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Chapter 9 

2100: All People Talk 

THE TALKSPACE WITH POPULIST APPEAL 

I 'n the high-speed transition of Taiwan society, there are plenty of issues and 

problems, as we have witnessed in the last chapter. 2100 arose in time to 

.catch them all, packaging them one after another in its daily coverage for 

easy consumption. Its major concern is to engage as many as possible for the sake of 

market efficiency. Yet these issues and problems, normally lying obscure in some corners 

of society, do not seem to exist for 2100 until they become news headlines. When they do, 

they are verbalized on screen by celebrities or television personalities who come with 

various purposes, ranging from persuading to expertise sharing and also to sincere 

communicating. Under the orchestration of the host, issues and problems are tackled 

through the talkshow's juxtaposition approach necessarily appropriated with an emphasis 

on somehow dramatized contrasts. In the process, the generally hard issues are "softened" 

for mass comprehension. 

This contrast-oriented juxtaposition approach fully utilizes contrasts between 

conflicting elite opinions, between the elite and the lay, even between the image of a 

public forum and the reality of being a market for commercials. This last is of particular 

interest here, as 2100 is presented quite like a free market of news and views "on sale", 

with products and services advertised in its intermissions for commercials. The contrast 

seems embodied well by the host who plays a double role in his hosting. On his neutral 

chair, he is seen daily wearing a specific brand of shirt, tie, and quite frequently the Larry-

King-style suspending belts (since November 1996). All these are provided by one of the 

main sponsors1. Hence, his explicit image as a neutral host contrasts with his implicit 

function as a mens wear model. This becomes more apparent nearing the end of every 

episode when he stands up and smoothes the tie he wears, whether intentionally or not. In 

the meantime, the screen shows the name of the company who sponsors the garment he 

1 Lee Tao is often called "Taiwan's Larry King", though 2100 differs greatly from Larry King Live in both style 
and nature. This is mainly because that CNN is famous in Taiwan for a handy comparison. In outdoor episodes, 
Lee Tao is often dressed more casual without coat and tie. In studio episodes, he looks far more formal even 
with the suspending belts, but he does dress himself much less conservatively than the traditional anchor. 
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Chapter 9 2100: The Populist Dimension 

wears. Except that, however, the host hasn't done anything commercially promotional in 

the program, though he would promote 2100 itself and TVBS's other news programs, or 

occasionally some charity activities relevant to the issues under discussion. 

The more intriguing is that the host appropriates quite adeptly the role of 

playing menswear model and the necessity of running commercials in his contrast-centered 

orchestration. Coupled with his rich facial expression and body language, the dazzling 

varieties of shirts, ties, and suspending belts he wears daily do give him a more lively 

image of host/anchor quite different from those more traditional ones in conservative coat 

and tie. Furthermore, appealing to a fast pluralizing society where the sentiments of 

contesting the authorities seem ever increasing, he would sometimes play with his serious 

neutral chair and the serious-looking guests by calling unexpectedly with a light-hearted 

tone for a pause for commercials, when he has just posed a question to a guest who was 

about to reply. Being stuck and stunned in the middle of a heated debate2, the guest 

normally gives an amusing look mingled with embarrassment and understanding. The 

seemingly high-minded elite guests are brought down to endure the mundane necessity of 

running commercials. This is part of the "selling points" of 2100 especially in political 

issues, which show the ordinariness of the power elite in their confrontational debate. 

Something commercially promotional is being incorporated in, in Yang's words (1997: 31), 

the host's "performing art" of "dramatized" hosting. 

Incorporation and appropriation such as the above are but a convenient 

extension of the seemingly endless juxtaposition. Through the emphasis on contrasts, 2100 

juxtaposes a lot of competing elements (if not opposites) for dramatic effects. Contrasts 

between these elements constitute the core, which holds the required communicative/ 

theatrical intensities for a talk program to attract the audiences. In a sense, all the efforts in 

making 2100 a talkspace as fair or transparent as possible to its participants can be seen as 

part of the endeavors to make workable the contrasts-centered juxtaposition which in its 

turn is to make talk on 2100 as engaging as possible. This is, after all, a "serious" business 

of competing in "the market of detachment and disinterest" which hasn't emerged until 

recently on Taiwan television (see Chapter 6). Given all the good implications for 

democracy, as well as the inevitable constraints, in the efforts to boost audience 

participation as wide as possible, the main business is still in packaging a spectacle for as 

big a "chunk" of audience as possible. Therefore talk on 2100 cannot help being 

performative by nature, even if not for commercial or political purposes. 

That it is amusing is particularly obvious in episodes with a live audience, as the audience would burst into 
laughter. 
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Influenced by such a performative nature, the simplicity of 2100' s audience 

participation is inevitably being appropriated for the more complicated purposes of 

attracting an audience. How does this affect lay participants in their supposed 

contributions to opening up the public discourse of current affairs normally defined by the 

elite? This chapter will explore two aspects: firstly, 27 00's strategies for ensuring fair and 

wide participation, secondly, the performance of lay participants under such regulations 

and its implications in terms of open information. 

1. CONSTRAINTS AND CONTROLS 
FOR LAY PARTICIPATION 

Though assigned less significance, lay talk is what seems to authorize the 

program's encompassing title "2700: All People Open Talk" and to serve as the backbone 

of its ritually mentioned slogan "Anything to say? Say it straight!" Without lay talkers, 

2700 wouldn't have enjoyed its quick-built popularity as a political arena where the ruling 

KMT comes to defend while its opponents come to attack. Political heavy weights or even 

top government officials wouldn't have been bothered to show up on the program as a 

gesture of answering "directly" to the public especially when they are personally involved 

in controversy3. Yet lay talkers' contributions, if meaningful at all, need to be 

contextualized in 27 00's designed constraints and controls for lay participation. 

Given a time limit and set schedule, all participatory programs are inevitably 

constrained in the scale and scope of participation. Adding to this is the necessity of 

establishing or maintaining a recognizable style or identity, through certain rules or 

routines designed by the host for the convenience of hosting (Brand and Scannell 1988). 

Thus, there are always elements of preferable choices and arrangements, which definitely 

affect the nature of participation. For 2700, the necessity is partly learned from the 

experiences of radio call-in as many radio hosts were criticized for getting lost and misled 

in the contingencies of the participatory fever by callers (Chen Jao-Ru 1994). 

3 For examples, DPP's heavy weights such as Hsu Hsin-Liang (then President) and Shih Ming-Teh (ex-
President) came to the program respectively on January 29, 1996 and My 4, 1996. In his turn, Lien Tzan (the 
Premier then) came to "face the people" in the midst of confidence crisis on May 12, 1997 (Quite ironical for 
the Three Stations as Lien chose TVBS's 2100 instead any of them). These three heavy weights, in particular 
Lien, were not confronted by their opponents in the program. While Hsu was still contrasted by a neutral 
academic (Hsiao Hsin-Huang), Shih and Lien were interviewed by the host alone. Lien seemed to enjoy more 
privilege than other heavy weights as he didn't come to the studio. Instead, it was the host who came to Lien in 
the Executive Yuan for the interview. Due to this, the host was criticized as allegedly forgetting his neutrality 
and bowing down to political power the following days (see e.g. the Opinion Forum in China Time, May 13, 
1997:11). 
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1.1. The One-Minute Platform Lumped in Sequence 

If compared with, say, the very time-slot blurring Voice of Taiwan (owned by 

Mr. Hsu Rong-chi4), 2100 accommodates a very limited number of lay participants, who 

are allowed very short period of time to speak. Normally there is only one minute, or even 

40 seconds in election campaign seasons, both for on-site and call-in participants5. 

Furthermore, lay talkers are lumped together in a sequence of several individual one-

minute niches and without possibilities for interactive dialogue with anyone. In other 

words, lay talkers' individual voices are "collected" in a way not unlike that practiced in 

other various forms of audience participation on 2100 (e.g., various phone-in surveys that 

immediately produce statistics). Whether callers or on-site participants, lay participants 

normally talk one after the other in a continuous sequence with the host assigning the turns 

in between, reminding the talkers when necessary. After each sequence, which 

accommodates about 5-to-8 persons, the host returns to the elite guests, forwards the 

questions just asked to their respective intended guest, or pinpoints those that request 

clarifications or elaborations, or just summarizes what has been said and poses his own 

questions to the guests. After the guests reply, he then proceeds to for another sequence of 

lay talk. For a normal one-hour-long episode, there are approximately 3-to-5 sequences of 

lay talk, which means about 12-20 lay talkers in all6. 

Despite this, or probably because of this, 2100 seems seldom short of its 

required amounts of lay participants7. Indeed, from the screen we are constantly 

recommended by the host to "witness" how hot the phone lines are. Many callers, when 

finally grabbing a chance to talk, complain that they have tried in vain calling for two or 

three years ever since the program was initiated! The on-screen intensity of enthusiasm on 

the part of audience participants is particularly strong when political issues or big news 

events are topicalized. Intriguingly, lay participants tend to bear with such constraints. 

They tend to make do with what is available. Even though complaints are occasionally 

heard, they bear with the fact that the number of admitted lay participants is too miserably 

small, and the time available for each of them to speak too pathetically limited, while the 

At the time of writing, Voice of Taiwan resumes its on-air service. Mr. Hsu, the once called "Broadcasting 
Robinhood", remains politically active. 

The time limit ranges from the longest three-minute in the beginning episodes to the shortest 30 seconds in 
outdoor episodes. But generally the time length for lay talkers is one-minute. 

See Appendix 4 for the number of lay talkers in each episode from Period A to E. 

Well, not quite. In the beginning when the program was still fumbling for suitable non-political topics, the 
host did several times encounter the embarrassments of slow responses from the callers (Chen Pu 1994). 
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few elite guests enjoy the much bigger chunk8. It seems that the opening-up of television 

for the use of public debate itself is very much appreciated already, especially when 

coupled with an emphasis on neutrality9. Yet outside the program there are quite some 

critiques for 2100's "abuse" of a title that refers to itself as a program of "all people's open 

talk"10. 

Lumping lay talkers together in their individual one-minute niches can be 

deemed an eclectic approach intended to get more substantial discussions from the 

presumably more knowledgeable elite guests on a program supposed to be issue-oriented 

and participatory at the same time. While this may betray a modernist lack of confidence 

on the audiences' ability to elaborate or deliberate, it serves a triple purpose of controlling 

possible contingencies from the audiences. First of all, lay speakers are made aware of the 

apparent fairness of the one-minute audience niches, hence possible grudges of unequal 

treatments can be avoided. Secondly, lay speakers are in fact isolated in their respective 

turn to talk, as it is impossible for them to initiate any dialogue with anyone, be it the host, 

an elite guest, or any other participant. The host is therefore saved much trouble in 

controlling the direction of discussion as wandering astray or uncontrollable interactions 

can be minimized. The guests are also allowed comfortably sufficient time to consider 

further and/or deeper before s/he is "assigned" to answer the lay talkers, as neither direct 

nor immediate interactions with the lay talkers are required. Last but most significant, the 

design makes it convenient for the host to create for lay talkers a collective image of 

representing its audiences, even people, when he signals to have them join the discussion: 

Now let's listen to the audience's diverse voices... (frequently used) 

People suffer from this typhoon disaster... Let them tell us what kind of answers 

The same apology for time limit is expressed differently as well. For the guests, it is often softer and 
accompanied with smile. For lay talkers, it sounds more like a hard formality as the host does not seem to care 
to make it refined and abrupt cut-offs seem too frequent. A few occasions show that the one-minute limit does 
not apply for those who are celebrities or who sounds more knowledgeable about the issue. 

Not unusually, one can hear callers praise the program for the good service it seems to offer for the publics 
before they forward to comment on something. For but a mere example, a woman, apparently middle-aged and 
native Taiwan speaker, called on July 2, 1996: "Thanks to TVBS, we Taiwanese people can face our reality 
and chat together." Basically, those who care to make a call or manage a physical presence express such 
unspoken praise. 

This is especially so when 2100 used the public forum it facilitates to discuss its own controversies. For 
example, on December 10, 1996, the program topicalizes a coverage controversy related with TVBS in the 
ever-intensifying competition of news coverage (see Table E, Appendix 4). The controversy involves a criminal 
suspect who went to TVBS, instead of the police, to claim, and in tears, his own innocence. TVBS treated it as 
a top scoop which became a social uproar. 2700's topic for that controversy is "Should the Media Cover Lao-
san" (nickname of the suspect). The guests for the episodes are two media academics, a columnist, and a 
politician. 
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they demand from the government... (August 7, 1996) 

Let's feel the pressure from our new generation. (May 24, 1996, outdoor episode in 
Tang-Kang University) 

In complement to this collective image of the "sequenced" lay talkers is the position of 

spokesperson granted to the host as he speaks for audience/people, at least part of them, 

when he generalizes expressions from a sequence of lay talkers before he questions his 

guests: 

People put it straight and simple. They do not ask for much. They just want the 
government to let them live safely, their lives and properties secured... (August 7, 
1996) 

Just now we had consecutive audience members who told us that the media 
mislead them. What does "mislead" mean? (December 2,1996) 

Some of our viewers think that the police can only catch the small shrimps 
while unable to touch the big fish... (2nd topic, December 20, 1996) 

Thus, lumping lay talkers together contributes to enhance the host's much 

presumed image of "news authority", which is itself an esoteric mixture of well-nurtured 

neutrality and hospitality. For lay participants, the host's hospitality is expressed mainly 

through a managed simulation of eye contacts, which seem to decrease the drawbacks of 

lacking spontaneous interactions between the host and the lay talkers. During their one-

minute talk time, call-in lay talkers, as well as the rest of viewers, are always shown a 

close-up of the host on the screen who never fails to encourage them with a steady and 

earnest "gaze"11. Obviously, this simulated eye contact, no matter how earnest, cannot 

compensate for the lack of free flow in interactive dialogue between the host, the guests, 

and the lay talkers. 

1.2. Encouraging the Collective Speak-out 

Though the lumped together one-minute niches appear more an intentional 

control design for the convenience of hosting, it has to be understood in the context of 

making the first ever attempt to get informational programming close to the audience, 

opening it up for the supposedly less eloquent, less television-seasoned lay speakers. There 

are inevitably some traces of a modernist lack of confidence in audiences' ability to 

contribute to the required communicative intensity in an issue-oriented debate program. 

According to Yang (1997), the host insists to have a close-up as it would make him appear more close and 
natural to the viewer/talker. This puts much pressure on the cameraman and the program director. 
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The considerable efforts invested in nurturing a neutral image of "news authority" out of 

the host, who lumps lay talkers together with few conversations, echoes very much the 

traditional elitist news programming. Behind this elitist appearance there is an eagerness to 

boost wide participation which is after all inherent in an advertising-financed program. 

The structural constraints are in fact adeptly appropriated to boost a sharing-what's-

available mentality among lay participants. The practice of audience participation on 2100 

is therefore quite characteristic of a make-do simplicity, not unlike the historical practices 

of audience participation in the west (see Chapter 4). 

In the make-do simplicity, 2100"% audience participation becomes something 

quite like a carnivalisque gathering. The time constraints and the segregated niche, above 

all, are designed to meet the needs of a market-based (advertising financed) program in 

building up its image of popularity. With the design, 2100"s audience participation is 

expected to offer the program the much desired heat of participation, i.e., the participatory 

fever. The main point is to make a hit out of unplanned contingencies- this is something 

complementary to the pre-arranged conflicts or contrasts normally expected from a certain 

combination of guests. Thus it is important to get as many talkers as possible who are 

allowed sufficient time to be heard but not long enough to trail into a boring speech. This 

is also reflected by the host who constantly talks to the camera and reminds his audiences 

of the existence of other forms of audience participation (when available), pledging them 

to take a reference from them or, better, take a part in them. In those election campaign 

episodes, the host often brings the audience's attentions to the message on the screen that 

shows a certain form of survey participation in process12. Like all these less significant 

forms of participation, call-in and live participation is anticipated to give quick and instant 

feedback which together would generate a wide spectrum of lay voices. 

Consider the various surveys on 2100 for which the host constantly urges the 

home audiences to actively participate. Designed to boost the heat of participation, i.e., to 

engage the audience from the comforts of their private home, these minor forms of 

audience participation require some simplification techniques. The questions posed and 

the available options are necessarily simplified and clear-cut, otherwise wide participation 

would be difficult. In this light, shorter talk time and minimal interactions are but similar 

efforts to make it simpler for audiences to participate as far as the popularity image of 

2100 is needed. Therefore, the design of one-minute sequenced lay niches echoes: the use 

12 

For examples, during the 1996 Presidential Election campaign, a phone-in automatic survey device was set 
up with 1,000 lines (so it was claimed in the program) under a representative phone number available for the 
audiences. The host announced a question relevant to the day's topic in the beginning of the episode and asked 
the audiences to choose from the 3-4 options. During the discussion time, the ever-increasing statistics that 
represented the input from the audiences were shown on the screen. 
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of topics that tend to frame the issues in question form with either/or options; the use of 

clear-cut contrasts between conflicting opinions offered by elite guests; the use of much 

simplified questions in telephone surveys with the three to four options intentionally made 

easy to respond. In other words, the two major forms of participation, i.e., call-in and live 

participation, are designed as part of the whole mechanism intended to engage as much 

audience as possible when efforts are being made to bring informational programming, or 

rather, television, close to lay people. Their significance is more in the creation of an 

atmosphere of collective speak-out, rather than talk of lay individuals. 

Interestingly, in such collective speak-out lay participants do not seem to 

question the lack of spontaneous interaction made available for them, though the time 

constraint often arouses protests. They tend to appropriate well the time constraint and the 

sequenced and niched one-minute. Without the burden of spontaneous interactions, 

preparation in advance becomes possible for them, enabling them to work on overcoming 

their "stage fright"13 or make better use of the rare opportunity for talking on television. 

This is something quite characteristic of 2100 as a live and unscripted talkshow: Every 

participant, lay or expert, is allowed a "niche" on "stage" as "undisturbed" as possible by 

the perhaps pressing requirements of spontaneous interactions on television such that 

concentration on one's own expressions/arguments can be maximized. For lay talkers, the 

niche is perhaps small but free from disturbance as long as the rules of the game (see 

below in Section 1.3.) are observed. 

1.3. Controls for Securing Fair Entries 

To boost participation on its issue-oriented programming, 2100 creates its one-

minute lay niche in which talkers are free to criticize, to advocate, to disagree, to doubt, to 

defend, to do whatever possible by talking, as long as some basic rules of the game are 

well observed. They are: sticking to the topic, no dirty words, and no verbal mayhem 

against anyone. The rules are simple but strict in implementation. Offenders are 

immediately cut off from the phone line or the microphone before his/her one-minute is 

exhausted. These rules are far more difficult to implement on elite guests when necessary, 

as each guest has their own pinned-up microphone14. With these rules as the basis, 2100 

13 In outdoor episodes, some lay talkers manage to speak with a note in hand. Among those callers, quite a few 
seem well prepared with perfect articulacy as if reading from what has been written beforehand. 
14 In the episode of October 26, 1996, which highlights the black society and election, the KMT delegate and 
the NP delegate get too hot in their dispute that they "transgress" the host's intermission zone and start 
smearing each other with dirty libels. This is in fact quite a common scene in election campaign episodes and 
those dealing with political issues. 
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tries to build up its credibility as a public forum for "all people", which is inherently 

imperative for an advertising-financed informational program for the sheer sake of its 

thirst for popularity. The tricky part is that the kind of credibility desired has been 

something unheard of or untried in Taiwan broadcasting history before 2100' s emergence. 

Therefore 2700 could only learn by doing. 

To build up credibility as a public forum, the main business for 2100 was to 

assure those keen participants that all lay talkers, who are more or less supposed to reflect 

the publics, are admitted to the platform with an equal and fair chance. This is a serious 

business, and no easy job, as it deals mainly with political issues and covers election 

campaigns at a time when competitive politics is taking shape. In the beginning 2700 had 

only a self-assembled switchboard with four separate hotlines as its call-in system. 

Gradually it evolved into a more refined system with ten hotlines under a representative 

phone number as seen in 1995 election episodes. Then the system changed again in 1996 

with six separate hotlines when the Presidential Election campaign was increasingly 

heated up. In 1997 the hotline system returned to the representative number again up till 

the time of this writing. Above all, this variation in the hotline system is mainly an effort 

of trial-and-error that has something to do with the necessity to maintain balance between 

the program's thirst for participatory intensity (the heat) and the prerequisite neutral image 

for the public forum it tries to facilitate. 

According to Yang (1997), who exposes with frank critiques the behind-the-

scene production of 2700 when he worked as a crewmember, the program has never tried 

any caller screen techniques except the cut-off by the host. This is acknowledged by Lee 

Tao himself (Chen Pu 1994), who doesn't agree with the idea of delay or screen 

mechanism as he prefers random call-entries. The cancellation of the representative phone 

number in the hotline system in 1996 was essentially a response to the ever increasing and 

intensifying suspicions of 27 00's alleged political bias. In the beginning year it was 

criticized as pro-DDP, then in 1995 it appeared more pro-NP, but nearing the end of 1995 

it was harshly criticized as pro-KMT instead, all depending on the party preference or 

political stance apparently expressed by the majority of its lay voices. The truth is that in 

trying to facilitate a public forum through a neutral and contrast-oriented approach, 2700 

has unexpectedly become the greatest ever extra-parliamentary arena for the three parties. 

"Caller-troops" from their respective supporters were allegedly organized to "raid" 2700 

with an intention to create the supposed "public opinion" and crowd away 

opponents' voices. While the other two oppositions were desperately seeking media 

exposure, the ruling KMT, who controlled the Three Stations, was much slower to 

appreciate the potentials of participatory programming until the considerable loss in the 
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1994 and 1995 elections made it feel much threatened for the 1996 Presidential Election. 

As it allegedly started to follow suits, competitions among the three parties were 

intensified15. 

Rumors about caller-troops are reflected also by on-site lay speakers in some 

outdoor episodes who claim that authentic lay voices are available only from the live 

audience. For example, in the episode of March 14, 1996 aired from the Pescadores (off

shore islets nearest to China's missile maneuvering area), a man says that 2100 should do 

more outdoor episodes to avoid caller-troops. In reply, the host says it is unfair to call-in 

audience if labeling them as "caller-troops". Yet external manipulations seemed to pollute 

live audience participation as well when 2100 had its outdoor episodes aired from large 

and small townships around the country. In several occasions, the live audience nearly 

became a mob off the camera when it was rumored that some party supporters bought the 

turns to talk from those who had earned their turns from open balloting. To make the turn-

taking as transparent as possible, outdoor episodes in politically sensitive periods involved 

local people heavily in the operation of both call-in hotlines and the balloting for live turn-

takers (Yang 1997). For the studio call-in, though it was not entirely possible to prevent 

external manipulations, efforts to ensure call-in entries as random as possible were made 

as the representative phone number for the hotline system was found to be too easily 

manipulated with the help of certain automatic dialing computer software16. While 

separate hotlines can better secure the randomness of call entries, they are left unused 

again since early 1997 when the atmosphere was less politically sensitive with more social 

and cultural issues introduced. To make sure that caller entries are random, each guest now 

(October 1997) alternates to choose five random numbers (1-10) from callers currently in 

queue. 

In this section, we have seen how the nature of 2100's audience participation is 

defined by the arrangements and regulations on the part of the organization. In the design 

of the sequenced one-minute niche and the efforts to ensure fair entries, it does avoid the 

eventual homogenization of lay participants commonly found on radio call-in, even though 

the efforts to screen away "caller-troops" in order to maintain the authenticity of lay voices 

are still an on-going process. Yet will the design ensure a mechanism for lay participants to 

According to Yang (ibid), Lee Tao felt it strange that callers of similar party preference tended to 
concentrate on certain time period for campaign related issues. He tried to figure it out by dedicating an 
episode to this phenomenon: Can Call-in Programs Attract Call-in Troops? Expectedly, delegates of the three 
parties all declared their innocence. 

I personally own a multifunctional communication software which, according to its manual, includes a 
function claimed to be designed specifically for automatically repeating the call to preferred call-in programs. 
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contribute to opening up the public discourse on 2100, making the practice of audience 

participation something beyond what is merely appropriated by the market? Below let's 

turn to the voices and noises of lay participants. 

2. PUBLIC OPINION OR PUBLIC MOOD? 

The ambition of 2100 to be a forum for a collective "speak-out" on public 

affairs is made more salient in its two oversea episodes aired respectively on October 8, 

1995 from New York and October 26, 1997 from Los Angeles17. These two episodes were 

doubtless a giant breakthrough in Taiwan television history as they marked unprecedented 

efforts to involve Chinese/Taiwanese across continents in talking about cross-Strait 

problems. The three-hour New York episode topicalized China's missile maneuvering and 

Taiwan's Presidential Election. The two-hour Los Angeles episode, which coincided the 

visit of China's President Jiang Tzeh-ming to Washington, highlighted the ambivalent 

bilateral relationship between China and Taiwan with political tensions and ever 

increasing economic and cultural contacts. The two episodes had the usual trichotomy of 

politician guests and a live audience, plus call-in, BBS and internet-chat audiences from 

the US, Taiwan, and South Asia. Among the callers quite a few identified themselves as 

from China, who spoke with their variously accented Mandarin (e.g. Cantonese, and 

typical Beijing or Shanghai tone). The seemingly heated exchange on the BBS (the New 

York episode) and Internet chat (the Los Angeles episode), shown at the bottom of the 

screen, was proceeded in both English and Mandarin. It is indeed a touching scene to see 

how Chinese/Taiwanese people from various places were joined by a program and the 

hard-core problems caused by past history and present differences were being talked about 

with straight frankness. 

By all means this is a laudable ambition to facilitate a public forum involving 

such a wide scale in participation. Reminded of the collective and camivalesque nature of 

lay "speak-out", however, we have to examine how lay talkers actually contribute to 

2/00's openness as a talkspace. 

2.1. Echoing the Elite Discourse 

Identified only with a surname and the residence area (e.g., Mr. Wu from 

17 By far, 2100 has three oversea episodes in all. The third one was aired from Hong Kong on September 6, 
1997, highlighting the operation of horse race without a live audience (see Table 6, Appendix 4). 
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Taipei, Miss Liu from Kaohsiung), callers join 2100cs talkspace in near anonymity. Live 

participants also share a similar anonymity as they are only recognized as either Mr. or Ms. 

They are free to choose or, theoretically, not to choose sides, as it is supposed to be 

ensured by the host's most claimed principle of neutrality. The freedom is furthermore 

secured by anonymity, which is very prone to invite irresponsible or manipulative talks. 

While the host is alert and careful enough to neutralize irresponsible talks by adding extra 

remarks such as "Please don't mention it if without evidence" or "Speculations can be 

dangerous", it is more difficult to prevent manipulative talks especially when politics is 

concerned. 

That is why the existence of the so called "caller-troops" during election 

campaigns are so much believed, so much disclaimed, yet so much difficult to prove. For 

live episodes, it is perhaps difficult to create "speaker troops" in the live audience, as the 

transparent operation of audience participation needs to be ensured when the debate is 

proceeded in some kind of "balance of terror"(Hwang 1995b: 24) by competing camps 

who have immediate political interests to fight for. A live audience, however, is prone to 

be homogeneous in opinion due to geographical/political reasons. This is reflected in those 

episodes aired from off-center towns such as Nan-Tou (hometown of the NP-supported 

President candidate), or Chia-Yee (one of DPP's town-bastions), San-Chih (hometown of 

KMT's elected President candidate)18. In those big cities (e.g. Taipei) where political 

competitions are habitually intense, the demographic homogeneity tends to be replaced by 

on-site segmentation corresponding to the neat trichotomy of the elite guests. The three 

parties allegedly competed in organizing their own "applause troops"(Hwang 1995b: 24)19. 

However, the upper wind in front of the live audience does not guarantee the upper wind 

on screen, as it is contested and balanced by callers from other regions20. 

Whether irresponsible or manipulative talks, whether by means of caller-troops, 

live-speaker-troops, or applause-troops, they are not only induced by but also echo to 

2100's contrast-oriented juxtaposition of conflicting opinions. 2100's stereotyped 

recognition of the established opinion stances on political issues are justified and 

18 

For Nan-Tou, see e.g. the episode of November 20, 1995, Chia-Yee, e.g. the episodes of October 30, 1995 
and January 3, 1997, San-Chih, e.g. the episode of June 21 1996. (See Appendix 4) 
19 

United Daily, which co-organized 2100: All People Open Talk about Election with TVBS from late October 
1995 till late March 1996, reported the various debate scenes daily. See also Yang (ibid) 
20 

For example, June 21, 1996, 2700 aired from President Lee Teng-Hui's home village in San Chih, inviting 
the villagers to "grade" Lee one month after his inauguration. Predictably, Lee was hailed and defended by the 
live audience, but this was balanced out by callers who criticized the villagers' bias. 
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strengthened. The practice of audience participation, which is supposed to test the validity 

of elite views, is appropriated to manufacture an appearance of public opinion on screen 

for campaign purposes. Due to this problem, the rest of the lay talkers who express their 

supports or condemnation, either implicitly or explicitly, are also entangled in political 

competitions, although unconsciously and unwillingly. As it is difficult to tell the 

differences between authentic lay talkers and disguised lay talkers, their potential 

contributions to the political discourse with their life experiences are necessarily 

undermined. In fact, alternative voices are but a few while side-taking lay voices tend to 

prevail in political intensive time-periods. 

For a glimpse of this phenomenon, we study the lay voices21 available in 

political episodes of 2100, from Period A up to Period E22, by classifying them into the 

side-taking group and the non-partial group. The results are displayed below: 

Table 9:1 Lay Talkers' Participation 
On 2100's Political Episodes 

Election Time Normal time Total (voices) 
Period A Period B PeriodC Period D Period E 1 Count % 

Side-taking 193 296 419 11 50 969 84.9% 

Non-partial 63 ^_ 48 58 2 2 173 15.1% 

Total (voices) 256 344 477 13 52 1142 100% 

As we can see in Table 9:1, among the total of 1142 lay voices, there are 173 that did not 

take a side. Those who took sides account for 84.9% of lay voices while those who 

remained non-partial account for 15.1%. However, being non-partial does not necessarily 

mean being able to open up the elite discourse. Therefore we search among these 173 non-

partial voices for those that somehow allowed such possibility in their talk. We specify 

three groups among these non-partial lay voices: a. those who questioned/contested the 

debate of the guests; b. those who questioned/contested the host/the program; c. the rest of 

non-partial lay voices23. The results are displayed in Table 9:2 below. We can see that a 

great majority (79.8%) of non-partial lay voices questioned/contested the elite debate. In 

21 Due to rumors about "caller troops", we have to be aware of the possible existence of repeated lay talkers. 
Therefore lay participants are counted as lay voices, as it is technically impossible to filter repeated callers, if 
any. 

22 The videotape of Friday June 28, 1996, an outdoor episode, became blurred after eight lay speakers finished 
their talk. 
23 Those who both question the debate and the host/program are counted as either group, depending on the 
main messages of the comment. Those who seem to offer new perspectives, whether from their experiences or 
expertise, are counted as the first group, as we consider them to be questioning the elite debate more implicitly. 
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strong contrast, only a small minority would question/contest the host or the program. 

Table 9:2 Non-Partial Lay Talkers'Participation 
On 2100 's Political Episodes 

Election Time Normal time Total (voices) 
Period A Period B PeriodC Period D Period E Count % 

Questioning the elite debate 49 42 43 2 2 138 79.8% 
Questioning the host/program 3 5 1 0 0 J 9 5.2% 

Others 11 1 14 0 0 j 26 15% 
Total (voices) 63 48 58 2 2 | 173 100% 

Looking more closely into the messages of those who questioned/contested the 

elite debate, something quite intriguing is found: Most of them tended to either caution 

against side-takings or demanded a consensus from the guests24. This is shown in Table 9:3 

below: 

Table 9:3 Non-partial Lay Talkers Who 
Appeal for Consensus on 2100 

Election Time Normal time Total (voices) 
Period A Period B PeriodC Period D Period E Counts % 

Appealing for consensus 39 37 27 1 z i 106 76.8% 
Others 10 5 16 1 0 32 23.2% 

Total (voices) 
49 42 43 2 ? 1 

138 100% Total (voices) f\1 
7 1 *+J - ! 138 100% 

Among the 138 voices who questioned the elite debate, there are 106 voices (76.8%) who 

appealed for consensus. Comparing election time with normal time, we can see that lay 

voices in election time are more likely to appeal for consensus than in normal time. 

Among the 91 lay voices who questioned the elite debate in election time, there are 76 

(derived from 39+37) who demanded consensus, accounting for 83.5% of those who 

questioned the elite debate. In contrast, among the 45 who questioned the elite debate in 

normal time, there are 30 (derived from 27+1+2) who demanded for consensus, accounting 

for 66.7%. Consensus seems to be treasured by most of people particularly in election time. 

This is quite understandable, in fact. It was after all a sensitive time as Taiwan was under 

the threat of China's missile maneuvers! Yet if it were not for the missile threat, there 

would be much fewer non-partial callers among whom a great majority voiced for 

consensus. 

24 The messages vary in wording, explicitly or implicitly. While some caution against side-takings, others 
appeal for consensus, still others simply express their anxiety of the blunt "quarrels" or their feeling 
bored/disgusted by the seemingly never-ending disputes among the guests. 
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Though irresponsible and manipulative talkers are active mainly in campaign 

seasons, 2100's trichotomized elite discourse on political issues continue to encourage 

side-taking lay voices when the campaign is over and no immediate political interests need 

be defended. Taking the long six weeks of Period C25 as an example, we can see among the 

480 lay talkers in the whole period, there are only 43 who express something beyond 

taking sides and contest the elite discourse, as already shown above in Table 9:2. 

In a sense, this is inherent and inevitable due to two reasons. The first is the 

constraints in participation itself. While the host keeps on boosting lay participation, it 

takes great patience and persistence on the part of callers as they have to either queue in 

line or even being suspended until commercials are over. Only those who are politically 

active with clear preferences would bother to bear the frustrations in trying to make a call. 

The second is related with 2100's tactics in its appealing for wide participation through 

much simplified and generalized topics. Just like in campaign times, lay voices are 

introduced to say yes or no, to judge right or wrong, to agree or disagree, on issues that 

seem deadly serious yet difficult to go specific as usual26. Though theoretically they are 

free to choose or not to choose sides, the majority of lay talkers tend to manage a due 

response as hinted by the topics or pushed by the host before being cut off the line. When 

the host turns to the guests again, their voices are easily and naturally incorporated in the 

habitual defend-and-attack argumentation of the elite guests. 

2.2. Contesting the Elite Discourse 

Among those who transcended the side-taking implied by the topics and elite 

guests in the political episodes, most lay talkers who urged for consensus (in election time) 

expressed their doubts of the usefulness or adequacy of the elite debate or a mistrust of the 

elite. This is exemplified below respectively by a male mandarin speaker (June 26, 1996) 

and a male Taiwan dialect speaker (May 27, 1996). The both sounded like middle-aged: 

This is my first call... You have shown too many disputes, too much personal 
preference, too much individualism, and too much tacit cooperation for political 
interests. I hope all of you can sit down and talk more calmly. Please don't be so 
impulsive. By what you are doing now, you are demonstrating to us. 

All your talk about the nuclear power plant is just like Lee Teng-Hui's guarantee 

25 Period C, as we have mentioned, is nearly occupied by political issues with the usual balanced presentation 
of three parties. The videotape of Friday June 28, an outdoor episode with a live audience, becomes blurred 
after eight lay speakers finish their talk. 

26 Questions such as whether oppositions are trying to reform or create turmoil (many episodes in June 1996) 
or whether the General Assembly should be abolished (July 24, 1996). 
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to the Farmers' Associations. He said all staffs in the associations are experts. If 
the plant explodes, it would be just like how the associations27 collapsed. Aren't 
you all experts? Experts' in the Associations cannot even return us our own 
money when we want to withdraw it. All experts simply flee away when troubles 
come28 

By comparison, there are much fewer who directly questioned 2/0tf's hosting style, choice 

of issues, or formulation of topics29 (see Table 9:2). Intriguingly, the five persons in Period 

B all belonged to the same live audience of university students in the episode dated March 

7, 1996, the eve before China launched yet another wave of missile threat (March 8-15). 

The more impressive are two boys' responses to a question by the host: "If today we were 

to be left no other choice, whoever is willing to fight for our home country please raise 

their hands!" Seeing a great majority of students, boys and even girls, raising their hands 

unhesitatingly, the host praised the students for being courageous and patriotic. The first 

boy was then heard shouting something off the camera and then shown about to leave the 

audience. Called back by the host and asked for why, he then confronted the host 

indignantly: 

Lee Tao, the way you questioned the audience was very instigative. It was a big 
trap. You were but heating up the audience' emotions. Why didn't you ask: 
"Whoever don't like to fight please raise their hands"? 

The second boy who stood up much later expressed a similar indignation: 

Lee Tao, I have objections to your hosting style. Raising hands is not an 
adequate method for voting. Furthermore, the questions you ask tend to be in 
simple dichotomies. This is very improper!... 

At that the host could only reply that he harbored no intention which couldn't be known to 

anyone. The intriguing part here is that the first boy might have simply given a 

meaningless shout and left without making his voice heard, were he not pushed by the 

camera. Without his protest, the second boy might not have been inspired to express his 

objections. The "spiral-of-silence" effects (Nolle-Neumann, 1974, quoted in McQuail 

1994) are at work in public debate. When a contrast-oriented juxtaposition approach 

encourages side-taking confrontations, those who are previously hesitant to do so will 

27 

The Farmers' Associations provides banking service for farmers and peasants. A series of bank-run scandals 
broke out in several associations in June 1996, causing a lot of troubles to the agrarian population. 
28 

Though intending to express his mistrust of the elite, this caller was lumped together with other side-taking 
callers by the host and the elite guests in their reply. 
29 

Critiques of the shortage of time for lay talkers are frequent. In other political episodes not included in the 
sample above, there were also quite some who questioned the host's fairness but mainly for expressing their 
strong party preferences. They are counted as side-taking in our analysis. 
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either tend to keep silent or be allured to take side as well. In this light, 2100 may be 

deemed to be thriving on political sensationalism. 

The only lay talker categorized as questioning the host/program in normal time 

(Period C-E) is a middle-aged man who spoke in vernacular Taiwan dialect on an episode 

about "freezing Taiwan Province": 

You guys {the host and the guests) are those pen-users who don't know the 
hardship of life! This topic is meant to bully all Taiwanese! We struggle so hard 
everyday to earn a living, but you pen-users don't even know how to calculate. 
The farmers' Associations are poor to death without a penny, yet you keep on 
talking about this useless topic... (June 4,1996) 

This comment, which lumped the host together with the guests and dismisses their debate 

entirely by contrasting it with personal experiences, did not arouse any response from the 

host or the elite guests. 

2.3. Enriching the Elite Discourse 

The elite discourse is more enriched by lay talkers in social episodes when the 

topics are concerned with everyday livelihood or social order, making sharing of life 

experiences more possible. Lay talkers voluntarily offer their identities such as professions 

and living places, as exemplified by the typhoon episodes in August 1996 and the social-

order episodes in November and December 1996. As a result, more authenticity of 

life/reality is pooled to the discussion, making the program quite a center of a 

community/neighborhood. In those episodes with mixed elite guests, i.e. politicians sitting 

together with civil group leaders, academic experts, or professionals as elite guests, lay 

talkers' side-taking becomes a simple gesture of agreeing or disagreeing with individual 

guests. This makes side-taking much less tense or confrontational in nature. Although 

contrasts of differences are there, the elite guests' energy of talking tends to be spent more 

on the exchange of ideas and expertise and less than in heated disputes. As a result, lay 

talkers become more like neighbors who pop in by calls to the studio for a chat or for some 

emotional relief30. Even though the neat three-party trichotomy remains and side-taking is 

still implicitly encouraged, as in the Typhoon episodes, lay talkers have much more 

substances to speak from their own experience than merely echoing opinion stances 

30 Social issues are mainly discussed in studio. In my collection there are only two outdoor episodes dated 
August 2, 1996 (Taipei) and November 29, 1996 (Tao-Yuan). Both have their political implications. One is 
about the typhoon disaster while the other about a shocking crime of nine casualties, including the County 
Magistrate of Tao-Yuan. 
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available from the elite guests. In the six typhoon-related episodes in August 199631, which 

highlight holding someone responsible for the disaster with sixty casualties, there are a 

total of 81 lay talkers. Among them there are 42 who emphasized what they had actually 

experienced instead of side-takings. In sharing experiences, grudges were expressed, 

appeals were made, and the elite guests, too busy attacking and defending, were dismissed 

as below: 

Always kicking the ball and always blaming on others! You seem to be showing 
us again and again why Taiwan is always defeated. Really sad for Taiwanese 
with you guys there... (middle-aged man, dialect speaker, August 8, 1996) 

At this moment you shouldn't kick the ball... You men in suits and ties do not 
know how disastrous it is {referring to typhoon).... Mr. Lee Tao, your program 
should discuss how to rescue, how to get those high-ranking officers to move 
rather than to talk' ... (middle-aged man, mandarin speaker, August 7, 1996) 

Such critical comments on the elite debate and the host/program are poignantly 

echoed in those social-order episodes. Women as easy targets of crime and violence, for 

example, were the main issue for December 3-6, 1996, triggered by the tragic death of a 

woman celebrity (a DDP cadre) for which taxi-drivers were allegedly responsible. On 

December 3 the elite discussion circled around women as minority in society, which did 

attract quite a few emotional responses from female callers. Through their experience 

sharing, it was made appallingly known that in fact, numerous women suffered in various 

corners of the society. Later on this led to several calls which condemned the apathy in 

society towards ordinary people's suffering. The fact that the program talked about it after 

some celebrities died was deemed as either symptomatic of the apathy or contributing to 

social snobbishness. The repeated airing of a violent crime scene on December 6, coupled 

with a sensational topic, "For How Long Will Taiwan Continue to Decay?", was protested 

by some callers as irresponsible. Yet another female caller protested not only about this, 

but also about one of the commercials running during the intermissions: 

Just now at 9:30 I saw something painfully incredible on your TVBS channel. A 
Hong-Kong film titled "Lusting Techniques for Success" was running its 
advertisement with those disgusting porno stuff. How could you ever allow such 
commercials at a time when everyone is so upset?33 

These critical callers are perhaps sporadic. That they do exist, however, indicates certain 

There are 6 episodes in all from August 1 till 9.1 didn't have the Friday outdoor episode. 
32 

This lay talker were counted as one of the two who question the elite debate, rather than the host/program, 
as he was actually dismissing the debate itself. 
33 

At that the host responded with apology: "We will certainly improve that in the future". 
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openness on 2100's public discourse for lay talkers. Through them, audiences are 

reminded of the constraints in the conventional news values which 2100 shares and 

follows. Its enthusiastic efforts in boosting participation have to be juxtaposed with its 

mundane dependence on advertising revenue. 

As we see above, it is possible that lay talkers can contest the elite discourse 

with critiques or enrich it with life experiences, though echoing what is made available by 

the elite guests is far more salient. Lumped together in their separate one-minute niche 

with little freedom of spontaneous interactions, lay talkers have no time to elaborate or 

opinionate but to speak out or shout out nearly collectively. The design of the one-minute 

lay niche can therefore be deemed as essentially for catching or fathoming the public mood, 

rather than the public opinion, just like its other forms of lay participation. The program 

scheme itself presupposes a cognition on the part of the broadcasters that opinions are to 

be expected mainly from the elite guests and marginally, if any, from lay participants. In 

this light, the program' title, 2100: All People Open Talk, reflects only 2100's ambition for 

wide participation, not real all-people opinionating. 

3. CONCLUSION 

With a line of Chinese caption on screen that states "the above opinions do not 

represent the stance of this station" at the end of each episode as a sort of disclaimer, 2100 

thrives on conflicts and contrasts by design and adeptly evades the burdens of censorship 

or self-censorship. Being the first-ever participatory program on current affairs, it certainly 

deserves quite some credit for opening up the public discourse previously occupied by the 

elite. With its presence on prime time every weekday, it marks a milestone in Taiwan 

television to facilitate both the extra-parliamentary town-meeting and neighborhood 

chatroom. Its constraints for openness, however, comes from its ambition for wide 

participation with much limited time, its abiding by the conventional news values, its lack 

of guest diversity and interactions for both the elite guests and the lay talkers. While it 

invites audience members as individual persons/citizens to the public discourse, it 

inevitably shares the television industry's convention of depersonalizing them by lumping 

them together for a collective speak-out rather than interactive dialogue. We are reminded 

here of Ang (1996) when she says that the industrial imperative will tend to purge the 

unpredictable, the capricious, and the erratic that characterizes the untidy social world of 

actual audience members, for the sake of market efficiency. 

In making do of the available chances with strict constraints, lay participants 

tend to take sides on political issues, being encouraged by the contrast-oriented 
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juxtaposition of conflicting opinions. As the political discourse tends to be filled with 

confrontation and tension, it becomes difficult for competing parties to communicate or 

dialogue. Facing impending external threats (e.g., China's missile maneuvering), voices 

that appeal for consensus tend to be immersed by the noises of political confrontations. 

Individual lay talkers that participate in the public discourse remain hidden in anonymity 

without contributing their share of authentic life/reality. On social issues that realize 

neighborly talk on television, exchange among the elite guests is more possible when 

political confrontation is not the main fare. More authenticity of life/reality from lay 

participants is contributed to the public discourse as individual lay talkers are more able to 

share their experiences, express emotional outbursts or critical comments. As 2100 follows 

conventional news values as traditional news programming, such contributions are 

necessarily limited. 

At the peak time of the call-in mania in 1995, call-in was compared to a free-

of-charge psychological massage (Chang 1995: 7) or a pack of chewing gum (Chen 1995: 

734) that presumably helps soothe the inner fury felt by an ordinary person helplessly 

overshadowed by the ever present, ever intensifying influences of politics and the market 

in a modern world. Allowing only a well-controlled one-minute narrow niche, 2100 does 

have certain openness for lay participation. The scale of openness, however, may serve as a 

safety valve not unlike the ancient carnival festivals or the chewing gum that claims to 

dissipate whatever inner fury one may happen to have. A more positive comment, however, 

is made by the frequent guest star, DDP's Shen Fu-Hsiung, on an episode dated May 20, 

1996, aimed to interpret the Inauguration Speech by the then newly elected President Lee 

Teng-Hui: 

We should ask those Chinese Communist leaders to watch this program. We 
should let them witness how our people gather here and criticize our new 
President on his very inauguration day... If they cannot tolerate even this, what's 
the use trying to talk with them? 

Obviously, the value of 2100 as a talkspace open for ordinary people is better grasped 

when contextualized historically. 

A specific brand of chewing gum has a very famous series of TV commercials in Taiwan that presents itself 
as capable of offering an easy outlet for whatever fury one happens to harbor in the modern world of alienation. 
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