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news in a depth and detail that other media do not, 
and to interpret, analyze, and explain that news. 

Which all sounds great, except of course “explain-
ing” the news really means editorializing, infusing the 
actual events of the day with the host’s own opinions. 
And here is where the real controversy starts, because 
these opinions are, as just one person’s opinions, 
exempt from strict journalistic standards of truth-
fulness, probity, etc., and yet they are often delivered 
by the talk-radio host not as opinions but as revealed truths, 
truths intentionally ignored or suppressed by a “mainstream 
press” that’s “biased” in favor of liberal interests. This is, at 
any rate, the rhetorical template for Rush Limbaugh’s pro-
gram, on which most syndicated and large-market politi-
cal talk radio is modeled, from ABC’s Sean Hannity and 
Talk Radio Network’s Laura Ingraham to G. G. Liddy, Rusty 
Humphries, Michael Medved, Mike Gallagher, Neal Boortz, 
Dennis Prager, and, in many respects, Mr. John Ziegler. 

KFI AM-640 carries Rush Limbaugh every weekday, 
9:00 A.M. to noon, via live ISDN feed from Premiere Radio 
Networks, which is one of the dozen syndication networks 
that own talk-radio shows so popular that it’s worth it for 
local stations to air them even though it costs the stations 
a portion of their spot load. The same goes for Dr. Laura 
Schlessinger, who’s based in southern California and used 
to broadcast her syndicated show from KFI until the mid-
nineties, when Premiere built its own LA facility and was 
able to offer Schlessinger more-sumptuous digs. Dr. Laura 
airs M-F from noon to 3:00 on KFI, though her shows are 
canned and there’s no live feed. Besides 7:00–10:00 P.M.’s Phil 
Hendrie (another KFI host whose show went into national 
syndication, and who now has his own private dressing room 
and studio over at Premiere), the only other weekday syndication KFI uses 
is Coast to Coast With George Noory, which covers and analyzes news of the 
paranormal throughout the wee hours.

W  hatever the social effects of talk radio or the partisan agendas of  
 certain hosts, it is a fallacy that political talk radio is motivated by 
ideology. It is not. Political talk radio is a business, and it is moti-

vated by revenue. The conservatism that dominates today’s AM airwaves 
does so because it generates high Arbitron ratings, high ad rates, and 
maximum profits.

Radio has become a more lucrative business than most people know. 
Throughout most of the past decade, the industry’s revenues have increased 
by more than 10 percent a year. The average cash-flow margin for major 
radio companies is 40 percent, compared with more like 15 percent for 
large TV networks; and the mean price paid for a radio station has gone 
from eight to more than thirteen times cash flow. Some of this extreme 
profitability, and thus the structure of the industry, is due to the 1996 
Telecommunications Act, which allows radio companies to acquire up 
to eight stations in a given market and to control as much as 35 percent 
of a market’s total ad revenues. The emergence of huge, dominant radio 
conglomerates like Clear Channel and Infinity is a direct consequence of 
the ’96 Act (which the FCC, aided by the very conservative D.C. Court of 

Quick sample intros: Mike Gallagher, a regular Fox News con-
tributor whose program is syndicated by Salem Radio Network, 
has an upcoming book called Surrounded by Idiots: Fighting Lib-
eral Lunacy in America. Neal Boortz, who’s carried by Cox Radio 
Syndication and JRN, bills himself as “High Priest of the Church 
of the Painful Truth,” and his recent ads in trade publications  
feature the quotation “How can we take airport security seriously 
until ethnic profiling is not only permitted, but encouraged ?”

“Spot load” is the industry term for the number of minutes per 
hour given over to commercials. The point of the main-text sen-
tence is that a certain percentage of the spots that run on KFI 
from 9:00 to noon are Rush/PRN commercials, and they are the 
ones who get paid by the advertisers. The exact percentages and 
distributions of local vs. syndicator’s commercials are determined 
by what’s called the “Clock,” which is represented by a pie-shaped 
distribution chart that Ms. Bertolucci has on file but will show 
only a very quick glimpse of, since the spot-load apportion-
ments for syndicated shows in major markets involve complex 
negotiations between the station and the syndicator, and KFI 
regards its syndicated Clocks as proprietary info—it doesn’t 
want other stations to know what deals have been cut with PRN.

PURELY INFORMATIVE  It’s true that there are, in some large 
markets and even syndication, a few political talk-radio hosts who 
identify as moderate or liberal. The best known of these are prob-
ably Ed Schultz, Thom Hartmann, and Doug Stephan. 
But only a few—and only Stephan has anything close to 
a national audience. And the tribulations of Franken et 
al.’s Air America venture are well known. The point is 
that it is neither inaccurate nor unfair to say that today’s 
political talk radio is, in general, overwhelmingly conservative.

In White Star Productions’ History of Talk Radio 
video, available at better libraries everywhere, 
there is footage of Dr. Laura doing her show right 
here at KFI, although she’s at a mike in what’s now 
the Airmix room—which, according to ’Mondo, 
used to be the studio, with what’s now the studio 
serving as Airmix. (Why they switched rooms is 
unclear, but transferring all the gear must have 
been a serious hassle.) In the video, the little gray 
digital clock propped up counting seconds on Dr. 
Laura’s desk is the same one that now counts sec-
onds on the wall to Mr. Ziegler’s upper left in the 
studio—i.e., it’s the very same clock—which not 
only is strangely thrilling but also further testifies 
to KFI’s thriftiness about capital expenses.

(whose show 
is really only 
semi-political)

Mr. Z. identifies himself as a Libertarian, though he’s 
not a registered member of the Libertarian Party, 
because he feels they “can’t get their act together,” 
which he does not seem to intend as a witticism.

Stephan


