Chapter 8

CLOSE-UP ON CONTROVERSY

Howard Stern’s Public Parts

Howard Stern’s influence on media, and shock radio in particular, has been considerable.  He has extended the limits of what is acceptable in broadcasting.  As he points out, "Every time Ricki Lake uses the word 'penis' on the air, she has me to thank."

Most critics condemn him for being lewd and tasteless.  His own children are not allowed to listen to his show.  “They think I’m a Harvard Professor,” he says, straight-faced.  He has had dozens of advertiser cancellations, his stations have been fined nearly $3 million by the FCC, and Clear Channel, the largest radio chain, has banned him from their stations.  Unrepentant, Stern announced on air that he was praying that the FCC Chairman would die of cancer.

Stern has legions of loyal fans, and ratings have improved for his time slot in every market that picks up his show.  He brings in a young male audience that would not be listening to radio at that hour without him.  In fact, Stern proclaims himself “The King of all Media.”  His multimedia empire includes his books Private Parts and Miss America, television programs, audiotapes, videocassettes, compact discs, and the movie Private Parts (1997, based loosely on the book) that was well received by both the critics and the viewing public.  All of this is from a man who admits to being a sex-obsessed arrested adolescent.  Stern invites female guests to disrobe, interviews KKK members, and makes fun of retarded and mentally ill visitors.  According to Stern, it is the basic idea of his shows that make them so successful.  “The premise of the show is to split open my head and let out the unadulterated Id,” he says.
  Over the years Stern has discussed every minute detail of his personal life, including his wife Allison’s miscarriage and their separation in 1999.

The Id that Stern refers to might help explain some of the appeal of shock radio.  The Id is the part of the unconscious mind that seeks satisfaction in impulsive pleasures.  Stern believes that everyone needs to give their Id some exercise, and some critics agree.  One such critic pointed out, “In some societies, when people want to open themselves to the voice of the unconscious, they build a bonfire and carve a model of a gigantic erect penis, and then they dance around it until they loosen up.  In our society, the voice is on the radio, writes best-selling books and stars in a movie about his life.”
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