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Abstract

Since 1978, China’s TV system has experienced important
institutional changes with significant political consequences. Be-
ginning from the reform in advertisement management, a wave of
marketization has transformed the TV system from a simple tool of
political control into something with limited but important func-
tions of public sphere. It is well known that in contemporary Chi-
na, media system is actually part of the whole political system.
How could these great changes take place at a time when the gen-
eral framework of the political system remains unchanged? What
direction would these changes be heading for and what would be
their limits? What would be the impact of these changes on Chi-
na’ s future political development? By examining the origins,
processes, mechanisms, and impacts of the institutional changes
in the TV system in China, this study attempts to explore the dy-
namics of political change in contemporary China.

This study argues that China’ s TV system has in the past
two decades experienced a transition from a pure sphere of politi-
cal power into a public sphere with some political functions. In a
sense, this transition was an unanticipated result of the
government’ s efforts to drive China’s TV industry into market e-
conomy. Before 1978, China’s TV system was simply one part

of the political system. During the market reform in the 1980s,
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the TV system gradually became a relatively independent interest
unit and began to conduct cost-benefit analysis of its own. In or-
der to survive and develop in the new market environment, it had
no alternative but to cater to various market and social demands,
which in turn brought about important changes in the behavioral
norms of TV professionals and in the public administration system
of the TV industry. Not only these, it also led to remarkable
changes in the functions of TV as a media and the reorientation of
its service direction. This study provides a comprehensive review
on these changes in the TV system and goes further to point out
that politics and market have been the two key factors affecting
the transition process. It was under the interaction of political
and market logics that the role of the television system extended
beyond the tool of political control and developed the functions of
information provision, knowledge dissemination, thought convey-
ance, collection and expression of public awareness, and even
criticism of government policies and check and control of political
power to a limited extent. Despite the fact that the government
still holds the ultimate control over it, the television system has
already gained some functions of the so-called public sphere. As
a consequence, a reform intended to be limited in the economic
field turns out to have unexpectedly produced significant influ-
ences in the political realm, deriving a new logic relatively inde-
pendent of political control and raising some critical challenges to
the current political structure.

The structure of the study is as follows; Part I raises re-

search questions and discusses various possible theoretical ap-
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proaches to them (Chapter 1). Especially, it introduces the spe-
cific viewpoint of this research project and explains why it is ap-
propriate for the study of the TV system reform in contemporary
China. Part II investigates the process of the institutional changes
in the TV system in detail ( Chapter 2-5). Part III summarizes
the empirical findings and draws some theoretical conclusions. It
discloses the nature of the institutional changes in China’s TV
system and explores their theoretical significance for our under-
standing of political change in countries like China ( Chapter 6-
7).

This study on China’s TV system reform is original in three
ways: First, it tries to provide a comprehensive investigation on
the changes in China’ s television system from the point of view of
political science, with focus not just on formal organizations and
institutions, but also on some informal institutional arrangements
such as people’ s customary behaviors, tacit agreement and so
on, and pointing out that such underlying informal arrangements
might be of greater significance in the current stage of institution-
al change. Second, it endeavors to introduce the idea of public
sphere into the study of media system, and uses if as a critical
concept to define the nature and the direction of the changes in
China’ s media system. Finally, it attempts to provide nsightful
looks into the political significance of market reforms of media
and show that the driving force of political development is not
solely confined to the growth and decline of some crucial
variables in the political realm. Conversely, significant political

changes may also be the unintended consequences of some insti-
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tutional changes in the economic, social or even cultural life.
This reminds us that in our study of institutional changes in so-
cial, political and economic systems, we should jump out of the
simplistic logic of causality and pay more attention to the sophisti-
cated interactions among different fields of human life.

Key words: Televisian System  Politics Market In-

stitutional Changes  Public Sphere




