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Chapter 12 

CONCLUSION 

PARTICIPATORY TALKSHOW JOURNALISM: 
A UNIQUE USE OF A UNIQUE MEDIUM 

FOR PUBLIC COMMUNICATION 

Tl | his thesis started out of a concern to use television, an easy and popular 

media technology without the barrier of literacy, for public 

communication in an era of seemingly low feasibility. The global trend of 

the privatization and marketization of television systems that intensified in the late 1980s and 

the early 1990s has strengthened the use of television as a technology mainly for escapist 

entertainment. News information, believed to be the "headlight" of democracy, tends to be 

downsized and "entertainized" amidst vehement multichannel competition. Parallel to this 

tendency are the increasing blurring of previously distinct genres on television, the growing 

popularity of mixed programming, and the possibilities of interactions between senders and 

receivers through a combined use of television with other communication technologies, most 

notably the telephone. These newer developments newly impact the use of television, but there 

are also positive implications for the role of television in public communication, a role 

increasingly discussed as something significant in what is often summarized as 

"teledemocracy" (e.g. Schudson 1992, Keskinen 1995, Mctavish 1996, Ytterstad et al. 1997). 

We have made our efforts to explore this role both theoretically, in Part I, and 

empirically, in Part H Central to our exploration of the role has been the investigation of the 

degree to which public communication on television can be revitalized through participatory 

talkshow journalism. This has been an assessment of how far public communication can be 

facilitated merely with efforts at the programming level. As is already well known, 

professional self-regulation is now much relied upon to ensure opinion diversity- the core of 

concerns with public communication, since structural control by the state has become obsolete. 

By focusing upon participatory talkshow journalism, it was believed that the potentials of 

television for public communication could be better explored beyond what has been taken too 

much for granted and what has been imposed on the medium and its use. Participatory 

talkshow journalism, a relatively new practice doubtful of the good name of journalism, blurs 
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Chapter 12 Conclusion 

both generic and social boundaries long taken for granted. In particular, the practice of 

audience participation implies a "dilution" of organizational control as it brings with it 

contingent elements hard to be entirely controlled in programming Such contingency can be 

reinforced, and organizational control further loosened, if the program is aired live. 

Thus we have come a long way from the more theoretical argumentation in Part I 

to the empirical case study in Part H. In Part I, we argued, albeit with great caution, for the 

democratic significance of participatory talkshow journalism in the historical use of television 

for public communication. In Part H, we examined how far such democratic significance can 

still hold in Taiwan, a society where participatory discussion programming on current-affairs 

has not been possible until recent years, following the proliferation of television channels and 

the reluctant loosening of state control of television. With these two parts together, I hope to 

pinpoint participatory talkshow journalism as a unique form of television journalism with its 

new possibilities and limitations that come along with its market-based operations. 

1. Television Journalism Constrained in Modernist Light 

We began by studying television the medium and then the participatory talkshow 

genre. Television was treated, in Chapter 2, first as a distribution technology and a cultural 

environment with its technological specificities in the light of participatory democracy, 

especially what has been envisioned so vividly by the term "electronic town meeting". We 

tried to go beyond the simple beliefs regarding television as something either for 

empowerment or manipulation. It was argued that being audio-visual, television offers a type 

of information very different from the print media, as it favors more spontaneity than 

deliberation, more presentational expressions than discursive communications. By this way we 

carefully avoided the traditional tendency in academic fields to take sides between outright 

optimism, as represented by McLuhan (1964/1995) and Enzensberger (1974), or straight 

pessimism, as delegated by Adomo (1954) and Conrad (1982), towards television as a media 

technology for public communication 

In Chapter 3, we moved on to examine how such a medium has been applied to the 

field of journalism. It is a field established along the trajectory of modernity highly influenced 

by print literacy, together with its high concerns with cultural legitimacy and its strict 

separation between the public and the private, the fictional and the non-fictional, information 

and entertainment. Being a medium that offers rare authenticity of "to-see-is-to-believe", 

television was somehow deemed disturbing. Great efforts were invested to ensure that its 

journalistic use would follow the strict principles of factual and rational journalistic objectivity, 

however problematic it might be on a medium that favors spontaneous expressions over 

256 



Chapter 12 Conclusion 

deliberate communications. 

Gradually, those noble principles were found to be but a lofty and haughty disguise 

for the allegedly self-serving elite from whom and/or by whom news/information was 

distributed to ordinary people. The "to-see-is-to-believe" authenticity on news/information 

turned out to be merely constructed. In doubt was the feasibility and credibility of objectivity 

principles, along with the evaporation of the high legitimacy for habitual modernist 

dichotomization between the public and the private, the fictional and the non-fictional, or the 

high culture and the low culture- dichotomies believed helping the cultural/governing elite 

maintain their claimed authorities. The lack of "openness", something typical of modernism 

under the close scrutiny of Huyssen (1986) and Docktor (1994), reflected itself in the top-down 

nature of news/information in traditional sense. Caught in the process, television, notorious for 

its cultural vulgarity with its ever-hybridizing and self-referential tendencies, started to put on a 

new appearance. New-found empowerment was reportedly granted by its fictional 

programming to its loyal female audiences, however emotional and irrational they might be 

(e.g. Ang). The old modernist dichotomies were also being loosened up for television 

journalism. 

As we have seen, market forces played an indispensable role in making full use of 

the medium's televisual hybridity. While modernist dichotomies were increasingly felt to be 

unnecessarily constraining in the sea change of the 1980s, new frontiers of television 

journalism were also being explored with increasing capitalist audacity, even though yet to be 

recognized as legitimate in the cultural realm. 

2. Talkshow Journalism: Journalism in Postmodern Light 

We tried to understand the sea change in 1980s as an era that brought new 

possibilities and challenges for a broader use of television in public communication. The 

structural shake-up and technological breakthrough did render the old order in disarray. While 

new vigor were introduced amidst great uncertainty, what needed to be addressed was the 

problems for public communication that came with the increasingly problematic image of 

television journalism as something close, controlled, and constructed by the cultural/governing 

elite, even given its "to-see-is-to-believe" authenticity. We thought of the need to open up the 

public discourse in journalism no matter how inevitably constructed news/information would 

tend to be. 

Naturally we turned to the kind of programming which, by allowing participation 

of ordinary people in production of news/information, enables much wider social interaction 
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and abolishes generic boundaries previously taken much as granted. We hoped that somehow 

television journalism could mirror closely the heteroglossia of the life/reality of ordinary 

people through their participation. Thus in Chapter 4 and 5 we shifted our focus to the use of 

the participatory talkshow format in journalism. 

2.1. Talkshows' Transgression with Televisual Hybridity 

First we tried to establish the rather broad and ambiguous "genre" of the talkshow 

as a perfect embodiment of television hybridity in its ever-ingesting, ever-projecting, and self-

referential movements. With bare talk as the basis or even main fare, the talkshow recombines 

various sources and forms of media texts together in a postmodern bricolage. No longer is the 

grand narrative, criticized as inevitably ideological and commonly found in all traditional 

media texts. Merged together in the audio-visual bricolage are those previously distinct and 

separate but now transgressed domains, most notably those of information and of 

entertainment, of the public and of the private. No doubt such hospitable inclusion through the 

transgression of these established domains deserves great suspicion, and with good reasons, 

regarding the validity, if not legitimacy, of the "anything-goes" aesthetics. To the degree that 

the previous control of journalistic discourse is being loosened, the inclusive and transgressive 

talkshow "genre" contributes to television journalism by exploring the use of television on the 

basis of the possibilities allowed by its televisual hybridity. 

So far the inclusive and transgressive remains mainly generic, perhaps even of 

cross-media. Such generic transgression has been going on since television's inception, as well 

noticed by Raymond Williams (1974a). It is but a further step to make the inclusive and 

transgressive talkshow participatory. The transgression becomes a social one as now it blurs 

the boundaries between laity and experts, between spectators and performers. 

2.2. Participatory Talkshows: Their Dual Role in Public Communication 

All forms of lay participation, we argued, begin from the necessity to engage 

audiences. The intention to engage is inherent in all communication behaviors, as no 

broadcasters, culturally legitimate or not, can afford to ignore their audiences. Implied by the 

necessity to engage is the hope of openness, as it naturally involves an invitation for the 

audiences in order to complete the process of communication. As far as the traditional one

way communication can go, such openness relies mainly on the image of individual viewers as 

active and capable "decoders" of a media text under the various microscopes of audience 

research in the 1980s. Audience participation in the co-construction of information on 

transgressive talkshow programming conjures up a far greater scope of openness, as the chance 
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elements would be introduced through audiences. The degree of the scope of openness, 

however, is necessarily defined by the scale of participation and the nature of the program. 

Being a product mainly of market innovations pushed by the ever-pressing need to 

engage and the smart recognition of arising social needs, participatory talkshows remind us of 

many historical practices that proved participatory and emancipatory. Most significantly, these 

historical practices marked the relevance of the market vigor to the development of democracy 

in defiance of ideological control by, e.g., the church or the state. Through the willing 

participation of ordinary people, through the autonomous exertion of their consumer 

sovereignty in the market-based talkspace, a free flow of diverse ideas and opinions was 

realized. Yet these public talkspaces, launched and facilitated by the market, were inevitably 

conditioned by it and subjected to its principles of capitalist accumulation and expansion as 

exemplified in the American Lyceum (Munson 1993). The free flow of diverse ideas and 

opinions was gradually lost in organizational control for commercial purposes. Hence in their 

turn, the experiences of historical practices remind us of the ambivalent relationship between 

democracy and the market. Participatory talkshows on television complicates that ambivalent 

relationship by conflating interpersonal face-to-face communication with mediated 

communication across distance. 

Hence we tried to grasp the democratic potentials of participatory talkshows 

together with their far too frequent failures to be realized in intensifying market competition. 

To do so we focused on the dual role of participatory talkshows as a public talkspace and as a 

journalistic practice. The former, i.e., the role of public talkspace, was treated as related 

mainly with relatively unmediated interpersonal communications, while the latter, i.e., the 

journalistic role, mainly with mediated communications. 

• Participatory Talkshows as a Public Talkspace 

Drawing on Habermas' theory of the public sphere and its revisions by many others 

(see Calhoun 1992), we considered participatory talkshows as a pluralist public sphere where 

large-scale interpersonal face-to-face dialogue on issues of public concerns are realized 

through television, though inevitably in a simulated manner condemned by Baudrillard (see 

Chapter 2). Being the major medium held responsible, by Habermas and his followers, for the 

decline of a debating and deliberating public, television stands a chance once again to 

revitalize the public sphere and sophisticate it for a plural postmodern society. The 

transgressive nature of participatory talkshows enables diverse interactive talk with various 

and mixed purposes. Depending on social needs and organizational emphases, they can be 

serious or trivial, formal or casual, informational or entertaining, and engaging emotionally or 
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rationally. Being conjured up is a mixed image of such talkshow-facilitated public sphere, 

which we tried to capture in the two terms, "electronic town-meeting" and "electronic 

neighborhood". 

What is democratically significant here is the self-asserting ordinary people, armed 

with their life experiences and loaded by their everyday concerns, who participate in the joint 

construction of meaning through open interactive dialogue with the cultural/governing elite. 

Theoretically, their ordinariness and everydayness would enrich the public talkspace, as their 

presence would help create a jargon-free, closer-to-real-life communication. The public 

talkspace would therefore be no longer a talkspace for elite abstraction aloof from real life. 

Together, the public nature of the talkspace and the social aspect of ordinary people would co

operate to nurture and nourish a shared community identity with which people continue to 

associate, negotiate, and contest among themselves, in the on-going communication realized 

by television. 

In practice, the kind of public nature of the televised talkspace is necessarily 

conditioned by televisual visibility, which tends to demand a look of spontaneity while at the 

same time expose something unintended, hence uncommunicative. This would favor those 

who know how to live with the camera and the microphone as well as the pressure of limited 

time. Furthermore, the social aspect of ordinary people, called forth to participate in public 

discussion, has to go through the process of being appropriated, directed, and then channeled 

by organizational/industrial concerns of which the main issue is to engage. When haunted by 

the industrial need to make a show out of the bare talk through the demanding televisual 

visibility, the televised public talkspace might serve as a stage for performative chatters or 

rattles, rather than a space for participatory open dialogue. 

• Participatory Talkshows as a Journalistic Practice 

In the dual role of participatory talkshows, the public-talkspace role is defined by 

the role as a journalistic practice, as the televised participatory talk is to be packaged for 

certain target audiences. We tried in Chapter 4, to locate participatory talkshows within the 

field of journalism. Sensing all too well that this might be deemed as smearing the good name 

of journalism, we specified in Chapter 3 two aspects, i.e., the serious aspect and the popular 

aspect in journalism, and in particular television journalism heavily tinged with the idea of 

"public trust". Treating something enormously inclusive and inherently boundary-blurring, we 

knew the specification to be only valid when it served to envision broader possibilities in 

journalism. Thus we forwarded to a comparative juxtaposition of the traditional journalistic 

practice and the talkshow journalistic practice in Chapter 4. With three pairs of contrasts, we 
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tried to pinpoint the democratic significance of talkshow approach for journalism in terms of 

helping non-participant audiences make sense of life/reality in its heterogeneous authenticity. 

The first pair is the contrast of the hospitable host with the neutral anchor. The 

host, who appears involved in the sharing of life-experience to the degree of showing her/his 

sympathy with ordinary people, problemizes the traditional anchor who remains impersonally 

detached and disinterested in his authoritative presentation of news/information as 

representative knowledge. In such problemization, life experiences of ordinary people low in 

the traditional hierarchy of knowledge become legitimized and even glorified By contrast, 

representative knowledge, acquired from the abstraction of life experiences by the 

cultural/governing elite and esteemed as high in the traditional hierarchy of knowledge, puts 

on an image of being cold and irrelevant to what concerns ordinary people in everyday 

life/reality. 

The second pair is the contrast between the both-and aesthetics of participatory 

talkshows and the either-or aesthetics of conventional news and current-affairs. By inclusive 

juxtaposition, the former thrives on incongruity and it welcomes a constellation of diverse 

voice, even noise, in the studio. This reflects a pluralized society characterized by competing 

or even conflicting interests, tastes and alternative lifestyle choices. Accordingly, the hierarchy 

of knowledge is abolished, though it is still held dear in the either-or aesthetics followed by 

traditional journalism, which emphasizes the importance of integrity and of universality, in 

order to deserve the high position in the hierarchy. The third contrast is the one between the 

talkshow's productive instability and the editorial closure in traditional journalism. Due to 

audience participation, participatory talkshows have various degrees of chance elements which 

result in uncontrollable contingencies in programming, making the production of a media text 

an open process, hence the discourse necessarily open-ended No consensual conclusion is 

implied as it is, by design, open to negotiation and contestation by audience participants. 

While the above three pairs of contrasts do imply less organizational control and 

more diversity, authenticity and transparency, participatory talkshow journalism was 

nonetheless prone to be misused or abused in the ever-pressing law of the market to engage 

more. In chapter 5, we examined their demonstrative practices in the U.S., the country where 

the genre enjoys its emergence and rapid growth. We found that in general market-based 

talkshow journalism debases television journalism by making the latter more talk-oriented 

than coverage-oriented It contributes more to estranging audiences away from the public 

discourse than to getting them more involved and concerned in public affairs. The required 

"mediated publicness" (Thompson 1995) for otherwise hidden community ailments, continues 

to be neglected while voyeurism and cynicism are being encouraged, intentionally or not. 
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Furthermore, with audience participation, participatory talkshows lend themselves far too 

easily for commercial/political promotions. This implies that its originally noble participatory 

nature undergoes a two-step degradation, i.e., degrading from being participatory to being 

performative (for theatrical effects to engage), and further to being promotive (for market 

exploitations). 

Thus, with the dual role for public communication, participatory talkshow 

journalism emerged from the market so democratically promising yet ended up serving merely 

those behind the political economy of television. Echoing those media critics concerned with 

the public interest or the position of ordinary people in public communication, Chapter 5 

suggested that the participatory talk format can be yet another instrument for capitalistic 

exploitations of consumers/audiences, even with its apparent openness. To grasp further the 

ambivalent nature of market-based participatory talkshow journalism for public 

communication, we came to Part II where we examined 2100: All People Open Talk. It is the 

first ever current-affairs talkshow in Taiwan, a society in its social-political transition in terms 

of liberal democracy recently awakened to experience the charm of participatory talkshow 

journalism. 

3. Talkshow Journalism 
As Demonstrated by 2100: All People Open Talk 

In Chapter 6, which was essentially a background introduction for the emergence 

of 2100: All People Open Talk, it was asserted that it takes some economical, social and 

political conditions to have participatory current-affairs talkshows emerge on television. In the 

case of Taiwan, 2'100''s emergence indicates that competing politics has taken some shape, that 

privatization and marketization of television have come to a mature stage against the 

background of channel proliferation. As we stressed, there is a much greater significance, in 

terms of facilitating public communication, in the fact that 2100 is aired live in prime-time as a 

strip program for weekday evenings and predominantly on current affairs. Here we found the 

audacity of media enterpreneurship operating in a society of awakening civil forces. With the 

content study in Chapter 8 and 9 and audience study in Chapter 10 and 11, the constraints and 

achievements of 2100 as a talkspace and as a journalistic practice are made known. Based on 

what inspired by 2100, it is time to make concluding remarks on the use of television 

participatory talkshow programming for public communication today. Two aspects are 

specified in the elaboration below: 

3.1. 2100 as a Televised Public Festival of Public Debates 
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From the study in Part H, one might somehow feel not much impressed by 

2100. So highly claimed as a participatory "public forum", it turns out to be more 

explicitly constrained for lay participants and more implicitly restrictive for elite guests. It 

engages in the debates it facilitates only a very slim percentage of its audience, let alone 

the national population it wishes to reach as suggested by its title. Being a journalistic 

program, 2100 attracts mainly random viewers, and many of its viewers do not feel 

audience participation is something indispensable to the program, even though it relies 

mainly on its participatory appeal to distinguish itself from its followers/competitors. 

Furthermore, the "heat" apparently generated from its talk every weekday on screen does 

not seem in accord with the "cold" off-screen reality reflected in the viewing frequencies 

of its viewership in particular, and the viewing preferences of Taiwan television audiences 

in general. As we have suggested, 2100 is more a media phenomenon than a public utility 

in Taiwan society today. 

Yet 2100 can be rather inspiring in those ways it has tried so far to bring the 

medium close to ordinary people while dedicated mainly to "public affairs" as traditionally 

defined. Even though driven by the mundane intention to "conquer" as big as possible a 

chunk of audience share, 2100 is indeed impressive by the flexibility it shows in practicing 

audience participation, and combining television with other information technologies, such 

as telephone, facsimile, computers (in the cases of electronic bulletin boards and the 

internet). By this it offers various ways for individual audience members, allowing them 

the choice of participation methods while getting them involved in "public affairs". Of 

course such choice is not always available. In fact most episodes have only the phone-in 

participation. The efforts its crew has put in trying out possible ways of participation for 

certain topics nonetheless deserve admiration, as it does envision a broader use of 

television as a public utility capable of facilitating participatory discussion on "public 

affairs". 

2100 pioneered in the combined use of television not only with other 

information technologies, but also with the more "primitive" way of communication, i.e., 

the literal face-to-face big gathering as shown in its outdoor episodes, which is 

undoubtedly of high significance in bringing information back to ordinary people. By 

November 29, 1997, the 1997 Election Day for county magistrates and provincial city 

mayors, there were about 120 episodes of this kind, most significantly on political issues 

and concentrated during politically sensitive times. They normally took place in front of a 

local temple, in a school, or some public plazas. Most topics were of general nature, but 

tailored more specifically to local residents, often of all ages. Sometimes, they might 

appeal only to certain social groups, such as university students or employees in some 
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science-related industrial zones. Whether it was in urban areas, countryside, or off-shore 

islets, the scene was indeed impressive as local folks gathered casually with their kith and 

kin as if enjoying a rare occasion realized by television. The camera normally followed 

where the microphone went, and granted the lay talker a steady close-up on screen. It is 

partly touching, and partly amusing, to "witness" the "excitement" shared by lay talkers 

who tried hard to speak with awkward stutters on those "hard" topics. These close-ups, 

together with the frequent interchange of middle shots and long shots of the noisy and 

crowded scene, were actually celebrating what 2100 has made it possible for ordinary 

people: They gathered to express their concerns for the country/community! 

If one considers how in these outdoor episodes the microphone was passing 

quickly from one to the other lay speaker, along with the generalized and simplified topics 

for very complicated issues1, one would find what was actually said did not matter much 

more than the availability of lay voices in front of TV camera. Here even the most 

touching, enjoyable way of participation enabled by talkshow programming cannot evade 

the question of "productivity" especially when dedicated to debates on "public affairs". 

The constraints, as we have learned, are significantly induced by professional awareness of 

the industrial necessity to engage audiences through an expressive medium. With a 

problematic image of "public utility", 2100 is obviously incapable of in-depth participatory 

debates. This being said, 2100, and in particular its outdoor episodes, nonetheless reminds us 

of the rhetorical and playful aspects in communication action which, long neglected in 

traditional thinking, deserve to be treated now by the right medium in the right format so as to 

favor public communication today. 

Here we come back to what prompted our empirical focus on 2100. There has long 

been a loss of "the link between citizenship and theatricahty" (Garnham, in Calhoun 1992:360) 

due to the modernist sharp distinction between information and entertainment. A society 

normally has some "public festivals" (Rousseau, quoted ibid) to nurture a shared identity in the 

community, though these "festivals" might serve more entertaining or cultural than 

informational purposes. For a nation, the maintenance of this shared identity is still relevant 

and imperative today, as long as consensus is needed to get something solid done together in 

democracy (Chapter 5). So far, the operation of democracy remains based on the concept of 

the nation-state, however problematic the concept tends to be. Participatory talkshow 

1 Topics such as "President candidates: Do you know what concerns the voters most in face of the missile 
threats??" "Is Taiwan sick? No hope for reforms even when political parties try to cooperate?" "Do Elections 
Lead to Confrontations between Peace and Danger?" "Conflicts between LY and Presidential Office: Who is to 
tidy it up?" "Where is the People in the Midst of Chaotic Politics in June?" "Let's walk out of the shadow of 
the bloody murder together!", were discussed in outdoor episodes. (See Appendix 4). 
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journalism might tend to fail a more in-depth critical-rational mode of communication worthy 

of the aired talktime on television. Even with more in-depth talk it cannot escape the critiques 

of being unproductive in its daily talk ritual. 2100, for example, is frequently so commented by 

its own elite guests, in its own studio. Yet at least it serves as a sort of public festival for public 

debates with much wider participation, which otherwise is not at all conceivable, for the 

benefits of boosting a shared identity in an increasingly pluralized and segmented postmodern 

society. 

In a sense, participatory talkshow journalism is a kind of "psychological 

facilitation of access" (see Chapter 3) on the part of the television industry for ordinary people, 

due to its eternal needs to engage them. Now with hindsight in the postmodern age, we are 

more prepared to appreciate the values of such facilitation. We can even envision it as a 

potential diversification of public discourse, rather than following the aloof elitists in 

lamenting such facilitation as a decline of discursive quality. However, we cannot evade the 

fact that great efforts at (and perhaps beyond) the programming level are definitely needed to 

improve its uses for public communication. 

3.2. 2100 as an Institution with a Life of Its Own to Maintain 

The industry-based "facilitation of access", in the form of a public festival for 

current-affairs debate as exemplified by 2700, reflects the dynamics of the market with its 

mundane inherent needs to engage as many people as possible to participate in 

consumption. The dynamics can be liberating, even empowering, as we witness how 

ordinary people do appear from their obscurity and join in the televised debates even 

though allowed but a very short moment. The emerging social needs of participating on 

debating "public affairs", are being catered to through free exploration of the market even 

in the lingering shadow of the state/government intervention. Self-censorship has been 

apparently minimal, as it uses the convenient disclaimer nearing the end of its every 

episode: "The above opinions do not represent the stance of this station". This is a 

disclaimer now adopted by nearly all discussion programs on current affairs which follow 

2700 in applying the talkshow juxtaposition of competing ideas. In an era when self-

regulation is increasingly counted upon worldwide for a diversity of opinions on television, 

2700 does represent something democratically promising on Taiwan television, for Taiwan 

audiences in public communication, especially if judged in its historical context. In a sense, 

it represents the degree to which self-regulation can go at the programming level for 

ensuring opinion diversity. 

Yet participatory talkshow programming, as presented by 2700, invokes 
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something more than what the traditional concerns for opinion diversity would address. 

Influenced by the traditional conceptualization of the communication process as one way 

from the active sender to the passive receiver, these age-old concerns emphasize the 

recognition given to different opinions from senders, so as to keep receivers sufficiently 

informed. If merely viewed from this perspective, 2100 deserves some compliments for the 

juxtaposition approach it applies. There remains much to be desired nonetheless, with its 

tendency to give recognition and assign significance only to established opinions as 

represented by elite guests. Thriving on its participatory appeal, 2700 does not offer the 

kind of opinion diversity implied in lay participation. In other words, 2100 does not really 

open up the public discourse for lay participants to the degree of reflecting the authentic 

life/reality as they live everyday, through endeavoring to make information relevant to 

their concerns and interests. 

From the study in Part II, we found the inevitable constraints come from the 

hazard of participatory talkshow programming (which broadcasters tend to try hard to 

control) and the news values (which conventionally shape what counted as "current 

affairs"). Both would affect what are treated, or remains omitted on the televised 

"festivals". We learned that in the case of 2100, deliberate control techniques for lay 

participation have been minimal2, and the hazard comes mainly from inviting elite guests on 

short notice due to the make-shift nature of talkshow programming. This affects the 

representativeness of elite guests together with their possible combinations. More significant 

constraints, however, are from the kind of news values 2100 tightly follows as an advertising-

financed program. It seems that the traditional news values still take great command on 

both sides- the sender and the receiver-- and are accepted nearly as granted. This is made 

particularly obvious on participatory talkshow journalism exemplified by 2100. 

In the phone survey we could see how the audiences tended to agree with 2/00's 

news values, as they agreed that issues treated on 2100 are important, that the host mediates 

quite satisfactorily, that the lay talk is not as interesting or significant as the elite talk nor 

representative of the majority of audiences. They applauded what was assigned more 

significance or what was made available and possible on 2100, in particular its 

juxtaposition of competing ideas from the elite guests, which they deemed helpful for 

understanding the issue under discussion. As a program with apparent participatory heat, 

2100 demonstrates that audiences' habitual tendency to make do with whatever is 

2 In the words of Yang (1997), it is much appreciated already that viewers do bother to make the anticipated calls or 
appear on site, so appreciated that none would think of screening away the undesirable people except exerting the 
stick-to-the-topic principle. 
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available on television not only reinforces the news values, but also makes it more difficult 

for themselves to conceptualize the term "current-affairs", beyond conventional big-guy-

and-big-place politics. The self-asserting individuals theoretically supposed to be called forth 

by participatory programming for contesting the elite-defined news values turn out to see few 

problems for themselves at all. 

Yet it would be better not to blame the audience's make-do habitual tendency. 

Instead, what is to blame is the advertising-financed 2100 ever in need of boosting its 

interrelated dual market, i.e. the viewership as reflected by audience ratings which affects 

advertising revenues. As we know, the decline from being democratic participatory, to 

being theatrical performative, and further to being commercial/political promotive, is 

simply too easy for market-based participatory talkshows. The nature of televisual 

visibility is such that it is impossible for 2100 to avoid the first step of degradation, i.e., the 

degradation from being a public forum to a public festival of performative debates. 

Somehow 2100 still holds its debate programming well from the further degradation into 

something commercially or politically promotive, at least not explicitly or intentionally. 

Nonetheless, we must say that in the kind of news values 2100 tightly follows, we find 

2/00's great devotion to its own self-promotion rather than to lay participation. News 

values oriented to big-guy and big-place politics serve well the purpose of engaging 

audiences as much as possible in the multichannel rating war. After all, they are the well-

tried largest common denominators in news informational programming. 

This partly explains why 2100 turns out to attract mostly random viewers. 

Obviously, current/public affairs as defined by news values do not address the concerns 

and interests of audiences as much as claimed by 2100. For the program, news values are a 

convenient source of theatrical intensities to engage. The intensities seem inevitably 

diluted in the high frequencies of 2700's being on air five days a week as a strategic block 

programming3. They are dampened further as similar news values are in fact shared by 

nearly every program related with current affairs from dawn to dusk across the 

multichannel spectrum. The result is a media phenomenon which tends to create a world 

of its own, too heated by news values while simply unrelated to the micro life/reality of 

ordinary people. No matter how "popular" the program is claimed to be, with relatively 

sanguine ratings worthy of industrial complacency, much of its rhetorical heat that has to 

be generated every weekday evening does not comply with the generally undisturbed life-

3 2100 seems to incorporate two types of strategic programming, i.e. strip programming and block 
programming. These two types are specified by Pringle et al. 'm Electronic Media Management (1991). Besides 
them, there are other three types. They are "head-to-head", counter programming, and checkerboard 
programming. 
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world of audiences. 

We are reminded of the preference-option theory by Dunnett (1990: 30), an 

advocator of advertising-financed television mainly for escapist entertainment, who grasps 

its weakness well nonetheless. According to Dunnett, any household will watch a program 

only if it is in their top four preferences. If not, they will turn to another channel or turn off 

the set. For the industry, to choose a program only passably satisfactory for 100 households, 

will be more profitable than to choose one deeply satisfactory for 10 households. 

Therefore advertising-financed television will always be barely acceptable for a majority 

of viewers but won't be able to satisfy any special tastes, be they broadcasters or 

narrowcasters. The preference-options of the industry to boost advertising revenue will 

never be near enough to the real preferences of real audiences. We find Dunnett's thesis 

applies well to news talkshow programming dedicated to advertising revenues. Similarly, a 

talkshow like 2100 will choose an issue that only passably addresses the concerns and 

interests of 100 viewers, rather than to choose one that deeply addresses the concerns and 

interests of 10 viewers. News values followed by 2100 and its kind simply reflect this 

industrial preference-option. 

Thus, we come to realize that a program, like an organization, has a life of its 

own to maintain once it is established, and even more so when it acquires the status not 

unlike that of an institution4 Market-based or not, its has its own concerns and interests to 

tend to, and normally before it can tend the concerns and interests of its audiences. It might 

emerge as a noble or smart recognition of social needs. In the course of its development, 

however, it inevitably faces the daily reality of keeping itself sustainable, if not profitable. 

The daily reality of ups and downs in terms of popularity, reflected normally in audience 

ratings, is now necessarily treated as what actually legitimize its very existence. In 

particular an advertising-financed program feels more acutely the heavy burden of this 

legitimization through ratings. Being constantly pushed by the oppressive demand to 

engage for its own maintenance, a program like 2100 cannot be expected to be able to 

address concerns and interests of its audiences and involve them in the "opinionating" of 

the pre-defined current affairs. Even with seemingly enthusiastic audience participation, 

2100 contributes mostly to the reinforcement of the reality as already constructed by 

traditional informational programming, rather than as what experienced by audiences in 

their daily life/reality. 

4 This is also well reflected in the development and decline of public television system in Britain and Norway as 
documented by Syvertsen (1992). According to her, organizational interests gradually took form and joined to 
shape the structure and influence the performance of public television, while in the beginning its 
institutionalization was mainly decided by political and commercial interests. 
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To quite a degree, 2100 demonstrates the possibility of practicing various ways 

of audience participation in a single program based on talkshow programming that makes 

full use of television hybridity for public-affair discussion. Each different way of 

participation opens up new possibilities for the use of television as an public access and 

creates a new hope for a more participatory public communication in our time. The 

combined use of television with other technologies suggests more options for those 

individual viewers who otherwise might remain isolated in their private homes. The on-site 

participation, in or outside the studio, creates something social and televised for those who 

could and would enjoy a get-together face-to-face. Through the boundary-blurring 

talkshow programming, mediated and unmediated communications are mixed together, 

and individual-based and collective-based participation options are made available. It is 

indeed amazing to witness how a single program can realize audience participation with 

great flexibility. Technically, there seems to be few insurmountable problems to use 

television for more participatory public communication. 

If seen from the perspective of the opinion diversity required for public 

communication, 2100 demonstrates the possibility of combining traditional journalism 

with the talkshow format. While competing ideas are juxtaposed through "testimonial" 

debates among the opinion-holders, the host remains detached and disinterested as he, 

armed by his stick-to-the-issue principle, presides and orchestrates neutrally the conflicting 

voices. Yet to a great extent, 2100 offers mainly representative information just as 

traditional news information programs do, due to the choice of the time allotment which 

favors elite guests but disfavors lay participants. With the generally rather "hard" topics, 

though formulated in an engaging way, 2100 still continues to strengthen the traditionally 

held dichotomy between the serious and the trivial. This certainly leaves less doubt of its 

being serious, public, and informational, but the kind of opinion diversity theoretically 

supposed to be introduced by audience participation remains unrealized in practice. 

The relative lack of life-world testimonials from lay participants is more a 

matter of style choice and perhaps subject to change in the course of a program's 

developments. Yet this can be seen as a nullification, to quite some degree, of 2/00's 

claim to be participatory. This is exactly the great dilemma today for an advertising-based 

program intending to give an impression of doing serious participatory journalism while 

bearing the oppressive need to engage- not for boosting participation per se, but for its 

sheer survival in multichannel competition. The necessity to produce engaging heat from 

"hard" topics makes it inevitable to follow news values that might engage most in general 

but concerns few in particular. The potentials of participatory talkshow journalism to offer 

information more open and relevant to the audiences' life/reality, whether in the form of 

269 



Chapter 12 Conclusion 

an electronic town-meeting or neighborhood, tend to be suffocated in the imperative quest 

for ever wider participation and ever greater chunk of audience share. Seen in this light, 

current-affairs talkshows possess no difference from those that treat "softer" fare but end 

up encouraging only "eccentric" people to participate (Priest 1995). In their respective 

presumably sanguine rating reports, what is being recorded is not the boosting of 

participation in public communication, but voyeurism and cynicism that estranges ordinary 

people from the public discourse. 

4. Conclusion 

With the case of 2100, we have demonstrated the energy the market can bring 

to television programming, and the weakness of participatory talkshow journalism, when 

pushed by the needs to boost advertising business. Even resorting to the refreshing image 

of a public festival for current-affairs debate, a news talkshow cannot hold that freshness 

for too long, if the original concerns of making information open and relevant to 

life/reality of ordinary people remain unaddressed. 

To revitalize public communication through television, participatory talkshow 

journalism does inspire greatly by its use of interactive talk. It does this while blurring 

social and generic boundaries and loosening up the traditional dichotomies between the 

informational and the entertaining, the senders and the receivers, the public and the private. 

This is where efforts at the programming level can really work. Yet programming efforts, 

however creative and professional, need to be coupled with an objective that encourages 

real participation through the simplicity of interactive talk. With this aim in mind, 

narrowing down the scale of participation to more specific issues and targeting smaller 

communities appear far more feasible5. It is, however, often the objective of a market-

based program to enlarge, as much as possible the scale of participation, to the degree that 

the focus is not upon participation, but upon the illusion of participation-heat it can create. 

It is here that we find participatory talkshow journalism starts to lose its democratic 

potential. 

Is there any possibility to reverse this tendency when the market logic takes 

command? Since self-regulation reigns as the legitimate prescription for today, 

programming creativity can work best when it incorporates an exquisite sensitivity for the 

dialectical relationship between media professionals, media organizations, and society. 

5 In Taiwan, authors such as Lin Fang-Mei (1995), Feng Jien-Shan (1995), Wu Yi-Chen (1998), Lin Fu-Yueh 
(1998) have tried to explore this feasibility at the level of local communities, thought inevitably burdened with a 
recognition of the daunting difficulties. 
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While media professionals and organizations are self contained and autonomous in their 

own right, they are part of a social system which they inherently need to be integrated into 

or harmonized with, even if only for their sheer subsistence and survival. After all, 

professional creativity cannot function in void. Here Arthur Koestler's old notion of 

"holarchy"6 looms relevant. Koestler discerned two distinct, opposite, but necessarily 

complementary tendencies in all living organisms and social organizations. One is the 

proclivity towards integration, the other is the impulse towards self-assertion. For any 

living organism or social organization, self-assertive autonomy is valuable and sustainable 

only when complemented by a certain degree of integration. 

It is hoped that a scrupulous sensitivity to the dialectical relationship between 

media professionals, media organizations, and society will usher in a professional 

sensibility that eventually strikes a due balance between television as a business and 

television as a service. If not... then the remedy must emerge from somewhere beyond the 

realm of self-regulation, somewhere in the vastness that exists beyond the programming 

level. 

6 "Holarchy" refers to a hierarchy of self-regulating entities which function as autonomous wholes in supra-
ordination to their parts and as dependent parts in sub-ordination to controls on higher levels, while also in co
ordination with their local environment. See, e.g. Wyns, (1998) and Funch (1995) 
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