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The Birth of “Vicious” TV: Re-examining the
Early Stage of the Development of Taiwanese
Cable Television (1980-1993)

Ti Wei "

ABSTRACT

“The fourth channel”, regarded as Taiwanese cable television’s
predecessor, appeared in the 1970s and rapidly expanded in the 1980s. After
formal legislation in 1993, cable television not only became Taiwan’s most
important form of televized broadcasting services, but is also considered as
the main cause for nearly two decades of Taiwan’s “media disorder”. This
article re-examines the political and social environments and industrial state
of “the fourth channel” between 1980 and 1993, in order to more accurately
explain why cable television evolved into a key problem of Taiwanese media,
using document analysis, news text analysis, and audience in-depth
interviews to explore the issue in three aspects. First, contradictory state
policies and unfriendly mainstream discourse together established the early
stages of development. Second, the interplay of these two conditions forced
“the fourth channel” industry to evolve into a small- to medium-sized
enterprise model and the corresponding operational practices, which were
sustained after the legistation period. Third, at that time the general audience

had no concrete and strong needs nor imagination for alternative televized

" Ti Wei is a professor in the Department of Communication and Technoplogy at
National Chiao Tung University. email: tiwei@mail.nctu.edu.tw.
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services, but their consumption trend was gradually shaped by the service
provided by “the fourth channel”. Along with the state and the industry, it
then helped stabilize the later characteristics of Taiwanese cable television

service.

Keywords: cable television, communication policy, the fourth channel,

media disorder
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