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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 
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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. 
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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 



Chapter I Introduction 

"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 



Chapter 1 Introduction 

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 

9 
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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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