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Talk Radio: Is It Good for the
Soul of the Nation?

John Fund

John Fund is a member of the Wall Street Journal editorial board, having previously
been the paper’s deputy features editor. He is also an on-air contributor to Fox News
Channel and an online columnist for MSNBC’s Internet news service. He has
written extensively on privatization and foreign policy issues, and his work has
appeared in Esquire, Reader’s Digest, Reason, The New Republic, National
Review, and other magazines.

The author of Cleaning House: America’s Campaign for Term Limits, Fund has
been called the Tom Paine of the modern congressional reform movement. He
collaborated with Rush Limbaugh on Limbaugh’s best-selling book titled The Way
Things Ought to Be.

In an introduction to Fund’s October 1998 American Experiment speech, co-
moderator Vin Weber noted that a poll taken after the 1994 election showed that the
most intensely committed Republican voters got most of their news from talk radio,
while the Democrats got theirs from National Public Radio. No great surprise,
Weber said, that when the Republicans took control of Congress, they attempted to
reduce NPR funds, asked Rush Limbaugh to lead their new-member orientation
session, and made Limbaugh an honorary member of that year’s class of freshman
members of Congress. Similarly, said Weber, Democrats have dramatized what they
see as the pernicious effects of talk radio on the American political process.

Fund began by talking about his work for syndicated columnist Robert Novak, who
spoke at an American Experiment event a few months earlier (see American
Experiment Quarterly, Winter 1998–99).
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I’m known for having a sharp pen, but
i t ’s nothing compared to Bob

N o v a k ’s. I’ll never forget the lessons I
l e a rned when I was his re p o rt e r.

One day, Bob was promised a secre t
i n t e rnal Tre a s u ry Department memo
on the latest tax increase that Richard
D a rman, who was the nemesis of Rea-
gan conservatives in President Ronald
R e a g a n ’s administration, was plan-
ning. Bob’s column deadline was 4:30
in the afternoon, and he was pro m i s e d
the memo by 2:00. He was all geare d
up to write about it that day, and he
had no backup.

Two o’clock, no memo. He put in a
call to his source, somewhere in the
bowels of the administration, and the
s o u rce said, “I’ve had second thoughts.
If I give you the memo, somebod y
s o m e w h e re is going to figure out it
came from me. I can’t give it to you.” 

Bob swallowed hard and said, “I’ve
got to go. I’ll call you back,” and hung
up. He came into my cubicle and said,
“John, come into my office. You are
about to learn how Washington some-
times works.” I walked into his off i c e ,
and he stood in front of me and start e d
h y p e rventilating. His neck muscles
bulged and his face turned beet re d .
He turned to his secre t a ry and said,
“Get that guy on the phone.” I got on
the extension.

“A madman just told me that the
memo wasn’t going to be delivered. I
realize this must be an impostor. Where
is the memo?” 

The source, taken aback by Bob’s
new tone, said, “Well, as I explained, I
c a n ’t really give it to you.” 

Novak proceeded to lacerate him. I

could hear the fellow shrinking into
himself, and his voice became ever more
plaintive and squeaky, and finally Bob
said, “So, do you have anything to say?” 

“Not re a l l y,” the fellow said. 
Then Bob moved in for the kill.

“So, why are n ’t you giving it to me?” 
“ Well, Bob, I had to do what I had

to do.”
“ You had to do what you had to do.

You know, throughout history, people
have said that. I’m sure that is what
Judas Iscariot said to Christ on the
c ross. I’m sure that is what Benedict
A rnold said to George Washington. I
had to do what I had to do. Hell, I’m
s u re that is what Hitler must have said
to the Jews. Well, I just have one thing
m o re to tell you.”

“ W h a t ’s that?”
“I’ve been in Washington for twen-

ty-five years, and I’ve learned that
t h e re are only two kinds of people in
this town: sources and targets. Which
do you want to be?” 

B e f o re the fellow could re s p o n d ,
Novak hung up. He was immediately
calm and collected. I was stunned. I
t u rned to him and asked what would
happen next.

“ We wait fifteen, maybe twenty
minutes.” 

S u re enough, twenty minutes later a
m o t o rcycle messenger arrived with the
m e m o .

I assure you that I have never had to
go quite that far in getting a story, but
the technique is always in re s e rve, just
in case.

Speakers traditionally tell their
audiences why they are happy to speak
to them. I actually have three re a s o n s .
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One is this: I suspect that many of you
a re Wall Street Journ a l readers or sub-
scribers, and I thank you for helping
pay my salary. Unlike a lot of journ a l-
ists, I actually remember who I work
f o r. It is not for myself. It is not for my
i d e o l o g y. It is not for the things I
believe in. It is actually for the re a d e r s
of the paper. 

Second, I am proud to be associated
with any group that includes Mitch
Pearlstein, Vin We b e r, and Tim Penny.
T h e re are times when editorial writers
actually find people worthy of admira-
tion. Vin and Tim acquitted them-
selves well when they were in
C o n g ress, and they have proved that
t h e re is life after Congress. 

The third reason is that Minnesota
is in the fore f ront of what I consider
t ruly pro g ressive politics, including
school choice.

The End of the Insider
M o n o p o l y

Talk radio has both a bad rap and a
g o od rap. It is very hard to paint with a
b road brush. I’m here not to defend
talk radio, but to explain it. It is a
dynamic new means of communication
that can be used for good or for ill, for
trivial or for substantive pursuits. 

New forms of communication have
t remendous potential to effect social
change. We have seen examples of new
technology in action, from samizdat
publications in the old Soviet empire
to the fax messages used by the Chi-
nese students protesting at Ti a n a n m e n
S q u a re to Radio Free Europe and Radio
L i b e rty broadcasting behind the Iro n
C u rtain. We have seen many examples

of how the spread of information is the
enemy of tyranny, totalitarianism, and
established social orders. 

In this country, we have never had
to deal with totalitarianism, but we
have had to deal with communication
monopolies. Think about this: In 1965,
not too long ago, we had three major
national television networks. We had
t h ree major newsmagazines: Ti m e ,
N e w s w e e k , and U.S. News & Wo r l d
R e p o rt . We had thre e — p e rhaps only
two—national newspapers of any re a l
significance, and only one, the Wa l l
S t reet Journ a l , was truly circ u l a t i n g
n a t i o n a l l y. The Associated Press was
t h e re too, of course, with re l a t i v e l y
homogenized news. If you were n ’t in
that small, monopolistic, oligopolistic
c i rcle, you really didn’t get your mes-
sage out.

That has all changed. Instead of
t h ree major networks, we now have a
gazillion cable channels, including
t h ree twenty-four-hour news channels.
In many major cities, there is a twenty-
f o u r-hour channel just for local news.
Magazines have proliferated, and the
I n t e rnet brings many of them to your
doorstep for free. This has meant a
t remendous increase in information. 

This also means that it is much
h a rder for Washington insiders, both
j o u rnalists and politicians, to play their
insider game. The noted economist
John Kenneth Galbraith once
explained how the closed inform a t i o n
loop in Washington works: Politicians
and journalists go to the same cocktail
p a rties, where politicians pontificate
about what they are thinking and
doing. Journalists note it all down,
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then go back to their offices and write
about it. Sometimes they attribute
what they write to the politicians and
sometimes, to appear more import a n t
and more informed themselves, they
simply put it all in their own word s .
The politicians read the newspaper or
listen to a broadcast and marvel at the
extent to which they are in sync with
public opinion. It is a complete feed-
back loop. 

Galbraith said this was the only
closed system for the re c i rculation of
garbage known to man. 

That closed system is still with us,
but it has broken down because there
a re so many new outlets, talk radio
among them. Ten years ago, talk radio
was a format in only 300 stations coast
to coast. Now it is a format in 1,300
stations. The biggest change, of course,
is technology. The cost of satellite
b roadcasting has gone down by a factor
of about thirt y, so now the smallest talk
radio station in, say, Fargo, Nort h
Dakota, can have national speakers
talking to them from Washington or
New York or Los Angeles or anywhere .
This is remarkable: it means that
almost every journalist on talk radio
has access to the finest thinkers and
elected officials. 

That is the good that can come fro m
talk radio. But talk radio is not news,
and it shouldn’t be judged as news. It
deals with news, but it is driven by
e n t e rtainment values, by ratings. Let’s
be honest: newspapers are also driven
by commercial desires, but perhaps not
to quite the same extent. The feedback
is not quite as instantaneous. 

Questioning Conventional
Wi s d o m

Talk radio is driven by entert a i n-
ment values, so it is difficult to get
some subjects that merit public atten-
tion on talk radio because the ratings
d o n ’t follow. You are not likely to hear
about the search for a cancer cure or
esoteric budget distinctions.

At the same time, while talk radio
sometimes trivializes its subject matter,
it also can posit a necessary and impor-
tant counterpoint to the conventional
wisdom of the established media. Let
me give you an example. Can you name
a single editorial board in this country,
a single major network, a single major
establishment media outlet that does
not support the Common Cause model
of campaign finance re f o rm? With the
exception of my own editorial board, I
have yet to discover one. 

Almost everyone agrees that there
is too much money in politics, that we
have to restrict the flow of money,
even below the $1,000 contribution
limit we now have, which hasn’t been
indexed for inflation for twenty-four
years. Everyone agrees that special
i n t e rests drive politics, that we need to
reduce the flow of money in politics.

In a perfect world, I would agre e .
But we are a democracy. We have
something called the First Amend-
ment, and we also have inform a t i o n
costs, and candidates have to be able to
get their own message out. Unless we
a re going to dragoon the broadcast net-
works into giving free time to every
candidate, people are going to have to
raise and spend money for ads. 
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Implicit in the conventional media
m odel, which is almost universal, is
that this is the good govern m e n t
m odel. This is what every person who
believes in truth, justice, and fairn e s s
in politics should believe in. 

That may or may not be true, but
t h e re is also a hidden agenda here — a n
agenda that a lot of people in the
media implicitly understand and re c o g-
nize. If you restrict further the amount
of money in politics, if you restrict the
flow of information the candidates can
put out using their own re s o u rces, you
enhance somebody else’s power. Some-
thing always fills a vacuum. Say you
have 100 units of information pro v i d e d
by politicians in paid advertising. If you
reduce that, somebody will fill that
i n f o rmation vacuum. That somebod y
is—surprise—the conventional media.

I am actually arguing against my
own self-interest here. If politicians
have fewer dollars with which to put
their own message out through con-
ventional paid advertising, guess whose
power is enhanced? Mine, and that of
my bre t h ren in the media. Of course, I
think it would be a wonderful thing if
politicians had to bow and scrape
b e f o re our editorial boards. It would
enhance our editorial significance. An
editorial endorsement would mean
m o re. It would be wonderful for me to
have a monopoly on the inform a t i o n
you get about candidates, because, of
course, I never distort anything, I am
always fair, I always provide balanced
views, I do not have a hidden agenda,
and I have no prejudices, pre d i l e c t i o n s ,
or ideological certainties. 

That is an unspoken aspect of the
conventional Common Cause mod e l
of campaign finance re f o rm that you
never hear. Even though you may not
like those thirty-second spots, at least
they are information. If you reduce that
flow of information, you enhance the
power of the people making the arg u-
ment for it. You never hear that except
on talk radio, and you hear it there
p a rtly for commercial reasons: talk
radio makes money from political
a d v e rtisements, so you will hear some
counterpoints to the conventional
view of how we need to re f o rm our
campaign finance laws. That is an
advantage of a media monopoly being
b roken down by the discussion that is
possible on talk radio. 

Talk radio has brought to the fore a
lot of issues that have been ignored by
the conventional media. A few years
ago, I was active in the campaign on
the discharge petition in Congre s s .
Bills could be bottled up by the Rules
Committee forever; if the Rules Com-
mittee did not want bills to get to the
floor of the House of Repre s e n t a t i v e s ,
they simply died. The only other way
to get a bill to the floor is through a
d i s c h a rge petition: a majority of the
members sign up with the desk clerk of
the House and demand that the bill be
d i s c h a rged—taken away from the
Rules Committee and sent to the floor. 

As soon as a particular bill was cre e p-
ing up to the re q u i red 218 votes, the
c o n g ressional leadership would simply
say to some members, You really should
take your name off the petition; this
w o u l d n ’t be good for your career or your
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other bills. And sure enough, very few
bills passed the discharge petition thre s h -
old. Since it was a secret process, no one
ever knew for sure who capitulated.

C o n g ressman James Inhofe of Okla-
homa decided that the names should
be made public; the public should
know at least as much as the congre s-
sional leadership about what was going
on. This campaign started with talk
radio, was run by talk radio, and fin-
ished with talk radio. No other bro a d-
cast outlet—ABC, NBC, CBS, even
CNN—did a single story on it. The
Wall Street Journ a l and a couple of
other newspapers played a role, but it
was basically talk radio.

The discharge petition is a device
that initially was pushed by conserv a-
tives, but others have found it useful
too. A campaign finance re f o rm bill
that embodied many of the re s t r i c t i o n s
I just argued against was brought to the
House floor in large part because of the
d i s c h a rge petition—which is all to the
g o od, since these devices are not for the
use of one party or one ideology alone.

Opening Up the Discussion 
R e g a rdless of what the issue is, talk

radio has often been the vehicle for
bringing up issues outside the conven-
tional media spectrum. Unusual candi-
dates have benefited, and ultimately so
have the voters who have to judge
their qualifications. I suspect that
much of [Minnesota governor] Jesse
Ve n t u r a ’s early support came thro u g h
talk radio; he probably didn’t get much
attention from traditional outlets until
later in his gubernatorial campaign.

Studies of talk radio show that it is
not a conservative monolith. The hosts
can be broadly categorized as one-third
quasi-liberal, one-third hard-shell con-
s e rvative, and one-third populist. There
is no domination of one ideology over
another in talk radio, although diversi-
ty of opinion does not guarantee equal-
ity of results. Most of the top radio talk
show hosts of national stature — R u s h
Limbaugh, Michael Reagan, G. Gord o n
Liddy—tend to the conservative side of
the spectrum, but that’s driven by the
audience. The audience is often made
up of refugees from conventional estab-
lishment wisdom. And of course there
are exceptions.

Talk radio has opened up discussion
of many issues. I’ve talked mostly about
national issues, but there are also local
c o n c e rns that are ignored by local
papers because the papers have adver-
tisers’ interests at heart, or simply
because they have a conventional view
of things. Talk radio offers coverage of
those important topics.

The noted liberal writer Susan Son-
tag made a controversial speech to an
elite group of intellectuals in New Yo r k
City about fifteen years ago, at the
height of the debate about Ronald
R e a g a n ’s Strategic Defense Initiative
and his approach to the Soviet Union.
Sontag opposed Reagan’s approach, but
she said that he had been right about
the nature of communism far more
than many of the people in her audi-
ence, and the publications that Ronald
Reagan re a d —R e a d e r’s Digest, Human
Events, National Review—had far more
accurate information about the Soviet
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Union and its intentions and way of
life than The New York Review of Books,
The New Republic, The Nation. 

L e t ’s be intellectually honest, Son-
tag said. We believe in the free flow of
i n f o rmation. We should not automati-
cally dismiss these publications
because, in the cold light of day, on
one of the most important issues of our
time—the nature of the Soviet
Union—they were right and we were
ill inform e d .

You can imagine what her audi-
e n c e ’s response was, but this was a very
fundamental point.

What the Major Media Miss
Talk radio brings to our attention

many things the conventional media
d o n ’t cover. Let me give you just a cou-
ple of examples. The current scandals
in Washington are relevant because
one of the things we have learned is
that the 1992 Clinton campaign
mantra, “It’s the economy, stupid,” was,
shall we say, an inadequate re p re s e n t a-
tion of what we should be concern e d
about in selecting a president. We are
going to learn in the year 2000 that
character does indeed count; character
will be a very important issue in the
election. But in 1992 we were told over
and over again that character was not
i m p o rtant. 

The liberal journalist Hendrik
H e rt z b e rg of The New Yo r k e r traveled in
the press bus for the New Hampshire
p r i m a ry. That was when Bill Clinton
was hit with the draft-dodging story, the
Gennifer Flowers story, and the mari-
juana story, and he survived all of them.
Hertzberg wondered how that could be,

so he took a poll of his fellow re p o rt e r s
on the bus: Who did they want for pre s-
ident? He listed ten names: Democrats,
Republicans, Ross Perot. 

F o rty-seven of the forty-eight jour-
nalists on the bus checked Bill Clin-
ton. So they gave him cover. They
decided that whatever his transgre s-
sions of the 1960s, they probably had
done some of the same things, so they
gave him a pass—a generational char-
acter pass. I can understand that on a
human level, but as journalists they
abdicated their re s p o n s i b i l i t y, and now
look what we have. A mess! 

R e g a rdless of who you blame, Bill
Clinton or Ken Starr, it is a mess, and
its origin is in the fact that we didn’t
pay sufficient attention to character.
People came forw a rd with inform a t i o n
about Bill Clinton’s character in 1992.
They managed to get through the
s c reen of intimidation that Clinton’s
private detectives erected to try to pre-
vent people from talking to the media. 

One person who broke through that
s c reen was Gennifer Flowers. Not a
p a rticularly attractive person in term s
of her motives, but she had inform a-
tion. No one would listen to her. She
was called a liar. We now know, fro m
the pre s i d e n t ’s own deposition, that
she was telling the truth. Gennifer
Flowers got on talk radio. Otherw i s e ,
except for a brief news confere n c e
s p o n s o red by a tabloid, she was ignore d
and dismissed. Who was right? Who
was wrong? Who was willing to give
her a forum, and who wasn’t? Was it
relevant information? Most of us didn’t
think so in 1992. Most of us have to
think so now.
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Another example: Gary Aldrich, a
f o rmer FBI agent assigned to the White
House, who came forw a rd in 1996 with
a book about security problems at the
White House. There were one or two
lamentable lapses in that book, things
that were described in a speculative
manner that shouldn’t have been, but
essentially the book was 300 pages of
facts and firsthand observations about
White House security problems. Gary
Aldrich was trashed. George Ste-
phanopoulos went on ABC’s This We e k
with David Brinkley, a show that he now
works for as a paid commentator,
trashed the book, trashed Gary
Aldrich, and said that none of it had
ever happened. Later he boasted, “We
killed the book.” 

Well, not quite. The book sold
600,000 copies, largely through 1,000
i n t e rviews on talk radio. Was there one
s t o ry on Gary Aldrich after that initial
burst of publicity? Was there one story
on the substance of the book—the
security concerns—on ABC, NBC, or
CBS, or in the New York Ti m e s ? N o .
Nothing, zero. It existed only in a
thousand interviews on talk radio. 

Two years later, we revisit the story.
We now know that at the time Gary
A l d r i c h ’s book was published, an
i n c redible collection of people were
wandering into the White House for
fund-raising dinners and Lincoln bed-
room sleepovers: Ukranian mafia fig-
u res, convicted drug felons, convicted
d rug dealers, Chinese arms mer-
chants—in fact, a Chinese arms mer-
chant whose company had been caught
shipping a thousand AK-47s to Los
Angeles street gangs. An amazing

b reakdown of security. 
We now have a re p o rt from the

General Accounting Office, the
watchdog of Congress, on White
House security pro c e d u res. The re p o rt
lays out the fact that people do not get
b a c k g round checks, do not get security
checks. People have indiscriminate
access to classified information in the
White House. There is still, after six
years, a complete breakdown of securi-
ty pro c e d u res at the White House. 

What was the White House’s
response? A form letter that said the
GAO had “the false impression that
the security pro c e d u res in place are lax
and inconsistent with established stan-
d a rds. We respectfully disagree.” No
evidence to refute the charges. 

G a ry Aldrich also said that the
p re s i d e n t ’s personal behavior cre a t e d
security concerns. Boy, did it ever.
Think about this. The president of the
United States of America informed his
favorite intern that their phone con-
versations probably were being tapped
or taped by a foreign embassy, so they
should be careful. What if a fore i g n
embassy actually had tapped the phone
lines? We now know that the National
Security Agency did have access to
them and did tape. Luckily, the
National Security Agency works for us. 

Some behavior on the part of the
p resident can be so reckless that it
exposes him to international black-
mail. We know the extent to which
Bill Clinton was willing to go to con-
ceal all of this from the American peo-
ple. What else would he have done if
those phone conversations had been
tapped by a foreign embassy? We do



AMERICAN EXPERIMENT QUARTERLY 2 9 SPRING 1999

not want the president of the United
States to be subject to blackmail.

T h e re is also the issue of hypocrisy.
Think about Executive Order #12968,
issued on August 31, 1995, which said,
“Individuals eligible for access to any
classified material m u s t have a re c o rd
of strength of character, tru s t w o rt h i-
ness, honesty, re l i a b i l i t y, discre t i o n ,
and sound judgment, as well as fre e d o m
f rom conflicting allegiances and the
potential for coercion or blackmail.”
That was signed by President Wi l l i a m
J e fferson Clinton. Ten weeks later,
Monica Lewinsky delivered pizza, and
the rest is history. That level of
hypocrisy is bizarre even by Wa s h i n g-
ton standards. 

W h a t ’s my point? Gary Aldrich was
right: there was a security bre a k d o w n
at the White House, and we had a right
to know about it. Aldrich’s book was
completely ignored and trashed; it
existed only on talk radio.

On that issue and others, talk radio
has broadened public discussion and
conventional wisdom in a way that is
e n t i rely healthy. Thomas Jeff e r s o n —
who was roundly criticized by the pre s s
of his day and bitterly cynical about
it—once said, “If I were given a choice
between a country with newspapers
and no government, and a country
with government and no newspapers, I
would choose a country with newspa-
pers and no government.” 

Paraphrasing Thomas Jefferson, I
say that if I were given a choice
between the sober, responsible conven-
tional media wisdom that I see every-
w h e re and no talk radio, and talk radio
that makes a few mistakes and some-

times goes over the line in pursuit of
e n t e rtainment values and the curre n t
conventional media wisdom, there is
no choice. Talk radio has been a posi-
tive contribution to the public debate.

After his speech, John Fund talked
with members of his audience, includ-
ing Jason Lewis, a Twin Cities talk
radio host, and moderators Ti m
Penny and Vin We b e r, former Min-
nesota re p resentatives to Congre s s .

Jason Lewis: People don’t seem to
want to talk about politics on talk
radio. We need to bring in lifestyle talk. 

John Fund: Any discussion that is
of direct relevance to people’s every d a y
lives is good. Politics is a component of
that, but so too are the other things.
D r. Laura Schlessinger has an intere s t-
ing hybrid. She talks about personal
p roblems, but she does it from a moral
framework. 

A friend of mine, a talk radio host
in Seattle, encouraged by station man-
agement, participated in several initia-
tive campaigns and got signatures for a
t h re e - s t r i k e s - y o u ’ re-out crime initia-
tive and for other initiatives. Then he
decided to do a California-style Pro p o-
sition 209 that said the state should
not discriminate on the basis of sex,
race, or other considerations. This
would have gotten rid of many of the
quota programs in the public sector but
would have left the private sector
unchanged. Soon there were demon-
strators outside. The new manage-
ment—the station had been sold—got
v e ry upset. They had told him they
would renew his contract, but they
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s t rung out the negotiations for a month
and then told him he had ten minutes
to clear out his desk. A private business
obviously has a right to do that, but it
was unfortunate that they caved in to
the most vociferous and intolerant ele-
ments of the community—people who
w e re simply trying to shut him up
because they disagreed with his point
of view. 

That has happened more than
once. It is incumbent upon other talk
radio hosts to let people know, but they
have been reluctant to come to the
defense of their bre t h re n .

Jason Lewis: I agree with what you
a re saying, and I know the situation of
which you speak, but I think it is due
to the fact that station managers acro s s
the country—and certainly here in the
Twin Cities—are afraid. They are wor-
ried about what kind of op-ed piece is
going to be written about them now
that they are harboring this rabid talk
radio host. I have run into a little of
that myself.

John Fund: This is where the
e n t e rtainment values of talk radio can
come to its defense. Ratings are ratings.
The average station manager is willing
to take a little heat if the ratings are
high enough. It is incumbent on the
host to present his point of view in an
e n t e rtaining, interesting fashion that
brings in listeners, but also doesn’t go
over the line and unnecessarily attack
or disparage people or groups. That is
clearly the challenge. Most talk radio
hosts handle it re s p o n s i b l y. I under-
stand the nervousness of management.
U l t i m a t e l y, given that station man-

agers are always going to be nervous, it
is the talk radio host’s imagination in
a p p roaching the issues that enables
him to bring them to the fore .

Jason Lewis: I s n ’t there a disparity
in the pre s s u re that outside groups can
bring to bear? If, say, a fundamentalist
Christian group objected to a bro a d-
c a s t e r, he would probably become a
poster boy for the First Amendment
rather than a victim, wouldn’t he?

John Fund: S u re .

Tim Penny: In President Clinton’s
first year or two in office, he actually
called a talk radio show and lamented
that it is difficult for a president to
g o v e rn when all across America these
radio shows are trashing his agenda
and undercutting his message and con-
fusing the issues. Other pre s i d e n t s
have felt besieged, too, but is it worse
t oday because of this kind of pre s e n c e
in the media?

John Fund: P residents have always
felt besieged, which is ironic because
they run the tallest bully pulpit in the
c o u n t ry and uniquely among elected
o fficials have the ability to attract
media attention by whatever they do,
no matter what it is. Almost every
major newspaper publisher and editor
in the country opposed Franklin Roo-
sevelt at a time when publishers and
editors actually told re p o rters what to
write. Roosevelt railed against the
monopolistic media that were attack-
ing him, and he used the new medium
of radio in his Fireside Chats to rally
people to his cause. Almost every
major newspaper in America opposed
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him for reelection in 1936, and he won
62 percent of the vote. 

After President Clinton’s outburst
against Rush Limbaugh and other talk
show hosts, he learned how to play the
game. He twice invited 200 talk show
hosts to set up on the White House
lawn and paraded out all the adminis-
tration officials. The president’s initia-
tives have worked on talk radio when
he has talked about school uniforms and
smaller class sizes. Agree or disagree, he
has clearly shifted the emphasis away
from his early issues such as gays in the
military and health care to more nar-
rowly focused concerns that people can
identify with in their daily lives.

Tim Penny: On a totally diff e re n t
track, is there something that would
explain why this medium seems to be
dominated by white men? Why is it
that, except for Barbara Carlson and a
handful of others, we don’t seem to
find a lot of women talk radio hosts? 

Jason Lewis: Barbara Carlson may
be the reason there are n ’t more women
in talk radio. 

John Fund: White men are still
next in line for the positions, but that
is changing. Barbara Carlson is not
alone. There are many national radio
talk show hosts who are women, and
t h e re are many others who are nation-
ally syndicated. It may take a while to
build an audience because it depends
on name recognition. If you are G.
G o rdon Liddy or Ollie North and you
have fame or infamy based on some-
thing you did many years ago, it is easi-
er to get recognition and advert i s e r
s u p p o rt. If you are a woman and you

h a v e n ’t been active in public life, it’s
h a rd e r. There are an increasing number
of minority talk show hosts.

Clarkson Lindley: The three of you
[Fund, We b e r, Penny] probably can call
up any editor in the country and at
least get a piece looked at. Our gre a t
newspaper here in Minneapolis now
has a page called News with a Vi e w,
which I find to be like driving thro u g h
a strange town and seeing a re s t a u r a n t
sign that says “Eat Here, Good Food . ”
What is a newspaper but news with a
view? Has there been feedback fro m
talk radio to newspapers and magazines
about being more interactive and open
to wider views?

John Fund: The impact of talk
radio on newspapers has not been par-
ticularly good. There is a new move-
ment afoot called civic journ a l i s m .
This is the bizarre theory that you do
focus groups and polling, just like
politicians, and you find out what
issues your readers are interested in and
then construct a series of forums and
discussions on the editorial page. Yo u
basically turn over the newspaper’s edi-
torial page political coverage to focus
g roups. In part this is a response to talk
radio and the fact that it is an interac-
tive medium. 

I t ’s an abdication of the re s p o n s i b i l-
ity of editors to decide what is impor-
tant. I do think newspapers should pay
m o re attention to their communities,
and I do think newspapers—including
the one in Minneapolis—are often
completely ignorant of certain ele-
ments of their community and com-
pletely dismissive of other elements,
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but editors are there for a reason. They
decide what’s news. Tu rning it over to
the readers often gives you garbage in,
garbage out. Editors’ responsibility is to
give people the news that they think is
relevant and also to pay attention to
the community to make sure that they
a re not going too far afield of what its
i n t e rests are. 

Ray Joachim: I appreciate talk
radio, but I have a problem with the
half truths, the distortions, and the
flat-out lies that go unchallenged.

John Fund: Sounds like a political
campaign, doesn’t it? 

This is the price we pay. Could it be
better? Yes. Wo u l d n ’t it be nice if a talk
radio host had a guy whose head was
s t u ffed with facts sitting next to him
and this guy would say, “That caller is
w rong: it says such and such in the
World Almanac.” But that wouldn’t
make good radio. It might be nice if
talk radio hosts had a special line for
callers who absolutely, positively have
an irrefutable fact that contradicts
something that has been disseminated
on the airwaves. They would have thir-
ty seconds to say, “This is simply not
t rue: the World Almanac says the tallest
mountain in North America is Mount
McKinley” or whatever. I don’t know
any other way to deal with this.
R e m e m b e r, one of my premises is that
this is not news; this is entert a i n m e n t .
Caveat emptor. The editing standard s
of a newspaper do not apply. That’s
p a rt of the appeal.

Pastor Saul Stensvaag: You point-
ed out that talk radio opens up the

debate, and I can see the point of that,
but I’m also concerned about the
callers to talk radio. The title of the
f o rum today is “Talk Radio: Is It Good
for the Soul of the Nation?” When I
listen to talk radio, I sense a lot of
anger—maybe justifiable anger—and I
feel somewhat dehumanized. There is
so much negativism, so much attack-
ing. I’m concerned about what that
does to us as a people.

John Fund: But do you blame the
m e s s e n g e r, or do you blame the under-
lying reasons for that anger? Have you
ever been to a New England town
meeting? Lots of people get up and
kvetch and moan and groan and blow
o ff steam. That’s our oldest form of
d i rect democracy. 

T h e re i s a lot of anger out there. It
is better expressed on talk radio as an
outlet than in many other places. I’ve
lived with road rage in Los Angeles,
and I can tell you what people who are
really angry can do with two tons of
m a c h i n e ry. 

We may re g ret the anger, but we
should understand why people are
a n g ry. Sometimes they are angry for
g o od reasons: Taxes are too high. Gov-
e rnment is inefficient. Politicians often
i g n o re legitimate concern s .

Anger should not be expressed in
racist, sexist, truly dehumanizing
t e rms, and it should not target gro u p s .
Most radio managers act re s p o n s i b l y.
T h e re is a seven-second delay, and
that kind of stuff goes off the air—or
the caller gets slapped down, and that
is all to the good .
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D o rothy LeGrand: You assume that
the callers are angry, but some of us are
p a s s i o n a t e .

Vin Weber: You talked about the
fact that Jefferson said he would rather
have newspapers without a govern-
ment than a government without
newspapers. The newspapers of Jeff e r-
s o n ’s time, of course, were part i s a n
papers, and some of them savaged him
as viciously as anything talk radio has
done to Bill Clinton or anybody else,
including savaging him specifically
about his sex life. The medium may
change, the technology may change,
but the phenomenon is not necessarily
d i ff e rent in terms of the kind of discus-
sion that goes on in the body politic.

One of your vocations these days is
I n t e rnet journalist. We are with Inter-
net journalism where we were ten years
ago with talk radio. What effect will
I n t e rnet journalism have on our politi-
cal culture ?

John Fund: I n t e rnet journalism is
like talk radio in that there is a lot of
g o od information and a lot of hearsay.
Over time, there is a sifting process by
which people who are reliable develop
audiences. I think we are already seeing
a shift. Some talk radio hosts—Rush
Limbaugh is an example—start out
being very controversial, then they
find an audience and they tend to keep
that audience and their level of cre d i-
bility goes up over time. If you take
risks, you often can get noticed. The
question then becomes what you do
with that. Do you remain somebod y
who doesn’t have high journ a l i s t i c
s t a n d a rds, or do you develop some

c redibility? But at least we have a
chance for new talent to break in new
thoughts and new opinions.

Tim Penny: Talk radio may not be
an information medium, but it cert a i n-
ly is a medium for participation. Policy
makers have something to learn fro m
this. We need to create processes that
give people a sense that their voice can
be heard and that what they have to
contribute will be taken into account.
Nothing I did in my years in Congre s s
taught me as much as visits to coff e e
shops and town hall meetings, even if
only six people attended. The average
voter wants to have a voice in the gov-
e rnment, and if more people felt that
they had that sort of access—instead of
being bombarded with thirt y - s e c o n d
campaign ads that tell you only what
the candidate wants you to know, or
wants you to hear—we might have less
anger on the talk shows and more pas-
sion being constructively channeled
into the political pro c e s s . ■


