and "Not sufficient" (Option 3 and 4) have slightly lower. It 

suggests that respondents were more uncertain about the sufficiency of the 
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representativeness of 2100"% live participants. 

Again, it seems that the better educated are least convinced by the 

representativeness of live participants. Among those respondents with college or higher 

education, only 33.7% were satisfied. In comparison, 52% of the less well-educated were 

satisfied. 

In summary, 2100's lay participants, be they callers or live participants, are 

deemed mostly to be insufficient in representing the majority of ordinary people. Here we 

find a lack of confidence in the authenticity of lay participation particularly in the form of 

call-in. 

This may have something to do with rumors about "applause troops' or "caller 

troops" (see Chapter 9) which viewers must have been aware of. In particular, the 

limitation of mere voice presence on an audio-visual medium, which promotes the 

mentality of "seeing is believing", makes call-in participation prone to be manipulated, 

hence doubted. Nonetheless, education makes people more aware of the limitation of all 

televised participation, be it call-in or live presence. 

3.3. Zeal to Participate 

It is necessary to explore viewers' participatory zeal if we are not to be lost in 

2100's rhetorical heat to engage which gives an impression of very hot participation. We 

explore this zeal from two specific aspects: firstly the zeal as shown in participating to talk 

in the program, secondly the zeal as shown in sharing opinions with others outside the 

program. We believe that by specifying these two aspects we may come close to the social 

nature of 2100's viewers. In all there are four questions relevant to our interest in 

participation zeal. 

3.3.1. Participation in the Program 

Question 23 asks, "Have you ever tried to phone 2700 and join the 

conversation?" The results are shown below in Table 11:12: 

Table 11:12 Distribution of Call-in Participation Frequencies 
N=342 

Yes, frequently Yes, occasionally Yes, but very 
seldom 

No, Never tried Total 

15 32 15 278 340 
4.4% 9.4% 4.4% 81.3% 99.5% 

18.2% (62) 81.3% (278) 99.5% (340) 
Missing cases: 2 
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Table 11:12 shows that there are 278 respondents who said they have never 

tried. They comprise 81.3% of the 342 respondents, compared to 18:2% who have ever 

tried to call with varying intensity. Obviously, there is a great discrepancy between these 

statistics and the impressions from the program or the host himself who, perhaps trying to 

boost participation, constantly mentioned how jammed the phone lines are. The statistics 

seem more realistic however, as they somewhat echo to Peng's (19966) observation. 

According to her, there are maximally around 10% of viewers who have tried calling into 

participatory news talk programs. This implies that the apparent heat of participation on 

the current 2100 and its kind is in fact generated by a small percentage of viewers probably 

consisting of ideologically homogeneous groups. 

From Table 11:12 we also show a glimpse of participation frequencies. Among 

the 62 respondents who have ever tried to call, 24.2% (the original 4.4%) have tried 

frequently, 51.6% (the original 9.4%) tried occasionally, and 24.2% (the original 4.4%) 

tried but very seldom. More than a half of those interested to participate are occasional 

callers. 

According to what we often hear from the program, it seems very difficult to 

make a successful call to 2100. Intended to grasp how interested viewers perceive their 

own experience, Question 24 asks those who have tried to choose from the three options: 1. 

Frequently successful (about eight out of ten calls), 2. Moderately successful (about five 

out often calls), 3. Seldom successful (about one or two out often calls), and 4. Never 

successful. There are 61 respondents who gave their answers as shown in Table 11:13. 

Table 11:13 Frequencies of Success in Making a Call to 2100 

1.Frequently 
successful 

2. Moderately 
successful 

3. Seldom 
successful 

4. Never 
successful 

N 

0 2 10 49 61 

0% 3.3% 16.4% 80.3% 100% 

19.3% (12) 80.3% (49) 

Table 11:13 shows that there are none who felt they were frequently successful, only 3.3% 

felt moderately successful, 16.4% felt seldom successful. In strong contrast, there are 

80.3% who found they were never successful. There is some truth in the impressions from 

the program that it is very difficult to make a successful call. 

6 In the article, Peng refers to some relevant surveys about call-in audience done by the Faculty of 
Communications in National Cheng Chih University. 
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3.3.2. Private Discussion Outside the Program 

If it is so difficult to make a successful call to join the public discussion, how 

about the zeal to talk with others? Question 25 asks, "How often do you discuss 2100 with 

people around you?" There are 340 respondents who gave their answers, shown in Table 

11:14: 

Table 11:14 Frequencies of Private Discussion with Others 

N: 342 
1. Frequent 2. Occasional 3. Very seldom 4. Never N 

23 113 104 100 340 
6.7% 33% 30.4% 29.2% 99.3% 

70.1% (240) 29.2%(49) 
Missing cases: 2 

Table 11:14 shows that out of the 342 respondents, 70.1% have discussed the program 

with others, while 29.2% have never discussed it with others. Though the former group has 

much higher percentages, the distribution of frequencies show that only 6.7% discuss 

frequently, 33% occasionally, and 30.4% very seldom. The private discussion outside the 

program tends to be an either occasional or seldom held activity. Which demographic 

groups are more active in this more private discussion? Here we only count as active those 

who chose "frequent" and "occasional". 

The only association of any significance relates to age, with those older than 50 

being less likely to have discussion frequently or occasionally (in all 43%) than those 

under 50 (58%). 

3.3.3. Preferred Issues to Talk About 

Those more active in private discussion can help us grasp the concerns and 

interests of 2100' s general viewers, many of whom found it too difficult to make a 

successful call to participate in 2100. Question 26 is for the 136 respondents who chose 

Option 1 ("frequent") and 2 ("occasional") in Question 25, hence counted as active in 

private discussions with friends. They were asked, "Which of the following eight issues 

would you like to talk about most if given a chance to talk as freely as possible on a 

program like 2 WOT They could choose twice if they had a second preference. The results 

are shown below in Table 11:15a, excluding those who chose "others" or "don't know / no 

opinion": 
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Table 11:15a Preferred Issues to Talk about on 2100 

l.China 
vs. 

Taiwan 

2.Public 
Policies 

3.Politicians 
& 

Political 
parties 

4. Social 
Problems 

5.Education 
& 

Schooling 

6.Communities 
& 

Environments 

7. .Economy 
& 

Livelihood 

8. Issues directly 
relevant to 

Individuals & 
Family 

Total 

I 20 19 21 17 11 5 13 4 110 

n 5 9 14 16 10 11 17 11 93 

Total 25 28 35 33 21 16 30 15 203 

% 12.3% 13.8% 17.2% 16.3% 10.3% 7.9% 14.8% 7.4% 100% 

Excluded cases: 30. 
Note: "I" stands for the first choice, "II" stands for "the second choice ". 

Table 11:15a shows the preference distribution of issues to talk about. There 

are a total of 233 votes from the two choices. If compared with the viewing preferences 

listed in Table 11:3a, we find there are some differences in issue preferences, for mere 

viewing and for more active talking. For the convenience of reference, Table 11:15b 

presents the comparison between the two. 

Table 11:15b Comparison between Talking Priorities and Viewing Priorities 

1 .China vs. 2.Public 3.Politicians & 4.Social 5.Education 6Communities 7.Economy & 8. Issues directly 

Taiwan Policies Political parties Problems & Schooling & 
Environments 

Livelihood relevant to 
individuals & 

Family 

Viewing 11.3% 13% 21.4% 17.3% 9.6% 5.8% 14.3% 7.3% 

Priorities (5) (4) (1) (2) (6) (8) (3) (7) 

Talking 12.3% 13.8% 17.2% 16.3% 10.3% 7.9% 14.8% 7.4% 

Priorities (5) (4) (1) (2) (6) (7) (3) (8) 

We can see that the two priority orders are nearly the same, except the exchange of Option 

6 and Option 8. Worth noting is the change in the percentage value for each option. The 

top two, Option 3 and 4, have lower values while the rest have higher ones in the row of 

talking priorities. More significant are the 4.2% decrease for Option 3 and the 2.1% 

increase for Option 6. This means that if allowed a chance to talk, audiences will prefer 

talking less about "politicians and political parties", or perhaps even about "social 

problems", but will prefer talking more about other issues, especially those concerning 

"communities and environments". 

Table 11:15c Gender and Preferred Issues to Talk about on 2100 

l.China 
vs. Taiwan 

2.Public 
Policies 

3.Politicians & 
Political 
parties 

4. Social 
Problems 

5. Education 
& Schooling 

6.Communities 
& 

Environments 

7.Economy & 
Livelihood 

8. Issues directly 
relevant to 

individuals & Family 
Total 

Men 13 
(12.5%) 

20 
(19.2%) 

25 
(24%) 

16 
(15.4%) 

4 
(3.8%) 

7 
(6.7%) 

15 
(14.4%) 

4 
(3.8%) 

104 

Women 12 
(12.1%) 

8 
(8%) 

10 
(10.1%) 

7 
7%) 

17 
(17.2%) 

9 
(9.1%) 

15 
(15.2%) 

11 
(11.1%) 

99 

25 28 35 23 21 16 30 15 203 
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Table 11:15c indicates the association between issue preferences and gender. 

The top four priorities for men to talk about are, in order, "Politicians and Political 

Parties"; "Public Policies", "Social Problems"; "Economic and Livelihood". For women 

the top four priorities are: "Education and Schooling"; "Economic and Livelihood"; 

"China vs. Taiwan", and "Issues Directly Relevant to Individuals and Family". This 

finding contrasts somewhat with the replies given to Question 20 concerning how 

important the topics discussed on 2100. In that case we find that men have the same top 

four preferences, while women adopt 3 of the same 4 issues as men. (See Table 11:5c for a 

comparative view). It seems that women shared the same formal agenda of politics issues 

as men, but are inclined to have different priorities for private talk. A comparative view of 

these gender-related differences in viewing preferences and talking preferences is offered 

below in Table 11:15d below: 

Table ll:15d Gender Differences in Issue Preferences 
for Viewing and Talking 

1.China 2.Public 3.Politicians 4. Social 5.Education 6.Communities 7.Economy 8. Other Issues 
vs. Policies & Political Problems & Schooling & Environments & more directly 

Taiwan parties Livelihood relevant to 
individuals & 

Family 

Viewing 11.1% 15..9% 25.8% 14.3% 5.6% 6% 15.9% 5.6% 
Men Priorities (5) (2) (1) (4) (7) (6) (2) (7) Men 

Talking 12.5% 19.2% 24% 15.4% 3.8% 6.7% 14.4% 3.8% 
Priorities (5) (2) (1) (3) (7) (6) (4) (7) 
Viewing 11.4% 10.4% 17.5% 20% 13.2% 5.7% 12.9% 8.9% 

Women Priorities (5) (6) (2) (1) (3) (8) (4) (7) Women 
Talking 12.1% 8% 10.1% 7% 17.2% 9.1% 15.2% 11.1% 

Priorities (3) (7) (5) (8) (1) (6) (2) (4) 
Option 9, "Others ", and Option 10, "Don't know / no Answer ", are excluded here. 

When it comes to actively joining the talk, women tend to pay much more attention to 

issues more directly relevant to their daily life7. Men, alternatively, decrease their already 

limited attentions on those issues more attractive to women but less treated by the 

program. 

From the above in this section, we find that 2100 is far from being an authentic 

public participatory forum as claimed. Its viewers do not assign more significance to its 

practices of audience participation, nor deem its lay participants as sufficiently 

representative, nor feel they will be less attracted if there is no audience participation, let 

7 Their preference in "China vs. Taiwan" obviously has something to do with the timing of the phone survey. It 
should be easy to understand why the issues concerning the relationship between Mainland China and Taiwan 
weigh heavily on women. After all, the missile maneuvering during the 1996 campaign and the tension 
afterwards brought the immediate concerns about personal security and future perspectives. 
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alone being aroused enough to take a part in it. However, few viewers consent to 

decreasing the time length allotted for lay participants or entirely deleting audience 

participation. This implies that 2100's viewers somehow cherish audience time on the 

current-affairs program, though its current performance as a participatory talkspace is 

perhaps far from being satisfactory. 

4. CONCLUSION 

From what we have found in the results of the phone survey, 2100's audiences 

seem to give 2100 much more credit as an information source than as a participatory 

program. Though quite interesting, this seems unsurprising. After all, with the much 

greater significance the program assigns to its elite guests, from whom various elaborate 

views on each single issue can be expected, viewers experience a journalistic practice still 

new to them as the society and the television system are still in a fleeting transition. With 

the great claim of offering a public forum for the general public, 2100 does not assign a 

proportionate significance to lay participants, as it claims. That is why Hsiang Yang (1996), 

the local writer, commented that in 2100, it is the elite guests who are the opinion 

"majority" while the lay participants, many of them awkwardly stuttering in their 

expressions, are the opinion "minority". With its practice of audience participation, 

however, it contributes most meaningfully in that the elite guests are held (or feel to be 

held) immediately responsible for their talk and under immediate inspection by the public. 

Coupled with the traditional news values which 2100 follows and which its 

viewers seem to share habitually, this disproportionate allotment of time for audience 

participants makes it difficult for the program to offer news information more relevant to 

audiences' concerns and interests. Audiences, who view 2100 generally because of its 

being informational, agree that issues treated by 2100 are significant, that the juxtaposition 

of competing views helps their understanding of the issues. Yet they tend to view it 

"randomly", mostly when issues are interesting to them, and mostly in areas 2100 is more 

adept with (i.e. political issues and campaign coverage). They feel it is more unnecessary 

than necessary to have too frequent treatments of a hot issue. All these indicate that 

viewers concerns and interests are not very much grasped by the program with its news 

values. Basically viewers tend to make do with what has been made available. In 2100's 

industrial necessity to engage as big a "chunk" of audience as possible in the multichannel 

competition for market share, audiences are offered only those already socially recognized 

as "important", rather than privately relevant. This explains why their apparent 

endorsement of 2100's news values is not in accord with their viewing habits. It is obvious 
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that 2100 is yet to make itself an informational source capable of offering what would truly 

engage audiences to the degree of making them view the program more regularly. Nor is it 

a talkspace open enough to their normally unexpressed and uncaptured concerns and 

interests, as reflected by women viewers in their less socially recognized viewing and 

talking priorities. 
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CONCLUSION 

PARTICIPATORY TALKSHOW JOURNALISM: 
A UNIQUE USE OF A UNIQUE MEDIUM 

FOR PUBLIC COMMUNICATION 

Tl | his thesis started out of a concern to use television, an easy and popular 

media technology without the barrier of literacy, for public 

communication in an era of seemingly low feasibility. The global trend of 

the privatization and marketization of television systems that intensified in the late 1980s and 

the early 1990s has strengthened the use of television as a technology mainly for escapist 

entertainment. News information, believed to be the "headlight" of democracy, tends to be 

downsized and "entertainized" amidst vehement multichannel competition. Parallel to this 

tendency are the increasing blurring of previously distinct genres on television, the growing 

popularity of mixed programming, and the possibilities of interactions between senders and 

receivers through a combined use of television with other communication technologies, most 

notably the telephone. These newer developments newly impact the use of television, but there 

are also positive implications for the role of television in public communication, a role 

increasingly discussed as something significant in what is often summarized as 

"teledemocracy" (e.g. Schudson 1992, Keskinen 1995, Mctavish 1996, Ytterstad et al. 1997). 

We have made our efforts to explore this role both theoretically, in Part I, and 

empirically, in Part H Central to our exploration of the role has been the investigation of the 

degree to which public communication on television can be revitalized through participatory 

talkshow journalism. This has been an assessment of how far public communication can be 

facilitated merely with efforts at the programming level. As is already well known, 

professional self-regulation is now much relied upon to ensure opinion diversity- the core of 

concerns with public communication, since structural control by the state has become obsolete. 

By focusing upon participatory talkshow journalism, it was believed that the potentials of 

television for public communication could be better explored beyond what has been taken too 

much for granted and what has been imposed on the medium and its use. Participatory 

talkshow journalism, a relatively new practice doubtful of the good name of journalism, blurs 
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both generic and social boundaries long taken for granted. In particular, the practice of 

audience participation implies a "dilution" of organizational control as it brings with it 

contingent elements hard to be entirely controlled in programming Such contingency can be 

reinforced, and organizational control further loosened, if the program is aired live. 

Thus we have come a long way from the more theoretical argumentation in Part I 

to the empirical case study in Part H. In Part I, we argued, albeit with great caution, for the 

democratic significance of participatory talkshow journalism in the historical use of television 

for public communication. In Part H, we examined how far such democratic significance can 

still hold in Taiwan, a society where participatory discussion programming on current-affairs 

has not been possible until recent years, following the proliferation of television channels and 

the reluctant loosening of state control of television. With these two parts together, I hope to 

pinpoint participatory talkshow journalism as a unique form of television journalism with its 

new possibilities and limitations that come along with its market-based operations. 

1. Television Journalism Constrained in Modernist Light 

We began by studying television the medium and then the participatory talkshow 

genre. Television was treated, in Chapter 2, first as a distribution technology and a cultural 

environment with its technological specificities in the light of participatory democracy, 

especially what has been envisioned so vividly by the term "electronic town meeting". We 

tried to go beyond the simple beliefs regarding television as something either for 

empowerment or manipulation. It was argued that being audio-visual, television offers a type 

of information very different from the print media, as it favors more spontaneity than 

deliberation, more presentational expressions than discursive communications. By this way we 

carefully avoided the traditional tendency in academic fields to take sides between outright 

optimism, as represented by McLuhan (1964/1995) and Enzensberger (1974), or straight 

pessimism, as delegated by Adomo (1954) and Conrad (1982), towards television as a media 

technology for public communication 

In Chapter 3, we moved on to examine how such a medium has been applied to the 

field of journalism. It is a field established along the trajectory of modernity highly influenced 

by print literacy, together with its high concerns with cultural legitimacy and its strict 

separation between the public and the private, the fictional and the non-fictional, information 

and entertainment. Being a medium that offers rare authenticity of "to-see-is-to-believe", 

television was somehow deemed disturbing. Great efforts were invested to ensure that its 

journalistic use would follow the strict principles of factual and rational journalistic objectivity, 

however problematic it might be on a medium that favors spontaneous expressions over 
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deliberate communications. 

Gradually, those noble principles were found to be but a lofty and haughty disguise 

for the allegedly self-serving elite from whom and/or by whom news/information was 

distributed to ordinary people. The "to-see-is-to-believe" authenticity on news/information 

turned out to be merely constructed. In doubt was the feasibility and credibility of objectivity 

principles, along with the evaporation of the high legitimacy for habitual modernist 

dichotomization between the public and the private, the fictional and the non-fictional, or the 

high culture and the low culture- dichotomies believed helping the cultural/governing elite 

maintain their claimed authorities. The lack of "openness", something typical of modernism 

under the close scrutiny of Huyssen (1986) and Docktor (1994), reflected itself in the top-down 

nature of news/information in traditional sense. Caught in the process, television, notorious for 

its cultural vulgarity with its ever-hybridizing and self-referential tendencies, started to put on a 

new appearance. New-found empowerment was reportedly granted by its fictional 

programming to its loyal female audiences, however emotional and irrational they might be 

(e.g. Ang). The old modernist dichotomies were also being loosened up for television 

journalism. 

As we have seen, market forces played an indispensable role in making full use of 

the medium's televisual hybridity. While modernist dichotomies were increasingly felt to be 

unnecessarily constraining in the sea change of the 1980s, new frontiers of television 

journalism were also being explored with increasing capitalist audacity, even though yet to be 

recognized as legitimate in the cultural realm. 

2. Talkshow Journalism: Journalism in Postmodern Light 

We tried to understand the sea change in 1980s as an era that brought new 

possibilities and challenges for a broader use of television in public communication. The 

structural shake-up and technological breakthrough did render the old order in disarray. While 

new vigor were introduced amidst great uncertainty, what needed to be addressed was the 

problems for public communication that came with the increasingly problematic image of 

television journalism as something close, controlled, and constructed by the cultural/governing 

elite, even given its "to-see-is-to-believe" authenticity. We thought of the need to open up the 

public discourse in journalism no matter how inevitably constructed news/information would 

tend to be. 

Naturally we turned to the kind of programming which, by allowing participation 

of ordinary people in production of news/information, enables much wider social interaction 
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and abolishes generic boundaries previously taken much as granted. We hoped that somehow 

television journalism could mirror closely the heteroglossia of the life/reality of ordinary 

people through their participation. Thus in Chapter 4 and 5 we shifted our focus to the use of 

the participatory talkshow format in journalism. 

2.1. Talkshows' Transgression with Televisual Hybridity 

First we tried to establish the rather broad and ambiguous "genre" of the talkshow 

as a perfect embodiment of television hybridity in its ever-ingesting, ever-projecting, and self-

referential movements. With bare talk as the basis or even main fare, the talkshow recombines 

various sources and forms of media texts together in a postmodern bricolage. No longer is the 

grand narrative, criticized as inevitably ideological and commonly found in all traditional 

media texts. Merged together in the audio-visual bricolage are those previously distinct and 

separate but now transgressed domains, most notably those of information and of 

entertainment, of the public and of the private. No doubt such hospitable inclusion through the 

transgression of these established domains deserves great suspicion, and with good reasons, 

regarding the validity, if not legitimacy, of the "anything-goes" aesthetics. To the degree that 

the previous control of journalistic discourse is being loosened, the inclusive and transgressive 

talkshow "genre" contributes to television journalism by exploring the use of television on the 

basis of the possibilities allowed by its televisual hybridity. 

So far the inclusive and transgressive remains mainly generic, perhaps even of 

cross-media. Such generic transgression has been going on since television's inception, as well 

noticed by Raymond Williams (1974a). It is but a further step to make the inclusive and 

transgressive talkshow participatory. The transgression becomes a social one as now it blurs 

the boundaries between laity and experts, between spectators and performers. 

2.2. Participatory Talkshows: Their Dual Role in Public Communication 

All forms of lay participation, we argued, begin from the necessity to engage 

audiences. The intention to engage is inherent in all communication behaviors, as no 

broadcasters, culturally legitimate or not, can afford to ignore their audiences. Implied by the 

necessity to engage is the hope of openness, as it naturally involves an invitation for the 

audiences in order to complete the process of communication. As far as the traditional one

way communication can go, such openness relies mainly on the image of individual viewers as 

active and capable "decoders" of a media text under the various microscopes of audience 

research in the 1980s. Audience participation in the co-construction of information on 

transgressive talkshow programming conjures up a far greater scope of openness, as the chance 
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elements would be introduced through audiences. The degree of the scope of openness, 

however, is necessarily defined by the scale of participation and the nature of the program. 

Being a product mainly of market innovations pushed by the ever-pressing need to 

engage and the smart recognition of arising social needs, participatory talkshows remind us of 

many historical practices that proved participatory and emancipatory. Most significantly, these 

historical practices marked the relevance of the market vigor to the development of democracy 

in defiance of ideological control by, e.g., the church or the state. Through the willing 

participation of ordinary people, through the autonomous exertion of their consumer 

sovereignty in the market-based talkspace, a free flow of diverse ideas and opinions was 

realized. Yet these public talkspaces, launched and facilitated by the market, were inevitably 

conditioned by it and subjected to its principles of capitalist accumulation and expansion as 

exemplified in the American Lyceum (Munson 1993). The free flow of diverse ideas and 

opinions was gradually lost in organizational control for commercial purposes. Hence in their 

turn, the experiences of historical practices remind us of the ambivalent relationship between 

democracy and the market. Participatory talkshows on television complicates that ambivalent 

relationship by conflating interpersonal face-to-face communication with mediated 

communication across distance. 

Hence we tried to grasp the democratic potentials of participatory talkshows 

together with their far too frequent failures to be realized in intensifying market competition. 

To do so we focused on the dual role of participatory talkshows as a public talkspace and as a 

journalistic practice. The former, i.e., the role of public talkspace, was treated as related 

mainly with relatively unmediated interpersonal communications, while the latter, i.e., the 

journalistic role, mainly with mediated communications. 

• Participatory Talkshows as a Public Talkspace 

Drawing on Habermas' theory of the public sphere and its revisions by many others 

(see Calhoun 1992), we considered participatory talkshows as a pluralist public sphere where 

large-scale interpersonal face-to-face dialogue on issues of public concerns are realized 

through television, though inevitably in a simulated manner condemned by Baudrillard (see 

Chapter 2). Being the major medium held responsible, by Habermas and his followers, for the 

decline of a debating and deliberating public, television stands a chance once again to 

revitalize the public sphere and sophisticate it for a plural postmodern society. The 

transgressive nature of participatory talkshows enables diverse interactive talk with various 

and mixed purposes. Depending on social needs and organizational emphases, they can be 

serious or trivial, formal or casual, informational or entertaining, and engaging emotionally or 
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rationally. Being conjured up is a mixed image of such talkshow-facilitated public sphere, 

which we tried to capture in the two terms, "electronic town-meeting" and "electronic 

neighborhood". 

What is democratically significant here is the self-asserting ordinary people, armed 

with their life experiences and loaded by their everyday concerns, who participate in the joint 

construction of meaning through open interactive dialogue with the cultural/governing elite. 

Theoretically, their ordinariness and everydayness would enrich the public talkspace, as their 

presence would help create a jargon-free, closer-to-real-life communication. The public 

talkspace would therefore be no longer a talkspace for elite abstraction aloof from real life. 

Together, the public nature of the talkspace and the social aspect of ordinary people would co

operate to nurture and nourish a shared community identity with which people continue to 

associate, negotiate, and contest among themselves, in the on-going communication realized 

by television. 

In practice, the kind of public nature of the televised talkspace is necessarily 

conditioned by televisual visibility, which tends to demand a look of spontaneity while at the 

same time expose something unintended, hence uncommunicative. This would favor those 

who know how to live with the camera and the microphone as well as the pressure of limited 

time. Furthermore, the social aspect of ordinary people, called forth to participate in public 

discussion, has to go through the process of being appropriated, directed, and then channeled 

by organizational/industrial concerns of which the main issue is to engage. When haunted by 

the industrial need to make a show out of the bare talk through the demanding televisual 

visibility, the televised public talkspace might serve as a stage for performative chatters or 

rattles, rather than a space for participatory open dialogue. 

• Participatory Talkshows as a Journalistic Practice 

In the dual role of participatory talkshows, the public-talkspace role is defined by 

the role as a journalistic practice, as the televised participatory talk is to be packaged for 

certain target audiences. We tried in Chapter 4, to locate participatory talkshows within the 

field of journalism. Sensing all too well that this might be deemed as smearing the good name 

of journalism, we specified in Chapter 3 two aspects, i.e., the serious aspect and the popular 

aspect in journalism, and in particular television journalism heavily tinged with the idea of 

"public trust". Treating something enormously inclusive and inherently boundary-blurring, we 

knew the specification to be only valid when it served to envision broader possibilities in 

journalism. Thus we forwarded to a comparative juxtaposition of the traditional journalistic 

practice and the talkshow journalistic practice in Chapter 4. With three pairs of contrasts, we 
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tried to pinpoint the democratic significance of talkshow approach for journalism in terms of 

helping non-participant audiences make sense of life/reality in its heterogeneous authenticity. 

The first pair is the contrast of the hospitable host with the neutral anchor. The 

host, who appears involved in the sharing of life-experience to the degree of showing her/his 

sympathy with ordinary people, problemizes the traditional anchor who remains impersonally 

detached and disinterested in his authoritative presentation of news/information as 

representative knowledge. In such problemization, life experiences of ordinary people low in 

the traditional hierarchy of knowledge become legitimized and even glorified By contrast, 

representative knowledge, acquired from the abstraction of life experiences by the 

cultural/governing elite and esteemed as high in the traditional hierarchy of knowledge, puts 

on an image of being cold and irrelevant to what concerns ordinary people in everyday 

life/reality. 

The second pair is the contrast between the both-and aesthetics of participatory 

talkshows and the either-or aesthetics of conventional news and current-affairs. By inclusive 

juxtaposition, the former thrives on incongruity and it welcomes a constellation of diverse 

voice, even noise, in the studio. This reflects a pluralized society characterized by competing 

or even conflicting interests, tastes and alternative lifestyle choices. Accordingly, the hierarchy 

of knowledge is abolished, though it is still held dear in the either-or aesthetics followed by 

traditional journalism, which emphasizes the importance of integrity and of universality, in 

order to deserve the high position in the hierarchy. The third contrast is the one between the 

talkshow's productive instability and the editorial closure in traditional journalism. Due to 

audience participation, participatory talkshows have various degrees of chance elements which 

result in uncontrollable contingencies in programming, making the production of a media text 

an open process, hence the discourse necessarily open-ended No consensual conclusion is 

implied as it is, by design, open to negotiation and contestation by audience participants. 

While the above three pairs of contrasts do imply less organizational control and 

more diversity, authenticity and transparency, participatory talkshow journalism was 

nonetheless prone to be misused or abused in the ever-pressing law of the market to engage 

more. In chapter 5, we examined their demonstrative practices in the U.S., the country where 

the genre enjoys its emergence and rapid growth. We found that in general market-based 

talkshow journalism debases television journalism by making the latter more talk-oriented 

than coverage-oriented It contributes more to estranging audiences away from the public 

discourse than to getting them more involved and concerned in public affairs. The required 

"mediated publicness" (Thompson 1995) for otherwise hidden community ailments, continues 

to be neglected while voyeurism and cynicism are being encouraged, intentionally or not. 
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Furthermore, with audience participation, participatory talkshows lend themselves far too 

easily for commercial/political promotions. This implies that its originally noble participatory 

nature undergoes a two-step degradation, i.e., degrading from being participatory to being 

performative (for theatrical effects to engage), and further to being promotive (for market 

exploitations). 

Thus, with the dual role for public communication, participatory talkshow 

journalism emerged from the market so democratically promising yet ended up serving merely 

those behind the political economy of television. Echoing those media critics concerned with 

the public interest or the position of ordinary people in public communication, Chapter 5 

suggested that the participatory talk format can be yet another instrument for capitalistic 

exploitations of consumers/audiences, even with its apparent openness. To grasp further the 

ambivalent nature of market-based participatory talkshow journalism for public 

communication, we came to Part II where we examined 2100: All People Open Talk. It is the 

first ever current-affairs talkshow in Taiwan, a society in its social-political transition in terms 

of liberal democracy recently awakened to experience the charm of participatory talkshow 

journalism. 

3. Talkshow Journalism 
As Demonstrated by 2100: All People Open Talk 

In Chapter 6, which was essentially a background introduction for the emergence 

of 2100: All People Open Talk, it was asserted that it takes some economical, social and 

political conditions to have participatory current-affairs talkshows emerge on television. In the 

case of Taiwan, 2'100''s emergence indicates that competing politics has taken some shape, that 

privatization and marketization of television have come to a mature stage against the 

background of channel proliferation. As we stressed, there is a much greater significance, in 

terms of facilitating public communication, in the fact that 2100 is aired live in prime-time as a 

strip program for weekday evenings and predominantly on current affairs. Here we found the 

audacity of media enterpreneurship operating in a society of awakening civil forces. With the 

content study in Chapter 8 and 9 and audience study in Chapter 10 and 11, the constraints and 

achievements of 2100 as a talkspace and as a journalistic practice are made known. Based on 

what inspired by 2100, it is time to make concluding remarks on the use of television 

participatory talkshow programming for public communication today. Two aspects are 

specified in the elaboration below: 

3.1. 2100 as a Televised Public Festival of Public Debates 
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From the study in Part H, one might somehow feel not much impressed by 

2100. So highly claimed as a participatory "public forum", it turns out to be more 

explicitly constrained for lay participants and more implicitly restrictive for elite guests. It 

engages in the debates it facilitates only a very slim percentage of its audience, let alone 

the national population it wishes to reach as suggested by its title. Being a journalistic 

program, 2100 attracts mainly random viewers, and many of its viewers do not feel 

audience participation is something indispensable to the program, even though it relies 

mainly on its participatory appeal to distinguish itself from its followers/competitors. 

Furthermore, the "heat" apparently generated from its talk every weekday on screen does 

not seem in accord with the "cold" off-screen reality reflected in the viewing frequencies 

of its viewership in particular, and the viewing preferences of Taiwan television audiences 

in general. As we have suggested, 2100 is more a media phenomenon than a public utility 

in Taiwan society today. 

Yet 2100 can be rather inspiring in those ways it has tried so far to bring the 

medium close to ordinary people while dedicated mainly to "public affairs" as traditionally 

defined. Even though driven by the mundane intention to "conquer" as big as possible a 

chunk of audience share, 2100 is indeed impressive by the flexibility it shows in practicing 

audience participation, and combining television with other information technologies, such 

as telephone, facsimile, computers (in the cases of electronic bulletin boards and the 

internet). By this it offers various ways for individual audience members, allowing them 

the choice of participation methods while getting them involved in "public affairs". Of 

course such choice is not always available. In fact most episodes have only the phone-in 

participation. The efforts its crew has put in trying out possible ways of participation for 

certain topics nonetheless deserve admiration, as it does envision a broader use of 

television as a public utility capable of facilitating participatory discussion on "public 

affairs". 

2100 pioneered in the combined use of television not only with other 

information technologies, but also with the more "primitive" way of communication, i.e., 

the literal face-to-face big gathering as shown in its outdoor episodes, which is 

undoubtedly of high significance in bringing information back to ordinary people. By 

November 29, 1997, the 1997 Election Day for county magistrates and provincial city 

mayors, there were about 120 episodes of this kind, most significantly on political issues 

and concentrated during politically sensitive times. They normally took place in front of a 

local temple, in a school, or some public plazas. Most topics were of general nature, but 

tailored more specifically to local residents, often of all ages. Sometimes, they might 

appeal only to certain social groups, such as university students or employees in some 
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science-related industrial zones. Whether it was in urban areas, countryside, or off-shore 

islets, the scene was indeed impressive as local folks gathered casually with their kith and 

kin as if enjoying a rare occasion realized by television. The camera normally followed 

where the microphone went, and granted the lay talker a steady close-up on screen. It is 

partly touching, and partly amusing, to "witness" the "excitement" shared by lay talkers 

who tried hard to speak with awkward stutters on those "hard" topics. These close-ups, 

together with the frequent interchange of middle shots and long shots of the noisy and 

crowded scene, were actually celebrating what 2100 has made it possible for ordinary 

people: They gathered to express their concerns for the country/community! 

If one considers how in these outdoor episodes the microphone was passing 

quickly from one to the other lay speaker, along with the generalized and simplified topics 

for very complicated issues1, one would find what was actually said did not matter much 

more than the availability of lay voices in front of TV camera. Here even the most 

touching, enjoyable way of participation enabled by talkshow programming cannot evade 

the question of "productivity" especially when dedicated to debates on "public affairs". 

The constraints, as we have learned, are significantly induced by professional awareness of 

the industrial necessity to engage audiences through an expressive medium. With a 

problematic image of "public utility", 2100 is obviously incapable of in-depth participatory 

debates. This being said, 2100, and in particular its outdoor episodes, nonetheless reminds us 

of the rhetorical and playful aspects in communication action which, long neglected in 

traditional thinking, deserve to be treated now by the right medium in the right format so as to 

favor public communication today. 

Here we come back to what prompted our empirical focus on 2100. There has long 

been a loss of "the link between citizenship and theatricahty" (Garnham, in Calhoun 1992:360) 

due to the modernist sharp distinction between information and entertainment. A society 

normally has some "public festivals" (Rousseau, quoted ibid) to nurture a shared identity in the 

community, though these "festivals" might serve more entertaining or cultural than 

informational purposes. For a nation, the maintenance of this shared identity is still relevant 

and imperative today, as long as consensus is needed to get something solid done together in 

democracy (Chapter 5). So far, the operation of democracy remains based on the concept of 

the nation-state, however problematic the concept tends to be. Participatory talkshow 

1 Topics such as "President candidates: Do you know what concerns the voters most in face of the missile 
threats??" "Is Taiwan sick? No hope for reforms even when political parties try to cooperate?" "Do Elections 
Lead to Confrontations between Peace and Danger?" "Conflicts between LY and Presidential Office: Who is to 
tidy it up?" "Where is the People in the Midst of Chaotic Politics in June?" "Let's walk out of the shadow of 
the bloody murder together!", were discussed in outdoor episodes. (See Appendix 4). 
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journalism might tend to fail a more in-depth critical-rational mode of communication worthy 

of the aired talktime on television. Even with more in-depth talk it cannot escape the critiques 

of being unproductive in its daily talk ritual. 2100, for example, is frequently so commented by 

its own elite guests, in its own studio. Yet at least it serves as a sort of public festival for public 

debates with much wider participation, which otherwise is not at all conceivable, for the 

benefits of boosting a shared identity in an increasingly pluralized and segmented postmodern 

society. 

In a sense, participatory talkshow journalism is a kind of "psychological 

facilitation of access" (see Chapter 3) on the part of the television industry for ordinary people, 

due to its eternal needs to engage them. Now with hindsight in the postmodern age, we are 

more prepared to appreciate the values of such facilitation. We can even envision it as a 

potential diversification of public discourse, rather than following the aloof elitists in 

lamenting such facilitation as a decline of discursive quality. However, we cannot evade the 

fact that great efforts at (and perhaps beyond) the programming level are definitely needed to 

improve its uses for public communication. 

3.2. 2100 as an Institution with a Life of Its Own to Maintain 

The industry-based "facilitation of access", in the form of a public festival for 

current-affairs debate as exemplified by 2700, reflects the dynamics of the market with its 

mundane inherent needs to engage as many people as possible to participate in 

consumption. The dynamics can be liberating, even empowering, as we witness how 

ordinary people do appear from their obscurity and join in the televised debates even 

though allowed but a very short moment. The emerging social needs of participating on 

debating "public affairs", are being catered to through free exploration of the market even 

in the lingering shadow of the state/government intervention. Self-censorship has been 

apparently minimal, as it uses the convenient disclaimer nearing the end of its every 

episode: "The above opinions do not represent the stance of this station". This is a 

disclaimer now adopted by nearly all discussion programs on current affairs which follow 

2700 in applying the talkshow juxtaposition of competing ideas. In an era when self-

regulation is increasingly counted upon worldwide for a diversity of opinions on television, 

2700 does represent something democratically promising on Taiwan television, for Taiwan 

audiences in public communication, especially if judged in its historical context. In a sense, 

it represents the degree to which self-regulation can go at the programming level for 

ensuring opinion diversity. 

Yet participatory talkshow programming, as presented by 2700, invokes 
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something more than what the traditional concerns for opinion diversity would address. 

Influenced by the traditional conceptualization of the communication process as one way 

from the active sender to the passive receiver, these age-old concerns emphasize the 

recognition given to different opinions from senders, so as to keep receivers sufficiently 

informed. If merely viewed from this perspective, 2100 deserves some compliments for the 

juxtaposition approach it applies. There remains much to be desired nonetheless, with its 

tendency to give recognition and assign significance only to established opinions as 

represented by elite guests. Thriving on its participatory appeal, 2700 does not offer the 

kind of opinion diversity implied in lay participation. In other words, 2100 does not really 

open up the public discourse for lay participants to the degree of reflecting the authentic 

life/reality as they live everyday, through endeavoring to make information relevant to 

their concerns and interests. 

From the study in Part II, we found the inevitable constraints come from the 

hazard of participatory talkshow programming (which broadcasters tend to try hard to 

control) and the news values (which conventionally shape what counted as "current 

affairs"). Both would affect what are treated, or remains omitted on the televised 

"festivals". We learned that in the case of 2100, deliberate control techniques for lay 

participation have been minimal2, and the hazard comes mainly from inviting elite guests on 

short notice due to the make-shift nature of talkshow programming. This affects the 

representativeness of elite guests together with their possible combinations. More significant 

constraints, however, are from the kind of news values 2100 tightly follows as an advertising-

financed program. It seems that the traditional news values still take great command on 

both sides- the sender and the receiver-- and are accepted nearly as granted. This is made 

particularly obvious on participatory talkshow journalism exemplified by 2100. 

In the phone survey we could see how the audiences tended to agree with 2/00's 

news values, as they agreed that issues treated on 2100 are important, that the host mediates 

quite satisfactorily, that the lay talk is not as interesting or significant as the elite talk nor 

representative of the majority of audiences. They applauded what was assigned more 

significance or what was made available and possible on 2100, in particular its 

juxtaposition of competing ideas from the elite guests, which they deemed helpful for 

understanding the issue under discussion. As a program with apparent participatory heat, 

2100 demonstrates that audiences' habitual tendency to make do with whatever is 

2 In the words of Yang (1997), it is much appreciated already that viewers do bother to make the anticipated calls or 
appear on site, so appreciated that none would think of screening away the undesirable people except exerting the 
stick-to-the-topic principle. 
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available on television not only reinforces the news values, but also makes it more difficult 

for themselves to conceptualize the term "current-affairs", beyond conventional big-guy-

and-big-place politics. The self-asserting individuals theoretically supposed to be called forth 

by participatory programming for contesting the elite-defined news values turn out to see few 

problems for themselves at all. 

Yet it would be better not to blame the audience's make-do habitual tendency. 

Instead, what is to blame is the advertising-financed 2100 ever in need of boosting its 

interrelated dual market, i.e. the viewership as reflected by audience ratings which affects 

advertising revenues. As we know, the decline from being democratic participatory, to 

being theatrical performative, and further to being commercial/political promotive, is 

simply too easy for market-based participatory talkshows. The nature of televisual 

visibility is such that it is impossible for 2100 to avoid the first step of degradation, i.e., the 

degradation from being a public forum to a public festival of performative debates. 

Somehow 2100 still holds its debate programming well from the further degradation into 

something commercially or politically promotive, at least not explicitly or intentionally. 

Nonetheless, we must say that in the kind of news values 2100 tightly follows, we find 

2/00's great devotion to its own self-promotion rather than to lay participation. News 

values oriented to big-guy and big-place politics serve well the purpose of engaging 

audiences as much as possible in the multichannel rating war. After all, they are the well-

tried largest common denominators in news informational programming. 

This partly explains why 2100 turns out to attract mostly random viewers. 

Obviously, current/public affairs as defined by news values do not address the concerns 

and interests of audiences as much as claimed by 2100. For the program, news values are a 

convenient source of theatrical intensities to engage. The intensities seem inevitably 

diluted in the high frequencies of 2700's being on air five days a week as a strategic block 

programming3. They are dampened further as similar news values are in fact shared by 

nearly every program related with current affairs from dawn to dusk across the 

multichannel spectrum. The result is a media phenomenon which tends to create a world 

of its own, too heated by news values while simply unrelated to the micro life/reality of 

ordinary people. No matter how "popular" the program is claimed to be, with relatively 

sanguine ratings worthy of industrial complacency, much of its rhetorical heat that has to 

be generated every weekday evening does not comply with the generally undisturbed life-

3 2100 seems to incorporate two types of strategic programming, i.e. strip programming and block 
programming. These two types are specified by Pringle et al. 'm Electronic Media Management (1991). Besides 
them, there are other three types. They are "head-to-head", counter programming, and checkerboard 
programming. 
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world of audiences. 

We are reminded of the preference-option theory by Dunnett (1990: 30), an 

advocator of advertising-financed television mainly for escapist entertainment, who grasps 

its weakness well nonetheless. According to Dunnett, any household will watch a program 

only if it is in their top four preferences. If not, they will turn to another channel or turn off 

the set. For the industry, to choose a program only passably satisfactory for 100 households, 

will be more profitable than to choose one deeply satisfactory for 10 households. 

Therefore advertising-financed television will always be barely acceptable for a majority 

of viewers but won't be able to satisfy any special tastes, be they broadcasters or 

narrowcasters. The preference-options of the industry to boost advertising revenue will 

never be near enough to the real preferences of real audiences. We find Dunnett's thesis 

applies well to news talkshow programming dedicated to advertising revenues. Similarly, a 

talkshow like 2100 will choose an issue that only passably addresses the concerns and 

interests of 100 viewers, rather than to choose one that deeply addresses the concerns and 

interests of 10 viewers. News values followed by 2100 and its kind simply reflect this 

industrial preference-option. 

Thus, we come to realize that a program, like an organization, has a life of its 

own to maintain once it is established, and even more so when it acquires the status not 

unlike that of an institution4 Market-based or not, its has its own concerns and interests to 

tend to, and normally before it can tend the concerns and interests of its audiences. It might 

emerge as a noble or smart recognition of social needs. In the course of its development, 

however, it inevitably faces the daily reality of keeping itself sustainable, if not profitable. 

The daily reality of ups and downs in terms of popularity, reflected normally in audience 

ratings, is now necessarily treated as what actually legitimize its very existence. In 

particular an advertising-financed program feels more acutely the heavy burden of this 

legitimization through ratings. Being constantly pushed by the oppressive demand to 

engage for its own maintenance, a program like 2100 cannot be expected to be able to 

address concerns and interests of its audiences and involve them in the "opinionating" of 

the pre-defined current affairs. Even with seemingly enthusiastic audience participation, 

2100 contributes mostly to the reinforcement of the reality as already constructed by 

traditional informational programming, rather than as what experienced by audiences in 

their daily life/reality. 

4 This is also well reflected in the development and decline of public television system in Britain and Norway as 
documented by Syvertsen (1992). According to her, organizational interests gradually took form and joined to 
shape the structure and influence the performance of public television, while in the beginning its 
institutionalization was mainly decided by political and commercial interests. 
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To quite a degree, 2100 demonstrates the possibility of practicing various ways 

of audience participation in a single program based on talkshow programming that makes 

full use of television hybridity for public-affair discussion. Each different way of 

participation opens up new possibilities for the use of television as an public access and 

creates a new hope for a more participatory public communication in our time. The 

combined use of television with other technologies suggests more options for those 

individual viewers who otherwise might remain isolated in their private homes. The on-site 

participation, in or outside the studio, creates something social and televised for those who 

could and would enjoy a get-together face-to-face. Through the boundary-blurring 

talkshow programming, mediated and unmediated communications are mixed together, 

and individual-based and collective-based participation options are made available. It is 

indeed amazing to witness how a single program can realize audience participation with 

great flexibility. Technically, there seems to be few insurmountable problems to use 

television for more participatory public communication. 

If seen from the perspective of the opinion diversity required for public 

communication, 2100 demonstrates the possibility of combining traditional journalism 

with the talkshow format. While competing ideas are juxtaposed through "testimonial" 

debates among the opinion-holders, the host remains detached and disinterested as he, 

armed by his stick-to-the-issue principle, presides and orchestrates neutrally the conflicting 

voices. Yet to a great extent, 2100 offers mainly representative information just as 

traditional news information programs do, due to the choice of the time allotment which 

favors elite guests but disfavors lay participants. With the generally rather "hard" topics, 

though formulated in an engaging way, 2100 still continues to strengthen the traditionally 

held dichotomy between the serious and the trivial. This certainly leaves less doubt of its 

being serious, public, and informational, but the kind of opinion diversity theoretically 

supposed to be introduced by audience participation remains unrealized in practice. 

The relative lack of life-world testimonials from lay participants is more a 

matter of style choice and perhaps subject to change in the course of a program's 

developments. Yet this can be seen as a nullification, to quite some degree, of 2/00's 

claim to be participatory. This is exactly the great dilemma today for an advertising-based 

program intending to give an impression of doing serious participatory journalism while 

bearing the oppressive need to engage- not for boosting participation per se, but for its 

sheer survival in multichannel competition. The necessity to produce engaging heat from 

"hard" topics makes it inevitable to follow news values that might engage most in general 

but concerns few in particular. The potentials of participatory talkshow journalism to offer 

information more open and relevant to the audiences' life/reality, whether in the form of 
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an electronic town-meeting or neighborhood, tend to be suffocated in the imperative quest 

for ever wider participation and ever greater chunk of audience share. Seen in this light, 

current-affairs talkshows possess no difference from those that treat "softer" fare but end 

up encouraging only "eccentric" people to participate (Priest 1995). In their respective 

presumably sanguine rating reports, what is being recorded is not the boosting of 

participation in public communication, but voyeurism and cynicism that estranges ordinary 

people from the public discourse. 

4. Conclusion 

With the case of 2100, we have demonstrated the energy the market can bring 

to television programming, and the weakness of participatory talkshow journalism, when 

pushed by the needs to boost advertising business. Even resorting to the refreshing image 

of a public festival for current-affairs debate, a news talkshow cannot hold that freshness 

for too long, if the original concerns of making information open and relevant to 

life/reality of ordinary people remain unaddressed. 

To revitalize public communication through television, participatory talkshow 

journalism does inspire greatly by its use of interactive talk. It does this while blurring 

social and generic boundaries and loosening up the traditional dichotomies between the 

informational and the entertaining, the senders and the receivers, the public and the private. 

This is where efforts at the programming level can really work. Yet programming efforts, 

however creative and professional, need to be coupled with an objective that encourages 

real participation through the simplicity of interactive talk. With this aim in mind, 

narrowing down the scale of participation to more specific issues and targeting smaller 

communities appear far more feasible5. It is, however, often the objective of a market-

based program to enlarge, as much as possible the scale of participation, to the degree that 

the focus is not upon participation, but upon the illusion of participation-heat it can create. 

It is here that we find participatory talkshow journalism starts to lose its democratic 

potential. 

Is there any possibility to reverse this tendency when the market logic takes 

command? Since self-regulation reigns as the legitimate prescription for today, 

programming creativity can work best when it incorporates an exquisite sensitivity for the 

dialectical relationship between media professionals, media organizations, and society. 

5 In Taiwan, authors such as Lin Fang-Mei (1995), Feng Jien-Shan (1995), Wu Yi-Chen (1998), Lin Fu-Yueh 
(1998) have tried to explore this feasibility at the level of local communities, thought inevitably burdened with a 
recognition of the daunting difficulties. 
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While media professionals and organizations are self contained and autonomous in their 

own right, they are part of a social system which they inherently need to be integrated into 

or harmonized with, even if only for their sheer subsistence and survival. After all, 

professional creativity cannot function in void. Here Arthur Koestler's old notion of 

"holarchy"6 looms relevant. Koestler discerned two distinct, opposite, but necessarily 

complementary tendencies in all living organisms and social organizations. One is the 

proclivity towards integration, the other is the impulse towards self-assertion. For any 

living organism or social organization, self-assertive autonomy is valuable and sustainable 

only when complemented by a certain degree of integration. 

It is hoped that a scrupulous sensitivity to the dialectical relationship between 

media professionals, media organizations, and society will usher in a professional 

sensibility that eventually strikes a due balance between television as a business and 

television as a service. If not... then the remedy must emerge from somewhere beyond the 

realm of self-regulation, somewhere in the vastness that exists beyond the programming 

level. 

6 "Holarchy" refers to a hierarchy of self-regulating entities which function as autonomous wholes in supra-
ordination to their parts and as dependent parts in sub-ordination to controls on higher levels, while also in co
ordination with their local environment. See, e.g. Wyns, (1998) and Funch (1995) 
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APPENDIX 2 

An Opinion Survey for the Viewing Public 
on 2100: All People Open Talk 

This questionnaire is intended to grasp the opinion of the viewing public regarding 

current-affair talkshows in general, and TVBS' "2100: All People Open Talk" in particular. 

To make the survey successful, we definitely need your participation and cooperation. Your 

patience and time are much appreciated 

1. May I know your approximate average TV-viewing hours for each weekday (from Monday 

till Friday)? 

1. More than 5 hours. (93,14.7%) 2. About 3-5 hours. (80,116%) 

3. About 2-3 hours. (121,19.1%) 4. About 1-2 hours. (129,20.4%) 

5. About 0-1 hours. (92,14.5%) 6. Quite randomly. (105,16.6%) 

7. Never view on weekdays. (13, 2.1%) 

2. What are your most favorite types of TV program for weekdays? (Please choose two if 

possible) 

The First Choice: 

1. News bulletins and news magazines. (419, 66.2%) 

2. Drama series or serials, movies, (domestic and foreign) (126,19.9%) 

3. Varieties shows. (19,3.0%) 4. Sports. (11,1.7%) 

5. Documentaries. (13,2.1%) 6. Various chat and talk shows. (5,0.8%) 

7. Others. (39,6.2%) 0. No reply. (1,0.2%) 

The Second Choice: 

1. News bulletins and news magazines. (65,10.3%) 

2. Drama series or serials, movies, (domestic and foreign) f209,33.0%) 

3. Varieties shows. (88,13.9%) 4. Sports. (36,5.7%) 

5. Documentaries. (21,3.3%) 6. Various chat and talk shows. (26,4.1%) 

7. Others. (34,5.4%) 0. No reply. (154, 24.3%) 

* The results of the survey, in the form of percentage share based on the 633 respondents, are shown together 
with each option in each question. 
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3. Do you view any participatory television current-affair talkshow? 

1. Yes, and view almost every day. (24,3.8%) 

2. Yes, and view about once or twice every week. (38, 6.0%) 

3. Yes, and view about once in every two weeks. (25,3.9%) 

4. Yes, but about once in 3-4 weeks. (179,28.3%) 

5. Yes, but only randomly. (241,38.1%) 6. Never view. (126,19.9%) 

4. Have you ever heard of TVBS' 2100: All People Open Talkl 

1. Yes, have heard. (507,80.1%) 
2. No, have never heard (126,19.9%) • Skip to Q27. 

5. If you have heard of TVBS' 2100: All People Open Talk, have you ever viewed the program? 

1. Yes, have viewed (126,19.9%) 

2. No, have never viewed (342, 54.0%) — • Skip to Q7. 

6. If you have heard of 2100, but never viewed it, it is mainly because: 

0. Those who skipped the question (468, 73.9%) 

1. No cable-TV at home.(39, 6.2%) 2. Seldom view TV. {31,4.9%) 

3. Not interested in current-affairs or anything political. (26,4.1%) 

4. Not interested in call-in talkshows. (18, 2.8%) 

5. Have some other activities when it is aired (9,1.4%) 

6. Don't know. (42,6.6%)  

' • Those who answered the question all skip to Q27. 

7. How often do you normally view 2100: All People Open Talk? 

0. Those who skipped (291,46.0%) 

1. About three times or more a week. (45, 7.1%) 

2. About one or twice a week.(65,10.3%) 3. About once in every other week (18,2.8%) 

4. About once in 3A weeks. (17, 2.7%) 5. View only randomly. (197,31.1%) 

8. How often did you view 2100: All People Open Talk during the Presidential Election 

Campaign in 1996? 

0. Those who skipped. (291,46.0%) 

1. About three times or more every week (85,13.4%) 

2. About once or twice every week. (46, 7.3%) 

3. About three or four times in all. (24,3.8%) 4. About once or twice only. (42, 6.6%) 
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5. Did not view at all. (88,13.9%) 6. Can't recall. (57,9.0%) 

9. In which coverage do you think talk on 2100 is more attractive? Campaign coverage or 

normal-time coverage? 

0. Those who skipped. (291,46.0%) 

1. Campaign coverage is more interesting. (128,20.2%) 

2. Normal-time coverage is more interesting. (55, 8.7%) 

3. Equally interesting. (63,10.0%) 4. Equally boring. (7,1.1%) 

5. Don't know. (89,14.1%) 

10. When was the last time you viewed 2100: All People Open Talk? 

0. Those who skipped the question. (291,46.0%) 

1. Within 24 hours. (35, 5.5%) 2. Within one week (65,10.3%) 

3. Within one month. (65,10.3%) 4. Within 3 months. (43, 6.8%) 

5. Within 6 months. (14, 2.2%) 6. More than 6 months. (30, 4.7%) 

7. Can't recall. (90,14.2%) 

11. The last time when you viewed 2100: All People Open Talk, it was mainly because of (You 

may choose two): 

The First Reason: 

0. Those who skipped. (291,46.0%) 

1. The fame of the host or the program. (17,2.7%) 

2. The fact that ordinary audiences can talk. (28,4.4%) 

3. Some interesting guest(s) on that day. (27,4.3%) 

4. The topic under discussion that day. (103,16.3%) 

5. Sheer chance. (128,20.2%) 6. Other reasons. (16,15%) 

7. Can't recall. (23,3.6%) 

The Second Reason: 

0. Those who skipped (460, 72.7%) 

1. The fame of the host or the program. (7,1.1%) 

2. The fact that ordinary audiences can talk. (13,2.1%) 

3. Some interesting guest(s) on that day. (35, 5.5%^ 

4. The topic under discussion that day. (51, 8.1%) 

5. Sheer chance. (44, 7.0%) 6. Other reasons. (15,14%) 

7. Can't remember. (8,1.3%) 
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12. According to your impression, is 2100: All People Open Talk more informational or more 

entertaining ? 

0. Those who skipped. (460, 72.7%) 

1. More informational. (228,36.0%) 2. More entertaining. (37, 5.8%) 

3. Equally informational and entertaining. (35,5.5%) 

4. Sometimes more informational sometimes more entertaining. (17, 2.7%) 

5. Don't know. (25,3.9%) 

13. If it had no audience participants, will 2100: All People Open Talk become less 

interesting to you? 

0. Those who skipped. (291,46.0%) 1. No! More interesting instead. (21,3.3%) 

2. Not at aU. (153,24.2%) 3. A bit less interesting. (71,11.2%) 

4. Much less interesting. (38, 6.0%) 5. No longer interesting at all. (10,1.6%) 

6. Don't know. (49, 7.7%) 

14. How sufficient do you think the time allotted for lay audience participants is? 

0. Those who skipped (291,46.0%) 1. Very insufficient. (23,3.6%) 

2. Insufficient. (64,10.1%) 3. Just right, no more, nor less. (150,23.7%) 

4. More than enough (18, 2.8%) 5. Too much more than enough. (9,1.4%) 

6. Don't know. (78,12.3%) 

15. How sufficient do you think 2100'% lay callers are in representing the majority of 

voters/citizens/viewers? 

0. Those who skipped. (291,46.0%) 1. Very sufficient (80% sufficient) (9,1.4%) 

2. More or less sufficient (60% sufficient) (116,18.3%) 

3. A bit insufficient (40% sufficient) (114,18.0%) 

4. Very insufficient (20% sufficient) (57, 9.0%) 

5. Don't know (46, 7.3%) 

16. How sufficient do you think those live audiences are in representing the majority of the 

voters/citizens/viewers? 

0. Those who skipped. (291,46.0%) 1. Very sufficient (80% sufficient). (9,1.4%) 

2. More or less sufficient (60% sufficient). (107,16.9%) 

3. A bit insufficient (40% sufficient). (113,17.9%) 

4. Very insufficient (20% sufficient). (46, 7.3%) 

5. Don't know. (67,10.6%) 
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17.2100: All People Open Talk often dedicates consecutive episodes to hot issues of the day. 

Do you think this arrangement is necessary? 

0. Those who skipped. (291,46.0%) 

1. Very much necessary (80% necessary). (34, 5.4%) 

2. Necessary (60% necessary). (102,16.1%) 

3. A bit unnecessary. (40% necessary). (99,15.6%) 

4. Very much unnecessary (20% necessary). (51, 8.1%) 

5. Don't know. (56,8.8%) 

18.2100 and programs of its kind often present mutually conflicting or contradicting views 

and opinions. Is this way of discussion helpful for you to grasp the issue under discussion? 

0. Those who skipped (291,46.0%) 1. Very much helpful. (64,10.1%) 

2. Helpful. (191,30.2%) 3. Not helpful. (48, 7.6%) 

4. Worse than no help. It's confusing. (8,1,3%) 

5. Don't know. (31,4.9%) 

19. Which of the following situations do you like best when viewing 2100: All People Open 

Talk! (You may choose two) 

0. Those who skipped. (291,46.0%) 

1. When the opinion I support is voiced or supported. (72,11.4%) 

2. When the opinion I oppose against is questioned or attacked (11,1.7%) 

3. When interruptions or quarrels occur. (19,3.0%) 

4. When ordinary audience members challenge the guests or the host. (46, 7.3%) 

5. When different opinions are voiced (111,17.5%) 

6. When some consensus is reached or taking shape. (33,5.2%) 

7. Others. (12,1.9%) 8. Don't know. (38, 6.0%) 

20. How important do you think most topics of 2100: All People Open Talk are? 

0. Those who skipped. (291,46.0%) 

1. Very important (80% important). (46, 7.3%) 

2. More or less important (60% important). (197,31.1%) 

3. Not important (40% important). (44, 7.0%) 

4. Trivial (20% important). (6,0.9%) 

5. Don't know. (49, 7.7%) 

21. In 2100 or programs of its kind, which topics do you think deserve more attentions? 
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(You may choose two options) 

The First Choice: 

0. Those who skipped. (291,46.0%) 1. Taiwan vs. Mainland. (42,6.6%) 

2. Public policies. (46, 7.3%) 3. Politicians and political parties. (68,10.7%) 

4. Social and cultural phenomena. (58,9.2%) 

5. Education and schooling. (25,3.9%) 

6. Issues related with environments and communities. (12,1.9%) 

7. Economical and welfare issues. (25,3.9%) 

8. Those more directly relevant to individual or femily life. (13, 2.1%) 

9. Others. (3, 0.5%) 10. Don't know. (50, 7.9%) 

The Second Choice 

0. Those who skipped. (387, 61.1%) 1. Taiwan vs. Mainland. (18, 2.8%) 

2. Public policies. (23, 3.6%) 3. Politicians and political parties. (34, 5.4%) 

4. Social and cultural phenomena. (34, 5.4%) 

5. Education and schooling. (26,4.1%) 

6. Issues related with environments and communities. (19, 3.0%) 

7. Economical and welfare issues. (51,8.1%) 

8. Those more directly relevant to individual or family life. (26,4.1%) 

9. Others. (3,0.5%) 

22. Are you satisfied with the host' mediation performance on 2700: All People Open TaM 

0. Those who skipped. (291,46.0%) 

1. Very satisfactorily (80% satisfactorily). (79,12.5%) 

2. Satisfactorily (60% satisfactorily). (210,33.2%) 

3. Unsatisfactorily (40% satisfactorily). (21,3.3%) 

4. Very unsatisfactorily (20% satisfactorily).(0,6%) 

5. Don't know. (22,3.5%) 

23. Have you ever tried to phone 2700: All People Open Talk and join the conversation? 

0. Those who skipped. (293,46.3%) 

1. Yes, I have tried quite often (15,2.4%) 

2. Yes, I have tried once in a while. (32, 5.1%) 

3. Yes, but very seldom. (15, 2.4%) 

4. No, have never tried. (278,43.9%) • Skip to Q25. 

24. If you have tried, how frequent for you to make a successful call? 
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0. Those who skipped, f572,90.4%) 

1. Very frequent (about 8 out of 10 times). (0, 0%) 

2. Once in a while (about 5 out of 10 times). (2, 0.3%) 

3. Seldom (about 1 or 2 out of 10 times). (10,1.6%) 

4. Never. (49, 7.7%) 

25. How often do you discuss with people around you on 21001 

0. Those who skipped. (293, 46.3%) 1. Frequently (23, 3.6%) 

3. Once in a while (113,17.9%) 

4. Seldom (104,16.4%) 
5. Never (100,15.4%) 1 ^ Skip to 27. 

26. Which of the following eight issues would you like to talk about most if given a chance 

to talk as freely as possible on a program like 21001 (You may choose two options) 

0. Those who skipped. (497, 78.2%) 1. Taiwan vs. Mainland. (20, 3.2%) 

2. Public policies. (19,3.0%) 3. Politicians and political parties. (21, 3.3%) 

4. Social and cultural phenomena. (17, 2.7%) 5. Education and schooling. (11,1.7%) 

6. Issues related with environments and communities. (5, 0.8%) 

7. Economical and welfare issues. (13, 2.1%) 

8. Those more directly relevant to individual or family life. (4,0.6%) 

9. Others. (9,1.4%) 10. Don't know. (17,2.7%) 

27. Your age? 

1. 18-29. (162, 25.6%) 2. 30-39 (145, 219%) 

3. 40-49 (145, 22.9%) 4. 50-59 (84,13.3%) 

5. 60 and more. (92,14.5%) 6. No reply. (5, 0.8%) 

28. Your Profession? 

1. Public-sector service (at schools, police, the army, and the government) (76,12%) 

2. Self employed business. (97,15.3%) 3. Employed white collars. (95,15%) 

4. Employed labor. (83,13.1%) 

5. Free Professions (e.g. Journalists and photographers) (34, 5.4%) 

6. Farming, fishing, mining and timbering. (7,1.1%) 

7. Students. (70,11.1%) 8. Unemployed/retired (54, 8.5%) 

9. Housewives. (109,17.2%) 10. Others. (7,1.1%) 

11. No reply (1,0.2%) 
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29. The highest level of your education? 

1. Primary schools and lower. (77,112%) 2. Junior middle school. (71,11.2%) 

3. Senior middle school and equivalents. (176,27.8%) 

4. Two-year or three-year college. (113,17.9%) 

5. University and over. (186, 29.4%) 6. No reply. (10,1.6%) 

30. The gender of the interviewee: 

1. Male (271,418%) 2. Female (362,57.2%) 
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e- ^ ô  ^ è è 
S vi m o' £ g 
vo c- r-~ r - °° oo 

o\ " ^ oo ^ 
m' <* <N Ö ^ 

^ ^ « r̂  

^; ~ v> -«-

Ü ^ ^ |§2 

!g ^ >g ^ -Ä -o 

^ O0 00 ^ ^ Q 

o^ *£ vp >P 
• * ^ ; o^ ^ 
_ - <*! oo <— 

< N ^ *_; 

•? vO f s° 0 s X 0s- oS 

a\ °_ '-• fs 
^ \0 ^ ^? s» è~ 0s- ©̂  è : 0s-

«N ^ n ^ ^ os 
W - ; < M ^ — • v i 

0 s - o^ S? o? 
*"? f- 00 
<"•* ( N "* 

oo ^ ; 

"> o - : oo g ; 
"" - M •* .A 

m r . «-0 r-1 o> rn ^ 
: ^ : —: a> -

"« uS •* vo «s 2 

S s ^ 

OS VD ^. 
<N «S fX 

>Ç ^ ^ 
O os ^ 

ö - 2 

i ^ ^c ^ vO NP NP 
S o^ è; o-, o^ è ° ; SD P ^ c-4 o 
n m' ^ n r i 6 

« \ ° S? vo \ ° 
f i> g «^ «" 
J » f-, m n 
^ u-i ""i uS ^ 

§ S je SS S vo £ S F= - S 

v O ^ vO v O 
o^ 2^ o-- o^ 

O) 00 O 
So— « é 



s 
"•S 
GA 

3 

O 

Si 

o 

o 

w 
o 
z 

* ! 

IJ 

•a & 

o. 
o. 3 

Co ^ 2 

X° NP sP NP NO 

è^ à^ ^ ^ o^ v? 

Os <N Ö Os ** <-; 

N=> vP NP s p 

ov ©"- <£•> ô  
MD 0 0 —* CN 

vS rs <N •-* 

è ~ ^ ^ 
^ f̂  ^t <N 

O 

<n m N -H 

SN 2N ^ 3? •£ 

\o (s d -t" ^ 

sD <N <N m H 
v i vd vd od J^ 

^ ^ ^ ^ £ è rr> "Tj- en i n l . O 

o sP - P 
ON o x o^ C4 m \o 
\D ""> co 

Pi m 

y= 2 - ^' -* <-< °° 2 

ï i - t r 1 ' 1 : 
vo' m °° f- 2 

^ ^ £ S 
°i - : >̂ K 

2 S-

13 *) 00 O O O O , ° 

-g ae—' f> ̂ - «•> *o «S 

S 

.2 >, 
* O . H 

S.S -
3 o 

&• S3 

» 3 -a 

S ü -o T3 ,u 

S 2,2, a. 
^ On & , " 
' S G G 

O 

t <p 

r- t~- „ oo S 

o ~; v̂  _j -j: 
" £3 m ;̂ s 

v? ^ S? ^ 

ON «^ " O vt 
m • * o> oo" t -

rs o 2 P-" oo S rC vo •* t^ o oo 

o 

+ , 
« 
'S . 
o 

.c 
o 

1 s • £ oo 
' 3 <D 

a o 
+ o 

=S g 
(D W d 

•s V -3 
s « a 

3 S ? 

l-ilî 
o o o -ïj 

§ -I -a I -S 

t 9 r- (N o P 00 
r^ ^ (sj M O 

P 00 

-8 ^ ^ ^ § ^ 
& "->. °S <* oi P N °° 2 <s' - ° o 2 

" > Ôo 

hq 

•s § | 



<N v i i n -rt ^NJ u^ 

S 2 2 °° ^ 
'O m 

F= « S 

s ä? s £ ig *• "? ?f ?o à-
^ : ^ t - « ^ 
*— VN ,-t 

<— f": o •*! 
VI (*î _ ' ^T 

,D ^ \ ° \ 0 \ 
>5 o^ o-* ©^ o^ 
vo o\" ö ö i -

S S 
ON X -

ON — -tf m £j 
f - r-i <N od _j 
— CS —< ™ 

o o vo . <~: So 

- 2 S - °° 
*0 ^ >? \ ° X 
^ o* è^ à- o^ 
g «5 m 5-, y= 
^ v i vi 0\ ^ 

3* 
5? 2= S SN ^ 
Os 00 CT- m £ ; 
i?i - t i d oo' M 

53 o X- ^ 
vo " °> 00 

2 »= -
a 2- à- £• 
q r - o o q 
t-- v i oo r ^ 

S-a 
^ ^ ^ 
o x o"* 6s-
—' v~i 00 
m i n - ^ 

s o s O 

ON f S 

en *n 

N P 

1 es 
. ON 

\ P \ 0 , o v P 
^ ^ è- E: 
<N in ir> co 

•** ••* fi "* 

N O s p v P s P ^ v 
o ^ o ^ 0 s - o ^ r - , 

m O O (N ° ! 
ON ov o\ «-J ^ 

\0 ^ \° \° •"? 
^ r » i ^ ^ ( ^ 
(N • * 0 0 - ^ ^ 

ON 
00 

b ^ s p s p s p s p Ns. s O 
os. 0s- o^ o^ fL g ; 
« — « ON vo in *^ p 
•—! r^ \d ON °° Ö r- * t* ^ '~ 

n n T • ' 

§ « S" -
o " 

r s 
r-. " î » & 
""> O cri ^ 

ä? ^ ^ s? ^ g 
Si »1 oo ä » o 

x O *^0 v O , 0 ï ? v P 

o ^ m Ti l . O 
-vO N ? V ° NP " ^ ^ 

co ö ö S °° 52 t~! <o ^- fn m oo 

2 OH 
ON ON ON ON c + 

5J 

^̂  CS m -* VN 
c + 

ß ^) oó ó Ô Ó o 1 o 6<j — r<1 -̂  «n ^D 1 
H X 

1 

g-a i ^ 
M 5 -i -s 

1« « b 

h3 

eq
ui

v 
ol

le
ge

! 
gh

er
 

+ o .3 
^ • 3 + 
o o S o o -^ 
•"3 "-s -a >> o ra M - ^ 
™ & S S* 3k, 

J= 3 ? S J> 
J> 8 -a o 

Ü 
: § £ 



«a !2 *" •* (N ^ VI ^ Ä , 
2 2 * " " •5- t- O -̂ o t- î ; ^ ^ 2 

"5 
\ ° X \ ° sO ^ 
u-> rn ^) g-. <n 

' ON VO VD ^ 
,-jI —I —' ^ _ 

N? NP N O S ? 
0 s o^ ^ . o** 
vu m oo ON 

r-< <N 

NP *•? »o >P 
NO °^ o\ ro 
«ri ON - prj 

f ^ T—• 

3 

*5 
S 
ö 

- • ? ï S • < ? - ? S N 

d . -̂ - \o • : 
-? ?g "Ç S 

! S, vO *J- ^ 

VP V ? ^ NO £"- O"- ^- £-
J o 

^ ^ QO 2 ^ ^ 
OS « £ Si •* 

">" ~ o< ~ 2 

I ë 
*n N ^ ^ ^ 

»vD ^ ' <N 
^ ^ ^ ve ^ 

" S 2 M' '̂ 

" " 00' 

^ ox NO ^ -, o 

« "î ^ - è o 
^ " « S Csi O 

O : £ £ NP ^S *•? v° 
w ^ m <n ^ p 
00 52 ON vi rr o 
f r rt m vo ^ 00 

K ö 2 K °o <=> 
0*- •="• è: 

. r~: 00 o 
fn m 00 

u 

» J a a 3 - ä " 
+ 

; 2 ° ° •? 

^ S '-ë -2 
S o - o - o 

a 2 S "S 

5 .2 .2 
» « 3 <A g. 'S. u ja -S . 5 § g 
5 J 3 

£ "3 S 
at —t •—• -S 
G a-'S 3 

: o 7; 

g i s » '•Kg' 

m si T 

s 2 -S1 

l i î i s l s> 



s 
o 

3 

O 

I-J 

s 
DO 

s •S 
S; S3 c 

o S 6 S 
vo 

Ci 
fej 
s 1 | 

GO 

C 
o 

a, [S 6 
<i VO 

o 
T3 

CO 

l » c 5 
•a ig O 

e 
« N 

O 

e <N 

i 
O 

e 
O i m 

z ^ H 

£ S 
.s o 

> i s 
§ 

g 

s 
§ 

H 
H 
< 

.M 

u 
Ö W o 

a H -S « 
=3 •s O 

£ 

3 

oo o 
Ö 

\Ti t - - " ^ **> 

^ r£ S; ON OO 

**? •-? -*p - f 
© x © v e>> c N 
>n w o w 
Ö CN ö 00 

SC « ^ 
l> O 
00 o 

o? e£ c£ £ sg 
vD o ^ •<* £ ; 
v i cS »ri r i ^ 

Cr- 0~*- O1*- o"v N? 

^ ^ ~ •* VN 
— m o i ( S _ : 

^P NO s p ^o 
CT» O N cN 0s-
CI O O <N 
Os K Os *—i 

r- oo r- a\ °̂  
~ 2 ^ d oi 

i-- en -* ^- f£ 
\û M r i r i ^ 

©^ er* er- e>*-

00 <N •—• O 
VC Vu T t v ß 

2 2 S 2* » g 

£ * £ £ 
r o VD VD 

2 ? £ ^ ^ 
O s CN ^ 1 <N 
rri vS <"* —' 

\0 ï~n ~ ^ r o© 
cvj ~ r - oo oo 

« «i m o> 

00 

•vt «n in ^ 

!>*• 0 s X 
v£> vO v-i 
oo i n v i 

P ^ ^ vq oq g 
- - • - - ^ oc K ~ evi 8 ^ «s 

*Ç *Ç v ? cS 
— _ Ê m 

—' — 00 • 

_ ; ^ os m H ^ d vo ^ 

Cr. 

O 
C r - cr*. CT-

t r i O 
VD oo" 

c i c i f i V0 f - ö 
oo c* j •̂ - in 

Ö • 00 
O*! 

ff-1 

"o "S. 
o\ o\ o\ -% v 

o 
<u 00 

»Y 'Y 'v + 
en -^J- M"» 'sO 

S "3 
Vï ^ OJ 

IM 
s* S •§ 

-2 2 s 
R* ta M tu 

en vo r-. 

— °° s • t> ^ » 

SvSäSSSSSSS **Mi 

ït'ltf all 
ci o, a, ta ^ -a -S § g 

•» 2 vo 

g ^ * 3= 
P S r̂  •* 

» " tN VD 
<N ^ ^ v£J ^ ' 

~ ^o ^p 

\ o f^ *^ 

=? ^ s s £ 

x ° ^Ç c^ •*? ^*? ^*° 
tf- ° „ œ 0 s o^ £ 

^ ^ °°. x - o 
r-ï oo 2 oo m" Ö 

cN è ; i S ON c>* 
ÏN » ÏT (N w-i 

^ ^ o? £ £ i 
f: S " ^ ^ S 

I - -J2 

I g » 
, « . S u 

i g 

g ^ 

~; oo 

o § o g .2 » 8 o .2 a 
fr £•§ g, E •% 
g .1 ^. §" g s 

c 

§ : § £ 



s 
Cf 

>~) 

S 

I 
I 
I») 
'T 

<N 
O 

z 
ta 

Oi 
O 
Cu 
!» 
z 
o 
< 

03 (D 

•S 
o 

•S -S 

53 J2 

< ? 

<D Dû 

S g 

3 

S £ £ £ £ 
t-- v-i p *•£> *~.. 
c-i w*î o-ï en •""' 

^ sP NO V û j g 
0s- o^ 0s- tf^ Sk 
W VO M ^ ^ 

£ ^ ss ^ 
r n <N m en ; 
00 K 00 - ^ 
en e n o» ~ - ' 

o? £ £ ^ £ 
Tt ^- un en £; 

%X> vO vO .© S? V.O 

àv ^ ^ o^ K ^ 
— x> r- o ^P. o 
r-^ C7\ —^ VD ^ Ö 

. | > . V} « ^ . 

. 0 \ ON 0 0 ^ 

vP N? i ? ^ Np ^ ^ ä à ^ 
m c*i ^ "=*: o> 
un 0C ^ CN (sj 

ON 
O f-

•«P V° vO 
0s- ^ 0s-
cn o \ fV, 

vo N? \ P \ 0 à \ >P vP N P . O O^ 
^ o^ ° N o x n \ « x r « X 0 s M5 

\ ° \ P \ ° ^ \ ° \ 0 ^ ^ ^ \ » \ ° ^ ô \ ^ ON o^ i ? 0 \ ON o \ ^ â \ 

O f S M ^ 

!. V * VU '—' 

' CT>' 2 fî °" îd R 

>^s *© >p ^P N ? à-* S-. à- ô  s; *• Z> 
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r-̂  ĉ i vD 

ô ^ t 
o 

' * J < s 

£ s # 
o Cl -*; <n </N. o 
\ó 00 es" ON v i r- Ö 
•*t m m m VO r- 00 

t - — ' ^ T f - » — - - ^ r . -

00 

3 "SH 
ON ON ON ON TS QJ 
(N r«-j • * wp X *-

« ô o ô o » 2 
r - tn " t <n \D |A 

1 S*-2 
Cl, t- "g !« •.--. .- . 
O 

~ 5 ä 

•sp vO No S? 
^ ö" ^ è 
es r- ON ^i 

vP xO \ ? 
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SUMMARY 

S haring the old concern of boosting the democratic use of television for 

public communication, this thesis is intended to explore the possibilities 

and limitations of current-affairs talkshow programming in television 

journalism, at a time when the free-market logic take command. 

1. Background of the study 

There are reasons for this focus. First and foremost is television itself. With its 

audio-visual specificities, television raises no barrier of literacy, therefore is probably the 

easiest medium with the strongest mass appeal among all media technologies. While this 

may suggest something positive for public communication, television's position in the 

field of journalism has been quite dubious if compared with the print media. Along with 

structural control, performance regulations have been tight, in the name of the public 

interest, until the sea change in 1980s that loosened the old grip. Yet the sea change does 

not make the medium a readier utility for public communication. Instead, the global trend of 

the privatization and marketization of television systems that intensified in the late 1980s and 

the early 1990s has strengthened its use as a technology mainly for escapist entertainment. 

News information, the much believed headlight of democracy, tends to be downsized and 

"entertainized" amidst vehement multichannel competition. 

Parallel to this tendency are the increasing blurring of previously distinct genres 

on television and a growing popularity of mixed programming. The possibilities of 

interactions between senders and receivers, through a combined use of television with other 

communication technologies, most notably the telephone, are also being realized. These 

newer developments rekindle expectations, albeit mingled with doubts, for the role of 

television in public communication, a role increasingly discussed as something significant in 

what is often summarized as "teledemocracy". Among all available program-types, current-

affairs participatory talkshow programming appears to mark a maximal use of the 

medium's technological specificities of hybridity for television journalism. In particular, its 

practice of audience participation implies a "dilution" of organizational control as it brings 

with it contingent elements that are hard to be entirely controlled in programming. Such 

contingency can be reinforced, and organizational control further loosened, if the program is 

aired live. 

This makes it a strong contrast to traditional television journalism, which for 

359 



Summary 

decades has been reined within conventional generic and social boundaries. Emphasizing 

journalistic objectivity, conventional news programming ends up being criticized as 

lacking openness and relevance for ordinary audiences. In contrast, current-affairs 

participatory talkshow programming seems to promise openness and relevance by 

involving audiences in the co-construction of information. As audiences are assigned a 

salient position while the detached anchor becomes the hospitable host, the boundaries 

between information and entertainment, between senders and receivers, between spectators 

and performers are blurred. 

Thus, the thesis explores the degree to which public communication on television 

can be revitalized through participatory talkshow journalism. The focus is upon the 

programming level where professional efforts can really count. This is of particular 

significance, since structural control by the state has become obsolete, and professional self-

regulation is now increasingly depended upon, as so much claimed, when it comes to 

ensuring opinion diversity- the core of concerns for public communication. The research is 

done both theoretically, in Part 1, and empirically, in Part 2. 

2. The Theoretical Endeavor: 

Positioning Participatory Talkshows in Television Journalism 

Part 1 argues, albeit with great caution, for the democratic significance of 

participatory talkshow journalism in the historical use of television for public 

communication. Part 2 examines how far such democratic significance can still hold in 

Taiwan, a society where participatory discussion programming on current-affairs has not 

been possible until recent years, following the proliferation of television channels and the 

reluctant loosening of state control of television. With these two parts together, the thesis 

intends to pinpoint participatory talkshow journalism as a unique form of television 

journalism with its new possibilities and limitations that come along with its market-based 

operations. 

Intended to serve the purpose of examining the theoretical possibilities of 

talkshow journalism, Part 1 includes four chapters with the first two dedicated to television 

technology and its use, while the last two to the genre of participatory talkshows. In 

Chapter 2, television is treated first as a distribution technology and then as a cultural 

environment with its technological specificities in the light of participatory democracy, 

especially what has been envisioned so vividly by the term "electronic town meeting". It is 

argued that, unlike the print media, television tends to be expressive and encourage a wide, 

if not deep, participation. Chapter 3 examines how television has been applied to the field of 
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journalism- a field established along the trajectory of modernity highly concerned with 

cultural legitimacy and its strict separation between the public and the private, the fictional 

and the non-fictional, information and entertainment. Television's ever-hybridizing nature is 

reconsidered as something that can promise discursive openness, which is a quality long 

neglected in traditional television journalism. 

Chapter 4 proceeds to establish the rather broad and ambiguous "genre" of the 

talkshow as a perfect embodiment of television hybridity in its ever-ingesting, ever-

projecting, and self-referential movements. Deeming the impulse to engage as inherent in all 

communication behaviors, the chapter links participatory talkshows with other historical 

practices of audience participation, which demonstrate the interplay between the market and 

liberal democracy. The strength of participatory talkshow programming is made obvious in 

the dual role it seems to play in public communication through its inclusive practice of 

audience participation. The first is the role as a public talkspace which envisions an 

electronic community full of neighborly chats and/or town-meeting discussion. The second 

is the role of a yet-to-be-legitimized journalistic practice in great contrast to the traditional 

one with its different aesthetics, so as to help non-participant audiences make sense of 

life/reality in its heterogeneous authenticity. 

Chapter 5 resumes the theme of the ambivalent interplay between the market 

and liberal democracy by drawing on examples from the U.S. It investigates how, due to 

ever-intensified market competitions, the same industrial needs to engage audiences that 

led to the emergence of participatory talkshow journalism somehow exploit the "genre", to 

the degree of debasing television journalism by making it more talk-oriented than coverage-

oriented. Instead of getting more involved and concerned in public affairs, audiences are in 

fact more estranged from the public discourse with even more cynicism and voyeurism. The 

simplicity of make-do in the practice of audience participation turns out to be cancelled out 

by the complexities behind the industrial imperative of risk minimization and profit 

maximization. 

3. The Empirical Study: 
2100: All People Open Talk 

To grasp further the ambivalent nature of market-based participatory talkshow 

journalism for public communication, Part 2 examines 2100: All People Open Talk, the first 

ever current-affairs talkshow in Taiwan and so far the most long lasting of it kind. Taiwan 

presents an interesting case because it has been undergoing its social-political transition in 

terms of liberal democracy, hence newly awakened to experience the charm of participatory 
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talkshow journalism. The focus on 2100 is mainly due to its being claimed, by its critics as 

well as supporters, to be the most successful, in terms of audience reach and advertising 

revenue, with a fare very public by nature. Furthermore, 2100 is aired live in prime time as a 

strip program for weekday evenings (Monday-Friday), and highly hybridized with various 

practices of audience participation, by a new entrant in the television industry. In other words, 

it best represents the audacity of media enterpreneurship operating in a society of awakening 

civil forces while armed with a smart recognition of television hybridity. 

Essentially a background introduction for the emergence of 2100: All People 

Open Talk, Chapter 6 describes how it takes some economical, social and political conditions 

to have participatory current-affairs talkshows emerge on television. 2700's emergence is 

seen as indicating that in Taiwan, competing politics has taken some shape, that privatization 

and marketization of television have come to a mature stage against the background of 

channel proliferation. 

The empirical study of 2100 that follows is intended to probe whether 2100 

makes information open and relevant to the concerns of its audiences through engaging 

them in its participatory talk format. By differentiating the two notions, openness and 

relevance, respectively as sender-oriented and receiver-oriented, the study examines how 

2100 plays its dual role of participatory talkshows in public communication as a public 

talkspace and as a journalistic practice. Thus, it is necessarily both content based and 

reception based. 

With a collection of program episodes that covers two periods of election 

campaign time and three periods of normal day fare, the study explores the sender-specific 

quality of openness by specifying three dimensions in 2100, i.e., the diversity dimension, the 

rhetoric dimension, and the participatory dimension. The diversity dimension focuses on the 

range of issue coverage and guest presentations, while the rhetoric dimension on issue-

framing and the host's mediation. With these two dimensions, 2100 as a public talkspace is 

examined as a professional construct for audience participation Based on an understanding 

of this "constructedness", the participatory dimension focuses on how lay talkers contribute 

to the public discourse characterized by rhetoric and diversity-related emphases. 

Through the content study, 2100 is found to be a "discursive situation" where 

current affairs are packed in a way more intended to engage than to persuade. It marks a 

milestone in Taiwan television to facilitate both the extra-parliamentary town-meeting and 

neighborhood chatroom. Its constraints for openness, however, comes from its ambition for 

wide participation with much limited time, its abiding by the conventional news values, its 

lack of guest diversity and interactions for both the elite guests and the lay talkers. 
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Backed with a questionnaire-based phone survey processed by a professional poll 

center in Taipei, the thesis forwards to explore relevance as a receiver-oriented quality in 

2100 by asking whether the program makes news information relevant to the concerns and 

interests of its viewers. The phone survey drew samples from the adult population of 

Metropolitan Taipei over the age of eighteen. A total of 1804 telephone call attempts were 

made, among which 633 attempts were successful, leading to a sample of 633 respondents. 

The questionnaire used tries to grasp viewers' concerns and interests by specifying two 

aspects: viewers' viewing habits and their satisfaction. Viewing habits are treated as a 

matter of frequencies and preferences related to demographic features such as gender, age, 

profession, and education. Viewer's satisfactions concern 2100 as an information source 

and its practices of audience participation. For the former, it is related to the choice of 

issues, coverage in election/non-election periods, the host's performance, and the most 

preferred discussion atmosphere, the juxtaposition approach. For the latter, it is about the 

viewers' satisfaction with the performance of lay talkers, their being representative or not, 

and the availability of opportunities to participate as experienced by themselves. 

The audience study shows that the viewers give 2100 much more credit as an 

information source than as a participatory program. But few of them agree to decrease the 

time allotted for lay participants. They agree that issues treated by 2100 are significant, that 

the juxtaposition of competing views helps their understanding of the issues. Yet they feel 

"hot" issues are over-treated, and tend to view the program "randomly", mostly when 

issues are interesting to them, and mostly in areas 2100 is more adept with (i.e. political 

issues and campaign coverage). While appealing to both men and women, it tends to treat 

issues that concern men more than women. In summary, 2100 is yet to make itself an 

informational source capable of offering what would truly engage audiences to the degree 

of making them view the program more regularly. With its claimed public-forum image, it 

tends to ignore the unexpressed and uncaptured concerns and interests of its audiences. 

This is reflected in the less socially recognized viewing and talking priorities of our female 

respondents. 

4. The Conclusion of the Thesis 

With the empirical study that discovers 2100 more a media phenomenon than a 

public utility in Taiwan society, the thesis finds something worthy to be learned from 2100. 

Functioning quite like a public festival of current-affairs discussion, 2100 demonstrates 

that the rhetorical and playful aspects in communication action, long neglected in traditional 

thinking, deserve to be treated by the right medium in the right format so as to favor public 
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communication today. Technically it is now no problem at all to combine different media 

technologies for more interactive public communication. Even driven by the mundane 

intention to "conquer" as big as possible a chunk of audience share, 2100 is impressive by 

the flexibility it shows in practicing audience participation without resorting to control 

techniques. By combining television with other information technologies, such as 

telephone, facsimile, computers, 2100 is inspiring in the various ways it has tried so far to 

bring television close to ordinary people, allowing them the choice of participation 

methods, while dedicated mainly to "public affairs" as traditionally defined. 

With 2100's strength being recognized, the news values 2100 tightly follows as 

well as the hazard of talkshow programming are held as responsible for constraining 2100 

from opening up the public discourse for lay participants. In particular, news values 

oriented to big-guy and big-place politics, deemed as the well-tried largest common 

denominators in news informational programming, serve well the purpose of engaging 

audiences as much as possible. As these are often news values shared by its competitors, 

2100 contributes to creating a media phenomenon too heated by its news values while 

generally unrelated to the micro life/reality of ordinary people. 

While acknowledging the values of participatory talkshow journalism, the 

thesis suggests a narrowing down of the scale of participation to more specific issues and 

targeting smaller communities. A market-based program normally tends to enlarge as 

much as possible the scale of participation, to the degree that the focus is not upon 

participation, but upon the illusion of participation-heat it can create. The thesis hints that 

something more than programming efforts are needed, if information is to be open and 

relevant for audiences. 
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ansluitend bij de aloude kwestie betreffende het bevorderen van het 

democratisch gebruik van televisie ten behoeve van publieke communicatie, 

heeft dit proefschrift tot doel om te onderzoeken wat de mogelijkheden en 

beperkingen zijn van actualiteiten-talkshow programmering in de televisiejournalistiek, op een 

moment waarop de logica van de vrije markt de overhand neemt. 

1. Achtergrond van de studie 

Er zijn redenen voor dit onderzoeksonderwerp. In de eerste plaats televisie zelf. De 

audiovisuele eigenschappen van televisie maken dat kunnen lezen of schrijven niet meer als 

belemmering fungeert, en televisie is daarmee van alle mediatechnologieën waarschijnlijk het 

eenvoudigste medium met de grootste aantrekkingskracht op de massa. Hoewel dit iets 

positiefs voor publieke communicatie zou kunnen suggereren, is de positie van televisie op het 

gebied van de journalistiek, wanneer deze met de print media wordt vergeleken, totnogtoe van 

twijfelachtig gehalte geweest. Naast structurele controle zijn, in naam van het publieke belang, 

uitzendreglementen altijd streng geweest, tot de grote ommezwaai in de tachtiger jaren deze 

oude greep verslapte. Toch maakte deze ommezwaai het medium niet eerder bruikbaar voor 

publieke communicatie. In plaats daarvan heeft de globale trend tot privatisering en de 

overgang naar een vrije markteconomie van televisiesystemen die in de late tachtiger en begin 

negentiger jaren verdere opgang deed, geleid tot een verdere toename van het gebruik van 

televisie als vooral een technologie voor escapistisch vermaak. Het nieuws, door velen gezien 

als het vlaggenschip van de democratie, neemt eerder af en wordt "ver-amuseerd" temidden 

van heftige zenderconcurrentie. 

Parallel aan bovenstaande tendens is een toenemende vervaging van eerder 

duidelijk te onderscheiden televisiegenres en een toenemende populariteit van gemengde 

programmering waar te nemen. Mogelijkheden tot interactie tussen zenders en ontvangers 

door het gebruik van televisie tezamen met andere communicatietechnologieën, met name de 

telefoon, worden tevens gerealiseerd. Deze nieuwere ontwikkelingen wakkeren verwachtingen 

weer aan, hoewel met twijfel doortrokken, over de rol van televisie in publieke communicatie; 

een rol waarnaar steeds meer wordt verwezen als iets van betekenis in wat vaak wordt 

samengevat als "tele-democratie". Van alle beschikbare typen programma's, lijkt het 
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programmeren van publieksparticiperende actualiteiten-talkshows een optimaal gebruik van de 

technologische eigenschappen van hybriditeit voor de televisiejournalistiek aan de dag te 

leggen. In het bijzonder brengt de deelname van het publiek een "verwatering" van 

organisatorische beheersing met zich mee, aangezien het onvoorziene omstandigheden met 

zich meebrengt die nauwelijks helemaal door middel van programmering kunnen worden 

beheerst. Zulke onvoorziene omstandigheden kunnen worden versterkt, en organisatorische 

beheersing verder verzwakt, wanneer het programma live wordt uitgezonden. 

Dit maakt het tot een sterk contrast met de traditionele televisiejournalistiek, die 

tientallen jaren door conventionele generieke en sociale grenzen in toom is gehouden. Met 

haar nadruk op journalistieke objectiviteit, wordt de conventionele journalistiek nu tenslotte 

bekritiseerd vanwege een gebrek aan openheid en relevantie voor het gewone publiek. 

Publieksparticiperende actualiteiten-talkshows lijken daarentegen wel die openheid en 

relevantie te beloven, doordat het publiek bij de uitleg van informatie wordt betrokken. 

Wanneer het publiek een in het oog springende rol wordt toebedacht terwijl de onbevangen 

presentator de rol van de gastvrije gastheer/vrouw aanneemt, vervagen grenzen tussen zenders 

en ontvangers, tussen toeschouwers en actoren. 

Het huidige proefschrift verkent dus de mate waarin publieke communicatie op 

televisie nieuw leven kan worden ingeblazen door middel van publieksparticiperende talkshow 

journalistiek. De nadruk ligt op het niveau van programmering, waar professionele 

inspanningen daadwerkelijk van gewicht kunnen zijn. Dit is van bijzonder belang aangezien 

structurele controle door de staat in onbruik is geraakt, en op dit moment steeds meer van 

professionele zelfregulatie af is gaan hangen, zoals vaak wordt beweerd wanneer het op het 

waarborgen van diversiteit van opinie aankomt— de kern van de zaak voor publieke 

communicatie. Het onderzoek is zowel theoretisch, in Deel 1, als empirisch, in Deel 2. 

2. Het theoretisch onderzoek: het plaatsen van 
publieksparticiperende talkshows in de televisiejournalistiek 

In Deel 1 werd een lans gebroken, hoewel met enige omzichtigheid, voor de 

democratische betekenis van publieksparticiperende talkshow journalistiek in het kader van de 

geschiedenis van het gebruik van televisie omwille van publieke communicatie. Deel 2 

onderzoekt in hoeverre een dergelijke democratische betekenis ook opgang kan doen in 

Taiwan, een samenleving waar publieksparticiperende discussie over actualiteiten tot 

recentelijk niet mogelijk was, volgend op de sterke toename van het aantal televisiezenders en 
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het schoorvoetend loslaten van controle van de staat op televisie. Met deze twee delen 

tezamen, heeft het proefschrift tot doel om de vinger te leggen op publieksparticiperende 

talkshow journalistiek als een unieke vorm van televisiejournalistiek met nieuwe 

mogelijkheden en beperkingen die met de marktwerking samengaan. 

Met als doel om de theoretische mogelijkheden van talkshow journalistiek te 

onderzoeken, bestaat Deel I uit vier hoofdstukken waarvan de eerste twee zijn gewijd aan 

televisietechnologie en het gebruik daarvan, en de laatste twee aan het genre van de 

publieksparticiperende talkshow. In Hoofdstuk 2 wordt televisie eerst besproken als een 

distributietechnologie en daarna als een culturele omgeving met technologische eigenschappen 

in het licht van participerende democratie, vooral wat zo levendig wordt voorgesteld door de 

term "electronic town meeting". Er wordt gesteld dat, in tegenstelling tot print media, televisie 

in het algemeen expressief is en een brede, als niet een diepe, publieksparticipatie bevordert. 

Hoofdstuk 3 onderzoekt hoe televisie op het gebied van de journalistiek is toegepast- een 

ambacht dat is gegrondvest langs een traject van moderniteit dat zich sterk bezighoudt met 

culturele legitimiteit en een strikt onderscheid tussen het publieke en het private, fictie en non-

fïctie, informatie en amusement. Het steeds meer hybridiserende karakter van televisie wordt 

hier beschouwd als een veelbelovende mogelijkheid voor discursieve openheid, een 

eigenschap die in de traditionele televisiejournalistiek lang is genegeerd. 

Hoofdstuk 4 gaat verder met de beschouwing van het nogal brede en ambigue 

"genre" van de talkshow als een perfecte belichaming van de hybriditeit van televisie, in al 

zijn 'tot-zich-nemende', 'projecterende', en 'zelfverwijzende' mechanismen. De neiging om 

betrokken te worden als inherent aan communicatief gedrag beschouwend, legt het hoofdstuk 

een verband tussen publieksparticiperende talkshows en eerdere toepassingen van 

publieksparticipatie, wat de vinger legt op het samenspel tussen de markt en liberale 

democratie. De kracht van publieksparticiperende talkshow programmering wordt zichtbaar 

gemaakt door de tweevoudige rol die het lijkt te spelen in publieke communicatie door de 

inherente toepassing van publieksparticipatie. De eerste is de rol van publieke spreekruimte, 

die kan worden voorgesteld als elektronische gemeenschap gevuld met dorpspraat of 

buurthuis-discussie. De tweede is de rol van een nog-te-legitimeren journalistieke toepassing 

die in groot contrast staat tot de traditionele rol van de journalistiek met een andere esthetiek, 

zodat de niet-participerende kijker wordt geholpen wijs te worden uit het leven/de realiteit in 

al zijn heterogene authenticiteit. 
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Hoofdstuk 5 neemt het thema van het ambivalente samenspel tussen de markt en 

liberale democratie weer op door voorbeelden uit de Verenigde Staten aan te halen. Het 

onderzoekt hoe, door een steeds toenemende marktcompetitie, dezelfde industriële behoefte 

om het publiek te binden die leidde tot de opkomst van publieksparticiperende talkshow 

journalistiek, het "genre" op een of andere manier uitbuit, in een dergelijke mate dat 

televisiejournalistiek wordt verlaagd tot iets wat meer praat- dan berichtgevings-georiënteerd 

is. In plaats van meer betrokken en bekommerd om publieke aangelegenheden, wordt het 

publiek zo in feite met nog meer cynisme en voyeurisme vervreemd van het publieke discours. 

De veronderstelde eenvoud in de toepassing van publieksparticipatie blijkt dus uiteindelijk 

weg te vallen tegen de complexiteit achter de industriële noodzaak tot risico-minimalisering en 

winstmaximalisatie. 

3. Het empirisch onderzoek: "2100: All People Open Talk" 

Om verder vat te krijgen op het ambivalente karakter van op de vrij markt gebaseerde 

publiekparticiperende talkshow journalistiek, onderzoekt Deel 2 van dit proefschrift "2700: 

All People Open Talk", de eerste actualiteiten-talkshow in Taiwan ooit, en totnogtoe de langst 

lopende in zijn soort. Taiwan is een interessante casus vanwege de sociaal-politieke overgang 

in termen van liberale democratie die het heeft ondergaan, en het land staat zodoende open 

voor de ervaring van de aantrekkelijkheden van publieksparticiperende talkshow journalistiek. 

De keuze voor 2700 is vooral vanwege het feit dat door critici én aanhangers wordt beweerd, 

dat het in termen van zowel publieksbereik als advertentieopbrengst het meest succesvolle 

programma is met een relatief groot kijkerspubliek. Verder wordt 2700 op alle werkdagen 

(maandag t/m vrijdag) live en op prime time uitgezonden, is het sterk gehybridiseerd met 

meerdere toepassingen van publieksparticipatie, en wordt het door een nieuwkomer in de 

televisie-industrie uitgezonden. 2700 vertegenwoordigt met andere woorden het beste de 

stoutmoedigheid van een vorm van media-ondernemerschap die zich beweegt in een 

gemeenschap van opkomende maatschappelijk bewegingen gewapend met een slimme 

erkenning van de hybridische eigenschappen van televisie. 

In principe als inleiding tot een beschrijving van de opkomst van "2700: All 

People Open Talk", beschrijft Hoofdstuk 6 hoe bepaalde economische, sociale en politieke 

omstandigheden noodzakelijk zijn voor de opkomst van publieksparticiperende actualiteiten-

talkshows op de televisie. 2700s opkomst wordt dan ook gezien als een aanwijzing dat 

mededingende politiek in Taiwan enige vorm heeft gekregen, en dat privatisering en de vrije 
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markteconomie van de televisie naar een volwassen niveau zijn gegroeid tegen de achtergrond 
van zendervermenigvuldiging. 

Het empirisch onderzoek naar 2100 dat hierop volgt heeft tot doel om te 

onderzoeken of 2100 informatie openbaar maakt en relevant voor wat het publiek bezighoudt, 

door hen bij het participerende format te betrekken. Door de twee begrippen openheid en 

relevantie uit elkaar te trekken, namelijk als respectievelijk zender-georiënteerd en ontvangst-

georiënteerd, wordt onderzocht hoe 2100 een tweeledige rol van publieksparticiperende 

talkshow in publieke communicatie speelt als zowel een publieke spreekruimte als een 

journalistieke toepassing. Het onderzoek is dus noodzakelijkerwijs zowel inhoud- als 

ontvangst-georiënteerd. 

Door middel van een verzameling van programma-episodes die twee periodes van 

verkiezingscampagne en twee periodes van normale gang van zaken dekt, verkent het 

onderzoek de zender-specifieke eigenschap van openheid door drie dimensies in 2100 te 

onderscheiden, namelijk de dimensie van diversiteit, de retorische dimensie, en de 

participerende dimensie. De dimensie van diversiteit richt zich op de breedte van de 

behandelde onderwerpen, terwijl de retorische dimensie zich richt op de opzet van de 

onderwerpen en de bemiddelende rol van de presentator. Met deze twee dimensies wordt 2100 

in de rol van publieke spreekruimte onderzocht als een professioneel instrument voor 

publieksparticipatie. Gebaseerd op deze benadering van "instrumentualisering", richt de 

participerende dimensie zich op de vraag hoe de ondeskundige spreker bijdraagt aan een 

publiek discours dat door een retorische en diversiteit-gerelateerde nadruk wordt 

gekarakteriseerd. 

Door middel van de inhoudsanalyse wordt vastgesteld dat 2100 een 'discursieve 

situatie' is, waar actualiteiten worden gebracht op een wijze die meer is bedoeld om mensen 

ergens bij te betrekken dan om te overtuigen. Het is een mijlpaal in de geschiedenis van de 

Taiwanese televisie dat zowel de rol van buiten-parlementaire gemeenteraadsvergadering als 

die van het buurthuis wordt gepromoot. Beperkingen ten aanzien van openheid komen echter 

voort uit een drang naar brede participatie binnen een zeer beperkte tijd, het vasthouden aan 

conventionele nieuwswaarden, en een gebrek aan diversiteit van gasten en interacties tussen 

elite-gasten en gewone sprekers. 

Geruggesteund door een op een vragenlijst gebaseerde telefonische survey die 

door een professioneel onderzoeksbureau in Taipei is uitgevoerd, gaat het proefschrift verder 
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met de exploratie van relevantie als een ontvangst-georiënteerde eigenschap in 2100, door te 

onderzoeken of het programma het nieuws relevanter maakt ten aanzien van wat de kijkers 

bezighoudt en interesseert. De telefonische survey trok steekproeven uit de volwassen 

populatie van 18 jaar en ouder behorende tot de metropool Taipei. 1804 pogingen tot 

telefonisch contact werden ondernomen waarvan 633 pogingen succesvol waren, wat leidt tot 

een steekproef van 633 respondenten. De vragenlijst probeert vat te krijgen op wat kijkers 

bezighoudt en interesseert door twee aspecten te benadrukken: kijkgedrag en kijktevredenheid. 

Kijkgedrag heeft betrekking op frequenties en voorkeuren gerelateerd aan demografische 

eigenschappen zoals geslacht, leeftijd, beroep en opleiding. Kijktevredenheid heeft betrekking 

op 2100 als een informatiebron en toepassing van publieksparticipatie. Voor wat betreft de 

eerste is dit gebonden aan de keuze van onderwerpen, berichtgeving in verkiezings/niet-

verkiezings perioden, het optreden van de presentator, en de vaakst voorkomende wijze 

waarop de discussie wordt gebracht: de juxtapositie. Voor de laatste geldt dat dit betrekking 

heeft op de tevredenheid van kijkers met het optreden van niet-deskundigen, of deze 

representatief zijn of niet, en het voorhanden zijn van de mogelijkheid tot participatie zoals dat 

door hen wordt ervaren. 

Het ontvangst-gedeelte van de studie laat zien dat kijkers veel meer verdienste zien 

in 2100 als een bron van informatie dan als een publieksparticiperend programma, echter 

weinigen zouden willen zien dat de spreektijd die voor niet-deskundigen wordt uitgetrokken 

werd gereduceerd. Men is het erover eens dat de onderwerpen die door 2100 worden 

behandeld van belang zijn, en dat de juxtapositie van concurrerende gezichtspunten helpt om 

grip op de onderwerpen te krijgen. Desondanks heeft men het gevoel dat onderwerpen die 

hoog op de agenda staan te veel aandacht krijgen, en heeft men de neiging om op ongeregelde 

tijden te kijken, vooral wanneer onderwerpen persoonlijk interessant zijn, en vooral die 

onderwerpen waar 2100 meer bedreven in is (politieke aangelegenheden en berichtgeving over 

verkiezingscampagnes). Hoewel het programma zowel mannen als vrouwen trekt, is er een 

neiging om onderwerpen die mannen bezighouden vaker te behandelen dan die vrouwen 

bezighouden. Samengevat, moet 2100 zich nog waarmaken als een informatiebron die 

daadwerkelijk in staat is om te bieden wat de kijkers echt bezighoudt, in een dergelijke mate 

dat vaker naar het programma zal worden gekeken. Noch is het programma vooralsnog 

voldoende relevant voor normaal niet-uitgesproken en latente zorgen en interesses van kijkers, 

zoals wordt gereflecteerd door de vrouwelijke kijkers in hun minder sociaal-erkende 

gezichtspunten en voorkeuren voor gespreksonderwerpen. 
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4. De conclusie van het proefschrift 

Met het empirisch gedeelte van de studie, dat 2100 meer als een media-

fenomeen dan een maatschappelijk nut in de Taiwanese gemeenschap kenschetst, 

concludeert het proefschrift dat uit 2100 iets waardevols valt te leren. Functionerend als een 

openbare arena voor discussie over actualiteiten, laat 2100 zien dat de retorische en speelse 

aspecten van communicatiegedrag, die het traditionele denken zo lang heeft vergeten, het 

verdienen om door het goede medium en het goede format te worden behandeld om 

daarmee hedendaagse publieke communicatie te kunnen dienen. Technisch gezien is het 

tegenwoordig geen enkel probleem meer om verschillende mediatechnologieën te 

combineren tot een meer interactieve vorm van publieke communicatie. Hoewel gedreven 

door de mondaine intentie om een zo groot mogelijk gedeelte van het kijkerspubliek te 

"veroveren", is 2100 indrukwekkend in de flexibiliteit die het laat zien ten aanzien van de 

uitvoering van publieksparticipatie zonder op beheerstechnieken terug te vallen. Door 

televisie met andere informatietechnologieën zoals de telefoon, de fax en de computer te 

combineren, is 2100 inspirerend in de verschillende wijzen waarop het tot dusverre heeft 

geprobeerd om televisie dichter bij de gewone man/vrouw te brengen, de keuze van wijze 

van participatie vrijlatend, hoewel het programma toch vooral aan "publieke 

aangelegenheden" zoals traditioneel gedefinieerd is gewijd. 

Hoewel de kracht van 2100 wordt onderkend, worden zowel de nieuwswaarden 

die 2100 strikt volgt als de moeilijkheden verbonden aan talkshow programmering 

verantwoordelijk gehouden voor de beperkingen die 2100 laat zien in het toegankelijk maken 

van het publieke discours voor de ondeskundige spreker. In het bijzonder nieuwswaarden die 

zich richten op 'grote man'- en 'grote plaats'-politiek, die geacht worden de bewezen en 

grootste algemene delers in nieuwsprogrammering te zijn, dienen goed tot doel om kijkers 

ergens zo veel mogelijk bij te betrekken. Aangezien dit vaak nieuwswaarden zijn die door de 

concurrenten van 2100 worden gedeeld, draagt 2100 bij aan een media-fenomeen dat zich nog 

steeds te veel aan nieuwswaarden hecht, terwijl dit in het algemeen niet is gerelateerd aan het 

leven van alle dag/de realiteit van de gewone man/vrouw. 

Hoewel de waarde van publieksparticiperende talkshow journalistiek wordt 
onderkend, pleit het proefschrift voor een versmalling van de schaal waarop 
publieksparticipatie plaatsvindt naar meer specifieke onderwerpen en kleinere doelgroepen. 
Aangezien vrije markt-gebaseerde programma's ertoe neigen de schaal waarop 
publieksparticipatie plaatsvindt te vergroten, in een mate waarin de nadruk niet op 
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publieksparticipatie maar op de illusie van verhitte participatie die kan worden gecreëerd, 
suggereert het proefschrift dat inspanningen boven op het programmerings-niveau 
noodzakelijk zijn. 
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