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Chapter 1
Introduction

1.1 The Research Background

As a medium of mass communication in contemporary society,
television is a part of our daily routines and a staple of our culture.
It makes people visually available, and not in the frozen modality of
newspaper photographs, but in movement and action (Fairclough
1995: 38-39). Television talk covers a wide range of talk on
television from interviews, book review shows to panel discussion. It
is considered as “a pipeline to political and social reality” (Timberg
2002: 162). Among a large number of television talk productions,
the television interview, one of the sub-categories of the media
discourse, is the focus of the current research.

Interviewing has long been a basic journalistic tool for
gathering information (Clayman & Heritage 2002: 1). Media
interviews have seen development from prearrangement and lack of
spontaneity to naturalness and liveliness. In days prior to the mid-
1950s, media interviews were conducted in a way that interviewers
were confined to asking questions related to simple facts and
interviewees provided their carefully prepared views to the
prearranged questions (O'Keeffe 2006: 2). Nowadays, however,
media interviews have turned into popular programms characterized
by immediacy and dynamics. Interviewers can exercise their
searching and penetrating interviewing styles to the fullest extent.
The interview has become an arena in which audience members can
not only get informed but also get entertained in that they can better
understand issues and events in the public domain and appreciate
how interviewers manage the art of questioning and how
interviewees handle adeptly in the course of responding.

1
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The television interview is “a connecting device that provides a
distinctive type of private-public experience” (Timberg 2002: xiii)
and therefore, it is part of social discourse and its texts are
institutional discursive practices. The media interview is similar to
casual conversation in many ways, as they both are conversations
heard by others with an aim to exchange information or entertain
people. However, the media interview differs from casual
conversation in other aspects. The former is conversation with a
constructed format between the presenter/interviewer and the
interviewee(s) on radio or television in front of a hearing audience
while the latter is conversation between participants that may be
overheard by others who do not intend to get included.

Research into the television interview discourse has been
driven by the motivation that we can gain a better understanding of
spoken media discourse and the types of interactions found in it.
We recognize that television interviews are not a simple process of
asking and answering questions; rather, they are highly-structured
semantic activities, in which the interviewer and interviewee(s) work
together to establish their social identity and the social reality.

As for learners of English as a foreign language, an
understanding of media texts would be useful to them as media texts
not only mirror social and cultural changes in society but also play
an active part in the process of constructing new social and cultural
identities. Media text analysis can help them develop the ability to
scope and investigate the changes.

1.2 Theoretical Developments

The pervasiveness of the mass media has made it a fertle
ground for research from a variety of theoretical orientations. The
traditional approach to the media discourse is content analysis,
which “is concerned with asking quantitative questions about how
far media representations mirror social actuality” (Taylor & Willis
1999/2004: 45). More specifically, it is a research tool used to
determine the presence of certain words or concepts within texts or
sets of texts. Researchers quantify and analyze the presence,
meanings and relationships of such words and concepts, then make
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inferences about the messages within the texts, the writer(s), the
audience, and even the culture and time of which these are a part.

Conversation Analysis (henceforth CA), developed by Sacks,
Schegloff, Jefferson and their followers, is another important
approach to media discourse. Based on ethnomethodology, CA
focuses mainly on the organization of social interaction. Much of the
media text research in this field is concerned with relevant aspects of
broadcast news interviews ( Greatbatch 1986; Heritage 1985;
Clayman & Heritage 2002 ), talk radio (Hutchby 1991), and talk
shows ( Kotthoff 1997 ). CA analyzes the formal structure of
conversations ( openings, turn-taking, closings, topic control,
interruptions, etc. ) and explains how they operate in the
institutional constraints of media (Downing et al 2004: 105-106).

Critical Discourse Analysis (henceforth CDA) has also made
important contributions to the study of media discourse.
Represented mainly by Norman Fairclough, this approach aims to
analyze social interactions to unveil the relationship between
language, ideology and power and the relationship between
discourse and sociocultural change (Eggins & Slade 1997: 58). For
CDA “language is not powerful on its own—it gains power by the
use powerful people make of it” (Downing et al 2004: 109).
“Language indexes power, expresses power and is involved where
there is contention over and a challenge to power” (ibid: 109). To
challenge the claim of “neutralness” in news stories by Fairclough
(1995) or to tackle the issue of racism by van Dijk (1998) are two of
the prominent researches by CDA scholars.

Systemic functional linguistics, developed by Halliday, sees
“language as social semiotic” (1978/22001: 1). To apply this
approach to discourse analysis, we will be able to (1) describe and
quantify conversational patterns at different levels and in different
degrees of detail; and (2) see how linguistic patterns enact and
construct social identity and interpersonal relations (Eggins & Slade
1997: 47).

The systemic approach views language as a resource for making
three layers of meaning simultaneously: ideational (meanings about
the world); interpersonal (meanings about roles and relationship)
and textual (meanings about the message) (see Halliday 1994/2000).
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