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Chapter 3 

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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