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Chapter 4 

ENGAGING AUDIENCES: 

PARTICIPATORY TALKSHOWS 

AND THEIR DEMOCRATIC POTENTIAL 

A uc 

A br 
udiences necessarily trigger the omnipresent consideration that compels 

broadcasters to treat their business as more than a purely internal matter. 
7irst and foremost, programs need to be watched. To stay in business 

therefore often means making programs "watchable", and journalistic programs are no 

exception 

The studio presentation, which characterizes journalistic programs by what Stuart 

Hall terms as "the television original" (see Chapter 3), does maintain, display and promote 

institutional authority. Broadcasters thus seem to be masters in their own domain who define 

the terms of social interactions in the studio by pre-allocating social role and status, and by 

controlling the content, style and duration of the events they preside over. They cannot, 

however, afford to deliberately ignore audiences, who are absent from them, as demonstrated 

by the failure of "the Third Program" in the U.K.1 The communicative context in which 

audiences are embedded is far more complicated than the studio as an institutionally 

controlled discursive space. The less tangible part ofthat context is the conditions of reception, 

which eventually determine the "watchability" of broadcasting outputs. 

Though articulated in the public domain as public discourse, journalistic programs 

are necessarily received within the sphere of domestic privacy as an optional leisure resource. 

As audiences cannot be compelled to behave as ideally as broadcasters may wish, the form, 

content and communicative style of these programs, like those of all other broadcast outputs, 

have to be adjusted in ways that fit in with viewing circumstances, i.e. patchable for audiences. 

This, according to Scanneil (1988), is an issue of great complexity which took British 

broadcasters many years to resolve successfully, and significantly by exploring appropriate 

forms of talk. In the process, the cold at-length monologue on predetermined scripted topics in 

1 The Third Program is an elitist radio channel whose first Controller, George Barnes, promised, in an article for the 
Listener in 1946 describing the new service, that it would offer "few hearing aids" for listeners. See Scannell (1988: 
2). 
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the early years, gradually gave way to a warmer, friendlier dialogue. For it was discovered that 

in their own home where viewing took place, audiences expected to be addressed personally, 

familiarly in a friendly way, and as individuals, not as a crowd. Furthermore, it was found that 

people did not expect to be talked down to, lectured, or "got at". Dismissed scornfully as "the 

theatre of values" (Conrad 1982:158), the sphere of domesticity nonetheless (Scannell ibid: 3-

4) 

... powerfully drives the communicative style and manner of broadcasting to 
approximate to the norms not of public forms of talk, but to those of ordinary, 
informal conversation", for this is overwhelmingly the preferred communicative 
style of interaction between people in the routine contexts of day-to-day life and 
especially in the places in which they live. 

Doubtlessly, efforts to engage absent audiences through adopting their preferred 

communicative style can mean something more than a business strategy. For television 

journalism, this has its democratic implications. The power of the one-way medium over the 

presumably passive audiences, either pessimistically or optimistically assumed as respectively 

by Adorno and Enzensberger (see Chapter 2), is necessarily undermined and counterbalanced 

by its dependence on the absent audiences to watch. As engaging audiences became more and 

more crucial in television business, broadcasters interestingly further their dependence on 

audiences not only in reception, but also in production Instead of being absent from the 

broadcasting studio, ordinary audiences are invited in programming and allowed opportunities 

to voice their views or comments. News interviews, documentaries and talkshows are common 

examples that offer such opportunities. 

The talkshow presents a more interesting and significant case to my concern. First 

and foremost, it often involves active audience participation in the construction of knowledge 

and information (Livingstone and Lunt 1994). Through co-construction, audiences seem to be 

able to dilute, at least to a certain degree, the discursive, narrative monologues inevitable in all 

studio presentations (see Chapter 3, Sectionl.2.) News interviews and documentaries also 

include, even focus on, ordinary people, giving them opportunities to voice their life 

experience or expectations. But these programs tend to "incorporate" them in a way that the 

elite narrative or discourse is not at risk. In contrast, the talkshow runs such risks by design. It 

seems to function more or less as a public access for audiences, who are invited to the studio, 

the institutional discourse space, and join actively the discussion on topics of concern to them. 

Their presence in the studio, either vocally or physically, seems to add credits to "the television 

original" with a fresh touch of authenticity and spontaneity quite unlike what can normally be 

expected from camera-weathered experts and officials. 

It is therefore the purpose of this chapter to explore the democratic potential of the 
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talkshow for the risks it runs in losing discursive controls by being open to audiences. In the 

following sections, I will first explore the talkshow as a perfect embodiment of television 

hybridity, then forward to discuss how this hybridized media form operates as a genre of 

public sphere that enables direct face-to-face communication, and as a format of postmodern 

journalism that may promise "a diversification of information" (see Section 3). 

1. THE TALKSHOW: A PERFECT EMBODIMENT 
OF TELEVISUAL HYBRIDITY 

The talkshow is itself a category too ambiguous to be properly defined. Practically 

all programs that feature talks, rather than events or actions, are in the same camp of the 

talkshow. Since almost everything can be talked about, the talkshow can be as diverse as 

whatever may attract a sizeable audience. Having come to assume many messy, hybridized 

variations, the term "talkshow" itself defies any singular definition other than "information" or 

"conversation" in the broadest sense. Just to give a glimpse of how broad it can be, I mention 

below some sub-categories of the talkshow specified (randomly, not systematically) by 

Munson (1993), though even in each sub-category there are still variations: 

• News interviews: 

Represented by Meet the Press and Face the Nation. Perhaps the oldest 

established form of the talkshow which proceeds largely via discussion between journalists 

and their elite guests. Calling the form "journalistic talkshows", Peter Dahlgren (1995: 54) 

notices that it is evolving, for there is less question-and-answer and more "chummy chat". 

• News/talk magazines: 

Represented by Today, Good Morning America. They combine rotations of live 

and reported news with service-oriented features such as consumer advice and film reviews, 

celebrity interviews and worldwide, on-location production Further hybridization of the form 

can be found in ABC's Prime Time Live, which includes the investigative documentary and 

live audience participation, and CBS's Nightline, which is similar but with smaller scope and 

without a studio audience. 

• Talk/service: 

Referring to day-time talkshows such as Donahue, the Oprah Winfrey, Georaldo 

Rivera, Sally Jesse Raphael and the like. The name is derived from the goal of these shows, 

which was to give lively, useful information on interpersonal and psychological matters to 

women, when the form was first conceived about thirty years ago in the U.S. 
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• Talk/variety: 

Also known as celebrity talk or chat-show, the most dominant late-night talkshow 

form, and probably with least journalistic touch compared to the above-mentioned. 

These four certainly do not exhaust Munson's categorization For example, there 

are "confrontalk" which features insult humor, "personality talk" which feature the 

host/hostess' personality, or "sports talk" which may combine talk with call-in and live 

coverage of games. In fact, the labeling depends much on what is being perceived as more 

emphatic in a program. Chances are that more than one label may fit comfortably any program, 

and that no categorization can ever set up an exhaustive hst, even simply for American 

talkshows. This is not only that in other cultures/societies, talkshows certainly have other 

variations with rather different emphases (such as West European talkshows), but also because 

that the talkshow genre- to the degree that it can be treated as a genre- is itself an ever genre-

blurring genre. 

The slippery nature of the talkshow makes it a perfect embodiment of televisual 

hybridity. Pushed by the three intrinsic televisual movements (i.e. ingestion, projection and 

self-referential, see Chapter 3, Sectionl), televisual hybridity tends to challenge the 

conventional dichotomy between information and entertainment, or between the public and 

the private. Even the concept of genre, itself deeply rooted in print literature thus much 

debated, may become problematic, irrelevant, even redundant for television2. This can be 

technologically favorable either for innovations or recombination in programming. The 

talkshow can probably be seen as both. 

1.1. A Genre Thriving on Commercial Television 

Whether treated as innovations or recombination, the talkshow, which dates from 

the dawn of radio broadcasting with experts talking monologically at the audience whether in 

America or in Europe, evolved into a more dialogical and participatory form far more 

significantly in a commercial environment like America than elsewhere. In his Adorno 's 

Reproach: Repetition, Difference, and Television Genre, Caughie (1991) argues that it is 

American commercial television, rather than European public television, that has been taking 

the lead in programming innovations. Since the market logic requires ever-increasing product 

differentiation in the struggle to gain the fragmenting large mass audience, commercial 

television tends to subvert the seeming routine of programming convention and play the never-

2 
For examples, see Dubrow 1982 (quoted in Livingstone and Lunt 1994), Kaminsky and Mahan 1985 Fiske 

1987) 
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ending game of mingling or mutating the established genres— a game that is technologically 

favored on television. Being cheap to produce, the talkshow is cost-efficient (e.g. Kurtz 1996) 

for such a game. This is an advantage when "safety first" (in financial sense) is a compelling 

rule for commercial television. 

The development of the talkshow, as well as its social impacts, are therefore best 

exemplified by the case in the U.S., which is after all the most commercially sophisticated so 

far. Practices in Western Europe, particularly in Britain where television is heavily influenced 

by the public service tradition, may add new elements or dimensions to the genre because of 

less popularity demands and more "high-minded" concerns. But it is mainly American 

talkshows that have been pushing the edge of talk programming and exploring ever-new pos

sibilities. For countries where the privatization and commercialization of television have just 

begun to take shape, American talkshows, just like American television in general, present "a 

veritable laboratory" (Blumler 1992: 194) from which the developments of the genre and its 

effects and impacts on television journalism can be learned. The eager embrace of popularity, 

which underscores the "safety-first" rule in commercial television, necessitates a more flexible 

programming-- flexible to the degree that polysemy is possible and discursive control, if any, 

can be concealed (Fiske 1987). The talkshow is an expression of such flexibility, not by 

doggedly building up polysemy, but by involving active audiences in talking performance. 

1.2. The Selling Point: Audience Participation 

The comparatively active role "assigned" to audiences in the production of a 

media "text" makes the talkshow an intriguing social phenomenon in modern (or postmodern) 

society. As observed by Carbaugh (1988:2), there is no comparable occasion in history "where 

millions have gathered daily, to talk, and to witness each other talk". The sheer quantity of 

audiences "hooked" by a program is already a phenomenon that warrants serious study. 

However, it is those audience members who for whatever reasons are able to join the talk that 

should be at core of this phenomenon (though not necessarily at the core of a show), if 

democratic potentials of the genre remain a central concern. Their active participation is 

precisely what gives the talkshow its institutional image of openness through flexible 

programming-- a flexibility that mixes up entertaining and informational purposes by catering 

to the needs of audiences as consumers and citizens simultaneously. 

1.2.1. Historical Origins 

Audiences used to be conceived as originating either in people and society or in 

media and their contents (McQuail 1994: 288-291). In a sense, the presence of active 
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audiences in the "production" end of the talkshow, whether through call-in or in the studio, 
challenges the either/or assumption in this observation. Audiences who bother enough to jump 
out of their conventional role as media consumers and participate actively in media production 
can have different reasons to do so. They are perhaps simply pushed by individual preferences 
and gratification needs for the formats or topics of a talk program. Or they may come from 
certain pre-existing social groups with communication needs, such as a local community, a 
political party or interest group, and for them the talkshow happens to be a convenient forum 
(e.g. Priest 1995). It is also probable that they are simply brought into being by new 
possibilities opened up by the specific types of content (in which the host's personality is a part) 
only available by the talkshow. 

In other words, active talkshow audiences can be both socially originated and 
media originated. This has something to do with the various practices of audience participation 
in history when liberal democracy was still budding and the emerging mass media 
(newspapers, periodicals, and publishers) were playing a significant role. At least we can 
specify three of them below to exemplify the practice of audience participation in history 
relevant to the similar practice in the talkshow: the seventeenth-century British coffeehouse, 
the eighteenth-century magazines, and the nineteenth-century American lyceum movement. 

• The seventeenth-century British coffeehouse 

The practice of audience participation can date back to as early as the seventeenth-
century coffeehouse in Britain which functioned as a salon setting for intellectual debate and 
talk. The talk made possible by the coffeehouse was an alternative to those available in church, 
palace, court, or parliament. Focusing on Enlightenment philosophy and the arts, the 
coffeehouse conversation was open to the rising bourgeois public who had newly established 
its economic power and wished to counterbalance the power of the Church and the State for its 
own interests as a new class. Though generally devoted to "serious" issues (i.e. political, 
philosophical, and aesthetic topics) of the day, the coffeehouse talk was inevitably scattered 
with gossips, which seemed a natural result of free expression and market operation. 

• The eighteenth-century magazines 

Following the English coffeehouse was the emergence of the eighteenth-century 
magazines, with which audience participation in the media first became an identifiable 
practice. These early magazines were tightly linked to the coffeehouse, not only because that 
they were usually read and discussed in the coffeehouse, but also because that they shared the 
same coffeehouse intellectualism, along with all gossips that might attract their bourgeois 
audiences and boost their market. With the same purpose of influencing public opinion for the 
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bourgeois interests, these magazines offered a forum more significantly for bourgeois essayists 

and poets who would otherwise remain spectators excluded from the discourse space 

controlled by the Church and the State. 

Like the coffeehouse, these magazines functioned as a talk space of literacy3, 

facilitating the public (bourgeois) pursuit of rational knowledge and self-expression. For the 

bourgeois public, participating in the talk space, be it the coffeehouse or the periodicals, was 

an assertion of autonomy and personal accomplishment, while standing aside as mere 

spectators implied an acceptance of someone else's authority in the use of reason and the 

acquisition of knowledge. 

• The nineteenth-century American lyceums 

The American lyceum movement was initiated in 1823 by Joshua Holbrook in 

Massachusetts, who harvested a great profit from its success. Holbrook had the inspiration 

from the Jackson era characterized by a reaction against the Federalist mistrust of the people as 

"the mob" and distrusting "the experts" (See Curti, 1956, quoted in Munson 1993). The 

movement combined the self-help passion of the Jackson era with the sanctioning of science, 

knowledge, and rational inquiry in the eighteenth century. The lyceums were originally 

member-run, community-oriented associations of mutual instruction in the useful knowledge 

through lectures, discussions, libraries, and scientific experimentation Aimed at young 

workers, it channeled young passions for its evening activities by functioning as an educational 

talk practice based on local participation It was widely applauded as "town-meeting of the 

mind", "a powerful influence in effecting a reformation inmorals" (see Bode 1956, quoted in 

Munson 1993: 22, 163). The tie with the media was obvious, since topics for discussion were 

drawn from the headlines of newspapers or books, and authors were invited to speak. 

The above three examples are but a few among the many talk spaces in Western 

history that were launched from, facilitated, and conditioned by the market. In these par

ticipatory talk spaces. There were pre-existing social groups (the bourgeois class, the young 

worker, the literary circle) targeted by the talk industry as an identifiable market. There were 

also those attracted by the notion of open talk practice for whatever reasons. Whatever they 

were, their sense of autonomy and personal accomplishments were supposed to be cultivated, 

fermented, encouraged, or renewed deliberately in these talk spaces. The mass media helped 

to sustain these talk spaces, while they were themselves a talk space in their own right. 

3 Munson suggests that it is no coincidence that American magazines at that time had names such as Tattler, Town 
Talk, Tea Table, and Chit Chat. In the U.S., "talk spaces" such as the coffeehouse and magazines tended to join 
"the informal cracker-barrel, back-fence, and saloon traditions linking talk practice to agrarian economy, domesticity, 
andleisure"(1993:21). 
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1.2.2. Radio Audience Participation 

The practice of audience participation in broadcasting naturally started with radio, 

from which the talkshow genre takes shape. In a broad sense, all radio talks are talkshows of 

some sort, since the microphone, the medium's key transducer, is a device designed primarily 

for speech pickup. But it took quite some time for radio to facilitate a public talk space as 

equivalent to those historical practices. The following discussion will mainly draw on the U.S. 

case, since it is where the genre thrives and varies most. 

• The early comedy talk and public-affairs talk 

Radio participatory programs emerged in 1930s, significantly in conjunction with 

the interview, human interest, or game/variety shows, and were generally considered as 

"comedy audience participating programs" by the industry. Audiences were involved in the 

form of mail requests or studio performance, which often created unexpected amusements for 

the listeners. Opposed to this category was those more high-minded, educational programs 

regarded as "public-affairs talk". They emerged in the late 1930s, typically with audiences 

participating in the debate on current issues. Examples were CBS' The People's Platform 

(1938-1952) and Mutual Radio Network's The People's Rally (1938-1939), American Forum 

of the Air, NBC's America's Town Meeting. These programs, largely unscripted, featured 

spontaneous audience questions and comments on public affairs, which gave elements of 

lively amusements on current-issue discussion. 

• The Dichotomy Decreased 

Unscripted shows featuring spontaneous audience discussion on public affairs 

with amusing effects of unexpectedness, though censored during wartime, seemed to pave the 

way for further hybridization in radio talkshows. Generally, the industry tended to link 

audience participation with comedy, because of the lightness and contrast such a program 

concept could offer. The unscripted ingenuousness of its nonprofessional, "ordinary person" 

performers could create extra fun normally missing in the scripted formality of more refined 

program genres. Whether it was out of a professional attempt at getting close to "the people" 

or simply trying to borrow some liveliness and/or authenticity from the voice of people, there 

emerged a more middle-ground programming. The result was the blurring of the distinction 

between the all-talk and all-news formats in a newer format called news/talk, characterized by 

a relationship to public controversy, an appearance of spontaneity, and calculated blending of 

information and entertainment in a constant, productive defiance of notions of generic 

These were two competing programs that sustained until the late 1940s. 
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integrity. 

• From Participatory to Interactive 

Professional efforts to engage audiences in the broadcasting media evolved to 

another new stage when call-in radio talkshows were invented. Initiated as a strategy to 

encourage audiences' loyally and generate data on music preferences and audience 

demography, call-in radio evolved, quite accidentally as it was claimed, to live on-air 

conversation as early as 1945 when an overnight music show host was bored enough to pick 

up the phone and chat with the caller5. Though originally characterized by short bits 

conversation, call-in itself seemed to echo a modernist participatory thrust which permitted 

public expressiveness and self-assertion. Thus the conversation eventually grew in length and, 

in the late 1950s, evolved into full-blown call-in talkshows on news or community subjects. 

This development coincided with the emergence of the local community forum program 

which highlighted caller questions for local officials (Bick 1987). Since then, radio call-in has 

maintained its political dimension, though in various degrees. News talk, the middle-ground 

programming, thus became a mix of substantial news programming with an array of call-in 

shows, utilizing news material. 

With radio call-in news/talk, the interactive, interpersonal discussion of the 

seventeenth-century coffeehouse seemed finally made possible on the media which by then 

used to feature only mediated and highly managed (manipulated) one-way communication. 

But the media's visual presentation of the talk had to wait until television appropriated radio 

talk programming and explored its new horizons. 

1.3. A Talk or A Show? 

From the very beginning, television has literally picked up talkshows from 

radio. Many TV talkshows, together with their hosts, were originally shown on radio. 

When they became visualized on television, coping or negotiating with the "peeping" 

camera as well as the "eavesdropping" microphone became a major task for broadcasters 

and studio audiences. As we have discussed in Chapter 2, television remains a medium far 

more characterized than radio by being expressive rather than communicative, represen

tational rather than discursive, analogic rather than digital. With television, the talk 

programming encounters a new dimension of challenges beyond the talk itself, for the 

5 This seems to be a reasonable claim in a commercial broadcasting environment. According to Cassirer (1959, 
quoted in Hsu Wen-Yee 1994) interactive radio with audience participation appeared as early as 1920s in 
Britain. 
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effects of visual presentation of the talk on the small screen has to be taken into 
consideration. 

This implies that the television talkshow, with all its audio-visual effects for the 

interactive and interpersonal communication, can simulate those historical talk spaces, as we 

will see in Section 2. The involvement of audience participation on television, however, is 

itself a merge of both interpersonal and mediated communication that results in some 

characteristics of the talkshow: 

1.3.1. The Spectator-Performer Integration 

Being at the core of the talkshow as its main appeal, the notion of audience 

participation is itself a merge of two original antipodes: the performer and the spectator, or 

more familiarly, the sender and the receiver. The first practice of the notion, as we mentioned 

earlier, was realized through market recognition of the bourgeois needs to break up discursive 

control. Bourgeois individuals who otherwise would have remained the silent, passive, 

repressed spectators of social and political developments, valued participation in public talk as 

progressive, autonomous, self-discovering and self-fulfilling. This has become a legacy in 

various practices that followed in history or exist at present, though the activities involved 

might be anything other than talk (e.g. dance, games, etc., see Munson ibid). 

Being one of such practice, the talkshow integrates the spectator and performer in 

the studio where common folks and elite experts take turns spectating and performing, and 

where the latter is not necessarily more privileged than the former, or vise versa. While the 

performer has the opportunity to get a message across, s/he is also vulnerable to the gaze or 

peep of the spectator. And while the spectator can gaze or peep, s/he is also situated in the 

discursive domain of the performer. 

13.2. The Chance Element 

As long as there is audience participation, there is an element of chance in the 

programming that may loosen the institutional control over rating success, ideological closure, 

or professional standards for "good television". It is not accidental that audience participation 

was originally linked with comedy, which highlighted a collective entertainment through the 

fresher, unexpected touch of the amateur. For a serious, high-minded programming aimed at 

individual enlightenment, such dependence on the "amateur" performance would prove too 

risky in terms of quality, if not financially or politically. Most informational programs which 

include audience participation, tended to limit this chance element to a controllable degree (e.g. 

street interviews on news). 
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Being a talk genre depending on audience participation for its construction, the 

talkshow runs a higher risk than other programming from the chance element which does not 

always guarantee something new, unusual or unexpected rich with entertaining or inspiring 

values. Chances are that something awkward, boring, or socially indecent can break in. The 

more "unstable" the audience guests (i.e. less managed institutionally), the riskier it will be. 

This is why the talkshow depends almost entirely on the host- the most stable element among 

all the unstable constituents of the genre (Munson ibid)- to anchor or appropriate everything 

that might happen by chance. 

1.3 J. Transgression of Conventional Boundaries 

The talkshow transgresses more than the boundary between the spectacle and the 

performance. Talkshow host Phil Donahue once described poignantly that his show 

"sandwiches the Persian Gulf in between the male strippers"6. This is not just a trademark of 

Phil Donahue, nor is it something particular of television talkshows in the late 1990s. As we 

have discussed in Chapter 3, television hybridity itself has lead to a transgression of generic as 

well as social boundaries. Many mixed and new forms have been developed by television 

(Williams 1974a) among which the talkshow is but one. But among these forms, there is 

nothing quite like the talkshow that makes the transgression so boldly and so explicitly. 

Besides mixing up entertainment and information with its specific intertextual dependence on 

other media forms, the talkshow brings together people with different backgrounds in age, 

class, education, occupation, making them talk toe-to-toe and eye-to-eye with a "new sense of 

place", aware of the participation of home audiences (Meyrowitz 1985, Munson ibid). The 

transgression is generic, social, and spatial simultaneously. 

In fact, the talkshow has been developed, since its early days, consciously by those 

who recognised the inclusive, blurring nature of television. In the 50s, when the television 

talkshow was still in its early stage, NBC's president Weaver, who just initiated the two long-

running talkshows Tonight (celebrity talk/variety) and Today (news/talk), rebutted his critics 

by constructing television as ultimately beneficial in its inclusiveness and its "tremendous 

potentialities for upgrading humanity". Accordingly, a talkshow would be at its best if hosted 

by a "communicator" who was a "showman, thinker, commentator, narrator, and enhghtener 

all rolled into one" (quoted in Munson ibid: 50). Many talkshow hosts echo similar 

observations of their role and their shows (see Section 3.1). 

6 This is a comment by Phil Donahue on the show he hosts in a roundtable seminar The Other Side of the News: 
Entertainment News or Entertainment? WNET-TV New York, April 12, 1989. Quoted in Munson 1993.5,158. 
The seminar will be discussed in Chapter 5. 

69 



Chapter 4 Engaging Audiences: ne Talk Show and Its Democratic Potential 

Together with the spectator/performer integration and the chance element, this 

tendency to transgress on the talkshow, which exploits to the full television inclusiveness, can 

be as productive for the society as it has been profitable for commercial television. 

2. THE TALKSHOW AS A GENRE OF THE PUBLIC SPHERE 

Specifying talk, with audience participation at its core, the talkshow, as we have 

seen, is reminiscent of the early public talkspaces in Western history which inspire the theory 

of the public sphere. Articulated first by Jügen Habermas in his Structural Transformation of 

the Public Sphere (1962/1989) but then heavily interrogated and reconstructed by many others 

(see Calhoun 1992), the theory is resourceful for those who would grasp the interplay between 

the state and civil society, and the role of the media in it (e.g. Keane 1991, Garnham 1990, 

Curran 1993, Dahlgren 1995). The weight Habermas gives to the modern media, then-

evolution in history, and the twin dangers of state power and corporate control over the logic 

of their operations, have much to inspire media researchers today. 

The connection between the talkshow and the term "public sphere" had not been 

made explicit until 1990, by the authors of Chatter in the Age of Electronic Reproduction: 

Talk Television and the "Public Mind" (Carpignano 1990). According to Munson, this seems 

a natural result of the new interest rekindled by the publication in 1989 of the English 

translation of Habermas' Structural transformation, twenty-seven years after the German 

original was first released. In 1994, a much more systematic and ambitious study on the 

talkshow by Livingstone and Lunt was published in their book, Talk on Television: Audience 

Participation and Public Debate. The authors start by asking what kind of public sphere the 

talkshow may project- out of an attempt to bypass traditional cultural pessimism that tends to 

dismiss, and cultural populism that tends to embrace, the endless but seemingly inconsequent 

talk and argument on television in general and the talkshow in particular. 

In ideal terms, Habermas conceptualizes the public sphere as a realm of social life 

where the free and rational exchange of information and comments on questions of common 

concern can take place, so that public opinion can be formed. With this conceptualization, the 

connection between the talkshow and the notion of public sphere seems a bit odd. The populist 

appeal of the talkshow with all its transgressive nature and chance elements seems in strong 

contrast to Habermas' modernist emphases on rationality and publicness (see below shortly). 

The connection is valid somehow, if what concerns us is more about participation and 

discussion "in public" on matters of relevance to the participating audience, and less about the 

rational and public aspects, which happen to be problematic for Habermas' critics anyway (see 

below shortly). 
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In this section, I will draw on the critiques (available in Calhoun 1992) that have 

been leveled against Habermas and then see the talkshow in the new tight shedding on the 

theory of the public sphere by them. 

2.1. Habermas'» Public Sphere and Its Principles 

Structural Transformation was written at a time when the experience of fascism 

and the rise of the cultural industry seemed to confirm the cultural pessimism of Adorno and 

Horkheimer. Since public consent could be manufactured or engineered, there seemed to be no 

autonomous subject that held the hope to transcend capitalism and its massification power. 

Habermas therefore turned away from the search for such a subject and tried instead the 

emancipatory potential in intersubjective communicative processes. The book is the first 

attempt (Hohendahl 1992) of his life-long effort to reground the Frankfurt School project of 

critical theory in order to escape the doom of cultural pessimism. The public sphere theorized 

by him in the book, is an embodiment of the Ideal Speech Situation which he later further 

explored, without any historical specificity in his two volumes of The Theory of 

Communicative Action (1981/1984, 1981/1987). Based on the liberal model of the public 

sphere taking place in the 17th and 18th century European bourgeois society, the book tries to 

distinguish between the set of principles upon which the bourgeois sphere was based, and the 

set of institutions which embodied these principles in history (Garnham 1990). 

In practice, the bourgeois public sphere may have its deficiencies and may not 

fully accord with the principles laid out by Habermas. Its new and progressive nature in the 

fight against feudalism nonetheless allows Habermas (1992) to convincingly defend himself in 

face of his critics. Whether the public sphere is a historical reality or not, for some the 

principles seem to provide the ground, or at least a point of departure, to conceive an ideal 

model for media-society relationship against which all existing practices can be judged. The 

principles cover three interrelated aspects of the public sphere: 

• The institutional aspect: 

Together with the private family, the public sphere is one of the two socially 

integrated institutions of the modern life-world functioning in symbolic reproduction (e.g. 

socialization, solidarity formation, cultural)7. Hence, it has concrete social-institutional 

7 The structural aspect of the public sphere should be grasped in the whole scheme Habermas sets up for modern 
social life. This scheme consists of four domains divided according to two dimensions: private versus public, system-
integrated versus socially integrated. I present it in the following table below: 

Public Private 

System-integrated: The state The market Material reproduction as main fonction: 
concerned with money and power 

Socially-integrated: The public sphere The private family symbolic reproduction as main fonction; 
concerned with moral norms and values 

Source: Livingstone andLunt 1994, Calhoun 1992 
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foundations and is distinct from the economy and the state. 

• The quality aspect: 

Personal opinions of private individuals evolve into a public opinion through 

critical-rational debate on issues that affect common interests and universal ends, Reaching 

consensus through rational communication rather than domination. 

• The quantity aspect: 

General accessibility, particularly to information, for a public of private and 

autonomous individuals, so as to boost popular participation. 

While the problem of public participation remains at the center of Habermas 

works (Benhabib 1992), Structural Transformation does not transcend successfully the 

looming pessimism of his teachers. According to him, the degeneration of the bourgeois public 

sphere occurred when innovations, namely mass media, opened access to the public sphere 

and when "a psychological facilitation of access" lowered "the threshold capacity required for 

appreciation and participation" (ibid: 23). The serious form of participation, i.e. rational-

critical debate in public, was replaced by mindless consumption of mass culture in privacy. 

2.2. The Public Sphere in a Pluralist Light 

Though generally lauded as of great relevance to contemporary democracies, the 

concept of the public sphere nonetheless arouses doubts and criticism. The most fatal one 

comes perhaps from Verstoeten (1994), who, drawing on Foucault, suggests that the public 

sphere might be a mere ideological misconception with social o^sciplining and exclusionary 

functions, rather than something that serves liberation purposes. To the extent that this 

criticism aims to attack the idea of a consensual public, it helps renew, rather than nullify, the 

notion of public sphere. If it echoes what Rosenau (1995: 15) terms as "the skeptical 

postmodernism" that denies all modernist truth claims- which presupposes the notion of 

public sphere- and contends that nothing is beyond "the play of words and meanings", 

something can still be learned for my purpose, which I will turn to shortly. For now, I will 

simply summarize other fruitful critiques of Habermas' conceptualization of the public sphere 

as follows: 

• The bourgeois public sphere is idealized, while the contemporaneous development of a 

plebeian public sphere is ignored. Built on different institutional forms (trade unions) and 

with different values (solidarity rather than competitive individualism), the latter is in fact 

a good contrast to the former. According to historical research, the viciously competitive 
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structure of the early media market was controlled not by freely discoursing intellectuals 

in search of public enhghtenment but by booty capitalists in search of a quick profit. 

• The over emphasis on a rational-critical model of public discourse leads to a neglect of 

the rhetorical and playful aspects in communication action. The result is a too sharp 

distinction between information and entertainment and a loss of "the link between 

citizenship and theatricality" as exemplified by Rousseau's notion of "public festivals" 

(Garnham 1992: 360). "The psychological facilitation of access" on the part of the mass 

media is therefore lamented as a decline of discursive quality, rather than a diversification 

of public discourse. 

• The assumption of common interests and universal ends, coupled by the rationalist public 

discourse, leads to an emphasis on consensus and social integration, while neglecting both 

the continuing need for compromise between irreconcilable ideological positions and the 

unrecognized needs of subordinate social groups such as women and children. Thus the 

expansion of access to the public sphere for political parties and various social groups is 

lamented, rather than embraced. In particular, identity differences are bracketed off and 

assigned to the private sphere of the family and the economy. This dichotomy between the 

public and the private is too rigid. It therefore systematically suppressed the question of 

democratic accountability within relationships characterized by age, gender, class, and 

race differences. 

• The manipulative powers of the cultural industry are over-exaggerated while the resistant 

capability of the viewing publics underestimated. The dichotomy between the active 

cultural-debating public and the passive cultural-consuming public is too simplistic, since 

the construction of meanings is subjected to negotiation. 

These critiques suggest that Habermas' notion of the public sphere, narrowed by 

the historical case he focuses on and influenced by his Frankfurt background, is too inflexible 

for the concerns of a modern pluralistic society. Accordingly, some argue that the public 

sphere, though highly relevant today, is better considered as "a structured setting where 

cultural and ideological contest or negotiation among a variety of publics take place" (Eley 

1992: 306). Some contend that it should be conceived in a way that "allows both for strong 

publics and for weak publics" and "help[s] theorize the relations among them" (Fraser 1992: 

137). In this new pluralist light, the public sphere still retains its original conceptual merits as a 

social space of discursive relations and a theatre for debating and deliberating. But the 

emphasis has shifted from common-interest argumentation in a homogenous society towards 

negotiations among social groups in a heterogeneous society. 
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2.3. Talkshow Talks: Interpersonal Discursive Interactions 

While the media play a significant role in the rise and decline of the bourgeois 

public sphere theorized by Habermas, it is face-to-face dialogue or interaction, rather than 

mediated communication, that remains the focus of the notion. For Habermas, the contribution 

of the early print media to the democratic process is its capability to sustain and promote the 

interactive, interpersonal discursive debating for the rising bourgeois class. The loss of that 

thrust by the mass media, which rose as a new power that "simultaneously restructured and 

dominated" the public sphere (Habermas 1992: 437), deteriorated that interpersonal discursive 

interaction. It is the great crime of the mass media, particularly television, that made the 

publics withdrawn from being public-debate participants to being private, fragmented 

spectators. In the process, the dynamic formation and expression of public opinion lost ground, 

and established powers were left unchallenged. 

In a sense, the talkshow seems to break the spell of this ominous prediction about 

television by making the medium a talkspace where face-to-face interpersonal discursive 

interaction becomes well alive again. Its ambiguous, inclusive, and hybridized nature, however, 

makes it difficult to meet the original rationahst and universalist (common interests) principles 

of the public sphere. Polan (1990), for example, is critical of the talkshow as at best a pseudo 

public sphere, i.e., a public sphere with only the form but without the content. If put in the 

pluralist light, the talkshow stands a better chance to be a genuine post-bourgeois public sphere 

(Fraser 1992) which underscores the expression of diversity, the contestation of multiples 

positions, and the interfacing of many discourses. It provides a much less restricted public 

access to publicity, for it adopts a relatively casual, informal form and deals with whatever 

discussible or chattable as a topic. 

Perhaps too messy to be a neat and tidy bourgeois public sphere, the talkshow is 

far more accessible particularly for ordinary people with its inclusive, hybridized 

characteristics. This should be democratically meaningful especially when the main source to 

knowledge for a great majority of people is their own life experience. Most people would 

encounter great difficulty of self-expression in other public spaces where life experiences 

normally do not count as much as expert knowledge. For those whose life experiences tend to 

be dismissed as marginal or deviant, due to choice of lifestyle or sheer tough luck, the 

talkshow's transgressive nature makes it much easier to keep the access it offers open. While 

others may find their stories entertaining on the talkshow, they strategically use the talkshow 

for counter-hegemony purposes (Priest 1995). 

Thus, the talkshow may fail to involve a consensual public who argue rationally 

and critically. Its accessibility for ordinary, marginal, or deviant opinions and views, through 
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the use of a technology, enables it to involve a plurality of publics who tell and listen with 

emotion as well as with reason It would be otherwise impossible for this great diversity (and 

in far greater quantity) of people to associate, negotiate and contest among themselves, and on 

the basis of a sense of community constructed by the sheer fact of being able to talk, to 

dialogue, among one another. I think the following two images, distinct yet interrelated, are 

useful to capture the uniqueness of this talkshow public sphere: 

2.3.1. An Electronic Town-meeting 

By this term I wish to capture "the Persian Gulf' stuff in the sandwich of the 

talkshow, i.e. the more public aspect that deals with public/current affairs. Most talkshows deal 

with current issues as they affect ordinary lives. The impacts of these issues on ordinary 

people's everyday lives are normally shown through a story-telling of relevant personal 

experiences. This is certainly more helpful to get an audience engaged in public-affair 

discussion than dry, abstract deliberation. When one's life is touched by a policy or certain 

arrangements, i.e., when the system affected the life-world, it is irrational to expect that private 

individuals can always be cool, rational and detached. The toleration, or better, encouragement, 

of emotional expressions and hot, confrontational disputes on the talkshow makes the 

discussion of public/current affairs more engaging. For it makes the discussion more relevant 

to everyday life. 

This engaging element creates an inroad for the talkshow to politics, or for politics 

to the talkshow. Politicians who want to appeal directly to people (voters) find the talkshow a 

more efficient forum than any journalistic coverage, which according to Kerbel (1995: 76) in 

the case of the U.S., is increasingly distrusted by politicians as "cash-for-trash journalism." 

Since 1992, the talkshow has become sort of town-meeting much relied-on for both election 

campaigns and governance. In October 15, 1992, an unprecedented Phil Donahue-style debate 

was held by NBC. George Bush, Bill Clinton and Ross Perot, the three presidential candidates, 

directly answered questions from live audience members about the economy, homelessness, 

unemployment, abortion, and other issue-oriented matters, which were "not typically a 

political reporter's primary concern" but obviously in the mind of the publics8. After being 

elected, Clinton sought constantly to mobilize public support for his administration through the 

talkshow format, either acting as "Donahue-in-chief ' or sending delegates to face televised 

confrontations with opponents on talkshows. For his administration, the format reassembles a 

televised reporter-free town-meeting by which he can appeal directly to the public while 

Ironically, the event was dismissed by a newspaper headline as "the electronic town meeting from hell" (Kerbel 
ibid: 92-93). 
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bypassing the mediating press and the representative congress. 

2.3.2. An Electronic Neighborhood 

By the term I am referring to the "male-strippers" stuff in the sandwich of the 

talkshow, i.e., the more private aspect that deals with difference-based affairs. Though often 

dismissed as sensationalized or voyeuristic, this aspect of the talkshow has its root in early 

radio advice talk aimed at helping the less fortunate9. In 1950s, a CBS game show Stand Up 

and Be Counted highlighted the neighborliness of the show and topicalized in each episode the 

quietly suffered, painful experiences of a "neighbor" (usually women). Home and studio 

audiences were encouraged to "drop in on the troubled neighbor" just as "what neighbors do to 

neighbors elsewhere" (Munson 1993: 54, 171). With its audience participation, its personal 

depth, and its political overtones, this program presaged Donahue. Initiated in 1967 and then 

attracting a lot of followers especially in 1980s, Donahue introduces the dimension of 

neighborly service and the compassion of an in-depth sharing of personal experience to 

talkshow programming. 

The constructed neighborliness helps construct these talk/service talkshows as a 

neighborhood, a place where one feels one can always participate and where self-help and 

helping are esteemed The image of neighborhood suggests mutual support and participatory 

parity- the latter is a term with which Fraser (ibid) describes the equitable accessibility of the 

public sphere. Thus, a friendly, understanding, cheering-up, non-judgmental approach is 

essential in the talk, and in practice it depends almost entirely on the host (see Section 3). This 

approach brings up to the public eye those personal dilemmas, private grudges, or "eccentric" 

lifestyle choices that happen to be the topics. For the audiences and the topicalized guests-as-

neighbors, the process is perhaps merely entertaining or something like a psychological self-

searching, but social inequalities, whether induced by policies or hegemony, can often be 

exposed in it. If we agree with Fraser that domination often looms behind the conventional 

labeling of some issues and interests as "private" (ibid), then a public discussion of these 

private and personal matters can be emancipatory. In a neighborly talkshow, this conventional 

labeling is challenged through the publicity of the seemingly private topics it deals with. In 

Priest's study (1995), legitimacy claims are in fact being made, social identities being 

constructed, and social bonds being strengthened, by people labeled as minority, marginal, or 

deviant. They try to make their way to be shown on television and talk about their personal 

9 For example, a 1933-1940 CBS show featured a social worker as the host working with people, such as 
prostitutes, whose life and experience were the topics. A form of audience participation was used, through listener 
contributions to the host's fund (Munson 1995:26-27). 
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lives, instead of being talked about. So far it seems only a genre like the talkshow offers such 

possibilities. 

Whether as the electronic town-meeting or the electronic neighborhood described 

above, the talkshow can wield its political impact on society. Being the town-meeting, the 

impact is doubtlessly more direct, explicit, and attracting more immediate attention Yet being 

the neighborhood, the impact could be far more subtle, implicit, and with more gradual effects. 

The two images are seldom too distinct to be mixed together, however. Chances are that 

political gossips and rumors, which are plenty anyway and by no means rational, can float in 

the "townhali", while rational-critical concerns about common interests can be formed in 

neighborly chats and a sense of community can be cultivated. No matter how the two 

interrelate mutually, the blurring talkshow can accommodate both balancedly and equally, in 

one single episode or across a certain time period, or simply mix them up in whatever way that 

happens to work (even if in the sense of generating an audience). 

3. THE TALKSHOW: 
A FORMAT OF POSTMODERN JOURNALISM 

Linking the talkshow with journalism seems just as problematic, even scandalous, 

as linking journalism with popular culture (see Chapter 3), for the talkshow tends to be seen as 

a part of popular culture, even with its presumably serious look of the public-sphere potential I 

have just argued for. But the link is more than a wishful academic assertion, because it has its 

root in the symbiotic relationship between the all-news and all-talk radio formats in 1960s and 

their gradual merging later on into the news/talk format. The merge mixes substantial news 

programming with an array of call-in shows that utilize news material (Munson 1993). In 

1980s, news was becoming a bigger part of the mix, due to an institutional recognition of "the 

general trend in the society towards a need to consume product in a more immediate fashion"10. 

Other talkshow types, such as talk/service or talk/variety, also have their own recipes to mix 

with news and social issues, though with different focuses. 

The link with journalism, however dubious, establishes the talkshow as "the other 

side of news" (Munson 1993: 139)- an expression that seems a claim from talkshow 

practitioners yet a sarcasm from their critics, which I will return to in Chapter 5. Perhaps 

lamentable for those who insist on the purity of journalism in a traditional sense (see Chapter 

3), the link itself makes some sense, if among other nonsense, for quite a few. Peter Dahlgren 

(1995: 62-67), for example, straightly includes the talkshow in his effort to theorize what he 

10 See the news story, "The Sound of Radio: News/talk", in Broadcasting, 1989: June 12, p.43. 
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calls "popular television journalism". Munson, in his turn, suggests once and again in All Talk: 

The Talkshow in the Media Culture (1993) a new kind of "productivity" by the talkshow with 

its journalistic impurity (e.g., p. 10, 147). He observes the "intrajournalistic conflict" or "the 

moral wars between information journalism and story journalism", which can date back to as 

early as 1890s (p. 141-142). 

The talkshow's dubious position in journalism has its basis on the genre's 

mediated, representative dimension— obviously a contrast to its face-to-face participatory 

dimension I have just discussed. After all, audience participation in studio talk/debate 

inevitably involves a selection of audience members who are admitted to represent the general 

audience on a topic-by-topic basis. The selection itself, while an institutional and professional 

necessity, cannot but préconfigure the discursive interaction process and affect the apparent 

transparency of the talkshow as a public sphere, the idea of which promises an open, equal, 

and unfettered access. The fact that the talkshow remains a mediated social space is therefore 

made obvious, no matter how authentic the voices of experiences may sound. Given the 

talkshow's political impacts and its inclination of mutual permeation with politics because of 

its "public-sphere" image, this mediated, managed nature certainly arouses and justifies 

questions of journalistic accountability. 

This section would draw on what I have discussed in Chapter 3 and see the 

talkshow as a new journalistic practice that treats journalism no longer as self-evidently serious 

as before, therefore might have something to contribute to journalistic accountabihty. Like the 

reconceptualized notion of the public sphere, journalism in the late 21st century has put on a 

new light which allows space for emotions, human interest, multiple meanings and lifestyles. 

Though originated and developed by the mundane institutional need to cater to popular taste in 

order to engage audiences, the talkshow nonetheless captures and symbolizes this postmodern 

tendency in journalism. In the following paragraphs, I will use three pairs of contrasts, again 

interrelated, to grasp the uniqueness of the talkshow as a practice of postmodern journalism. 

3.1. The Hospitable Host versus the Detached Anchor 

The talkshow, given all the significance assigned to the role of audiences in its 

production, is essentially a host-driven medium. Whatever a talkshow collects from other 

media forms and however it recombines and repacks them, it has to be done "through the 

host's ego" (Munson ibid: 19). Typically microphone in hand, the host leads the talk, controls 

the sequences of the conversation, and maintains the flow. Disregarding all behind-the-scene 

arrangements and efforts (Tuchman 1975), s/he is the one that determines the general nature of 

his/her show and the nature of each episode. Even for an established show that might have 
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been categorized as a news-talk, talk-variety or talk-service (according to Munson), or seen as 

belonging to the debate genre, the romance genre, and the therapy genre (according to 

Livingstone and Lunt ibid: 56-58), the host may easily shift between categories even in one 

single episode if s/he so wishes. In fact, a talkshow is as transgressive in established boundaries, 

as deep in personal emotions, as controversial in issue-debating, as the host would prefer. It is 

no coincidence that all talkshows are strongly identified with the host, many of them even 

named after him/her. 

Nothing on television can be comparable with the talkshow host, except the 

"anchor" in newsroom. Both tend to have a strong command and consequence in the 

communication, though different in manner and style, simply by their studio presence. This is 

not surprising, if we remember that both are descendants of the early presenter in a live studio 

whose personal identification was so inevitable that efforts were made to dilute or neutralize 

his/her influence on the material s/he dealt with (see Chapter 3). In the host and the anchor, we 

can see that personal identification is no longer something to be avoided, but something to be 

nurtured, promoted, even maximized to the degree of an image of charisma. Nonetheless, the 

difference between the two is obvious. The anchor may try to establish an authority to the 

degree that, as illustrated for decades by Walter Cronkite in CBS11, his very presence 

symbolizes a detached conscience presiding over and pacifying a disturbed world. He becomes 

paternally reassuring for the audiences, being their point of referral, connecting, interpreting, 

even validating what have been reported (Conrad 1982: 136-38). In contrast, being detached 

would mean being aloof for the host who earns his/her popularity largely from what is 

expected of any host- hospitality. Occasionally s/he can play the objective, self-abstracted 

journalist, yet more usually s/he tends to be casual and informal, supportive, sympathetic, and 

encouraging, to a degree of emotionally engaged, which would be sensational for the anchor. 

Her/his hospitality serves to boost a participatory atmosphere in which lively dialogue with 

audiences can go on, while the anchor's detached objectivity is to represent reality as 

unfettered as possible. 

Though often forced on the defensive for legitimacy (see Footnote 6, to be 

elaborated in Chapter 5), the host is seen self-consciously by some hosts as an extension of the 

anchor or a new definition of the journalist. For example, BBC's Kilroy-silk contends that he is 

"doing serious television... talking about adult issues, in adult way", rather than for "five-year-

old kids" (Livingstone 1994: 40). Georaldo Rivera was making a more direct claim when he 

listed Edward R. Murrow12 among other non-journalist television celebrities, whom he 

1 ' The term "anchorman" was coined by CBS for Cronkite (see Conrad 1982: 137) 

12 Murrow, the CBS news reporter who challenged and toppled McCarthism at its peak in 1954 through his 
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identified himself with. In his own words: "I don't sing one song... And if there are critics who 
think that I have forfeited my right to be a newsman, I say bullshit." (Munson ibid: 173). 

3.2. The Both-and Aesthetics Versus the Either-or Aesthetics 

To redefine the journalist necessarily involves an attempt on redefining journalism. 
As hinted by Kilroy's adult/kid contrast and Rivera's proud claim, the talkshow seems, at least 
in the eyes of its practitioners, a more mature, more sophisticated format for journalism than 
traditional news and current-affairs. Their pride has its root in the increasingly justified 
dissents since 1960s regarding the "fetishization" of journalistic objectivity, the inadequacy of 
representative knowledge, and the hierarchy of knowledge made "natural" by cultural elitism 
which problemized anything popular. For them, the world has changed, and journalism should 
no longer be so narrow. "I don't sing one song" implies a critique of the modernist culture of 
impersonal authority and expertise of which traditional journalism is a mere product. Coupled 
with that is an assertion of a new journalistic practice characterized by a multi-vocal or multi-
accentual approach which seeks information from many sides. 

This emphasis on many-sidedness seems to suggest that the talkshow is a unique 
source of information quite different from Fiske's tabloid journalism or alternative journalism 
(see Chapter 3, Section3)- the two sources of information supposed to counterbalance the 
hegemony inherent in quality journalism. Whether quality, tabloid, or alternative, these three 
are all deeply grounded in the modernist discourse which separates the official from the 
civilian, the elite from the popular, the rational from the emotional, the fictional from the non-
fictional... an endless list of modernist dichotomies anyway. While they all comply with this 
either-or aesthetics so as to achieve certain integrity for their respective hierarchy of 
knowledge, the talkshow seems to make no effort for that. Instead, it adopts a postmodern 
both-and aesthetics which questions any form of knowledge hierarchy. It therefore tends to 
juxtapose and mix what modernism has separated. 

In other words, while the other three types of journalism have their choice of 
foregrounds and backgrounds, the talkshow simply adjoins both. As a result, it confounds 
emotion with reason, anonymity with celebrity, experience with expertise, convention with the 
exotic, cheap entertainment with high-minded information... Again, the list is endless. While 
the talkshow presents them all simultaneously, it does not reconcile or resolve the tension in 
between. In fact, it appropriates the tension for its own cause. If talk programming has nothing 
but talk to offer, it goes without saying that special cares should be taken to make sure that 

program, See It Now. 
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lively, even hot, disputes can occur, for the flow of talk counts on that. Thus Kilroy is reported 

to ritually instruct (before the show) his participants to forget their British reserves and 

politeness, for it does not make good television on talkshows if consensus is stronger than 

disagreement (Livingstone andLunt 1994). 

The both-and aesthetics makes the talkshow favor contradictions over consensus, 

heterogeneity over homogeneity, and ignore the conventional journalistic need for editorial 

cohesion, integrity and continuity. The result is not a coherent discourse, but a "mosaic mesh"-

- the term McLuhan uses to describe television (see Chapter 2), not a harmonious song, but 

"constellations of voices"— a term coined by Munson (ibid: 10, 63) who has derived 

inspiration from philosopher Richard J. Berstein (1992, quoted in Munson 1993). 

3.3. Productive Instability versus Editorial Close-Off 

If for talk programming good television means more than one song to the degree 

of constellations of multiple, incongruent, discontinuous voices, audience participation 

obviously offers an answer, though a risky one, to quench the constant thirst for this 

heterogeneity. After all, where else can the broadcasters find a more endurable, inexhaustible 

repertoire, for the sake of their own livelihood, to feed the talk monster that always needs 

something to talk about and people to talk to? But the involvement of audience in the 

production, however, leads to an unstable production situation in which the broadcasters 

become vulnerable because of their dependence. Though it is generally a capitalist practice to 

appropriate almost anything profitable, including those subversive to the very existence of 

capitalism, for profit-makings (Gouldner 1976), there is nothing quite like "the talk industry" 

(Heaton and Wilson 1995) that directly opens up its production for audiences/consumers and 

simply thrives on its own existential vulnerability and instability. 

According to Munson (ibid: 64), this "productive instability" is in fact situated by 

broadcasters as "an intentional talkshow dynamic". While established journalism, already 

enjoying its legitimacy and prestige, can afford tight editorial control and monological close-

off, the talkshow, being inferior in its journalistic status, thus without that benefit, 

must work the new, the inclusive, the changing... the unstable, to succeed in the 
media environment... must expand boundaries in order to produce an audience and 
sustain itself... must constantly tap and create (emphasis original) shifting spectorial 
desire and affective alliance (ibid)... 

The industrial must of productive instability naturally leads to an "unstable productivity". This 

becomes more salient if we consider the relatively open and open-ended interlocution in the 

talkshow and the touch of ordinariness and everydayness the talkshow tends to convey. 
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Obviously, both are introduced by audience participation. 

The open and open-ended interlocution refers to the fact that the talkshow's 

constellations of voices, while offering messy liveliness of the talk flow, do not seem to reach 

or hint on any conclusions or allow the domination of any voice. Since coherence and 

cohesion are less important, what matters is less an editorial product with clear and close-off 

shape, but a process that includes and constantly expands and transgresses for more inclusion 

This emphasis on the process is perhaps intended to "tap and create" that "shifting spectorial 

desire", nonetheless it can function to encourage the participation of common folks and social 

minorities in the talking. As for the touch of ordinariness and everydayness, this seems a side-

effect of the juxtaposition of differences (the both-and aesthetics). Through such juxtaposition, 

which nullifies conventional (modernist) separations or hierarchizations, we get the impression 

of an emphasis on the otherwise neglected, trivialized, suppressed, subordinated, or 

problemized that is now allowed a visual position and/or a vocal role on the talkshow. It does 

not matter much whether such emphasis is intentional or unintentional. The inclusive 

juxtaposition approach tends to work in a way that opens up a possibility of "visibility" for 

whatever is ignored or rendered invisible by news values or the objectivity principle of news 

programming. Particularly typical on talk-service talkshows is the responsive applause for 

whoever tells their own stories and experiences which are nothing more than Everyman's 

everyday routines (Livingstone and Lunt 1994 for details). Hence, a touch of ordinariness and 

everydayness denied by news is made available by the talkshow. 

More significantly from this unstable productivity, is that the talkshow becomes a 

"producerly text"13 in Fiske's sense (1987: 94-96), and one of immediate relevance to 

audiences. Being a producerly text, the talkshow retains the easy accessibility of a "readerly 

text" but keeps alive the avant-guard spirit of a "writerly text" while without its weighty, 

authorative voice. It echoes historical efforts (namely, the avant-guard, see Huyssen 1986) to 

bring together art work and life/reality in favor of democratic social change (see Chapter 3), 

using its own televisual characteristics of hybridity. 

The above three pairs of contrasts are meant to demonstrate how the talkshow, 

through the industrial or institutional appropriation of audience participation in the production 

process, might work as a difference-based journalism that allows incongruence and 

inconclusiveness, and tolerates ordinariness and everydayness. It is a journalistic practice that 

treats journalism as playful as it is serious, as part of popular culture as it is part of high culture. 

While inferior to traditional journalism, it should be taken more seriously as a new source of 

13 Drawing on Rolland Barthes and Umberto Eco, Fiske (1987) specifies three distinct texts: the producerly, the 
writerly and the readerly. The producerly text refers particularly to television texts. 
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information (as claimed by Phil Donahue), or as what represents "the growing diversification 

of the news and information genre" (as argued by Morton Downey, another U.S. talkshow 

host). After all, it promises diversity, openness, and relevance, through the appropriation of 

audience participation. 

4. CONCLUSION 

In this chapter, the talkshow is established as an embodiment of television 

hybridity and hinted as something promising in getting closer to what Bakhtin terms as the 

heteroglossia of life/reality (see Chapter 3, Section 2.1) because of its inclusive practice of 

audience participation. To grasp the spirit of openness that might be inherent in it, I have tried 

to distinguish two forms of communication that are in fact merged in the genre: one the primal 

face-to-face interpersonal communication, the other the mediated communication. Thus, I 

argued how the talkshow can function as a genre of pluralist public sphere which helps 

construct a shared identity of community through facilitating both the harder electronic town-

meetings and the softer neighborhood talks. Then I went on to the mediated side of the 

talkshow and tried to situate it in the field of journalism through a contrast of Morming 

approach between the talkshow and news. I argued that the talkshow, with its unique 

postmodern journalistic practice, can compensate for what might be lacking in traditional 

journalism which is believed to be too narrow in its modernist discourse. Whether as a 

pluralist public sphere or as a practice of postmodern journalism, the talkshow gains its 

strength from audience participation on which it depends for its production and existence. 

There is a danger, however, in trying to distinguish too sharply between the face-

to-face interpersonal dimension and the mediated dimension of the talkshow. This would lose 

sight of its ambiguous, hybridized and transgressive nature, for the talkshow is, after all, a 

"hybridized assembly" (see Chapter 3, Section 2.), being a perfect embodiment of television 

hybridity. Though both a genuine social interaction and an electronically mediated spectacle 

are indeed available from the talkshow (Munson ibid: 76), they are in fact conflated together, 

for no specific boundary between them can be clearly identified. As self-referential as 

television, the talkshow constantly acknowledges the camera and the microphone, thus 

reminding us that social interaction and mediated spectacle are made possible simultaneously. 

Like those conventional boundaries it has blurred, the boundary between interpersonal and 

mediated communication is transgressed and nullified. 

Fruitful openness, however, is not necessarily guaranteed by this seemingly 

endless transgression and hybridization In the next chapter, we will see how talkshow 

programming can easily fail to realize its democratic potentials precisely because of the same 
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wish and need to engage audiences which has brought it into being. 
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