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SERIES PREFACE

The Bloomsbury Podcast Studies Series sets out to establish Podcast Studies as its own distinct field which spans the Humanities and Social Sciences. It offers granular political, cultural, historical, economic, literary, and data-driven analyses of podcast genres, production practices, institutions and platforms, narratives and semiotics, and national and regional currents by leading scholars and practitioners. With commitments to both accessibility and rigor, the series promotes research and knowledge creation about, through and with podcasting, and offers insights to policy makers, academics, and creatives alike. Its underlying intention is to develop the practical yet sophisticated vocabularies, methodologies and critical tools needed to fully appreciate the depth and dynamism of our newest audio medium and what it contributes to the broader world.
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 Introduction: “Become Empathy Machines!”

A colleague snapped a picture of a Post-It Note with the words “Become Empathy Machines!” scrawled on it at the Third Coast International Audio Film Festival in Chicago in November 2016 (see Figure 1).1 It was two days after the stunning election of Donald Trump and one of the radio journalists or producers or storytellers had written this message in response and pasted it to a wall as part of a makeshift Post-It Note mural that sprang up to collect reactions and to identify ways forward in a country that suddenly seemed strange. At the time, I was struck by the instrumentality laid bare in this moment of crisis by the injunction to “become empathy machines.” Is that the purpose of journalism? Is that what radio producers should become in an era of rising partisan rancor? Radio had been explicitly understood as an empathy machine since the dawn of This American Life in 1996, and if we allow synonyms for empathy, since long before that. Empathy—and the performative versions of it that make for good radio—is a central tenet of modern conceptions of liberalism, one of the values that Trump’s first election with its unofficial motto, “Fuck Your Feelings,” seemed to rebuke. The nationalist fervor driving the Brexit vote earlier that year and rising authoritarianism in Russia, China, and the Philippines suggested a global challenge to traffickers in empathy. Empathy machines, in this context, represented an optimistic doubling down on humanistic values and a specific kind of liberal instrumentality, what Todd Gitlin called the “Administrative point of view.”2
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FIGURE 1 “Anonymous Note posted at 2016 Third Coast International Audio Film Festival.”


Photograph by Neil Verma.

Authoritarianism and the politics of grievance are nothing new, and, of course, the contemporary politics of grievance on the political right is every bit as emotional in its framing and appeal as the liberal appeal to empathy. It is the explicit embrace of feeling, empathy in particular, that characterizes the liberal media, a term I use advisedly. I should make clear that “liberalism” in the context of the argument of this book refers both to the classical principle of open markets, freedom of speech, and so on, as well as to the modern US understanding of the term as representing a commitment to diversity, civil rights, and a generally optimistic view of the government’s role in addressing social ills.

The imperative to use media to generate fellow feeling is, of course, nothing new, either. The printing press may have been the first empathy machine, although older claims could be made for the alphabet and human speech itself.3 There’s a case to be made for the expressiveness of canine brows in the domestication of dogs, perhaps older still, as a critical development in communication and empathy.4 The novel, that quintessential medium of modernity, has been hailed for its powers as an empathy machine by authors and readers alike.5 Film critic Roger Ebert described films as empathy machines with a “liberalizing influence.”6 More recently, virtual reality, with its immersive documentary power, has been similarly praised by journalists and tech evangelists.7

It is no surprise that radio and podcasts have been hailed for this same virtue.8 The radio-podcast industrial complex represents only the latest moment in the technology of empathy. Understanding the power of contemporary audio, what Michele Hilmes has called “soundwork,” to evoke empathy requires an understanding of radio’s long history as a “feeling medium.”9 It also requires a bit of a grounding via Sara Ahmed’s notion of an “affective economy,” her term for describing the mobility of affects as they circulate through subjects rather than residing in them.10 Finally, it necessitates an exploration into the recent history of liberalism, understood as a tangle of affects as well as a political philosophy. The contemporary case for podcasting and public radio as empathy machines is both part of a long history but it is also very much a product of the specific historical moment, one of the sound effects of liberalism’s long death rattle beginning in the 1970s, the first decade of a truly national public radio service in the United States.

In order to do this, we must listen in to the different modes of audio across historical eras11 while also listening out for the sounds of alterity12 that contribute to making radio sound strange.13 My ambition in these pages is to suggest an origin story for the contemporary urgency for more audio empathy machines and perhaps to understand why this appeal may not be sufficient to the challenges we confront. The appeal of empathy machines, however, has served as a map for the traffic in feelings coursing through public radio and its podcast progeny over the last three decades, as liberalism shifted from a set of institutional commitments to a set of feelings.

By 1930, the first US mass-produced car radio was patented by Motorola, the company’s name a portmanteau meant to evoke the coming together of machine and pleasure (“ola” gestured to the Victrola, radio’s euphonious ancestor).14 In Germany, Blaupunkt radios first began to be installed in automobiles around the same time. Among the earliest promotional language for the car radio was the promise of affect management, an electronic mood regulator.15 The romance of the car-radio assemblage as an empathy machine made for two kinds of transport—physical and emotional—has been a reliable feature of popular culture for nearly a century.16 And it was an important element of NPR’s branding strategy known as “the Driveway Moment,” which I will discuss below.

The radio was one of the twentieth-century technologies Raymond Williams identified as central to the novel phenomenon of “mobile privatization,” “an at-once mobile and home-centered way of living,” pulling in two directions at once, reshaping our understanding of public and private life.17 Stephen Groening points to the contradictory nature of this pairing of freedom—the promised emotional “transport”—effacing its opposite, “the unfreedom of others” hidden within processes of production with their attendant economic violence. It is important to approach mobile privatization as “a unique modern condition” rather than a technologically specific one. As a “dominant form of subjectivity,” then, mobile privatization is not so much a set of capabilities as it is a problem to be examined.18 In this way, it stands as an affective record of the early contradictions haunting liberalism as a political and economic structure.

In 2017, one year after the Post-It Note, Julie Snyder, executive producer of This American Life (TAL), referred to radio as “an empathy machine” in a lengthy podcast interview.19 Snyder had been in attendance at that 2016 conference. Her talk, given the day after the wall of notes went up, was entitled “Chapter and Verse” and emphasized the importance of “structure” in writing for long-form nonfiction audio works like Serial. Perhaps she was the author of the Post-It Note. It is as likely to have been just about anyone else at the gathering; while Snyder was presenting on the main stage, Nikole Hannah-Jones of The New York Times and Chana Joffe-Walt of TAL jointly presented in a smaller room a session called “Make Them Care: Crafting Narratives About Entrenched Social Problems.” By 2016, the notion of empathy as the ethical and aesthetic mission for public radio and public radio-adjacent podcasting had become doctrine.20

Only three years later, NPR radio show-turned-podcast, Invisibilia, aired an episode titled “The End of Empathy” in which one of the hosts recounted the elaborate implosion of empathy as the show’s guiding light, its means and its end. The founding creative team, Elise Spiegel and Lulu Miller and later, Hanna Rosin, it should be said, were all denizens of the same small Third Coast orbit clustered around that same Post-It Note wall in the Hyatt Ballroom in Chicago. New podcasts like Resistance (Gimlet), Not Past It (Gimlet), No Compromise (NPR), Conflicted (Evergreen), and The Argument (NYT) began to center confrontation and irreconcilability over the emotional labor implied in becoming empathy machines. That same year, on NPR’s Code Switch, hosts Eugene Demby and Shereen Marisol-Meraji expressed their impatience with the “explanatory comma,” the background information necessary to make sure white people understood the cultural codes of communities of color, the better to empathize.21 What happened in such a short time?

This story plays out over a much longer period and speaks to a set of enduring tensions at the heart of public radio’s relationship to the political and the personal. These tensions, in turn, are wrapped up in the founding contradictions in the creation of public radio in the United States. The strange career of empathy as a public radio shibboleth is just one part of a larger story about public radio’s affective economy, its traffic in feelings over the last several decades. Finding a single coherent origin point for radio’s status as a “feeling medium” is a mug’s game and risks an infinite regress backwards to the first sympathetic vibrations of Tesla’s inductive coil.

Instead of starting at the beginning, this book takes up at the beginning of the end as broadcasting’s content flows into the newer and distinct medium of podcasting, and then, in remediated form, flows back as a new form of radio. It is at this moment when the role of acoustic affect as a medium for constituting a particular kind of subjectivity becomes easier to discern.22 The more explicit reckoning with radio and feeling may also be due to the inevitable self-consciousness and reflexivity of the shift of content from one medium to another and back again, a process that involves a double remediation.23

By double remediation, I have in mind the formal and tonal transformations radio programs like This American Life anticipated before it became a podcast and then helped to import back to other public radio programs, including to some extent even so-called hard news formats like All Things Considered. To become podcasting, broadcasting’s liveness and immediacy gave way to the thematic richness and the unhurried cadences of conversations among friends. A new standard of audio, born on the radio, became associated with podcasts and then taken up by radio shows hoping to become podcast hits.

Radio is no stranger to the process of remediation, self-consciousness, and reinvention, and so it is natural to think about the podcast revolution as just another in a series of technological inflection points. Such a list might include the audion, which enabled broadcasts of the human voice; the higher fidelity of frequency modulation (FM), the revolutionary boost in power and durability wrought by the transistor; the planetary reach of satellites; and the many ways digitalization changed the game of broadcasting. All of this must be understood within the evolution of mobile privatization; the media’s power to transport cannot be separated from the history of a particular kind of dominant subjectivity, which in this book I will refer to as “feeling liberal” or more narrowly, as part of the public radio’s “structure of feeling.” As radio and podcasting remediate each other into new forms, they provide fresh new contexts in which the social and political upheavals of the present moment, and their historical traces, become audible and thus sensible.

There’s a built-in process of forgetting in media’s history of remediation that helps explain the efflorescence of discourse around podcasting’s novel intimacy as if that were not part of its legacy from radio. Daniel Czitrom has pointed to electronic media’s “everwhere-ness, all-at-once-ness, and never-ending-ness” as key elements in our amnesia about its history.24 Even so, podcasting’s time-shifting affordances, subscription model, lower capitalization requirements, and earbud-and-smartphone-enabled mobility all make powerful contributions to a new kind of privatized listening. These shifts in the “machinery” of the audio experience from serendipity to recommendation algorithms, from broadcasting’s locally confined universality to RSS’s global opt-in subscription model, from daypart schedules to time-shifted listening, all represent a further abstraction from the analog to the digital.

The intensification of the focus on the human, the intimate, and empathy associated with these processes can be read as ideological mystification or as another chapter in the technological sublime. Perhaps we might regard it as an instance of what Lauren Berlant calls “cruel optimism,” the desire for “something that is an obstacle to your flourishing.”25 As audio media becomes more personally customizable, collective listening and the notion of an imagined listening public, with all that it represents as a political and social metaphor, recedes into greater abstraction. In this context, the call for more empathy machines makes a kind of compensatory sense. For Williams, this was the central tension in mobile privatization, the feeling of freedom rooted in a complex of market-based constraint, unfreedom, and inequality and isolation.

Radio’s moment of reckoning with empathy also coincides with a certain reflexivity in thinking about political and social alignments as neoliberal compromises begin to fracture into seemingly irreconcilable tribal alignments.26 Podcasting, with its affordance of politically charged privacy,27 arrived in time to bear witness to the breaking apart of an always tenuous political balancing act in which feeling liberal was understood to be either sufficient or at least, a necessary evil.28 Public Radio, born of Great Society’s soaring optimism and subterranean bad faith, has always been an artifact of and the soundtrack for liberalism’s massive, impossible compromises.29 The anecdote I began with, featuring empathy’s fall from Post-It Note ubiquity to failed mission, is just one in a series of ironic juxtapositions that can be grouped together as stories on a theme: the complex and qualified failures of liberalism and the associated impulses and formal adaptations that have shaped what it means to feel liberal. The limits of empathy in particular, as opposed to compassion or solidarity (or other feelings and commitments), is key here to understanding this history, as we’ll see in Chapter 1. The story of TAL, its origins and its expansion across media platforms, provides a useful soundtrack for exploring this theme.

I center This American Life in this narrative not because it invented something new but because of the multiple ways it served as a nodal point through which new and old things moved. For radio and podcasting’s traffic in feelings, TAL is Grand Central Station. No other show has been as consistent nor as successful in narrating the emotional experience of the present moment. No other show has been as explicit and didactic about the centrality of feeling in constituting everyday life and the formula for evoking them through narrative.30 And few other shows have been as relentlessly expansionist in franchising its storytelling brand and affective posture across multiple media outlets and platforms and genres.

TAL also exemplifies the opposite but mutually constituting affordances of public broadcasting and podcasting. It borrowed from and revitalized the public radio traditions of investigative journalism and sonically inventive audio production. It also anticipated the “long tail” business plan and the give-it-away credo of internet content providers. An early adopter of podcasting as a time-shifted delivery mechanism for its broadcast content, it also ushered in appointment listening, a key innovation and disruption in the emerging chaotic attention economy of the twenty-first century. TAL bridged the old and the new for decades and now that the new has arrived, it moves from center stage to chorus, still moving through, if no longer directing, the traffic in feelings.

Most of all, TAL draws our attention to the role of affect in contemporary soundwork. No show better captures audio media’s power to regulate feelings and constitute subjectivity. The show’s founder and host, Glass, pioneered an explicitness about this power, building it into the structure of the stories and moving seamlessly into marketing materials and many paratexts across platforms, which is not to say that radio hasn’t always been, as Bill Siemering puts it, “a feeling medium.” The BBC’s premier chronicler, David Hendy, has argued for “rethinking the origins of broadcasting as an emotional project as much as a political one.”31

There’s no better example of the enchantment of radio broadcasts’ ability to emotionally regulate the naturally unregulatable than the shipping forecasts. Broadcast for much of the twentieth century on British, Swedish, and Finnish radio, they have become quite literally the stuff of poetry.32 Like radio’s incantatory recitation of the time, weather, and traffic, regular updates impose a narrative and generic order, regulating chaos into a format.33 For North American ears, the lazy acoustic fuzz of a ballpark on a nighttime baseball broadcast has, for nearly a century, been among the most evocative sounds of summer’s stretched-out temporality. Listeners of Storycorps can expect to be made to cry during the brief, exquisitely produced dialogues between loved ones. In this period, there’s been no shortage of game shows and interviews that can reliably deliver a chuckle or a “gut-punch.”34 In these and other ways, we can think of radio in terms of emotional regimes in which emotional norms were inculcated through rituals, formulae, and discipline.35

Even so, TAL’s virtuoso narrators welcomed listeners to feel as a way of being in the world and presented storytelling as a way of organizing feelings for ourselves and others. Bringing this off required discipline and structure, pattern, and repetitions, all belied by the improvisational house style. No show is more garrulous in its reflexivity when it comes to talking about feelings. Ira Glass put didactic pronouncements on radio’s emotional power at the center of the artistic and commercial discourses swirling around the industry, even as he helped to pioneer the cross-media franchising of the brand.

TAL is rightly associated with its founder and host, Ira Glass, but it has been a way station, proving ground, and finishing school for many of the podcast producers, reporters, and executives who now ply their trade across a broad array of commercial and noncommercial podcast shows, networks, and platforms. Ira Glass can, with some justification, claim to have “started this whole thing.”36 His sensibility and his sense of what constitutes a proper story (i.e., its affective power) resonate through more than 860 episodes (and counting) of TAL and echo through the work of the show’s alumni, including Alix Spiegel of Invisibilia; Alex Blumberg, founder of Gimlet Media; writer and podcaster Starlee Kine; and Peter Clowney, who went on to work at American Public Media, SiriusXM, Stitcher and Pushkin.

But it is just as easy to argue that Glass functioned, as his name suggests, as an acoustic mirror for an emerging bundle of affects and aesthetic impulses, now reflecting them towards audio innovations, now bouncing them back upon an audible past. Glass is a central figure in this story because of his virtuoso ability to occupy center stage while constantly deflecting to other voices. Like a matador who makes a trick of appearing and disappearing behind the flourish of a cape, Glass is at his most adept when he is moving between one thing and another.

Empathy Machines explores the history of radio as a feeling medium during an era when feeling liberal shifted and the ground on which liberalism rested shook. It attempts to track these moves without losing focus of the larger lurching changes against which this story of the podcasting/public radio “structure of feeling” emerges, a concept borrowed from Raymond Williams, that I will define below. TAL is the tiny vibrating crystal with which we can tune in the bigger story of modern audio storytelling and the structures of feelings it gave voice to. The book’s argument ripples outwards from the texts of the programs to the many paratexts surrounding them (interviews, books, television shows, films, controversies, marketing material, Post-It Notes).

TAL is a massive corpus, too large and multifarious to summarize, and an ambitious brand, sprawling across film, television, CDs, and live shows in addition to radio and podcasting spinoffs and partnerships, like Planet Money and Serial—far too much to account for in any single book. Empathy Machines is not the first; Kristine Johnson wrote a master’s thesis on the habits and feelings of TAL podcast listeners in 2007; and it certainly will not be the last.37 Indeed, the biggest ambition I have for this book is that it will inform and provoke further study into the show and to the audio storytelling structures of feeling that course through and around it.

Empathy Machines

“Empathy machine” is a useful metaphor to the extent that it hits our ears as an oxymoron, the opposition between the human and the mechanical, and a productive trope for exploring the role of media, specifically audio media, in fostering human connection, a common, if quixotic, preoccupation. The book aims to better understand the human/nonhuman relationship captured in terms like “empathy machine” (as well as “feeling medium”) as historical phenomena specific to the era of mobile privatization and perhaps as partaking in something a bit grander—something about the promises of human technology, both prosthetic and spiritual, stretching back to long before political and technological assemblages like televisions, radios, and telegraphs. Ghosts have long occupied machines, machines have long occupied gardens, just as
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