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ABSTRACT

POPCORN THOUGHTS: A PODCAST ECONOMY OF FILM CRITICISM

This qualitative study questions how podcasters review films, engage with audiences, and
contribute to film and media discourses. The literature exploring podcast cultures and film criticism had
not intersected to a large extent, and this ethnographic inquiry into a case study of five podcast film critics
provides an entry point for audio criticism scholarship. The research umbrella drew from film writing and
critique cultures (Corrigan, 2015; McWhirter, 2016) and podcast analyses (Llinares, Fox, & Berry, 2018;
Spinelli & Dann, 2019) to situate the patterns of discourse and production activities (Fairclough, 2003)
within a framework of media sociology (Shoemaker & Reese, 2014). The research engaged with over 55
hours of content and various communication technologies in the winter of 2020/2021. The meso-level
analysis considered the data from podcasts as a collective group to focus on the patterns across the audio
critic culture (Kozinets, 2010). The findings reflect that audio critics can be further studied as a field of
criticism as the collective group followed routines and enacted activities above individual and
organizational levels of influence. Niches also frame the contributions of audio critics to the media and
film discourse ecosystem as they extend film consumption rituals through discussion and provide a forum

for participatory culture among their audiences.

11



TABLE OF CONTENTS

ABSTRACT ...ttt et e a e et e bt et e s bt e s bt e s abeeabeenbbeeabeenaeeenne ii
LIST OF TABLES ...ttt sttt ettt sttt e st e e A%
LIST OF FIGURES ... .ottt ettt ettt et sat e et e bt e s beesaeeeas vi
CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION .....cooiiitiiiieeteeteetese ettt st 1
1.1 The ReSearch CONLEXE.....ccevutiiiiiiiiiiieiiieeeite ettt ettt sttt esaee e 4
L11 COVIDAT9ucee ettt sttt et st be e ettt ennee e 4
1.1.2 A Brief Film History and Practices of Production..............ccecueiriiiiniiiiniiiniciiecicee 6
1.1.3  Podcasts as NEW MEdia .......cccueoruiiiiiiiiiiieieeeieceeceeee et 10
1.1.4 Researcher POSIHONALILY .......ccccutiiiiiiiiiiiiiicee ettt s 14
1.2 Terms and Definitions.........ccouiiiiiiriiiiiienieeeeeteeee ettt 16
1.3 Research SUMMATY .......oooiiiiiiii e e 21
CHAPTER 2. METHODS AND THE RESEARCH PROCESS ........coociiiiiiiiiiieeiceeee 26
2.1 ResSearch QUESHIONS ......ccoeiiiiiiiiiee ettt ettt e e e e e ettt e e e e e e e e e eenaraaeeeeeeeeeeennnnneens 27
2.1 Theoretical Framework of ANalysiS........coucuiiiriiiiriiieeniieeniie e 28
2.2 Analytical MEthOd ........cooiiiiiiiiiiiee et 31
2.3 Data COIECTION .....eouviiiiiiiiieeie ettt sttt et et e b e st e b e saneens 35
2.3.1 Procedures Of COIECON......ccc.utiiiiiiiiiiieiieeetee ettt s 37
2.3.2  DeSCription Of Data.......cccoiiiiiiiiiiiieeiieeeieeee ettt ettt e e e st e s e eareeea 41
24 SAMPLE. ..ot st e 43
CHAPTER 3. CASE STUDY ANALYSIS ..ottt 47
3.1 Show Me the MEANING .......cccuiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieeeeeceeet e e 50
3.2 Pop Culture Happy HOUT .....cccuoiiiiiiieiie ettt e 61
33 The BiZ PICTUTE .....ooueiiiiiiiiieeeeee ettt s 74
34 Black Girl FAIIM CIUb ....cooiiiiiiiiiiieee et 84
3.5 MOStLY NIEPICKINZ ...vveeivieiieeiieeieeeteee ettt e 96
3.6 The influence of organization and economics on audio Critic routines ...............cceeuue... 111
3.6.1 Organizational and Niche Influences............cccccoooiiiiiiiiiiiniceeee, 116
3.6.2 Technocultures and Use of INfrastructure..........coocueevueeiiiiiiieniinieinicceenceeeeeeeee 134
3.6.3  ECONOMIC FACIOTS....ccoiuiiiiiiiiiiiieiiie ettt ettt sttt e e 138
3.7 Chapter Summary: Reflecting on the Cases ..........cceeveveeiriieeniiieeniiecniee e 142
CHAPTER 4. GENRES AND ROUTINES OF FILM CRITICISM ......ccccoooiviiiiiinieeene 145
4.1 To what extent do audio critics follow legacy routines of film criticism? ..................... 147
4.1.1 Genres within Audio CIItICISIT ..coouuieiiiiiiiiiiiiie ettt ettt 173
4.2  Which discursive activities form a habitus for audio criticism as a field of practice? ... 182
4.3 Chapter Summary: Reflecting on Routines of the Field...........ccccooieiiiiiniinnnne. 196
CHAPTER 5. CONCLUSIONS: SITUATING THE CRITICAL FIELD ......cccccccceeviennnen. 199

11



5.1 Where do audio critics contribute to the ecosystem of networked content within the

institution of entertainment Media? ..........c.ccceviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii e 201
5.2 How do the discursive activities of audio critics intersect with generic forms of film
CTIEICISINI? ..ottt et b e b st sa e b et beene s e saeeane e 211
5.3  How do audio critics engender social relations to form interpretive communities around
EREIT POACASTS 7.ttt ettt et e et e ettt e s bt e e st eesabteesabeeesabeeesnbeesnneesanaees 217
5.4 DiSSErtation SUMIMATY ......c.eeeriureeririeerteeerireeeseeeesieeessseeesseeesseeessseessseessseessssessssseessssees 231
5.5 Future Projects to Situate the Critical Field........c.cccooiiiiiiiiiieee 236
REFERENCES ...ttt et st sa et be et s nae e 240
APPENDICES ..ot 250
L CodeboOK fOr ANALYSIS ..ecveeiiieiieiieeiie ettt st 250
IL. List of Films Mentioned............cccooiiviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiceceeeicceeec e 256
I1I. Notes from the Academy Awards COVEIAZE ......ccccueeevuierriiiiniiiiiieeiiee et 260
IV, Partner POACAST.......cc.cocuiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiicce e 263

v



LIST OF TABLES

Table 1: Summary Showing Theoretical Breadth of Sample............ccocoriiiiiiiiiniiiiieeeeeen 46
Table 2: Breakdown of the Wisecrack TWItter ACHVILY ....cevveeriuiieriieniieeite ettt et sbee e e eee e 57
Table 3: Twitter Activity for Pop Culture Happy HOUT ..........coooiiiiiiiiiiiiiciceeeeeeeee e 69
Table 4: Twitter Activity for The Big PICtUIe.......c.ccooiiiiiiiiiie et 80
Table 5: Twitter Activity for Black Girl Film CIub.......c..cocceoiniiiininiiiiiciirecccnceeceeeeecseeen 91
Table 6: Twitter Activity for MOStly NItPICKING......cccueeeriiiiriiiiiie ettt ettt 108
Table 7: List of Wonder Woman 1984 REVIEWS......cccuiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieeiiesite sttt st s 114
Table 8: Marketing data for Wonder Woman epiSOdes. ...........ceveereerienieiienieeiieenieenitesiee et 138
Table 9: Summary Data fOr SAMPIE........ccccuiiriiiiiiiiiiee ettt e sbee e e bee e 148
Table 10: Genre and Evaluation Types of AUdio CritiCISIM.......c.etervieesiirerieeniieerieeeieesrireesieesieeeeiee e 149
Table 11: Genre Data for MINP..........ocoiiiiiiieiece ettt e e et e e tae e e beeeabeessseesnsaeesssaeanes 150
Table 12: Genre Data fOr TBP ..........oooiioiieie ettt e e st e e abe e saaeesasaeeesraeenes 150
Table 13: Data for Theoretical REVIEWS ......c...covuiiiiiiiiiiiiiieeeeeceecntee et 158
Table 14: Genre and DefinitioNS .........ccuvieciieeciiiiiieecieeeeeeetee et este et e e b e e eteeetaeesbeeesseessseessaaesssaeanes 174
Table 15: Niches Defined with CONIIDULIONS ........ceiiiieiiirieiieiiieesiee e eeteeeieeesieeeereeesereesseeseeeessvaeenes 204
Table 16: Genres DEfINEd .........ccoviiiiiiiiiiiiiee ettt et ettt st 214
Table 17: Twitter Functions Defined...........cocueoviiiiiiiiiiiiiiieeeeeeeeeete et 227
Table 18: Twitter Data by FUNCHON .....c..coiiiiiiiiieieie ettt e 227


file:///E:/Blackburn_Dissertation_ShortDraft.docx%23_Toc83304242
file:///E:/Blackburn_Dissertation_ShortDraft.docx%23_Toc83304243
file:///E:/Blackburn_Dissertation_ShortDraft.docx%23_Toc83304245
file:///E:/Blackburn_Dissertation_ShortDraft.docx%23_Toc83304247
file:///E:/Blackburn_Dissertation_ShortDraft.docx%23_Toc83304251
file:///E:/Blackburn_Dissertation_ShortDraft.docx%23_Toc83304252

LIST OF FIGURES

Figure 1:Example from the Codebook of Text Classifications .............cceceereeriieenienieenicnieeen. 33
Figure 2: Example from Codebook of Twitter Classification ...........cccceevveeriieeniiienniieennieenieenne 34
Figure 3: Photo of Researcher Field NOES .........cocoevuiiviiiiiiiiiiiniiiiiiceceeceeeeeee e 39
Figure 4: Example of Digital Notes with Coding Applied ........ccccevviiiniiiiniiiiniieiiiecee e 41
Figure 5: Six Schools of Contemporary Film Criticism. McWhirter (2015).......ccccevieiniinennen. 44
Figure 6: Publicity Function on the Wisecrack TWitter ACCOUNL .........cevvuveeriieeniiiiriieniieeniieenne 57
Figure 7: SMTM promoted brands tied to aspirational g0als ..........cccceeveeveeviirienienenieneenennenn. 59
Figure 8: BTS engagement for Pop Culture Happy Hour on Twitter.........ccooveeviieiniieniieennieenne 70
Figure 9: Pop Culture Happy Hour promoted brands tied to affluence...........ccccocceriiininnnnnnee. 72

Figure 10:
Figure 11:
Figure 12:

Figure 13

Figure 14:
Figure 15:
Figure 16:
Figure 17:

Negative Review for The Big PiCture ..........cccovvveiiiiiiniiiiniiciceiee e 77
The Big Picture received engagement on Twitter for industry memes. ...................... 81
The Big Picture featured the same brands heavily focused on home goods................ 83
: Black Girl Film Club expressed itself through images on Twitter...........cccceecveennnenee. 92
Black Girl Film Club engagement on Instagram............ccceeecveevriieinieennieennieesiee e 93
Letterboxd profile for Ashley from Black Girl Film Club..............c..ccooociininnnn 93
Mostly Nitpicking tweeted infrequently with few words........c.cccceeviieviiiiiinieennieen. 108
The Mostly Nitpicking community creates graphs of the runtime and running jokes.

..................................................................................................................................................... 110
Figure 18: Production Data for Wonder Woman 1984 Coverage .........ccccceeeveeviieciieneenieennennn 115
Figure 19: Social Media responses to PCHH and Wonder Woman 1984. ............ccccceevieennnen. 128
Figure 20: Wonder Woman tweets related to Mostly Nitpicking..........cccceveeeniieiiiniinieennenne. 129
Figure 21: Review of The Big Picture’s treatment of mass culture..........cccoecveeviveeniiiennieennen. 133
Figure 22: Chat log for Show Me the Meaning during an Ad Break .........c.c.ccoceeviininiiennn. 140
Figure 23: Donations used to attempt influence over the diSCOUTSe. .......cccevvuveeriiieerieernieennen. 141
Figure 24: Snippet of DIiSCOUTSE MaP ...c...ooiuiiiiiiiiiiiieiieeiecee e e 151
Figure 25: Chart showing the Genre Distribution of the Sample .........cccccceevvvieviiiiniieinieenen. 152
Figure 26: Discourse Map for PCHH on Ma Rainey's Black Bottom ............ccccccecieniiniiennne. 154
Figure 27: Genre bY NICRHE. ....c..uiiiuiiiiiieecieeee ettt ettt e e e e 159
Figure 28: Theoretical Reviews shown in GOld ..........ccccoociiiiiiiiiiiiniiiceeeeece 161
Figure 29 Twitter responses from audiences that Aisha’s perspective on race was diminished. 169
Figure 30: Reactions to PCHH’s handling of race from the Facebook community. .................. 170
Figure 31 Aisha Harris responds to Tweets with more on her perspective to the use of race in

SOULL ettt ettt ettt ettt e a et e et e e a bt e e ab e e s ht e e s bt e e s eabeesaaeas 172
Figure 32 Tweet of the Clooney Hall of Fame after a Rank and Review episode. .................... 175

vi


file:///E:/Blackburn_Dissertation_PopcornThoughts.docx%23_Toc86214745
file:///E:/Blackburn_Dissertation_PopcornThoughts.docx%23_Toc86214746
file:///E:/Blackburn_Dissertation_PopcornThoughts.docx%23_Toc86214747
file:///E:/Blackburn_Dissertation_PopcornThoughts.docx%23_Toc86214748
file:///E:/Blackburn_Dissertation_PopcornThoughts.docx%23_Toc86214762
file:///E:/Blackburn_Dissertation_PopcornThoughts.docx%23_Toc86214765
file:///E:/Blackburn_Dissertation_PopcornThoughts.docx%23_Toc86214768
file:///E:/Blackburn_Dissertation_PopcornThoughts.docx%23_Toc86214769
file:///E:/Blackburn_Dissertation_PopcornThoughts.docx%23_Toc86214770

CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION

Wisecrack—a short statement typically marked by snark. Ringer—an entertainment idiom to
describe a person used to bolster performance and gain an advantage. Nitpick—a pedantic form of fault-
finding.

However, within certain digital media spheres, wisecrack, ringer, and nitpicking encompass a
robust system of actors re-scripting and assembling popular culture narratives to disrupt traditional gated
practices of criticism: far more intellectual and nuanced than some may assume podcasts about films
would be. Wisecrack, Ringer Network, Mostly Nitpicking, and others in the roster of podcasts available
to mass audiences through audio streaming platforms blend academic and trade discourse with fandom
insights from ‘average’ consumers through entertaining yet socially conscious personae. The podcast
economy indicates an expanding field of media critics using audio, video, and the power of the internet
age to contribute to the discourse of popular culture. The variety of film review podcasts provide sites for
scholarly inquiry on 1) the contributions of podcasts in the media ecosystem, 2) how the activities of
podcasters relate to other forms of discourse, and 3) how the podcasts create a community around their
discourse. This project considered three questions while following five case studies of podcasts centered
on film reviews during the winter of 2020/2021. The podcasts demonstrated contributions to the ritual of
film consumption by extending the time spent with a film; they demonstrated a subfield of film criticism;
they provided public forums for their communities to interact. Each critic contributed through a niche of
discourse and leveraged communication technologies to interact in the sphere of film criticism.

Media convergence collapsed the space between production and consumption practices while
altering audience expectations around participation with entertainment, journalism, and public
deliberation (Jenkins, 2003/2012; Keeline, 2017; Macnamara, 2010; Singer, 2010; Warner, 2002).
Cinema culture provides a site to explore how routines of production and consumption evolve with

increased access to mass media technologies and information sharing. Film criticism resides at the



intersection of cultural, economic, and political capital and is experiencing a crisis event—an influential
moment sparking change—due to emerging actors and technologies in the critical practice, even before
the COVID-19 pandemic’s impacts on cultural production (Frey, 2015). This study examines the
interpretive communities among the film prosumers [audiences who consume and produce content while
blurring the professional/amateur divide (Macnamara, 2010, p. 122)] to explore an emerging sector of
audio film criticism by mapping the routines of communication and interactions in the space. The
prosumers, which I refer to as audio critics, represent film reviewers who integrate podcasts and
communication technology in the production and distribution of content (Jenkins, 2003/2012; Singer,
2008). These audio critics possess cultural capital, as demonstrated through growing subscriber networks,
and generate legitimacy with digital approaches extending legacy practices from print-based critics (Frey
& Sayad, 2015; Keeline, 2017). The markers of legitimacy for audio critics as a subfield extend the
boundary of film culture criticism into new spaces while introducing a new type of critical cultural
authority related to popular entertainment. The findings from this study provide a foundation for future
research on the subfield and boundary work, in addition to explorations on persona, collective memory,
and participatory culture in audio/visual film spaces.

Films, as forms of artistic expression and cultural artifacts, provide audiences with models,
narratives, and implied moralities that interact with hegemonic values (Kellner & Durham, 2012).
Moreover, the patterns of conversation around the artifacts are as crucial as the text itself as consumers
interpret, react, reinforce, and support the messages within. Film criticism has served the public as a field
of facilitators setting the official’ path of discourse for media texts. Legacy news organizations with
access into the prestige-based economy—affiliation with high-brow, intellectual, and professional
institutions—have traditionally held power to set the social discourse about films (Gans, 1999; Hurault-
Paupe, 2015); reviewers and critics have typically been trained cultural journalists following canonical

patterns of critique (Giannetti, 2011). Changes in communication technology, such as Blogs during Web

! By official, I mean published and mass mediated patterns of discourse compared to informal dialogue
among people.



2.0, allowed additional perspectives and patterns to emerge; however, these patterns tend not to diverge
far from the established norm due to similar market and production forces on both producer and consumer
(Deuze, 2008; Schudson, 2011). Also, the norms of how to write about films tend to follow set patterns,
enacting a habitus for film writers, based on presumed audience needs and Hollywood production paths:
summarizing the plot; recommending/not recommending the text; describing the characters and shots; and
other aspects of film such as costumes, score, screenwriting, and acting (Corrigan, 2015). This project
considered existing patterns while remaining flexible to the emergent routines connected to the podcast
market and production influences. Three primary discoveries emerged for the audio critics in the podcast
space:

e Audio critics contribute to the ecosystem of media by offering niches of discourse as
canonical, technical, interpretive, and affective perspectives on film analysis. Within each
niche, the audio critics did follow some paths for summarizing the plot and describing aspects
of the film while also diverging into new types of discussion like the Logic Interrogation
(unpacked in Chapter 4), which questions the internal structures of a narrative.

¢ Audio critics demonstrate a subfield of film criticism following the central premise of
evaluating and contextualizing films within a culture for audiences. The routines followed by
all five cases outside of their organizational or niche influences point towards a structuring
structure, or habitus, that help classify a field of practice.

e Audio critics provide public forums for audiences to participate in the review process. Critics
with stronger affiliation to the audience can leverage the technologic infrastructure to provide
live streams and real-time chats or insert listener emails and voicemails into the episodes. All
the critics offered space through social media for their community to engage with itself.

The remainder of the introduction is broken into four sections to orient you to the research on these audio
critics. This research considered the audio critics at the meso-level of analysis, viewing their actions in
relation to the collective group and not the individual rhetoric they provided about movies. As we move

through the research and chapters, that distinction for the scope of this study remains important. First, the
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research context is provided with attention to COVID-19, a brief history of film production, the state of
podcast media, and my researcher positionality. As a qualitative ethnography, a reflective process from
the researcher is good practice to increase rigor and acknowledge the role of a human in collecting,
analyzing, and interpreting the observed behaviors of the sample. After that, I provide a terms and
definitions section because this research introduces structures and language to describe the observed
practices from an emergent field with little prior literature available. The final section is a research
summary with explanations on how the dissertation is organized.
1.1 The Research Context

This section provides historical information for context on where and how this research is situated
in culture and time. The entire research process was conducted, from proposal through the final defense,
during the COVID-19 pandemic. Much of the work was completed during lock-down protocols, which
influenced the film industry. The audio critics in the sample continued making content, largely drawing
on video on demand or streaming archives when selecting films. Future research mirroring this work after
the pandemic would serve as a strong complement. Beyond the COVID-19 situation, this section provides
a brief history of the film and podcast industries to bring you up to speed on the technologies and
practices of production. Last, I offer a reflection on my situation as a researcher and play participant in the
ethnography.
1.1.1 COVID-19

During the Spring of 2020, as I wrote the proposal and refined the study, the COVID-19 outbreak
reached the United States. The United States surpassed 200,000 COVID-19 related deaths in the fall of
2020, just as the research timeline was set to begin. The new milestone occurred after nine months of
quarantines, lockdowns, and closures disrupted the culture industries heavily. This research does not shy
away or discredit the experience of everyone, literally, living through a pandemic. The audio critics
frequently talked about the pandemic and the state of the industry. My experience as a film goer and play

participant in this study was disrupted due to lock-downs just the same as the sample and their audiences.



We all went through it. And culture was not, and likely will not ever be, quite the same as before. The
film industry was heavily impacted by COVID-19 with direct context on this study.

Films slated for March releases were pushed to July to be pushed back again and again. Mulan
(2020) from Disney represents a perfect example of distribution impacts on the industry: the original
release date was March 9, 2020. While COVID-19 did not yet impact the United States, Chinese and
other global markets were well into isolation procedures. Disney pushed the release to September 4, 2020,
through its streaming platform, Disney+ (IMDB, Release Schedule). Not only was the date of distribution
altered due to COVID, but the medium was as well. The reception to Mulan is highly mixed, but one
factor could be the difference in experiencing a film meant for theatrical screens and audio equipment on
a home system. Disney charged $29.99 (on top of the Disney+ subscription), and metrics on the economic
success are unclear as that data is not tracked the way box office sales are provided. On the other side,
Warner Bros. decided to test the theater market with Tenet on September 3, 2020. The film brought
around 20 million domestic for the opening weekend, estimated at half of a ‘typical’ release weekend for

a Christopher Nolan production (Barnes, 2020). Much later, Tenet was released for video on demand,

which was covered by the audio critics. Other films were released over streaming and covered by the

sample: Wonder Woman 1984 was on HBOMax, and Soul on Disney+ were reviewed by critics from
home.

Another example of the production impact on Hollywood is The Batman. The Warner Bros. latest
addition to the DC comic verse was first delayed for production in March before resuming in the fall. In
early September, Warner Bros. stated that filming was once again paused because of a positive COVID-
19 case on the production team. Many entertainment and art outlets reported Robert Pattinson, the lead
actor playing Bruce Wayne, was the positive test (Ortiz & Sperling, 2020). Other celebrities reported
positive cases, such as actors Tom Hanks and Dwayne Johnson. To my observations and knowledge,
none of the audio critics were directly impacted by COVID-19 in their production of the podcasts—

though that threat was ever-present.



The changes or delays in distribution and production ripple out into my research sample and must
be contextualized. The sampling period would typically exist over the film festival and Awards season;
however, the Academy Awards took place in April 2021 instead of early February, and many films
showing at festivals were not widely released. COVID-19 turned the winter from a ritualized period of
special coverage into a typical period for sampling film discourse. Audio critics rely on the film industry
for content, often delivering reviews on newly released movies. Some of the podcast hosts expressed a
willingness to return to theaters as part of their critical experience, while others stuck with VOD options

and stated they did not feel safe enough to return to theaters until a vaccine was released.

Nando from Mostly Nitpicking, January 12, 2021, 147:45, Link

We are all going to be invincible in 2021 because we will get the vaccine, right? No?

Vaccines were not widely available until April 2021 and well after the sampling period had concluded.
While many critics seemed optimistic for the return to the theater, they mostly recognized that Hollywood
would likely be forever changed—especially as we got used to watching movies from home instead.

COVID-19 did not impact the goals of this study greatly because I focused on meso-level
routines of the collective group, which by definition of a routine, should be resistant to change.
Additionally, the audio critics have had over nine months to adjust the routines to the influences of the
new normal before the sampling period, and with the “end” of the pandemic difficult to predict the new
normal may persist. And last, COVID-19 offers a basis for future research as one could replicate this
study after the pandemic ends to compare the collective patterns of routines identified in this study to a
new sampling period.

Overall, COVID-19 impacted almost everything. It will be referenced throughout the analysis
because it exists throughout the research and analysis period. We will keep the context in mind while
recognizing that routines of discourse can exist and endure through remarkable times such as a pandemic.
1.1.2 A Brief Film History and Practices of Production

Films, as artifacts of cultural production practices, offer a snapshot of the time, place, and

influential forces within a historical moment. As containers for the practices and routines of the industry
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during moments in cultural development, films are inherently shaped by political, economic, social, and
structural interactions during the production process (Caldwell, 2008; Holt & Perren, 2009). This study
explores how political, economic, social, and other factors appear in discursive routines and contributions
of audio critics. I map the dominant practices of production in the entertainment industry to consider how
these routines influence films and audio criticism.

Dynamics of power run through processes in cultural production and inform the organizational,
institutional, and routine structures of the system in place. Power operates in the discourses of society as
discourse is the socially, institutionally, and historically situated driver of meaning in a system
(McKerrow, 1989). Through the narratives shared by trade workers, the institutional influences on the
production routines become evident. The ‘below the line” workers with technical responsibilities circulate
discourses of production “war stories” to build up their legitimacy within the systems of power while
‘above the line’ workers in the creative roles share genesis narratives of their artistic pedigree (Caldwell,
2008). The discourse of professionalism provides power to the actors in the production systems by
invoking a sense of specialized knowledge distinct from others outside of the field (Caroline Frick in Holt
& Perren, 2011) and exposes the routines of production at play for each specialization. Below the line
craftsfolk talk about their challenging labor acts, while above the line focus on their creative accolades to
exert power and control within their situated positions and to distinguish themselves from other positions
in cultural production work.

Media companies, as organizations within the entertainment institution, enacted consolidation
practices to combat the shifts in market share, technologies, and audience behaviors (Thompson &
Bordwell, 2010). Companies attempted lateral synergy to capture more channels of revenue through
fewer products via franchising. The intention was to commercialize culture through the lens of business
practice rather than artistic function in society (Horkheimer & Adorno, 1944/2012). The lucrative appeal
of mass-produced culture required systematic routines from the technical workers through the channels of
distribution to increase efficiencies and while controlling audience expectations. The use of users’

manuals, institution events, and production procedures was developed as efficient production practices
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(Havens, Lotz & Tinic, 2009). Film-making became more formulaic with tasks that could be readily
trained and workers who could be replaced as needed.

One place of routinized and specialized production rests in the technical roles in film production.
The technical practices of editing take the raw footage captured by the camera operators and interpret the
director’s story (Thompson & Bowen, 2013). The role of the editor in the production ultimately decides
the final tone, style, and vision of the film; however, editors have received little recognition in the
production process (Thompson & Bowen, 2013). The routines and specialization of the editor rest near
the bottom of the trade worker hierarchy and reflect an imagined form of work by many further up the
ladder (Caldwell, 2008). Editing companies specialized in this work can be brought into and let go of
projects like interchangeable machinery with few consumers knowing. The technological affordances of
editing machines, the computing power, and the functions that editors must work within reflect routine
actions and are limited by the grammar of the edit itself. The shots selected for use, the cuts made, and the
transitions follow proscribed guidelines and expectations and are limited by the technologies at hand.
These factors in production shape the films we receive.

The process of cultural production builds variations within basic structures of entertainment to
sell more tickets to the cinema, as production holds no value until exchanged within the capitalist
marketplace. The cinema industry rescripts the familiar archetypes, elements, and narratives of known
genres into films just different enough for audiences to engage with a new experience and historical
situation (Grant, 2012). The audience gets to know the star actors, who often perform the archetypes in
“new” forms for each role through synergistic practices. For example, radio and film partnerships
developed to have starring actors in a film appear in radio programming for cross-promotion (Hilmes,
2013). The synergy and importance of marketing in Hollywood routines exist to regulate expectations in
covert, seemingly grass-root forms (Perren, 2004). Today, stars contribute to YouTube videos and
interviews on televised red carpets as routines to generate interest in their new, though largely the same,

roles while appearing beyond the direct control of the studio marketing engine. Film critics have played a



role in the marketing dynamics of films by reviewing early screeners and recommended films to their
audiences.

The presence of genre within the institutional framework of production impacts the routines that
creatives follow. The idea of genre reflects a description of the relationship between inner and outer forms
of a film: the structure and the socialized meaning (Buscombe, 2012). The qualities of the setting,
costume design, weapons, and more contribute to the classification of the film produced and thus the
audience's understanding (Buscombe, 2012). Genre provides a guidance system to understand movies that
share similar conventions and serve as a contract between the filmmaker and the viewer (Deleyto, 2012;
Grant, 2012). Within the genre and film structure at large, the audience can typically predict the trajectory
of the narrative. While an artistic reading may critique the predictability of film as a negative for culture
(Horkheimer & Adorno, 1944/2012), the economic influences of production find the system beneficial.
Audiences know what to expect, and companies can predict the value of the project more readily. The
structural influence of these conventions has limiting effects in the production process as genres that
historically perform well, such as comedy, action-adventure, and horror, are emphasized over
experimental forms that may not pay off in the economic sense (Thompson & Bordwell, 2010). As such,
influences of the genre as categories—a concept open to critique from media scholarship and audio
critics—impact the production practices for culture.

Digital media restructured the dynamics of power across entertainment industries with impacts on
the practices of production. While high-level views of the practices of production often situate companies
in a place of ultimate authority over the means of production, the political economy of the times exerts
influence to consider (Havens, Lotz & Tinic, 2009). The power dynamics in the control of cultural labor
production shifts with this user-generated content and increased technological affordances, placing the
professional practices of trade workers at risk under the participatory framework of unruly technologies
and audiences (Caldwell, 2008). The changing technology environment lowered the barriers for
participation and input from audiences in the production process (Jenkins, 2003). The feedback loop

between creators and audiences presented new influences on the social media ecosystem that amplifies
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audience perceptions and power (Navar-Gill, 2018). Traditional critics had maintained one-directional
channels through writing, and while comment sections online sometimes appear, the canon of film
criticism maintained that power exists with the professional tastemaker. Audiovisual criticism that lives
through podcasts and on YouTube is disrupting that power dynamic and opening additional feedback
loops and pathways for consumers to enact participatory culture with film discourse and at the end of the
line film production and market share.

In conclusion, the practices of cultural production in the entertainment industry shape the films
created. The dynamics of power circulate through the production process as a hierarchy of roles and
specialization of skills developed. Within the hierarchy of roles, routines and structures of production
were developed through editing practices and genre expectations. The production process generates a
more subtle and coded variation of the genre form, which ultimately drives ticket sales for audiences
seeking a familiar experience. Digital media produces emerging practices of cultural production for
entertainment as the participatory culture economy grows in abundance, power, and sophistication. The
emerging practices at the intersection of economic and political powers offer a rich site for media
scholarship, particularly when considering the function of individuals within digital media.

1.1.3 Podcasts as New Media

Stories are linked across mediums: folklore, literature, video games, YouTube channels,
television, music, podcasts, and films have all inspired [re]creations of each other. Critics have used the
written word, radio, television, and podcasts to share evaluations of film and other art. Sharing via
podcasts has roots in radio broadcasting, though podcasting has evolved into a medium of its own rather
than a mere extension of the radio culture (Spinelli & Dann, 2019). Intersections between film and radio
were established when podcasting emerged as a medium for and by the masses. Podcasts serve as the
focus of this research due to the rapid increase in popularity and to complement the existing literature on
podcasting for education (Drew, 2017), for organizational communication (Waters et al., 2011), in science

contexts (Mackenzie, 2019), and a variety of entertainment and information contexts (Llinares, Fox &
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Berry, 2018; Spinelli & Dann, 2019). This section provides context on the podcast production culture,
starting with the roots of radio into podcast history.

Consistent with many mass communication technologies, the development of radio in the 20™
Century ties closely to the military and the capitalist institutions. Wireless communication provided
essential tools for the U.S. Navy, global shipping, and commercial entertainment. Each sphere of
industrial influence allowed the technology to evolve quickly from 1906, when the first “broadcast”
played the recording of a holiday concert (Hilmes, 2013).

The United States Navy sponsored research into radio technology with the foresight and necessity
of ship-to-ship communication at sea. At the time, the patents for radio components belonged to the
Marconi Company, a British enterprise (Hilmes, 2013). Cooperation between the American government
and the British allies fostered gains in radio technologies, but after the war, the United States sought to
develop its radio technologies independent of global partnerships. The power of narrative production—
and more importantly—distribution through radio became a matter of national interest for the flow of
ideas and control over interpretive communities (Marshall, 2013). The matter of “national security,”
coupled with the value that ship-to-ship communication carried for commercial trade industries, pushed
the low-key governmental subsidization and assistance in forming an American radio company: The
Radio Corporation of America. In 1919 General Electric formed RCA as a subsidiary company to
specialize in radio and telecommunication development. The board consisted entirely of American
citizens with a direct representation of the U.S. government. Shortly after, in 1920, the American
Telephone and Telegraph Corporation (AT&T) joined the board with a divisional agreement that RCA
would produce and sell receivers and AT&T the transmitters (Hilmes, 2013, p. 43).

The integration of radio into American homes stemmed from a demand for popular entertainment
mediums with the “common” person in mind. Before the 1910s, media circulated through the privileged
elite; however, urbanization and immigration increased the market share for accessible entertainment
mediums (Hilmes, 2013). Throughout the 1920s, amateur radio licenses boomed: until market forces

examined the commercial potential to limit the amateur broadcast. In 1922 the Interstate Commerce

11



Commission instated regulations on amateur licenses prohibiting these producers from disseminating
“weather reports, market reports, music, concerts, speeches, news, or similar information or
entertainment” (Hilmes, 2013, p. 43). The trend of regulation in favor of capitalist ventures was codified
in 1934 by the Communications Act from the newly formed Federal Communication Commission.

Early radio hosts also faced competition for cultural control and market share with the moving
pictures of early cinema. The cinema provided a cheap and simple way to capture the public imagination
predating RCA. By the turn of the century, the United States had a formal regulatory board—the Motion
Picture Patents Company of 1908 (Thompson & Bordwell, 2018). The growth of cinema steadily
increased (and has not stopped into the 21* Century) alongside radio. The decades of 1920-1940
established The Motion Picture Producers and Distributors of America, led by Will Hayes in 1922, and
sound cinema, signaling that motion pictures were becoming a significant industry in the American
cultural production institution (Thompson & Bordwell, 2018). However, radio remained desired and
competitive as U.S. households could bring the RCA and AT&T products into their homes for daily use
as a complement to the spectacle experience of cinema houses. By the 1940s, eight out of ten U.S.
households had a radio set, and receivers were integrated into the automobile boom (Hilmes, 2013). The
radio lasted, even thrived, through the Great Depression, where cinema experienced a downturn
(Thompson & Bordwell, 2018). By the end of the midcentury, Hollywood and radio found a mutually
beneficial partnership where talent—and thus market share—moved between mediums in a synergistic
rather than competitive way (Hilmes, 2013). The relationship between radio and film continues into
contemporary cultural narratives.

The 1960s ushered in social, cultural, and political revolutions with broadcast media at the center.
The ideological state apparatus of media was leveraged by politicians and corporations to capitalize on
and institutionalize the burgeoning subcultures (Hilmes, 2013). Institutionalization, or incorporation of a
subculture, often takes two forms. The dominant industry may 1) commodify the subculture’s symbols
and content or 2) redefine the deviant behavior (Hebdige, 1979/2012). The radio incorporated the hippie

and underground subcultures into the system by hiring the DJs to reach the new markets. The strategy
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paid off with FM revenue increasing from “$40 million to $260 million between 1957 and 1975 (Hilmes,
2013, p. 248). The FM boom provided space for a noncommercial public radio push. The foundation and
listener-funded model of the Pacifica network in 1969 provided the precursor for the podcasts of today.
Both AM and FM stations held steady success throughout the industry and cultural changes into the
1980s.

After steadily simmering in the background of cultural production for the latter 20™ Century,
radio broadcast technologies found a renewed significance in the digital age. Where early radio
constructions were used to promote English as it “should” be spoken to assimilate immigrants and further
marginalize Othered communities in the United States (Hilmes, 2013, p. 59), and the midcentury catered
to primarily white men as hosts and audience (p. 331). The reborn radio of Web 2.0 offered sites of
alternative and resistant voices steeped in a community ritual. Public radio listeners from the 1990s reflect
more diverse ethnic, income, gender, and educational backgrounds than other medium forms (p. 332).
The trend applies to the streaming podcasts of today.

Podcast is the combination of iPod and broadcast, a name credited to an article in the Guardian
newspaper in 2004 (Sterling, 2009). A podcast combines elements of journalism, story-telling, subjective-
reflection, sounds, music, and language to produce an experience for audiences to engage with topics
(Salvati, 2015). The percentage of Americans who listen to podcasts has increased from 22% in 2009 to
41% in ten years (Pew Research Center, 2021). Within a podcast episode, the creator can integrate audio
content from texts and collaborate with other storytellers to increase the entertainment value. The
traditional radio storytelling was more rigid and controlled by the few, and the current moment of digital
interactions provides new avenues among agents of the narrative to co-create stories (Ryan, 2004, p. 338).
Multi-media—the convergence of audio, social media, video, text, and visuals—provides a storytelling
style that individuals can use to articulate their lived experiences and form connections among their
audiences (Hull & Katz, 2006). Podcasts can be distributed easily with apps, such as Anchor, that provide
enhanced storytelling tools for creation, distribution, and even monetization for creators: thus a useful and

rich site for research. This study provides an entry point to a podcast culture of film criticism.
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1.1.4 Researcher Positionality

I am becoming what you might call a cinephile: a lover of film, film theory, and film criticism. I
make time to visit the movie theater at least once a month (pre-COVID) and watch several films every
weekend at home. I enjoy the affective experience of film (and form strong parasocial bonds with the
characters) while actively reflecting on the production culture of cinema arts. What could (should?) be my

guest room is filled with movie posters® [Star Wars Episode V, Lord of the Rings: The Fellowship of the

Ring, Sausage Party, and Avengers End Game], over 40 Blu-Ray and 4K disks, and reclining theater

seats. The décor, chosen to transport me into a movie theater, frames a 65-inch flat-screen with crimson
red curtains outlined by a string of LED lights to provide the full theater allusion. The other walls display
a custom printed pop-art poster of popcorn and a Cinema Watchlist where 1 write in three movies at a
time: a classic, a popular, and a critical. I speak about this room to demonstrate my feelings on cinema
and to introduce my positionality as both an audience member and an instrument of interpretation. I am
the audience for audio critics, just as I am a trained and skilled social science researcher.

Cinema represents a multilayered racial project—from production to consumption practices—
which is “simultaneously an interpretation, representation, or explanation of racial identities and
meanings” that serve as a context for cultural legitimacy and influence (Omi & Winant, 2015, p. 125;
Stewart, 2005). The very nature of film allows for the deconstruction of meaning from various
perspectives along the cultural production chain. I gave attention to identity and perspective when
selecting my cases for study. Without attention to the identity formations at play, critical cultural work
struggles to reveal where a phenomenon is situated within continuing historical projects (Karenga,
1988/2007; Kershaw, 1992). The need to situate the project extends to the researcher's positionality as an
instrument for analysis and gatekeeper of the findings. To that end, as the audience/instrument, I embody

a multilayered racial project: my lived experiences as a mixed-race Black woman raised and educated in

2 Popular entertainment has always captivated me as texts worth far more than many scholar circles
perceive. I recall the amused expressions of my graduate classmates when explaining why Sausage Party is a
favorite film of mine: #haters.
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predominantly white institutions gift me with a dual perspective. I have studied aspects of cultural
sensitivity and critical consciousness related to entertainment media exposure. To that end, I firmly
believe that theory and attention to racial projects should not be segmented into distinct spaces but rather
ever-present within every study. The literature and knowledge from Michael Omi and Howard Winant,
bell hooks, Melissa Harris-Perry, Patricia Collins, Judith Butler, and other Ethnic Studies, Black
scholarship, and feminist perspectives are consistently in mind while collecting data and analyzing the
social situations. When needed to explain, understand, and call out behaviors in the study, these voices
will be cited and used to inform my writing.

I have also studied and admired the ability of digital practitioners on YouTube to discuss and
promote critical consciousness among audiences. New Rockstars, Wisecrack, Let Me Explain, Film
Theory, Captain Midnight, The Weekly Planet, and a smattering of other channels populate my YouTube
feed with daily content breaking down film, television, games, and other popular culture media. In the
Spring of 2018, for a quantitative research course, I set out to systematically investigate how the
Wisecrack channel informs audiences to free the masses from the manufactured consent into the patterns
of behavior we are indoctrinated to (Bates, 1975; Gramsci, 1971/2012; Reddy & Butler, 2004). That study
provided a proof of concept that YouTubers, and by extension, other digital practitioners, offer
sophisticated and impactful content to the discourse of film and entertainment media. All the courses,
discussions, conferences, and work within my Department of Journalism and Media Communication built
my knowledge and researcher positionality for the current investigation of audio critics as I wrote and
read and studied popular entertainment through the lens and theory of media industries and critical
cultural scholarships.

As an audience member, I have familiarity with the space of audio criticism. I know, anecdotally,
that audio critics across the spectrum of professional to amateur say intriguing and thoughtful things
about the films reviewed. I hear traces of political commentary, social analysis, and artistic evaluations
backed with familiar theories and names: on the level I may hear in a graduate school class and an extra

entertaining flair due to the market pressure and need to capture audiences. Also, as an audience member,
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I am sensitive to the considerations of race both on the screens and within the discourse due to my
position as a mixed-race, Black woman. My proximity to whiteness and privilege of class and education
intersect to influence how I identify with and interpret the films and discourse I encounter. As a scholar, I
gravitate towards critical cultural paradigms and foundations of rhetoric that help me understand my
position and interactions with power. As a research umbrella, I seek to understand how media agents, like
audio critics, contribute to the social and cultural discourse and participatory culture around media.
1.2 Terms and Definitions

You may see unfamiliar terms in this research as the culture of podcast industries continues to
emerge and develop. I provide the core terms used to describe the themes, patterns of activity, and
behaviors observed in this study below for reference and to ease the navigation for the remaining
chapters.

Formatting Notes: [ will use consistent formatting to indicate types of content

e [talics are used for the names of audio critics/podcasts, aligning with writing conventions
in other podcast case studies.

e Underline is used for the names of films. You can find a list with the IMDb summaries of

each film mentioned in this project in Appendix II. The first instance of the film will also
receive a footnote on the page with the summary. Because this study looks at routine
behaviors and not individual rhetoric about the film, your knowledge of the movie is not
essential to reading the research. This study gives attention to the way audio critics
discuss a film rather than the accuracy of the statements.
o Example: providing an analysis of capitalism as a theme in the movie vs.
explaining the metaphor of capitalism incorrectly for the movie.

e Examples from the audio critics are presented using indentation and italics. The name of

the host speaking, the date of the episode, the timestamp where the excerpt begins, and a

link to the episode on Spotify are provided.
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Host, Month Day, Year, Minutes: Seconds, Link

Transcript of audio.

Audio Critic: the podcast program, not the individual hosts, that center film reviews in the
content mix for production. In this study, I will use the term audio critic to identify the sampled podcasts.
A host refers to the individual people behind the audio critic brand. Audio Critic describes the podcast
because many podcasts rotate hosts, bring in guests, or change whom the individual speakers are while
maintaining the brand voice of the podcast. The audio critics are singular entities as a show while the
hosts may be plural bodies. This study constructs the difference like the analysis of a movie: the analysis
is of the singular film as a whole and understood through the various dialogue from individual characters
or performances of individual actors. This study features five audio critics: Show Me the Meaning, Pop
Culture Happy Hour, The Big Picture, Black Girl Film Club, and Mostly Nitpicking.

Legacy-Backed Critic: an audio critic with ties to traditional models for cultural journalism and
criticism. The legacy-backed audio critics belong to a network or organization with economic and
production systems that resemble recognizable structures to journalism. This study has two legacy-backed
critics: Pop Culture Happy Hour and The Big Picture. Both feature hosts who identify themselves as
journalists and belong to large-scale organizations that produce written, video, and audio content across
topics.

Crowd-Backed Critic: an audio critic with flexible models not tied to traditional structure or
networks of journalism and criticism. The crowd-backed audio critics are built from community support
of the listenership rather than an established broader network or organization. Crowd-backed critics
represent the evolution of “amateur” podcasts as the crowd-backed programs can grow into large self-
contained organizations that produce reliable income for the creators. A crowd-backed critic maintains the
foundation of grass-root and communal ties. Crowd-backed critics may demonstrate flexible routines for
distribution and production with often less structured oversight and expectations on the work. This study

has three crowd-backed critics: Black Girl Film Club, Mostly Nitpicking, and Show Me the Meaning.

17



Storyteller Style: a style of review where a detailed experience of the film in most or all its
entirety is used as the vehicle for discourse. Storytellers can be identified by lengthy content that moves
through the story beats, typically in order, while expanding on the thoughts and experiences at that
moment. An audience listening to a storyteller may walk away knowing what exactly happened in the
movie and should expect spoilers. This study features two storytellers: Black Girl Film Club and Mostly
Nitpicking.

Niche: a descriptor for the dominant perspective and discursive purpose to which of the
interpretive community can be categorized. The critic will speak through a particular lens of discourse
that forms an expertise or interest group. Podcasts represent intimate spaces that help groups connect with
others based on interest or knowledge. The formation of niches within the film review interest area
reflects the tendency of people to seek out points of view.

Canonical niche: an interest group focused on discussing the artistic qualities of a text within the
framework of critical evaluation. The canonical audio critic speaks to its audience about how the
mechanisms of storytelling function in the film. For example, how the score punctuates the dynamic of a
scene. The canonical niche is a traditional discourse area for film criticism, drawing on conventions of
movie review and critical review to evaluate a film and prepare an audience to see and judge its qualities.
In this study, Pop Culture Happy Hour demonstrated the qualities of a canonical niche in audio criticism.

Technical niche: an interest group that elevates the practitioners and practices of cultural
production. The technical niche centers on the creative agents and signifiers of the industry. The technical
audio critic often talks about market influences and outcomes for films along with industry accolades and
context. For example, how the director’s career influences the film and how this work might be
considered for an Academy Award. In this study, The Big Picture demonstrated the insider niche by
emphasizing the many practitioners and practices in film production.

Interpretive niche: a community interested in grounding interpretations of a text in common
language and experiences. The interpretive niche explains themes of the movie and centers the symbolic

interactions between text and viewer. The audio critic forming an interpretive niche offers critical or
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intellectual discourses about the film in accessible ways that invite the audience into the discussion—for
example, explaining how a film represents nostalgia and what that means within society. The interpretive
niche holds potential for critical consciousness-raising within the community. In this study, most critics
blended elements of the interpretive niche by providing thoughtful yet entertaining content. Black Girl
Film Club and Show Me the Meaning demonstrated the most consistent and wholistic framing of the
interpretive niche by offering common language explanations of industry jargon, theory, and evaluations
of the films.

Affective niche: an interest group that expresses an experience with the text. The affective niche
places the thoughts and feelings of the viewer in relation to the film. The affective niche centers the
thoughts, questions, and emotions that the text provoked. For example, how a film was confusing and left
questions about plot holes. The affective niche represents an entertainment-focused experience for
listeners; however, the affective niche does not mean the discourse is inherently shallow or lacking in
analysis. This niche is simply more concerned with shared experience in relation to a film. With the
affective niche, which was demonstrated by Mostly Nitpicking, the interpretive community seeks to
unpack thoughts, questions, and emotions that the film provoked with others.

Screening Report: descriptions of shots and scenes to drive the primary discussions. In this
study, screening reports are adapted to the audio medium by critics verbally explaining and painting a
visual story for the listener of the scenes to set up a conversation or to exemplify a point. At times, audio
critics could also provide audio snippets of the film so the audience can hear the scene in combination
with the hosts describing the visual impact.

Movie Review: summaries of plot and context with recommendations for the audience. In this
study, movie reviews were coded when most of the conversation was centering on a basic plot summary
and including production context for the audience. Most critics provided a form of movie review through
the hosts’ initial impressions and gave the audience a recommendation on the film.

Theoretical Review: arguments about cinematic representation to explain complex socio-

political structures. In this study, theoretical reviews were less common as a primary descriptor for the
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entire conversation. Instead, many critics provide short topics of discussion that resembled a theoretical
review, such as unpacking one scene that held socio-political salience. Audio critics within the
Interpretive niche tended to conduct more theoretical reviews than other niches of discourse.

Critical Review: deconstruction of narrative and production choices to reveal nuance in
cinematic storytelling. In this study, the critical review was common as the conversations explained
artistic and plot choices to the audience to evaluate the overall text.

Logic Interrogation: interrogation of the internal logic structures and continuity in cinematic
storytelling. The logic interrogation represents an emerging genre of discourse from this study as audio
critics, particularly within the affective niche, identified questions around the narrative. Those questions
ranged from character motivations to the physics of the world to what the writers may have been
attempting to convey. The logic interrogation holds potential for future exploration and research as a way
new media communities speak about film.

News and Culture Review: providing updates and context on current events related to art and
industry. The discourse around news and culture included industry-specific events, such as the Warner
Bros. Pictures and HBOMax streaming partnership, and larger cultural news like COVID-19’s impact on
the hosts. This category emerged as podcasters did not stick exclusively to film reviews as advertised in
the podcast descriptions.

Podcast Production Review: reflecting on the content and state of the podcast. The timing of
this study led to the emerging production review as most audio critics offered an end-of-year wrap-up and
review of its work. If the study had not been conducted in December, the production review might not
have been demonstrated. This type of review typically provided conversations on favorite and least
favorite films from the year, predictions for the upcoming year, and plans for the audio critics. The
production review could be useful for future research on the hosts and the state of the podcast industry as
a potentially consistent benchmark and practice.

Content Rank and Review: ranking sets of similar content or texts. This type of review quickly

discussed numerous films within a single episode, typically grouped by a director, actor, or genre.
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1.3 Research Summary

Podcasting reflects a cultural phenomenon demonstrated by edited books in recent years, showing
the breadth of potential inquiry. Llinares, Fox, and Berry (2018) call for research to focus on the “vast
spectrum of podcast culture, its forms and contexts, the reasons they are made, why they are listened to,
and the complexity and diversity of their impact” in their introduction to our “new aural culture” of
podcasting (pg. 6). This study explores the forms and contexts of film review podcasts and contributes
frameworks for classifying critics by niche and genre. Similarly, Spinelli and Dann (2019) call for a
“more robust culture of review and analysis of specific podcasts (the audio and the relationships)” to offer
insights on the medium (pg. 16). Again, this study contributes to the need for close examination of
podcast communities and offers four collective routines of activity that can be studied through a field
construct to understand agents in the medium.

The sample included self-funded projects and underwritten networks, bases of 1,000 to 40,000
Twitter followers, and diversity within the hosts’ potential perspectives (race, geographic location,
gender, sexuality). I narrowed down the vast options for film podcasts by focusing on the consistency of
production, descriptions of content (staying in line with film reviews and an indication of purpose), and
presence on Twitter. I looked for a podcast that theoretically aligned with the schools of film criticism in
the field. Ultimately, the theory for the Schools of Criticism, built primarily around written criticism, did
not describe the activities of the audio critics neatly; however, the sample did produce four distinct niches
of discourse and provided organizational diversity.

e Show Me the Meaning (@wisecrack) is part of the Wisecrack network, producing content for
YouTube and several popular culture podcasts. The Show Me the Meaning panel rotates through
Wisecrack staff “as they dive into the deeper meaning and cultural significance of the most, and
least, iconic movies of our age.” It posts weekly with episodes around 60 minutes and have
23,000+ Twitter followers. Wisecrack is funded through crowd-funding and sponsorships.

e Pop Culture Happy Hour (@pchh) represents a more traditionally legitimate review source with

cultural and economic capital connected to National Public Radio (NPR). The podcast features a
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rotating panel of critics and journalists led by Linda Holmes and is described as a “fun and
freewheeling chat about the latest movies...” Pop Culture Happy Hour publishes content daily
for 15 to 30 minutes and has 40,000+ followers on Twitter.

The Big Picture (@TheBigPic) is part of The Ringer Network for sports and entertainment news.
The podcast features a rotating panel of media writers and practitioners led by the Ringer
Network’s Editor-in-Chief, Sean Fennessey. Sean “sits down with Hollywood’s biggest
filmmakers, breaks down the latest industry trends, handicaps the upcoming Oscars race, and
reviews new films with Ringer colleagues...” The Big Picture publishes content several times a
week, ranging from 60 to 120 minutes for a community of 22,000+ Twitter followers.

Black Girl Film Club (@blckgirlfilmclub) represents a site of emerging legitimacy as a review
source of small cultural capital with 1,000+ Twitter followers. The hosts, Ashley Ayer and
Britney Brinson, “analyze movies and the film industry from their unique, and often
underrepresented, point of view.” The episodes range from 90 to 120+ minutes every other week.
Mostly Nitpicking (@nitpickingpod) also represents a site of emerging audience and legitimacy
as it “analyzes pop culture by looking exclusively at the details.” The hosts, Matthew Kelly
(known as Nando), DJ Chapman, and Chris Diggins, possess legitimizing capital from other
media products: Nando runs the YouTube channel, NandoVMovies, with 200,000+ subscribers
and Diggins and DJ write content for thepopbreak.com. Mostly Nitpicking has 3,200+ followers
on Twitter and releases once a week for 60 to 120 minutes.

The study reflects standards of qualitative research practices to explore an understudied and

emerging phenomenon at the intersection of film criticism, podcast economies, and participatory culture.

The research was grounded in a media sociology framework to consider the intersections and influence of

individual, organizational, and institutional behaviors (Shoemaker & Reese, 2014). A significant aspect in

considering the intersections of influences on culture remains the attention to racial formation and identity

discourse in society (Omi & Winant, 2015; see also Butler, 2001; Goldberg, 2009; hooks, 2014;

Rothstein, 2017). This qualitative study used genre analysis of the podcast activities and observations of

22



the Twitter community to unpack influences and answer three research questions about podcast
positionality and contributions based on the consistent routines observed at the meso-level of collective
action for the group. The data collection consisted of listening to the episodes from each critic with
fieldnotes that were then entered into the codebook for closer analysis. I also participated in the Twitter
community by lurking on the interactions. An API (automated program interface) pulled all the tweets
sent from the audio critic brand accounts during the sampling period, which were categorized by function
in the codebook. The analytical method considered the communication events and activities that form
discourse and genres as outlined by Fairclough (2003). The analysis occurred while data was being
collected and patterns emerged, with additional analysis occurring during the writing stages as reflections
were made. A color-coding scheme for the common activities and many pivot tables on the categorized
data were used to visualize the patterns of discourse and collective activities. The sites, the episodes, and
the fieldnotes were returned to often and throughout the analysis and writing process to ensure accuracy,
consistency, and meaningful observations of the collective activities of the audio critics in this sample.

I approached this research with questions about how podcasters review films, interact with the
audience, and contribute to film and media discourse which required a qualitative and open method to
answer. The ethnographic approach with five case studies allowed me to follow the paths of activities
from the audio critics where little literature on the routines of film reviewers in podcast spaces exists.
Through the analysis process, I brought literature on film writing and critique cultures (Corrigan, 2015;
McWhirter, 2016), podcast analyses (Llinares, Fox, & Berry, 2018; Spinelli & Dann, 2019), patterns of
discourse and production activities (Fairclough, 2003) and a framework of media sociology (Shoemaker
& Reese, 2014) together to explain the observed behaviors. This study engages with over 55 hours of
conversation and 204 tweets to recognize the meso-level patterns of the collective group without getting
lost in the data of individuals (Kozinets, 2010). Therefore, the analysis and examples are not assessments
of the quality of review discourse but instead indicators of how audio critics operate and frame discourse
for films. Chapter 2 on the Methods and Research Process describes the research questions, the

procedures, and the sample in more detail.
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The observations of Show Me the Meaning, Pop Culture Happy Hour, The Big Picture, Mostly
Nitpicking, and Black Girl Film Club generated patterns of discourse across the sample. Each case was
purposefully selected based on the audience size, the structure with national networks and ‘amateur’
creators, and the alignment to a traditional School of Criticism. McWhirter’s qualitative content analyses
and interviews with film critics who write for newspapers, websites, and blogs provided structure for the
initial sampling. Chapter 2, in the section explaining the sample, unpacks the Schools of Criticism in
detail. The actual routines and activities of the audio critics did not align well with the way McWhirter
described the “critical manifesto (how they operate in the sphere of film criticism at base level)” for the
schools of criticism, however (2016, location 1344/4850). The discourses simultaneously fit into multiple
schools, which McWhirter recognized as a potential outcome, while not really embodying the qualities of
any. Audio forms can cover far more topics with an inherent intimacy and personalized aspect compared
to writing, so a new framework to describe overarching conversation points of view emerged. The
discourses from the audio critics fit into interpretative, canonical, technical, and affective niches that can
be used across many forms of podcast-based art and culture evaluations. Chapter 3 offers a case study

analysis with examples of how the niches sound and directly compares coverage of Wonder Woman

1984 across the four niches to better grasp the similar structures with discursive differences.

Chapter 4 offers examples and analysis of how the critics behaved as a collective, pointing
towards the institution-level influences and a field of practice (Shoemaker & Reese, 2014). Each critic
consistently followed similar branding behaviors to open the episodes, provided first impressions, used a
synopsis to set up the conversation, and followed recognizable genres of film criticism. The first
impressions and synopsis aligned closely to the niche of discourse the audio critic facilitated. These
consistent production and discursive routines, if evident across larger sample sizes of audio critics, could
provide structures for predicting the niches of critics and anchor points for scholarship to further situate
the discourses produced as podcast cultures continue to formalize.

And lastly, the critics used communication technologies and the participation of the audience in

interactive ways. Some used live streaming tools or played voicemails from the audience to integrate the
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community directly into the discourse. They also presented a public forum through social media
platforms, primarily Twitter, though with less interaction and more functions for publicity and
information sharing. Chapter 3 on the case study analyses provides breakdowns of how the audio critics
used the public forum tools as well as the influence of economic factors on the community relations. In
this sample, three of the five received external sponsorships and funding with advertising breaks in line
with broadcast patterns. The sponsorship deals also illuminated some of the imagination around whom is
believed to listen and support the work.

The content and examples from Chapters 3 and 4 provided the information needed to respond to
the overarching question of this study: how do we situate audio critics within media discourse? The
response is through the niches of discourse with attention to the genres the audio critics create and the
ways they interact with the communities. Chapter 5 presents reviews and theoretical summaries of the
data and findings that answer the research questions more specifically. Overall, Chapter 5 will answer the
questions succinctly, while Chapters 3 and 4 provide the foundations, though textual examples, that

support the theory and response at the end of the dissertation.
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CHAPTER 2. METHODS AND THE RESEARCH PROCESS

Stories offer people mechanisms to process, remember, and relate to events within society.
Traditions of storytelling—in books, on screens, and through headphones—remain pillars of social life
and reflect an interdisciplinary space to situate the methods of this research case. Subfields of
communication research for storytelling, particularly qualitative work, ask how humans integrate
technology into the performance of identity and relationship-building in adapting to the affordances of
new media (Lindlof & Taylor, 2019). I draw from the communication subfields of media sociology and
narrative studies to unpack how stories about films are told through podcasts and what influences exist on
the discourses produced.

This study used an ethnographic process to explore several layers of data and analysis through the
theoretical frameworks of media sociology and narrative studies. While in-depth and flexible, the scope of
the study focused on the aspects of activity (how they structured conversation), social relations (how they
engaged with the audience), and technology (how they produced the content) across the individual,
organizational, and institutional levels of media sociology analysis (Fairclough, 2003; Shoemaker &
Reese, 2014; Young, 2004). Field notes and a flexibly structured codebook were used to organize the
observations, with narrative studies couched in discourse analysis as the theoretical framework. The
codebook outlined the definition, with recalibration as new data emerged, for each aspect of discourse
under investigation. For example, the industry evaluation for the discourse was a topic of conversation
used primarily to focus on the systems of production culture in film. Likewise, an engagement code for a
tweet was defined by a call or response for audience participation as a way the audio critics engender
support and communicate with the audience on Twitter. Each item in the codebook will be explained in
the Data Description section of this chapter, and the codebook is available in Appendix I. At the same
time as I categorized the aspects of discourse through the codebook, I contextualized my experiences with

the podcast communities through a lens of persona studies and media sociology, which helped me
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identify the influences exerting pressure on the discourse. The intensive and in-depth exploration of five
theoretically selected case studies, chosen for the marketed alignment with the traditional Schools of
Criticism (McWhirter, 2016), spanned December of 2020 through early 2021 with research discoveries at
the individual level of analysis (the audio critics' behaviors) through institutional levels of analysis that
build theory on the potential habitus for an emerging field of production culture. Chapter 3 provides the
case study analysis to explore the individual routines and influences on each audio critic's situation, which
Chapter 4 explores the higher-order structures that indicate a growing field of film discourse in the
entertainment media ecosystem. This chapter outlines the research questions, analytical theory and
framework, and the data descriptions for the study.
2.1 Research Questions

The big question under investigation through this ethnographic process was how to situate
podcasters into the media ecosystem as film critics. The line between those who are and those who are not
critics has grown vague since the explosion of new media technologies that amplify the voices of non-
traditional agents and fragment the audiences into niche communities. While associations and
memberships exist for film critics to gain, potentially, more authority and access to films, these entities do
not provide accreditation or professional standing (Hurault-Paupe, 2015). Without a certifying board or
definitive marker of legitimization, audio critics, who are often grassroots actors, can embody the routines
of the field and legitimize themselves with the audience, mirroring tensions over legitimacy and accepted
routines for journalism at large (Carlson, 2015). The research questions I respond to tease out podcast
positionality and contribution nuances based on the consistent routines observed across the collective
group.

o  Where do audio critics contribute to the ecosystem of networked content within the
institution of entertainment media?
a. How can scholars classify audio critics to identify their positions within the media
ecosystem?

¢ How do audio critics engender social relations to form interpretive communities around
their podcasts?
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a. How does the infrastructure of communication technologies influence the discourse
within the audience communities?
How do organizational factors visibly influence the routines of audio critics?

c. How does the fiscal dynamic between audio critics and the audience visibly influence the
routines?

e How do the discursive activities of audio critics intersect with generic forms of film
criticism?

a. To what extent do audio critics follow the legacy routines of film criticism?

b. Which discursive activities form a habitus for audio criticism as a media field of
practice?

To answer the research questions about practices of audio criticism, a qualitative approach to
gather rich, meaningful data was appropriate: an ethnographic inquiry to document and theorize on the
routine actions of five purposefully selected podcasts. I experienced the podcasts as both audience and
instrument to identify how audio critics served their audiences, leading to a classification framework for
the new medium.

2.1 Theoretical Framework of Analysis

In this section, I explain how the data collection procedures served the research questions
grounded in field theory and media sociology to tease out the activities and collective actions of audio
critics. The method provided the ability to collect data on the narrative structures in evaluating films, the
visible interactions between audio critic and the audiences, and the functions of technology within the
space. The use of field theory and media sociology to ground an ethnography allowed me to consider
multiple levels of influence while I collected the data and steered me into unforeseen directions as |
followed the sample and the influences observed.

Field theory, as a key illuminator of social structures, patterns, and symbolic cultural interactions,
is studied through several layers of analysis (Benson & Neveu, 2005). The field of film criticism features
guiding influences and forces that act on individual critics’ conceptualization of professionalism and roles
(Reese & Shoemaker, 2014). This study considered field theory because the audio critics represent a
subfield as they followed routines that appear to come from higher-level forces and bound the roles and

practices of the actors. The phenomenon of audio film critics runs parallel to media convergence among
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bloggers and journalists during the digital shifts in the news field, a site where Field Theory has been
effective in understanding collective behaviors. Audio critics are establishing themselves as key actors
enabled with degrees of autonomy within the larger field of film criticism and can be studied through a
theoretical framework that emphasizes multiple variables from individual decisions to macrostructures of
society (Shoemaker & Vos, 2009). Thus, studying cultural behaviors of audio film criticism mirrors
inquiries on the field among journalists and bloggers of the previous decade.

Additionally, film criticism occurs at the intersection of political economy and cultural studies,
requiring a blend of the two theoretical traditions (Jenkins, 2003/2012). The hierarchical model of media
sociology offers an appropriate theoretical framework to analyze audio critics because of the attention to
the individual, social, institutional, and cultural contexts at play (Bourdieu, 2005; Shoemaker & Reese,
2014). The choices made by audio critics are inherently connected to social obligations from their
interpretive communities, institutional factors of production, and cultural influences on their experiences.
While structural similarities, reflecting a habitus, emerged in this sample, I observed key differences that
relate to individual, organizational, and institutional contexts. Field Theory paired within a hierarchy of
media sociology provides explanatory power at those intersections.

Also at the intersection of influence is the interpretive community framework explaining who
podcasters are talking to and with. The interpretive community framework provides a unique contribution
to investigations of the digital landscape for film criticism by allowing work with narrative analysis into
the conversation of film criticism. When looking at film criticism through more traditional genre
studies—heavily influenced by structuralist logic—the experience and ritual of the film can be lost. While
deconstructing the text itself and centering the underlying rules that build meaning for audiences have
strength and utility, the new frontier for entertainment and digital media scholarship must position
experience within the epistemology of film criticism. In the post-modern and post-industrial—which also
gives way to the post-structuralist analysis of film— the sharing of personal information and knowledge
are encouraged to build audience connections. The social practices and routines for engagement with

perceived like-minded individuals form the symbolic interactionism useful in film criticism today (Brake,
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2012). Entering the landscape through interpretive communities pushes our understanding of the how, the
when, and the why audiences experience films and gravitate towards niches of discourse in particular
ways. Allowing for questions of experience draws researchers closer to the dynamic and nuanced
construction of film narratives and establishes new values in film criticism.

An interpretive community is built on an imagined audience for audio critics. Film critics must
consider the technological infrastructure and the market value of various communities in creating and
distributing content. The commodification of the imagined audience shapes media streams and leads to
further fragmented consumers (Turow, 2005). Imagined audience refers to the mental conceptualization
of the people we communicate with (Litt, 2012). Imagined audiences can be constructed and informed by
internal desires and needs of the producer and external factors of market share and profitability within the
political economy of production. When internal processes inform the audience, the producer may enact
social and networking needs. They may also imagine little to no audience while they produce content for
themselves (Marwick & boyd, 2011). When market forces inform the audience, producers are seeking to
categorize and then seduce people into the most profitable or viable imagined space to then sell them the
content or idea (Turow, 2005). Either way, imagined audiences are impacted by both environmental and
personal aspects in the online sphere (Litt, 2012). A researcher can deconstruct the imagined audience of
a critic to expose the production and consumption routines of content because the imagined audience
directly informs what is produced (Brake, 2012). That imagination fuels routines then turns into practice
as real people follow the paths of production and distribution. This study asked about those routines that
may indicate the imagination of audio criticism and podcast culture.

Routines, such as choosing content based on film releases or monitoring social media for the
highly anticipated content, reduce uncertainty for media producers. Audio critics mirrored the routines of
bloggers by specializing to find a niche community to reduce the burden of abundance with content
(Lowery & Latta, 2008). Looking across audio critic networks for similarities while minding the
divergences between each critic supports an understanding of the routine levels of analyses. Each film

critic produces and maintains an audience influenced by the niche of discourse present, the medium or
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platform (Nieborg & Poell, 2018), and individual characteristics of the critic (Shoemaker & Reese, 2014).
The interpretive communities formed at the intersection of these factors illuminates the influence and
authority of the film critic as we track how critics produce, grow, and maintain followers. Interpretive
communities represent a social situation where actors and parties engage with each other to build and
sustain meaning around a cultural artifact (Ross, 2014). The differences in interpretation among
community groups can be traced back to the differences in the actors and their experiences that inform the
group interactions. Interpretive communities enact forms of habitus shaped and informed by their
previous experiences of the world that go on to dictate and inform current and future experiences (Edgar,
2019). Interpretive communities as a framework have been useful in studying how routines of a field,
such as journalism, circulate through narrative (Bishop, 2019). The consistent and distinct ways that a
given community interprets a film, and thus interpret a social situation illuminate deeper values and
meanings for the group.

Drawing on the theoretical framework of field theory with the hierarchy of influences, I
considered how audio critics serve audiences through analysis of the genres and interactions enacted. The
model provided explanatory power to the ways that audio critics build and maintain interpretive
communities within the fragmented market of contemporary film criticism.

2.2 Analytical Method

Following the spirit of ethnographic inquiry, the data were analyzed through multiple methods—
sometimes overlapping with the data collection stage. The analytical method rests on the systematic
categorization of the data and reflective reporting on themes that emerge during the experience. Both
occur “on-site” in the fieldnotes and after data collection as I digitize the fieldnotes for categorization and
further analysis. The method of discourse analysis through the narrative interactions and social practices
of the network provided insight into the genres that situate audio critics (Fairclough, 2003). Narrative
analysis centers the lived experiences of actors and their performances during the phenomenon under
investigation to expose dynamics of power, social relations, and meaning (Basset, 2007; Caruthers, Loyce
& Friend, 2014; De Fina & Georgakopoulou, 2008; Laaksonen, 2016; Ryan, 2004). Exposing the loci of
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power, the interactions of social relations, and the cultural constructions of meaning are the life-blood of
critical cultural studies; therefore, this work to situate emerging actors within a critical cultural ecosystem
was well-suited for narrative work and discourse analysis. Keep in mind that this study considered the
actions of the collective group at the meso-level rather than analyzing the rhetorical nature of the
discourse at the individual level for meaning. The narrative and discourses were considered through the
framing rather than the granular quality of the discourse, producing a framework for classifying the types
of review in the ecosystem.

As the data was collected, true to the ethnographic form, the analysis occurred as I experienced and
took systematic notes and refined through the codebook framework (Kozinets, 2010; Tracey, 2020). I
returned to the sites (the podcast episodes and the Twitter threads) often to focus on certain aspects, like
genre studies that consider various factors with each listen for podcast classification (Drew, 2017). The
process for analysis began with a focused listening of the podcast episode to mark time-stamps where key
interactions occur. After listening through the entire episode once, I reflected on the performance and
digitized my fieldnotes using the codebook. The completed codebook was used to visualize major themes
among the activities of the critics, routines of technologies, and other notable behaviors: all understood
and explicated through relevant theory.

The analytical method provided a categorization structure flexible enough for the emergent trends
stemming from the immersive experience of living within a narrative. The framework relies on
Fairclough’s Textual Analysis for Social Research with an emphasis on narrative analysis (2003).
Narrative analysis provides an understanding of symbolic structures while remaining open to the value in
subjective and co-created meaning for producers, consumers, and co-creators of the interactive story
(Bassett, 2007; Ryan, 2005). To accomplish the task of a narrative analysis within the theoretical logics, I
considered discourse, the words, and the structure of the vocalized story in the podcast, as elements of
social events. I focused on how the words created an event and not on the rhetorical purpose of the words:

I was not looking at the value or validity of what the critics said—I was looking at the patterns discourse.
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The codebook is organized by the timestamp to the nearest 15 seconds. Each preface is
categorized by the type: 1=discourse, 2=social/tech interaction, 3=ad/commercial interaction. This coding
allows for data visualizations, such as looking only at the commercial interactions to illuminate patterns.
Once the preface was coded, a qualitative description was added to help me move between field notes and
the codebook. The evaluations were coded through the definitions outlined in the codebook: only the
single more prominent or applicable evaluation is selected. The remaining columns for Social Relations
and Communication Technology follow the same pattern by selecting the most appropriate definition as
outlined in the codebook. The High-Level structure is determined by reviewing the field notes,
considering the context of the preface within the episode, and weighing the conversation against the
codebook’s definitions.

Using this basic structure, I analyzed each conversation turn to map the structure of film
engagement within and across the podcast sample. The release date, length in minutes, and title are
recorded first. Then, returning to the episode breakdown and field notes, the core purpose and genre of the
episode as a whole was recorded using the definitions from the codebook. The number of audience
interactions and market integrations, grouped into number ranges, were recorded to inform analysis on the

prevalence of interaction.

CaselD |~ TextiD - Release Date | TextLeng - TextTitle

bkgirfimdub_BGFCOL Monday, November 30,2020 134,00 Naturel Bon illers (1994) Crowd-Backed _Interpretive _ Sreening Report Theoretcal Review Aesthetic Socio-olitical 0

peth XIPCHH Tuesday, December 1, 2020 BETS LegacyBacked  Canonical  Newsand Culture Review  Content Rankand Review _ Socio-Politcal Industry 0 01t02 1to2

thebigpic  xITBP Tuesday, December 1, 2020 52 Nenk Week: The Importance of Ciizen Kane and Orsen Welles LegacyBacked  Technical  Newsand Culture Review  Theoretce Review Industry Aesthetic 0 0 03to4

pchh PCHHOL Wednesday, December2, 2020 23 2020 Christmas M 1 TV: Happiest Season, Hallmark, and More Legacy-Backed  Canonical  ContentRankand Review  Movie Review Sodio-Political Aesthetic 0 01to2 1to2

thebigic 1218 Wednesday,December 2, 2020 39 Emergency Pod: id Novie Theaters ust Die Legecy-Backed Technical  Newsand CultureReview _Podst Production Review _ Industry Contextual 0 0 01to2

peth PCHHO2 Thursdzy, December 3, 2020 24 Nenk and What's Meking Us Happy LegecyBacked  Canonical  Movie Review itcal Review Aesthetic Entertainment 0 01t0 0
ritpckinggod_ MNPOL Friday,December, 2020 17 livltsu Crow-Backed  Affectve LogicInterrogation Sereening Report Roast Entertainment 01to2 102 1to2

thebigoic  TBPOL Friday, December 4, 200 88 Mank s Here. Movie Live Up legacy-Backed  Technical  Critical Review News and Culture Review  Industry Aesthetic 0 01to2 1t02

wisecrack  SMTMOL Friday, December, 2020 62 Frris BuelersDay Of (Dircted by John Huges|-AmericanPsycho.r. Crowd-Backed _Interpetive _Cricel Review Theoretcal Review Socio-Poltical Aesthetic 102 1to2 1to2 102

peth PCHHO3 Sunday, December6, 2020 22 SottPilgrimVs. the World LegacyBaced  Canonical _ Criial Review Sereening Report Aesthetic Socio-Poliical 0 01t02 102

peth APCHH Monday, December 7, 2020 25 Neriah Carey LegacyBacked  Canonical  Content Renkand Review  News and Cultre Review _ Aesthetic Industry 0 01t02 0
pehh XPCHH Tuesday, Decemberg, 2020 17 Saved by the el LegacyBacked  Canonical  Movie Review Citical Review Aesthetic Socio-Poliicl 0 01t02 0
thebigic 1378 Tuesdzy, December, 2020 91 Top Moviesof 2020 Legacy-Backed Technical  ContentRank and Review _ CrticalReview Industry Aesthetic 0 0 03tod

Pt XPCHH Wednesday,December, 2020 15 Bag Bunny LegacyBacked  Canonical  Content Renkand Review _ Citcl Review Aesthetic Socio-oliticl 0 01t02 0
pehh PCHH Thursday, December 10,2020 29 The Prom and What's Making Us Happy LegacyBacked  Canonical _ Movie Review Citical Review Aesthetic Socio-Pliicl 0 01to2 0
thebigpic  TBPO2 Thursday, December 10,2020 £ Legacy-Backed Technical  Movie Review Newsand Culture Review _Industry Contextual 0 0 010

wisecrack  SMTMO2 Friday, December 11, 2020 62 Ready Player pty NostalgiaorFittng | Crowd-Backed _ Interpretive_TheoreticalReview Citical Review Socio-Poltical Aesthetic 1t02 1to2 1to2 1to2

peth ASPCHH Sunday, December 13,200 9 20208BestBooks:Realistc Ficion Legacy-Backed  Canonical  ContentRank and Review  CrticalReview Aesthetic Industry 0 01to2 0
peth XEPCHH Mondzy, December 14,2020 17 Tayor Swifts Evermore LegacyBacked  Canonical  Criial Review ContentRank and Review _ Aesthetic Industry 0 01t02 0

Figure 1:Example from the Codebook of Text Classifications

The Twitter data was the most straightforward to analyze as each tweet was recorded and

considered through the engagement data and function. The function was selected based on the most
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appropriate definition from the codebook. The qualitative work of Twitter came into play to understand

how the audio critics interacted with the community and how the niches were reflected in the content.

Day t|  Week [v| ks [v| Retweets Replies - Tweet Content  FuntionofTweet - TweetStatus

Account [+ Style |
General Retveet

Dte |
blkgifilmdub~ Story Teller 11/30/202015:40 Monday. 1 0 % 0RT|

Ja polar b 2 ourlatest

Publicty original

blkgirfimclub  Story Teller 11/30/2020 16:10 Monday 1 2 1 1994) now!
won'tyou,
@mdlory yu

@ayesharascoe

and

@RunDVR
pelh Traditional 11/30/202017:22 Monday. 1 1 3 1, because This s The Way. htps://t. coYcFfF1U2y) Publdty Original
Thesigpic Traditional 11/30/202021:22 Monday 1 51 3 1 RT @aherman2006:h*rp°r bad htps:/t.co/ ldPEZmhtr9 Show Topics Retweet

peth Traditonal 12/1/2020 1501 Tuesday 1 7 1 Merchandising original

W made big changes this year. More epsodes, mare voices, more topics
peth Traditonal 12/1/20201501 Tuesday 1 £ 8 0 valued PC 1 hitp

Also? Notfornothing? gloatthat CHH crushed
pehh Traditional 12/1/2020 1501 Tuesday 1 b 2 Oother
It Meank' week|We're talkingl things Ctizen Kane, Orson Wells, and dassicHollywood with

@brofomanother

and

@chriskyanT?
Thedighic  Traditiona 12/1/202018:48 Tuesday 1 » 2 3. https://.co/Bn0JOS0SKE

Merchandising Original

Merchandising original

Publdty Original

TheBigPic Traditional 12/1/202018:48 Tuesday 1 151 » 12 @akdobbins, @Chrisk s Publdty Retweet

Thesigpic Traditional 12/1/20201848 Tuesday 1 5 3 LRT @brofromanather. Talked about Orson Weles, CITIZEN KANE, Paulne Kael, MANK, and my new book on &3@TheSigPici) https://t.co/SvNothVsy Publdty Retveet

Figure 2: Example from Codebook of Twitter Classification

Media sociology as a theoretical framework presents researchers with the capacity to examine
multiple layers of influence acting in a given context. The layers of analysis flow through the individual
actions, which are socialized through habitualized routines of practice and informed by the institutional
and ideological superstructures at play (Shoemaker & Reese, 2014). Within narrative analysis, the
attention to the institutional features that shape social actions (Georgakopoulou, 2015) parallel the
organizational and institutional influences that shape routines for actors in a field. The ways that
communicative actions and themes emerge from a narrative analysis (Laaksonen, 2016) provide a useful
form of analysis to uncover how the collective group of podcasters behave in the given sociological
instance. And the ontology of narrative analysis that understands stories as contingent and mutable in the
continual process of meaning-making (Bassett, 2007) frames the epistemology of media sociology in that
researcher knowledge of a phenomenon is generated through the dynamic interactions of actors in the
field. Understanding the sociology of a media field requires a method framework that values flexible,
dynamic, and—most importantly—socially created data for analysis. The emphasis in narrative analysis
to capture and unpack the themes and spheres of influential interactions on the subjects’ construction of a

story represents an extension to expectations for media sociological inquiry.
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A podcast-based media critical project is well-suited for narrative analysis as symbolic structures
of discourse must be interpreted in context with the subjective and co-created meanings of the critics and
the interpretive communities. The project must look for how the critics tell the story of the experiences
with the narrative (watching the film) to identify the social practices, routines, and interactional dynamics
at play (De Fina & Georgakopoulou, 2008). The narrative analysis provides the framework to collect
many forms of data not typically considered within the system of knowledge from the podcast-based
media critics and the digital interactions (Caruthers, Loyce & Friend, 2014). And finally, the narrative
analysis includes the interactivity and digital influences wrapped up in the symbolic creation of reality for
producers, consumers, and co-creators of the story (Bassett, 2007; Ryan, 2005). Extending the method
into podcast-based criticism represents a clear and focused approach to a fuzzy and unpredictable space.
2.3 Data Collection

To answer the research questions anchored within how fo situate audio critics within the
ecosystem of media discourse, a digital ethnography— a method framework that merges data collection
and the analysis while keeping the context intact—was appropriate. The literature on podcasts intersecting
with critical cultural discourses has paid more attention to radio dramas, history/educational topics, and
counter publics (Bottomley, 2015; Linares, Fox & Berry, 2018; Spinelli & Dann, 2019); therefore, this
study explored an emerging phenomenon by co-existing with the community interactions and following
the constructions of culture with flexibility. An ethnography allows researchers to understand the
community’s cultural information more deeply while following the medium through the shifts and flows
more readily (Kozinets, 2010; Rogers, 2013). Ethnographies “utilize videos, images, and sounds as well
as textual data,” which aligns well with the study of podcasts [sounds] and additional artifacts of
production [images and textual data] (Costello, McDermott & Wallace, 2017, p. 9). Data-rich
observations of digital communities have been helpful in emerging contexts such as vloggers on YouTube
(Snelson, 2015; Garcia-Rapp, 2018), fashion influencers on Instagram (Martensen, Brockenhuus-Schack

& Zahid, 2018), and industry-specific practices on Twitter (Chretien, et. al, 2015; Komorowski, Huu &
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Deligiannis, 2018) where routines, relationships, and communicative patterns are emerging within niche
topic spaces.

The data collection occurred in several continual and flexible stages: 1) active listening with field
notes, 2) exploring the content posted to Twitter and other platforms with field notes, and 3) returning to
the sites to categorize my notes using the codebook. The purpose of the study was to situate audio critics
within the field as they engage with films and their audiences. As such, I listened and engaged carefully—
but enjoyably—to embody an audience member, and then I used the codebook for systematic
collection/analysis. As I wrote this final analysis and dissertation document, I returned to my reflexive
field notes, data insights from coding, and lived experiences as a member of the imagined audience to
ultimately see how we might categorize and construct audio criticism within a field. Part of reflecting on
the lived experiences and the field of criticism included considering the pandemic years of 2020-2021+.

The COVID-19 pandemic reflected a core influence on the time and space the interactions of
audio critics occurred for this study. I, as the researcher, am living and surviving through an incredibly
disruptive time, and the ethnographic approach allowed space to hear how the hosts, the people behind the
audio critic podcasts, were also surviving the pandemic. As I collected and analyzed the data, news
continued to evolve around COVID-19, and the audio critics often responded to those news items. Tracey
(2020) emphasizes that “understanding these issues requires at least some real-time interactions” (p. 137),
so as a digital ethnographer, I embodied that of a play participant that experiences the community as both
audience and researcher to reflect on my subjective experiences of the environment. Without the
reflexivity to empathize with their feelings and response and the contextual framing, the discourse
analysis risked erasing the underlying impacts of COVID from the time and space this sample existed
within. Additionally, work in podcast spaces reflects an emerging field where rich case studies to uncover
activities and themes contribute a high amount of value and knowledge (Llinares, Fox & Berry, 2018;
Spinelli & Dann, 2019). The research process of experiential data collection during December and
January, followed by close [re]readings to analyze the episodes, allowed me to engage with the content

and context as both an audience and researcher.
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In short, ethnographic inquiry enabled me to “follow the medium,” that is, to study an ephemeral,
unstable space as it unfolds, moves, and changes, much like a sociologist in the field (Rogers, 2013, p.
24). Doing so led me to YouTube videos, Patreon posts, and other social media explorations: most of the
content I did not foresee but opened my eyes to the creative ways audio critics expand the digital footprint
within the media ecosystem. This flexible and rich method provided the data and exploration to posit that
a framework of roles, the macro-level purpose of the audio critic in the ecosystem, and niches on the
micro-level that frame the conversations observed in this case study could be useful to classify new media
critics across art forms.

2.3.1 Procedures of Collection

Two processes for data were used to experience and analyze the content.

1. Map the discourse structure with Aspects of Activity and Aspects of Social Relations, including
economic influences from market integrations, through experiential and close readings of the
texts (podcast episodes)

2. Experience the supplemental artifacts of the individuals and organizations with Aspects of
Technology at the focus through flexible readings of associated content (i.e., Twitter, Instagram,
YouTube)

The process for data collection in Process 1 involved listening to each podcast while taking systematic
and reflexive fieldnotes; the fieldnotes were then entered into a spreadsheet following a flexible codebook
for systematic analysis. New categories emerged, and others shifted in how the aspect should be defined
as data was collected. The fieldnotes and codebook provided the framework to visualize consistent
routines in the podcast structure and track the advertisements and sponsorships present in the episodes.
While the codebook assisted in my documentation of trends, the reflexive practice of participating and
taking detailed field notes led my responses to the research questions posed and additional questions for

future scholarship.
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The process for data collection in Process 2 involved following along each evening with Twitter
activity through my curated “list” of my sample cases that placed all their content into a single feed for
observation, lurking through Discord servers and Patreons® maintained by the organizations, and watching
YouTube videos related to the audio critics. Process 2 was more flexible as I took field notes on the
experience and emerging artifacts that inform where and how to situate audio critics in the media
ecosystem. Many of the hosts associated with audio critics under investigation appear and contribute
across different platforms and spaces for media discourse; however, the audio critic brands did appear to
exist primarily, if not exclusively, within podcast spaces. The combination of tracked listening and
interacting with additional media provided a rich experience of each case and appropriate context to
answer the research questions.

The digital fieldwork to observe and engage with the communities of practice occurred from
November 29, 2020-January 4, 2021. Three sample cases, which had fewer total episodes, posted content
on January 15 and January 22 that I also captured to help balance the sample. This period represents a
typical instance sampling (Tracey, 2020), appropriate to explore the average behaviors of audio critics
because the COVID-19 pandemic pushed the Academy Awards for 2021 back to April. While the winter
period would normally reflect a critical instance with film festivals and award season, the winter of 2020
was a continuation of the new normal under COVID-19, with the state of life and industry remaining like
the rest of the year. Basically, the cultural practices for quarantining persisted through the winter in the
generally same fashion as previous months. Sampling over this period in the winter of 2020/2021 does
offer the potential to investigate this critical period once media production and award cycles return to pre-
COVID schedules for insight into the differences of 2019, 2020, 2021, 2022 critic routines. I did loosely
monitor the Academy Award period because it occurred as I was writing through the analysis of the case
studies. I provide insight into the potential for future research on this critical sampling period in Appendix

I1I.

3 To access these items, I did contribute monetary funds: Wisecrack (Show Me the Meaning), $10;
NandoVMovies (Mostly Nitpicking), $5.
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During the sampling period, all the podcast content provided by the audio critics was consumed
with field notes taken; however, only podcast episodes with explicit film reviews were coded with the
codebook spreadsheet for tracking the discursive events for criticism. The final sample included 47 audio
podcast episodes totaling 3,350 minutes of content (55.8 hours). The Twitter API, which pulled the text
and engagement data from Tweets and Retweets from the official audio critic brand accounts, furnished
204 Tweets. While in the field, I created a Twitter list with the official podcast brand accounts and the
individual host accounts to deliver their content to my feed, sorted by Most Recent First. I observed
Twitter each evening, around 8 pm. The Twitter API pull allowed me to categorize the Twitter activity
based on function for the brand, such as publicity (Spinelli & Dann, 2019), while the experiential Twitter
data allowed me to observe the threads of discourse and perception of the niche communities. The
experiential Twitter process also provided me the opportunity to read and watch the links provided by the
audio critics, which led me to discoveries such as Show Me the Meaning streaming its podcast episodes
live on YouTube several days prior to the episodes being released on Spotify.

Field notes served as the primary vehicle where the instrument (me) stored the collected data. The
field notes, following the tenants of rigorous ethnographic study, had sections for both systematic and
reflexive data capture. The notes captured the interactional processes at play and my reflections on
subtexts within the communicative experience (Kozinets, 2010; Tracey, 2020). The notebook was divided

into weekly summaries, daily notes, and episodes.
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Figure 3: Photo of Researcher Field Notes
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Most of the journal is filled with my episode notes where I dedicated one page to my own reactions and
thoughts while listening as an audience member and the other pages for noting the time stamps of
conversation turns, marketing events, and social interactions. The codebook translated my field notes,
with close [re]readings of marked timestamps for the episodes, into appropriate categories. Below is a

codebook snippet with episode 1 from Black Girl Film Club on Natural Born Killers*, the same episode

shown in Figure 1 with the fieldnotes. Each preface, or turn-in topic, was noted with a number to
symbolize the type of preface with summaries of my field notes in the descriptions. I then categorized that
conversation topic in terms of activity, interaction, or market integration. I also color-coded the notes,

which was an emerging process during analysis, to visualize the activities that seemed to appear

Aspects of Activity Aspects of Communication Technology
CaselD 1T, TextID || Time Stamps |~ Style - Backing |~ Preface - Topic Description - Evaluation - Audience Interactio - Market Integration -
blkgirlfilmclub BGFCOL 2.00 Story Teller Crowd-Backed 1 Explain why the film was chosen above other options Entertainment N/A N/A

Decribe the tone and story telling mechanisms in specific

blkgirlfilmclub BGFCOL 13.00 Story Teller Crowd-Backed 1 scenes Aesthetic N/A N/A
Acknowledge how they prep notes and thoughts when

blkgirlfilmclub BGFCO1 14.30 Story Teller Crowd-Backed 2 viewing Industry Acknowledgement N/A
Consider the social and personal impact of the filmin their

blkgirlfilmclub BGFCO1 16.30 Story Teller Crowd-Backed 1 lives Entertainment N/A N/A
Cite themselves as "on record"” providing thoughts and takes

blkgirlfilmclub BGFCOL 19.30 Story Teller Crowd-Backed 2 (tropic thunder takes) Socio-Political Acknowledgement N/A
Unpacking genre and context for blackface/ black films and

blkgirlfilmclub BGFCO1 20.00 Story Teller Crowd-Backed 1 truecrime/violence Socio-Political N/A N/A
Provide a high-level overview of the plot, characters, and

blkgirlfilmclub BGFCO1 28.30 Story Teller Crowd-Backed 1 what to expect as an audience with expanded context Entertainment N/A N/A
Let us on a conversation "before they turned on the mics"

blkgirlfilmclub BGFCO1 39.00 Story Teller Crowd-Backed 2 which related to the actress Contextual Acknowledgement N/A
Begin series of rich descriptions of the plot sequencing

blkgirlfilmclub BGFCO1 42.00 Story Teller Crowd-Backed 1 through major beats Contextual N/A N/A
Contextualize director with the feeling and tone of the film

blkgirlfilmclub BGFCOL 54.00 Story Teller Crowd-Backed 1 including theme of hyper-violence Industry N/A N/A
Unpacking the phenomenon of killer obsession and serial

blkgirlfilmclub BGFCO1 62.00 Story Teller Crowd-Backed 1 killers in the public eye Socio-Political N/A N/A
Describing scenecs they liked/didn't like with thick

blkgirlfilmclub BGFCO1 67.00 Story Teller Crowd-Backed 1 descriptions-- themes of violence and stereotypes Socio-Political N/A N/A
Back to conversation about the director and production

blkgirlfilmclub BGFCOL 78.00 Story Teller Crowd-Backed 1 implications Industry N/A N/A
Return to rich scene descriptions as vehicle to explain the

blkgirlfilmclub BGFCO1 82.00 Story Teller Crowd-Backed 1 extended retelling of the story Contextual N/A N/A
Relating to the audience through COVID and getting zoned

blkgirlfilmclub BGFCO1 86.00 Story Teller Crowd-Backed 2 outin the film i Acl N/A

blkgirlfilmclub BGFCOL 96.00 Story Teller Crowd-Backed 2 Provide context on media and cultural references they make Contextual Acknowledgement N/A

Compare and unpack state of Black narratives and pressures

blkgirlfilmclub BGFCO1 113.00 Story Teller Crowd-Backed 1 on Black creatives Industry N/A N/A
Share tips to the audience for consuming film with
blkgirlfilmclub  BGFCOL 124,00 Story Teller Crowd-Backed 2 sensitivities and warners Contextual Acknowledgement  N/A

Call for interaction because they didn't have any emails that
blkgirlfilmclub BGFCO1 129.00 Story Teller Crowd-Backed 2 week Entertainment Invitation N/A

frequently. The color-coding became helpful when looking at large sets of data to focus on the collective

routines and not the individual data points.

4 Natural Born Killers, 1994. Two victims of traumatized childhoods become lovers and psychopathic serial
murderers irresponsibly glorified by the mass media.




When I analyzed the data, I returned to both my field notes and the actual texts to process the experience
and draw conclusions on how to situate audio critics in the media ecosystem.
2.3.2 Description of Data
The data collected in this study are treated as social acts and used to understand the meaning within the
social world (Kozinets, 2010). The data are segmented into three aspects: activity, interactions, and
technology (Fairclough, 2003). Following the lead of researchers in discourse work, I focused on three
types of data that construct the genre of a social event and thus point towards the place of audio critics
within the media ecosystem:

1) the aspects of activity from the critics (what they talk about)

a. noting the prefaces in conversation that mark a change in topic to determine the

Figure 4: Example of Digital Notes with Coding Applied

evaluation (attitudes towards a topic)
b. For example, when Britney and Ashley from Black Girl Film Club turned its
conversation away from the retelling of the scenes it liked and did not like in Natural
Born Killers to a discussion of director Oliver Stone’s significance to the culture.
2) the aspects of social relations among agents (how they talk to each other)
a. describing how the critics interact with their peers and audience
b. For example, when Ashley and Britney directly acknowledge the audience by saying how
they prep notes for the episode or invite the audience to share their thoughts and connect.
3) the aspects of communication technologies (what they use to interact)
a. following the integration of media tools for engagement
b. For example, Black Girl Film Club did not integrate advertising or sponsorships into its

Natural Born Killers episode; however, it did use Twitter to promote their episode on

November 30, 2020.
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The aspects of Activity describe the discursive actions that create a text event—basically how
conversations flow and function. The activities illuminate the framing and boundaries within the
conversations. Young (2004) notes that “not all kinds of frames turn up in each story, and only four kinds
seem to be essential to it: a preface, the beginning and end, and some sort of evaluation” (p. 102). Data
collection for each episode systematically noted the preface, how the topic unfolds, and the evaluation of
the topic. The preface cues the listeners and the podcast hosts into the context of the conversation as the
topics of interest shift. The evaluations function in several ways during storytelling and conversation:
“management of attitudes, interest, and attention” (Young, 2004, p. 99). As I took field notes, I analyzed
how attitudes and interests manifest for each topic the audio critics addressed. I also considered the
purpose of the interactions from my audience perspective to situate audio critics in the field. Every
preface (the topic of conversation) has a use for those involved (the evaluation or point of the
conversation). The topics in the podcasts were categorized by the perceived purposes to visualize how
audio critics engage with films. The codebook reflected six evaluation types by the end of the study.

The aspects of Social Relations describe the forms of interaction between agents in an event
(Fairclough, 2003). I considered how the audio critic engaged with each other and the audience. The
aspects of social relations reflected how the actors brought the audience into the discourse during their
podcasts. For example, a direct submission was when they read an email or played a voicemail from their
listeners. Over the course of the sample, I got to know the routines and types of audience interactions to
expect from the critics and a sense of how they formed social relationships. Part of the social relations
also included the style of the critics, with two styles of discourse and interaction forming. One is the
traditional style of review. The other is the storyteller style, which brings the audience along for the
experience of the film as told through the perspective and eyes of the critic in rich detail.

The aspects of Communication Technology describe the pathways for inter-activity for the
community (Fairclough, 2003). As an ethnographer, I curated the Twitter posts and other media content
of each audio critic brand to consider how it engenders support and communicate with the audience

(Spinelli & Dann, 2019). These artifacts of interactions provide the observable objects of study towards
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the inter-activity of critics (Lindlof & Taylor, 2019). Additionally, I noted the market integration
(commercials and sponsorships) to unpack how economic factors influence the performance; the
advertisements illuminate imagined qualities of the audience as the sponsors decide where to advertise
based on market performance. The advertisements also relied on communication technologies as many
were externally recorded and placed into the episode—though many critics did read sponsored content
live within the show too. The use of Twitter was defined originally through the framework from Spinelli
and Dann (2019, p. 49). The emerging uses were not extensively modified as the sample used Twitter in
largely the same ways. Three market integration (ad types) were observed through the study.

The data collected comprised of detailed notes on the topics of conversation, the performance
qualities with audience interaction, and observations of the technology used. Each aspect of data informs
the overarching question of how to situate audio critics within film criticism and the purpose of the
discourse.

2.4 Sample

The case studies selected represent a breadth of capital, production affiliation, community sizes,
and theoretical classifications of criticism. The variety represented provides a snapshot of practitioners
across an emerging field (Shoemaker & Reese, 2014). Podcasting as a cultural industry includes
practitioners from legacy media sources—those established networks with roots in broadcast radio,
television, and print—as well as amateurs that were accounted for in the research sample (Sullivan,
2018). The five chosen case studies provided an appropriate base for this exploration of the emerging
critical field within podcast spaces, following the ethnographic standards of favoring “relevant, active,
interactive, substantial, heterogenous, and data-rich” communities (Kozinets, 2010, p. 94). The research
sampled episodes and tweets from Black Girl Film Club (4 podcasts, 40 tweets), Mostly Nitpicking (5
podcasts, 9 tweets), Pop Culture Happy Hour (21 podcasts, 37 tweets), The Big Picture (12 podcasts, 109
tweets), and Show Me the Meaning (5 podcasts, 9 tweets) for a total of 47 podcast texts and 204
tweets/tweet threads. The sample did produce consistent practices, indicating thematic saturation within

and across the 47 episodes from legacy-backed and crowd-backed critics.
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In choosing the five case studies from the vast options available on podcast platforms, I used a
theoretical sampling process for my foundational criterion based on McWhirter (2015, 2016). McWhirter
established the six schools of criticism based on qualitative content analyses and interviews with film
critique practitioners across North America and the United Kingdom, though McWhirter focused heavily
on written work through newspapers, websites, and blogs. McWhirter argues that critics review films
with attention to aesthetics, character design, and socio-politics based on institutional and personal
influences, necessitating a framework to situate the point of view. McWhirter provides six schools of
thought where “writers or institutions share similar ideas and methods, and although they may
simultaneously contribute to and occupy multiple schools, their critical manifesto (how they operate in
the sphere of film criticism at base level) is determined by the dominance of one school” (2016, location

1344/4850).

1 High-brow discourses
Academic School Sop:;;((;;\alted 1) Art 2) Literary
3) Cinephilia

Populist School Trade School

Low-brow discourses

Consumer School School of Fandom 1) Industry/entertainment
2)Journalese 3) Fan-boys

Figure 5: Six Schools of Contemporary Film Criticism. McWhirter (2015)

As I narrowed my sample search, I looked for cases that appeared to embody the central characteristics of

the schools (McWhirter, 2016, Chapter 2/Location 1321-1423):
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e Academic: provide in-depth specialisms with little concern to the audience or commercial
pressures to analyze film
e Sophisticated: interpret complex issues via certain experiences or knowledge through intelligent
writing and awareness of non-specialist readers
e Populist: consider the audience (for the critic) above critical or intellectual thought processes to
provide consumable, entertaining information likened to advertising for the film
e Trade: predict the audience market and financial or critical metrics by understanding audience
taste
e Consumer: convey their views on cinema and individual films through statements, debates,
comment threads, or lengthy reviews
The sixth school, the school of fandom, was not represented in this theoretical sampling choice due to the
hyper-targeted nature that follows directors, franchises, genres, and auteurs (McWhirter, 2015). The
breadth of fandom audio critics in the ecosystem is worth a more in-depth investigation and was beyond
the scope of this research.” McWhirter’s framework offers a honeycomb structure to indicate the tabular
quality of distinct perspectives contributing to the overall shape of film discourses and notes that
additional schools, yet to be revealed, will extend the honeycomb framework.

These theoretical definitions guided the initial selection of podcasts based on the program
descriptions and pilot observations; however, as observed in this research, the audio critics were clustered
in the sophisticated and consumer schools—to an extent. The audio critics did not fully fit into any of the
schools, and a new framework of niches of discourse emerged to explain the characteristics. The sample
was further selected based on the fiscal model, production factors, the hosts and critics, and the amount of
Twitter followers. I selected five case studies that attempted to align theoretical criteria while cutting

across economic and social audience segments.

3 I recommend studying multiple fandom cases to understand how they can be situated within the niches of the media
ecosystem.
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Table 1: Summary Showing Theoretical Sampling at Time of Selection

. . o . Twitter Funding
Theoretical Foundation Sample Name Show Description Apple Rating Followers Structure Status
Academic: rovide in- Show Me the Meaning “dive into the deeper
deoth s eéiglisms with meaning and cultural Sponsorships
i ttII)e 0011)1 cern to the Wisecrack Crew—rotating significance of the most, 4.8 Stars from @wisecrack Crowd
audience or commercial with Austin Hayden and least, iconic movies of | 1.1k Ratings 23,000+ Patreon
) (@austin_hayden) as our age” 700+ Patrons
pressures to analyze film .
consistent host
“serves you
Pop Culture Happy Hour .
Sophisticated: interpret Ziczzgi:dazzzzgnd
complex issues via certain | Rotating with Linda Holmes buzziest m?\)/ies from Sponsorshins
experiences or knowledge | (@lindaholmes), Glen Weldon lowbrow to hi l.z'l;row ‘o 4.5 Stars from @pchh a111) d p Lecac
through intelligent writing | (@ghweldon), Stephen the stuff in bet%veen the 8.4k Ratings 40,000+ Donations gacy
and awareness of non- Thompson (@idislikestephen), . . » ey
. - . take it all with a shot of
specialist readers and Aisha Harris cheer”
(@craftingmystyle) and guests
The Big Picture g . .
Trade: predict the audience dives inio movies with
. . . . Hollywood'’s biggest
market and financial or Rotating with Sean Fennessey . .
.o . filmmakers, breaks down 4.4 Stars from @thebigpic .
critical metrics by (@seanfennessey) and . . Sponsorships | Legacy
understanding audience Amanda Dobbins latest trend.s, handicaps 2.9k Ratings 20,000+
taste (@akdobbins) as consistent the up cgmmg 0scgrs ’:,a ce
and reviews new films
“creating a space for
Consumer: convey their Black Girl Film Club Black girls to watch and
views on cinema and discuss movies...they @blkeirlfilm
individual films through analyze movies and the 4.6 Stars from 28 g .
Ashley Ayer (@ashleyayer) o . . club Sponsorship Crowd
statements, debates, and Britnev Brinson film industry from their Ratings 1.000+
comment threads, or (@its_bri tI)lle ) unique, and often ’
lengthy reviews - y underrepresented, point of
view”
Populist: consider Mostly Nitpicking “analyze a piece of pop
audience above critical or Mathew Kelly—known as culture by looking @nitpickin
intellectual thought to Nando (@nandovmovies), DJ | exclusively at the details” | 4.7 Stars from od p &P Patreon Crowd
provide entertaining Chapman (@zippybyday), and 369 Ratings 3.0004 550+ Patrons
information likened to Chris Diggins ’
advertising for the film (@thisisanoddname)
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CHAPTER 3. CASE STUDY ANALYSIS

As outlined in the methods, I used ethnographic inquiry to explore the world of five audio critics
by pairing experiential field notes with close readings of podcast discourses to situate how this medium of
movie review contributes to film criticism. This chapter provides insights and descriptions from my
digital field experience that spanned November 2020 through January 2021 to provide a snapshot of each
case study. Each critic receives a subsection, beginning with Show Me the Meaning, where data from the
individual routines blends with reflections on my experiences as a play participant in the interpretive
communities. The chapter ends with an unpacking of how the organizational, technological, and

economic factors manifested across the discourse by comparing four reviews of Wonder Woman 1984°

(one audio critic, Black Girl Film Club, did not review the movie).

As we move through the case sections, the niche perspectives that frame each discourse will
emerge through the examples and explanations of the audio critics' reality building. The research
framework considered how each audio critic follows routines to resonate with the imagined audience and
the interpreted realities they occupy with the listeners (Berger & Luckmann, 1990; Litt, 2012). For
example, The Big Picture typically discussed the technical aspects and praised the creative agents behind
film culture to form a technical niche, and it consistently stuck to a traditional style of structured and

outlined discussion topics. When it instead roasted the plot of Wonder Woman 1984, some of the

disgruntled listeners reprimanded the hosts on Twitter and in the Apple Podcast reviews. My impressions
of the discourses paired with community interactions led to four consistent and recognizable niches. A
critical niche is a descriptor for the dominant perspective and discursive purpose to which the interpretive

community can be categorized. The critic will speak through lenses of discourse to engender a niche

6 Wonder Woman 1984, 2020. Diana must contend with a work colleague and businessman, whose desire
for extreme wealth sends the world down a path of destruction, after an ancient artifact that grants wishes goes
missing.
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audience. I provide the codebook definition for each niche to prime your reading in the remainder of the
chapter.
e Canonical niche: to discuss the artistic qualities of a text within the framework of critical
evaluation (a classic approach to review)
e Technical niche: to elevate the practitioners and practices of cultural production (an industry
centered approach to review)
e Interpretive niche: to ground interpretations of a text in common language and experiences (a
contextual approach to review)
e Affective niche: to express an experience with the text (a personal approach to review)

Within their critical niche, hosts of the audio critic shows function as a type of micro-celebrity:
audiences are tuning into the podcast to listen to their chosen hosts describe a film, provide their opinions,
and break down topics or questions related to the story. Micro-celebrity culture has been studied far more
through visual mediums such as Instagram and YouTube (Ryan, 2019) and highly textual platforms like
Twitter (Marwick & boyd, 2010) to understand how users engage with strategic, or niche, audiences to
maintain forms of attention. Researchers consistently find that micro-celebrities perform strategic tasks in
content creation and audience interactions that cultivate a persona the audience can relate to while
building an emotional connection. Micro-celebrities tend to leverage behind-the-scenes content, insights
into their “personal” life, earned social or institutional credentials, and emotional engagement to build
effective personae (Marshall, 2013; McRae, 2017). The hosts displayed many of these strategies across
their content. For example, I learned Sean and Amanda (The Big Picture) deeply miss going to theaters
(COVID) because the setting weighs on their impression of a film, and sometimes they would go to a
movie together [behind-the-scenes]. I learned that Austin (Show Me the Meaning) lives in Australia and
loves live theater [personal life]. And Britney (Black Girl Film Club) has seizures and often finds movies
triggering, so she provides warnings and tips for the listeners who may experience the same reaction
[emotional engagement].

These strategies are associated with building an audience and gaining popularity (Mishra &

Ismail, 2017), and in the competitive and fragmented space for audio critics, the continued maintenance

of audience and increase of listenership matters. The data makes sense: I learned more about the people
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providing the audio criticisms than I might learn about a New York Times author from their reading
reviews because those authors have a legacy platform with a defined readership and do not need to
connect with the audience in the same way. Additionally, podcasts afford a level of intimacy that written
work does not (Swiatek, 2018). That mediated intimacy between host and audience may lead to more
personal sharing while requiring strategies to maintain a reasonable relationship with an imagined, yet
very real and existing, group of internet followers.

The experiential aspect of this study and the micro-celebrity strategies led me to feel a connection
with the individual hosts, but more-so with the audio critic as a program because of the rotating nature of
the hosts. I found myself genuinely anticipating new episodes each week: seeing the bright blue of the
Mostly Nitpicking logo on my Spotify feed or hearing the cheery theme song of Pop Culture Happy Hour
became highlights of my time in the field. Furthermore, when Show Me the Meaning took its winter break
from production, I felt a moment of melancholy even though I knew it would return. It was like a beloved
TV show between seasons.

Beyond the feelings I encountered towards the leaders of my newfound communities, the
experience pointed me towards the technologic affordances and additional channels of content leveraged
by the hosts. The research position as a play participant, one who embodies the audience/community
while remaining systematic in data collections, led me to Discord servers, email newsletters, and parallel
YouTube channels that all inform the situation of audio critics in the ecosystem of media and film
discourse. One such surprise was that Black Girl Film Club’s Ashley and Britney partnered with

Occidental College in LA on a YouTube webinar about media representation. The event with the Critical

Theory and Social Justice department was in September 2020; Black Girl Film Club tweeted an end-of-
year thank you and referenced the event in its year-end wrap-up, which led me to find the YouTube video.
This chapter unpacks the uses of technologies through the individual and organizational levels of
influence to build a foundation for situating the broader field of audio criticism. This study presents

research threads for multi-media criticism with exciting potential and needed attention.
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As we move into the case study sections, a basic organizational structure exists. Each case section
begins with background information on the critic, the hosts, and the organization. Listenership for
podcasts is notoriously difficult to find, with industry leaders like NPR continuously advocating for
standardization of metrics across platforms internally (Sullivan, 2018), and external vanity metrics are not
currently available in 2021. The data for popularity and audience comes from reporting the social media
vanity metrics and the Apple Podcast Review numbers. Then the data sets for the podcast production and
functions of Twitter are presented. This study collected data on Twitter because each audio critic had an
active Twitter account to offer a point of consistency, and Twitter has served previous research on
journalists (Mourao, 2014), microcelebrities (Marwick & boyd, 2010), podcasts (Spinelli & Dann, 2019),
and cultural discourses well. I then provide observations and analysis on the economics and any other
emerging communication technologies or influences.

3.1 Show Me the Meaning

Show Me the Meaning (@wisecrack) is on the Wisecrack network, which produces content for
YouTube and several popular culture podcasts. Wisecrack represents a mature crowd-backed
organization, grown through channels of community support rather than entering the field through an
established institution. The Show Me the Meaning podcast and Wisecrack brand operate within a lower-
middle taste culture that questions some of the aspects of culture while creating accessible and
meaningful interactions from the forms in art (Gans, 1999). In a YouTube stream, the co-founder Jared
Bauer described the intention of Wisecrack to translate classic literature and media into accessible ways
while staying true to the intent of the text. He described how he “gets so pissed off at philosophers
because, instead of what they should be doing is making a YouTube channel and presenting ideas to
people outside the academy they spend their time writing books that only ten people will read and nine of
the ten will just pretend to understand” (56:00, Bauer, 2021). The media group was founded in 2014 with

the “Thug Notes” series and was eventually purchased by a Canadian media company, Omnia Media, in

7 Thug Notes is a series of classic literature summary and analysis hosted by comedian Greg Edwards. The
concept reflects a video essay form of CliffsNotes or SparkNotes with an “original gangster” style. The first episode
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2019. Show Me the Meaning is one of seven podcasts maintained by the brand that also includes nine
YouTube series (Wisecrack, n.d.). Wisecrack, the YouTube Channel, is extremely popular on the
platform with over 3 million subscribers in 2021. It also has verified Instagram and Twitter accounts with
17 thousand and 24 thousand followers, respectively. The Twitter account grew by nearly 4,000 since
early September 2020, when it was first identified as a sample for this project. The Facebook page is
followed by 480,000+ people, and all these numbers demonstrate the popularity and potential that crowd-
backed organizations can have when resonating with a niche.

The niche for Show Me the Meaning, the audio critic podcast for movies, represents a subsect of
the larger Wisecrack audience. The Wisecasts YouTube channel, where the video streams of the podcasts
are hosted, reflects 34 thousand subscribers, with each Show Me the Meaning episode receiving a few
thousand views. Based on the Apple Podcast reviews, which is an external metric for this study of
podcasts, Show Me the Meaning has a 4.8 Star Rating based on 1.1k ratings. The visible audience
provided mostly positive ratings with a small portion of one or two stars. The negative reviews primarily
reflected one of three themes: 1) dislike of a particular host, 2) complaints about audio volume when
transitioning to advertisements, and 3) disagreement of the analysis and opinions the hosts present. But
the positive reviews, with praise for the hosts and the analysis provided far outweigh visible negatives or
neutral reviews.

The “crew at Wisecrack” rotate into the discussions with contributors Austin Hayden
(@austin_hayden), Raymond Creamer (@ creamatoria), Ryan Hailey (@ryansgameshow), or Amanda
Scherker (@amandascherker) as common voices. Just before the research period in September of 2020,
Jared Bauer stepped away from Wisecrack, leaving space for others to take the lead in forming routines
and conventions for the network of shows. Jared filled the hosting role for Show Me the Meaning as the

facilitator of conversation and consistent voice in episodes. Austin Hayden took over that role as the

was on Crime and Punishment, uploaded June 3, 2013. The last of was uploaded on November 28, 2017 for Jane
Austen’s Emma. The series uploaded 108 videos with many exceeding 1 million views. See
https://www.wisecrack.co/thug-notes
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leader of the discussions and person to introduce each show, read the advertising spots, keep the
conversation on time, and end the episodes. Austin, who used to go by Smidt instead of Hayden, appeared
on the first episode of Show Me the Meaning with Jared Bauer and Ryan Hailey in November 2017. That
first episode covered Mother!® and it focused the discussion on the allegory that the movie presents,
demonstrating the interpretive roots from the start.

Above all others, Show Me the Meaning reminded me of classrooms and my grad cohort office
because of the intentional turn-taking that provided space for each perspective in the conversation and
many multisyllabic words paired with scholarly jargon or theory terms. Terms like “problematic,”
“ideology,” and “artifacts” often make their way into the discourse, as I find happens when I talk with my
colleagues about media. Show Me the Meaning also use phrases like “I argue” or “I would push back”
when presenting thoughts on a movie’s theme, which again felt very familiar to me as a common strategy

for academic discussions and debate. When it discussed Ready Player One’ on December 11, 2020,

Austin Hayden, Ryan Hailey, and Raymond Creamer talked about the derivative nature of film and the
use of nostalgia to sell movies today. The segment transcribed here demonstrates the routine of turn-
taking, with each host receiving a specific opportunity to share, and shows the way they articulate their

ideas through a blend of high-level and accessible language.

Austin, December 11, 2020, 28:24, Link

When you peel back and go the real, right, there is not, at least from the film that I could tell,
there wasn’t actually much to give me an understanding of the actual world of the real. Except
for we've got a greedy corporation, and we’ve got a bunch of people who want to use the
technology for good rather than for exploitation. Whereas the greedy corporation just wants to
do its profit a lot. But that is sort flimsy and superficial. I would love more. You know.

Raymond, 28:47

Yeah, but even with that I think the story is overall, once again, at war with itself. They spend
the whole movie decrying 101 [an in-movie character] as this you know faceless, nameless,
fascistic gestalt. But I mean all the gunters [an in-movie term for a character group/ are
essentially a mirror version of that. They re all trying achieve the same goal through similar
means, which is that they are creating this hive mind of 80’s pop culture ephemera. They are

8 Mother! 2017. A couple's relationship is tested when uninvited guests arrive at their home, disrupting
their tranquil existence.
9 Ready Player One, 2018. When the creator of a virtual reality called the OASIS dies, he makes a

posthumous challenge to all OASIS users to find his Easter Egg, which will give the finder his fortune and control of
his world.
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all obsessed with the same thing. They are all ideologically identical too. So, it is like on one
hand you want to see them control the Oasis [an in-movie term for the main setting ]/ if the
alternative is 10l because they are going to cover the huds [in-movie term] with ads, and they
are going to run it into the ground or whatever. But it is still kind of revealing to me that the
answer to this nameless, faceless, ideologically identical villain is a somewhat less nameless,
faceless, ideologically identical protagonist. And that the only reason they are not completely
nameless and faceless is because they choose from several different 80’s appropriate skins.
And that is it.

Ryan, 29:59

I would push back on not only that but also on the reference heaviness of this movie and stuff,
and on that being a bad thing. I would say it is a really timeless thing, really. In terms of, right
this is about video games and comic book characters, but just replace that with you know,
westerns and cowboys or Vikings and stuff. And people being obsessed with the stories and
myths and escapism in general. It is about escapism and whatever. And I think it just feels
different when you replace the oldness of yesteryear with the weird shit from the 80s that is so
specific. And all of sudden you know all about the making of it and the people involved, and so
it takes on a different life. And people are more obsessed with it now. Maybe because we have
more leisure time, I don’t know. So yeah, this is not as much a modern new age thing. This is
Jjust the on-crack version of people being obsessed with stories and escapism and not their own
lives.

In line with Jared Bauer’s description of his vision for Wisecrack when founding the channel,
Show Me the Meaning unpacks film at a high level using scholarly terms yet provide more accessible
content than associated with traditional academic institutions. The way the hosts layer in regular language
like “weird shit” brings the discourse to relatable levels. Traditional academics can falter in providing
engaging criticism to non-academic audiences because the writing tends to privilege the language and
thought developed in institutions of higher education over praxis that provides action and assists the
listeners in gaining critical consciousness (Freire, 2005). Show Me the Meaning explains big concepts
while demonstrating confidence in the imagined audience’s comprehension. It throws out academic terms

and defines enough of the terminology for listeners to stay on the same page, like in the episode for Ferris

Bueller’s Day Off.'°

Austin, December 4, 2020, 28:56, Link

I just tweeted out that this is an essentially anti-capitalist film. Because it is precisely that,
Evan. It is not anti-capitalist in a socialist or Marxist or like some sort of collective solidarity
or building alternatives. It is anarchism. But it is a type of anarchism, exactly like you said
Evan, where this is a system, we are being pushed through. In education theory, a lot of times
they look at the American education system as being a factory to produce new workers. Right.

19 Ferris Bueller’s Day Off, 1986. A high school wise guy is determined to have a day off from school,
despite what the principal thinks of that.
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And they have the like top 20% that will go into white collar positions and be doctors and
lawyers. And maybe the bottom percent will drop out and not finish. But it is that middle, that
middle chunk that are going to be the workers of the next age. The grunts for industry and for
corporations and for capital. Right.

Raymond pushes Austin to expand and define what he means further:

If this is an expression of anarchy for him to take off the day or whatever, how does it jive with
your theory? And I am not challenging it, I am just curious that all he does with his free day is
go experience signifiers of upper-class wealth or managerial wealth. I hear what you are
saying but it is still one of those things that is like, I don’t know, I feel like this dude is going to
work in a skyscraper one day.

Austin goes on to connect the importance of finding “pockets of escape” in the capitalist machine and
agrees with Raymond’s assertion that there is “an immense degree of privilege that allows Ferris that
freedom.” This discursive banter laced with pointed theoretical arguments represents a norm observed
throughout the Show Me the Meaning sample for you to imagine as we move forward in this analysis.

Show Me the Meaning also streams its conversations live over YouTube, which allows the
audience to interact in a chat. Show Me the Meaning’s content was notably accessible and used much of
the technological affordances available in the production and distribution of the show. While scrolling
through the Twitter feed early into the research process I saw the promotional Tweet for the upcoming
Ferris Bueller episode, and to my surprise I was taken to YouTube not Spotify. I stumbled into the
conversation midway as Austin, Raymond, and Evan Yee (a rotating guest and content producer at
Wisecrack) were streaming to a few hundred community members. Folks were in the chat with our hosts
referencing the live chat and responding directly to the community. The live YouTube versions are
recorded on Wednesdays with the audio-only versions posted to Spotify on Fridays. I later discovered
that the Wisecrack Network has a secondary YouTube channel, Wisecasts by Wisecrack, where lightly
edited versions of the original live streams are housed. The live streams remain as unlisted videos on
YouTube, accessible only through the direct link (typically promoted via Twitter).

It also actively integrates comments from the YouTube live stream, which contributes to the
perceived value of the community to the show. I was routinely struck by the ways it actively included the

audience in the conversations, going so far as to verbally use turn-taking when playing voicemails. For
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example, in the Ready Player One episode, Austin introduces an upcoming voicemail from Ramsey for

context and then transitions into the message with, “go ahead Ramsey,” as if the caller was actively on
the line and in the conversation. Show Me the Meaning leveraged the technological infrastructure to
include the audience as active influences on the discourse as a routine. The last 10 minutes are dedicated
to the “mailbag,” where the hosts read emails or listen to voicemails related to previous episodes and
build additional discussion from that. The practice of mailbags and invitations for audience participation
runs parallel to findings from journalists who moderate online commentary. Some journalists leverage
social media to elevate the readers’ voices as a community development tactic. Journalists working in
online and participatory spaces build community by recognizing the contributions of the audience and
imagining a valuable community (Wolfgang, Blackburn, &McConnell, 2020). The audio critics here
displayed similar practices by physically integrating the communities’ voices as sources of content and
vetting them to uphold the imagination of a valuable, engaged, and highly intellectual group of listeners.
Show Me the Meaning would be a worthwhile case to study with a scope of a full year’s worth of
episodes and deeper dive into the Chat comments, YouTube comments, and listeners' voicemails to gain
perspective on the interpretive communities within the public intellectual theory and participatory spaces
for online commentary.

Next, the basic analysis of the quantitative data about the Show Me the Meaning sample provides
context on the routines for the show. I outline the number of episodes produced, length and frequency
before unpacking the structure and experience with the episodes. Then I do the same with the Twitter
data that informs the social relations I observed among the community.

Show Me the Meaning produced five episodes during December 2020 and January 2021 for a
total of 304 minutes. The podcast took a break for the holidays between December 18 and January 15,
which was the longest hiatus among the sample. Again, the routines of academia resonated with me as
the break felt like a winter holiday between semesters. Due to the break in the middle of the sampling

period, I chose to include an additional episode released in late January to analyze a more robust sample.
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During the five episodes, SMTM reflected highly consistent production practices, indicating
organizational routines at a play:
e the average episode length was 60.8 minutes, with a range of only four minutes
e every episode was released on a Friday
e direct submissions (community voicemails or emails) were included in every episode near the
50-minute mark
e the episodes followed a naming convention to include the film title, director, and a cheeky
statement to indicate the theme. For example: Ferris Bueller's Day Off (Directed by John
Hughes)-American Psycho Jr.
Show Me the Meaning typically began its episodes by going around the host panel and asking for
their initial reactions or impressions, which is a pattern that all the audio critics followed and represents a
habitus in the field. Then Austin would prompt the discussion questions, which typically revolved around

a central theme related to the film, such as capitalism (Ferris Bueller’s Day Off), nostalgia (Ready Player

One), humor in societies (Bad Santa'"), morality (Wonder Woman 1984), and purpose in life (Soul). The

end of the episodes featured a mailbag segment where emails and voicemails from the audience were
discussed.

Show Me the Meaning used the Twitter account of the central @wisecrack handle'?. The Twitter
activity accounted for very few, around 6%, of the total tweets collected in this sample (via the Twitter
API pull), with nine total tweets from the @wisecrack handle. More than half of the tweets were general

commentary not related to audio criticism, which makes sense because Show Me the Meaning uses the

! Bad Santa (2003) A miserable conman and his partner pose as Santa and his Little Helper to rob
department stores on Christmas Eve. But they run into problems when the conman befriends a troubled kid.

12 In July 2021 Show Me the Meaning created a unique Twitter handle. That data is not included in this
research and should be noted for any future studies. A brief, unstructured analysis of the new handle indicates that
the central purpose remains publicity with little audience engagement as the links for new episodes are primarily
posted.
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Wisecrack network’s Twitter handle rather than a show-specific account. When the tweets were about

audio criticism, they tended to market the new
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episodes by providing the link to access the new content.

Figure 6: Publicity Function on the Wisecrack Twitter Account

The access link in these posts linked the audience to a hidden YouTube where the audio critic was live on
the platform. The live shows were recorded and uploaded to Patreon (without ads) and Spotify several
days later. The videos are also uploaded to the Wisecasts YouTube channel. Wisecrack received 408 total

Likes on the tweets, with most interactions occurring on the General posts.

Table 2: Breakdown of the Wisecrack Twitter Activity

Row Labels -T| Count of Function of Tweet Average of Likes Sum of Likes2 Average of Replies Sum of Replies2 Average of Retweets Sum of Retweets2
+ General 5 59.4 297 3 30.61% 3.6 64.29%
# Publicity 3 23.33333333 70 8 46.94% 2 17.86%
+*/Recommendation 1 41 41 11 22.45% 5 17.86%
Grand Total 9 45.33333333 408 5.444444444 100.00% 3.111111111 100.00%
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The tweet with the most interaction from the Wisecrack community was the introduction of a new host
member for the channel—not for the Show Me the Meaning podcast. The routine for social media was
loose and informative to share updates for the audience. I do not recommend Twitter as the primary tool
to research and measure audience interactions or discourse with Show Me the Meaning or Wisecrack.
Instead, YouTube comments may be the more insightful location for discourse analysis from the
community to compare with the discourse from the critics.

In looking at the organization and economic structures, I could see how the crowd-backed roots
and primary use of social media (via YouTube) influence the production of Show Me the Meaning. The
feeling of being considered, as an audience member, within the very structure of the podcast is
demonstrated by the live chat acknowledgments and the mailbag segment. This organizational routine of
guiding the audience towards care and enlightenment is also connected to the sponsored content and
advertisers integrated into the work.

The way Show Me the Meaning integrated SponCon into the episodes maintained a sense of
connection and care for the audience with more genuine authenticity in the product. Far more than the
legacy-backed cases who felt like radio spots when an advertisement occurred, Show Me the Meaning
personalized the advertisements with stories from the hosts own use of the product or recommendations.
When giving a shout-out to Shutter as a sponsor, Austin recommended Leap of Faith, which streams on
the Shutter service, to his co-hosts and the audience. He describes the movie as “it is William Friedkin on
The Exorcist. He basically talks about the making of the film, the production of the film, the ideas behind
the film. It is freaking fantastic, so I would definitely recommend that one” (Austin, December 18, 2020,
30:01, Link). When providing the sponsored content for NordVPN, Austin explained his experiences
with internet security and why a VPN is useful in his life when he “travels a lot and is bouncing around to
coffee shops and things like that. So, if I were using the VPN, it would have been a much wiser thing.
And the silly thing is I have it, so I just got to fricken turn it on and use it” (Austin, December 11, 2020,

15:48, Link). Austin is clearly reading portions of the ad when watching the YouTube version, and looks

58


https://open.spotify.com/episode/6x9zHaMQm6pxQLYqBjQ11P?si=fUM8hJUaQjKJeuQ7TcgENQ
https://open.spotify.com/episode/3LEkLJAUWoLGS5yQPs4FUs?si=eGhY0wzfRxSwklukIKtfaA

directly at the camera when injecting his personal experiences with the products. The combination of
obvious sponsored copy with more personal reflection fosters a sense of authenticity around the product.

Show Me the Meaning opted for brands that cater to the individual experience: Magic Spoon is a
subscription cereal service so customers can get the cereal flavor they want delivered, SkillShare allows
individuals to build their skills, Nord VPN protects the individual’s online privacy, and Shutter is a
streaming platform serving the individual content on demand. Compared to the legacy-backed critics, the
Wisecrack organization continuously emphasized individualized products for the audience it seem to
imagine valuing the hyper-targeted experience that enhances and protects individual sense of self,
purpose, and desires. The WordCloud visualization of the sponsors or advertisements on Show Me the
Meaning point towards the focused number of brands with that individualized commercial emphasis.
Notably, the ads for McDonalds, TIAA Retirement, and Sales Force, which do not reflect the same values
as the other sponsors, were not sponcon but rather embedded only on the Spotify version of the podcasts.
It appears Spotify placed the ads on the content, which signals that Show Me the Meaning is popular

enough to sell ad-space at the distribution level for Spotify’s profit model.

SHUTTER

NORD VPN
STORYBLOCKS
SKILLSHARE

MAGIC SPOON CEREAL

TIAA RETIREMENT

Figure 7: SMTM promoted brands tied to aspirational goals

Show Me the Meaning is also economically backed by the Wisecrack Patreon. Patreon is a company
“With a subscription-style payment model, fans pay their favorite creators a monthly amount of their
choice in exchange for exclusive access, extra content, or a closer look into their creative journey”

(Patreon, 2021). On the Wisecrack Patreon, community members can opt into four tiers of support:
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Wisecrack Heads, $2.00
Wisecrack House, $5.00
Wisecrack University, $10.00
Wisecrack Special Friends, $50.00

.

At the time of writing (Fall 2021), Wisecrack lists a goal to “be able to do more work with our creative
friends.” It is 73% complete in this goal per the Patreon metrics, which previously listed a dollar amount
of $3,000 (Spring 2021) but has since removed that bar. The next goal was listed at $5,000 monthly
Patreon profits and now says to make additional “niche topics since we rely on ad sponsorships and
YouTube revenue. ...we’ll get to make content on more obscure subjects and topics that YOU request.”

Wisecrack goes on to list movies like Drive, The Rocky Horror Picture Show, and Fargo as examples. It

is 44% complete in that goal.

In summary, Show Me the Meaning reflects a crowd-backed organization that presents an
influence on the extent it acknowledges and formally bring the communities into the interpretation of the
film. It leverages infrastructure on YouTube to provide the live chat platform to the most engaged of the
audience who catch the links on Twitter or ask YouTube to “remind” them when Show Me the Meaning
goes live. This audio critic also leverages editing technologies to insert voicemails from the community
as if they were on the line and part of the conversation itself. The crowd-backed organization also
influenced the economic dynamics of the show. Show Me the Meaning has sponsorships from brands that
align with individualized experiences and cater towards self-improvement or media. While reading the
SponCon, Austin often recommends specific SkillShare courses or flavors of Magic Spoon cereal to
deepen a connection between the podcast, the sponsor, and the audience—potentially. The organization
of Wisecrack also influenced the discourse of Show Me the Meaning by asserting the consistent academic
tone with name dropping of theory and explanations of media. The Wisecrack organization may function
as public intellectuals across the spectrum of the content and certainly on display within the Show Me the
Meaning community. The niche that this audio critic speaks to is that of interpretive: grounding meaning

and readings of a text in accessible ways for the audience.
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3.2 Pop Culture Happy Hour

Pop Culture Happy Hour (@pchh) is part of the National Public Radio network of podcasts and
radio shows. NPR dominates the podcasting space, with the Pew Research Center specifically reporting
NPR podcast downloads in the annual Audio and Podcasting Fact Sheet. In 2020, NPR averaged a unique
weekly userbase of nearly 14 million downloads (Pew Research Center, 2021). Not only has NPR
influenced the consumption of podcast by the public, but National Public Radio podcasts have also been
the subjects of numerous research projects from NPR Politics (Eruitt, 2019), Planet Money (Luther,
2015), and RadioLab (Spinelli & Dann, 2019), to name a few. The Pop Culture Happy Hour podcast has
been understudied yet clearly makes an impact for the NPR network with over 300 episodes, 8.6
thousand reviews on Apple Podcasts, 46,000 likes on Facebook, and 44,000 Twitter followers in 2021. It
grew by about 4,000 followers over the course of this project. Many of the Apple Podcast reviews are
positive with a 4.5 average rating. Pop Culture Happy Hour exists within an upper-middle taste culture
that appeals to well-educated consumers looking for recommendations and distinctions among the
cultural tastes and artifacts with some heightened understanding of the forms (Gans, 1999). That taste
culture positions critics as a profession and authority to guide the consumers through the landscape of
media.

The podcast features a rotating panel of critics and journalists led by Linda Holmes
(@lindaholmes), Glen Weldon (@ghweldon), or Stephen Thompson (@idislikestephen). While Spotify
archived back to February 2020, the show began on July 22, 2010, as “a very special audio experiment in
which NPR’s Linda Holmes sits down for a chat” with a focus on television, movies, and pop culture
(NPR, 2010). Within a few episodes, Stephen and Glen began to appear regularly, based on episode
descriptions. Aisha Harris (@craftingmystyle) was introduced as the newest host in December 2020. The

hosts are consistent voices but not exclusive or always present in the episodes. For example, in the Small
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Axe'? episode, Aisha Harris was alone with the guest for the conversation, while in Soul'*, the entire
group of hosts participated. The model of rotating hosts and special guests added variety to the episodes
while emphasizing the importance of a stable brand and persona for the show itself—not the particular
people participating. However, based on the community reviews, the rotating of guest hosts may not have
been a routine prior to 2020. Many of the reviews, both positive and negative, mentioned the “new” hosts
compared to Linda, Glen, and Stephen.

In looking through the community reviews, two clusters of primarily negative reviews stood out:
the first in December 2020 and the second in early Spring 2021. December was when the production
schedule changed to reflect daily episodes and the logo was rebranded. This cluster primarily focuses on
that rebranding and new iteration of production with the visible reactants disliking daily episodes. The
second negative cluster focused more on the content of the audio critics and frequently mentioned the
tone of the program shifting with the depth and variety of the discussions waning. Perhaps the year of
COVID-19 coupled with seemingly non-stop socio-political issues has, as mexiilexii put it, left “no joy”
in the show (2/24/2021). While that second cluster of negativities was outside the official sampling
period and field time, it occurred as I was reviewing and writing the analysis. It marks a continued trend
of less positive reviews, which could be studied in future work on audience expectations and outcomes
for micro-celebrities or audio critics who attempt to change the niches or practices. I recommend
returning to Pop Culture Happy Hour in 2022 to compare the audience interactions to that of 2019 and
2020 for a snapshot of change strategies in the podcast sphere.

Feedback such as Gongster84’s enlightened me the most to the niche change and how the purpose

of the discourse shifted in 2020 (posted 12/14/2020):

I was at first excited about the potential of getting PCHH daily, now I feel the new format has
ruined my once favorite podcast. The lack of depth in these new episodes is astonishing. Feels
like you guys are just trying to churn out content daily instead of actually discussing things

13 Small Axe, 2020. Small Axe is based on the real-life experiences of London's West Indian community
and is set between 1969 and 1982.

14 Soul, 2020. After landing the gig of a lifetime, a New York jazz pianist suddenly finds himself trapped in
a strange land between Earth and the afterlife.
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that you love. If you don't care about the topics, then why should we? I really missed the in-
depth discussion and the banters between the hosts from before.

Old Review:

I can’t express how much I love this show. It not only gives me ideas of what shows and movies
to watch so I don’t waste time on mediocre ones. It’s a pop culture “book club”, after I watch
anything I always curious what the Linda, Stephen and Glen are going to say. The show lets us
engage with the things we consume at the deeper level.
Pop Culture Happy Hour led to the emergence of the canonical niche, which centers the artistic
evaluations of film within the discussion. I agree that the routines of discussion I observed did less to
deeply unpack a topic and focused more on the mechanics of storytelling and the execution of ideas on

screen with recommendations on how to view or interpret the forms of the product. For example, most

episodes followed the routine set early in the sample with Scott Pilgrim vs. the World!®> on December 6,

2020, with Glen and guest hosts Mallory Yu (@mallory_yu), Daoud Tyler-Ameen (@artsorority), and
Jourdain Searles (@jourdainsearles). The middle portion of the episode centers on the character, Knives
Chau (Ellen Wong), where they acknowledge some racial and gendered issues but don’t dig into the

conversation with much depth.

Glen, December 6, 2020, 7:54, Link

Even though it is a very thinly written part, Knives Chau, and it is problematic as well, Ellen
Wong is pretty great. She is doing a great job with this. She just throws herself into this role,
so deeply, that she at first expands the stereotype and then pushes past it and then completely
blows it up in my mind. She creates a living, breathing character with whom you cannot help
but empathize. It is a testament to an actress who is remarkably fearless.

Jourdain, 8:21

Her career not blowing up has made me angry for like 10 years.

Mallory, 8:29

Oh yeah. As a 21-year-old watching this I immediately, obviously related to Knives because I
was a 17-year-old weird Asian kid once. If I had watched this or read the books as a kid, 1
think that the character if Knives would have reinforced a lot of negative stereotypes that [
already had internalized. So, it is hard to watch it as an adult who has moved passed some of
these stereotypes and wants to push past them to see a character as thinly written as her,
written by an Asian man. It is hard to swallow some of the, what I see as, internalized racism
in her character and characterization. And I think it is sort of the humor of the time, I just
can’t connect with it anymore.

15 Scott Pilgrim vs. The World, 2010. In a magically realistic version of Toronto, a young man must defeat
his new girlfriend's seven evil exes one by one in order to win her heart.
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Jourdain, 9:17

It seems like Bryan Lee O’Malley, and I thought this at the time too, that he was like dealing
with a lot of bi-racial angst. And you can see that in the sense that most of the characters are
white. And I feel like that is where he was at the time. He was writing all these white
characters and then here is the one Asian one. And it is like he just couldn’t deal with writing
her better.

Glen, 9:38

Absolutely. Let’s take a short break, and then when we come back, we will dive into the
distinctive sounds of Scott Pilgrim Vs. the World and the Michael Cera of it all. So don’t go
away.

The conversation could have taken a turn into a socio-political discussion on what stereotypes are
referenced (it is never explained in the episode exactly what is portrayed), how those stereotypes took
hold in our culture, how representation matters and operates differently in 2020 compared to 2010, how
bi-racial angst rests within logics of white supremacy, and numerous other avenues of racial and identity
discourses captured among critical culture scholars (Omi &Winant, 2015; see also Collins, 2017;
Delgado & Stefancic, 2017; Ngai, 2004; Perry, 2016). Instead, Pop Culture Happy Hour alludes to the
issues and presents potential for deeper, more theoretical conversation before turning away and into more
canonical analysis. Pop Culture Happy Hour, with its established and larger audience base, holds the
potential to meaningfully focus on the experiences of marginalized groups while moving towards action
and participation. In considering the framework outlined by Kershaw (1992/2007) to merge Black
Studies into larger disciplines, such as cultural journalism and criticism, Pop Culture Happy Hour hits on
several points. It identifies an interest group and develops some understanding of the histories and
relationships surrounding the position of the cultural representation and artifact under discussion. But the
discourse falls short when comparing the conditions of people and participating in a practice of moving
its listeners towards action or further engagement. Pop Culture Happy Hour does invite further discourse
but with limited prompts and little moderating engagement on line; the audience is primarily offering
feelings and unstructured opinions about the art form rather than action-oriented engagement in critical

race practices. Based on the number of reviews and various interactions on Facebook attempting to
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engage in thematic analysis and more participation in the comparison of conditions and education, |
gather that the community was more of an interpretive niche, like what Show Me the Meaning followed,
and PCHH shifted the niche away from critical unpacking.

The artifacts of an interpretive niche can be found when the film heavily lends itself to socio-
political discussion, representing the identification of an interest group where developing an
understanding and studying the development of the conditions is readily available for discursive

participation. Pop Culture Happy Hour did take time to unpack aspects of queer identities for The Prom,

Immigrant-English identities in Small Axe, Black American oppressions in Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom,
and Mexican identities in Coco'®. The Coco episode was a replay on December 28, 2020, with the
original air date in 2017. This episode featured Linda, Glen, Stephen, and guest host Shereen Marisol
Meraji (@radiomirage). The recast provides some insight into the past routines, which was coded as
interpretive in the close reading. The episode begins with Shereen providing very specific examples of
how and where the culture of Mexico intersects with the film that points towards a study of the
development of the culture and the relationships in the social model. Sheeran gets nearly two entire
minutes to explain and teach listeners about Mexican cultural elements from the film: a striking difference

to the vague and short treatment of cultural topics in most other episodes for Pop Culture Happy Hour.

Shereen, December 28, 2020, 3:40, Link

I was a little bit nervous because I know, for me, when you put a movie like this in the hands of
a big studio that is headed up by white guys and it is delving into a whole other culture and
world, I worry that stuff is going to seem off- And I have to say there weren’t any cringe
worthy moments for me. I was so charmed. Everything was done just right. The mix of Spanish
and English in the film felt really organic in the film and not clunky or cheesy. It felt real. They
used Mexicanisms like “no manches” and “hijole,” very Mexican slang and Spanish. I loved
it. I loved the way Mexican art was used and woven into the narrative. You know, papel
picadas, which are those colorful banners made of tissue papers. You see them in all kinds of
Mexican celebrations, and they are used to help tell the story in the beginning. And alebrijes,
which are these magical, mystical animal creatures that are made out of papier-mdché. They
are folk art. They are carved of wood. They come to life in the land of the dead as these spirit
animals. There are all these references to Frida Kahlo. She has this hilarious cameo in the
land of the dead as this director, choreographer. And then there is Ernesto de la Cruz. Who,
when I saw him, I thought of the Mexican singer Vicente Ferndndez, aka "Chente." He is super
famous and beloved in Mexico. He stars in all these old timey films. He wears those mariachi
uniforms that are like bedazzled with gold threaded sombreros. I was just like, man. This is so

16 Coco, 2017. Aspiring musician Miguel, confronted with his family's ancestral ban on music, enters the
Land of the Dead to find his great-great-grandfather, a legendary singer.
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well done. And I have to say, Stephen, it was so well done that tears were falling down my face

from the moment it started. It made me so emotional. You know, it was like wow this is on it.
Later in the episode, Shereen explains to the group what exact elements resonated in her screening where
“99% of the theater was made up of Latino families” when Glen questioned if any of the jokes worked.
Shereen is holding the role of educator in this episode as she speaks from aspects of the community and
calls out the need to understand the conditions the movie reflects and the relationships influencing the
reception on the representations (Kershaw, 1992/2007). In the explanation, the final evaluation (or
purpose of the conversation) served me with the reminder and interpretation that not all jokes are made
for white, mainstream American audiences as Linda affirms “I suspect it is absolutely true that the jokes
are funnier the more you are steeped in the references they are making” (11:51). The tendency to view
media, even when the subject is representing a non-white experience, through the lens of coded
mainstream, upper-class, and white preferences stands out in the discourse between Glen, Linda, and
Shereen (Entmen & Rojecki, 2000; Omi & Winant, 2015). In this case, an opposing view was present to
enlighten the conversation towards other readings and perspectives; however, that valuable aspect of
audio critics to bring alternate voices into the conversation and encourage participation in discourse was
not heavily centered across the sample.

The directness and space for salient cultural topics in this 2017 episode did not consistently

appear in the 2020 sample for Pop Culture Happy Hour. Small Axe and Coco were the only two episodes
coded as interpretive instead of canonical, largely due to the specificity of the cultural explanations and
concentrated unpacking of related histories. The Pop Culture Happy Hour episode on Small Axe brought
in a guest, Ashley Clark the curatorial director at the Criterion Collection (@_Ash_Clark), to discuss the
anthology of five films from Steve McQueen about immigration stories and experiences in the United
Kingdom and Great Britain. Ashley Clark added a British perspective to the conversation and provided
context on British racism and film history for the audience. An emphasis on studying the development
and unpacking the relationships within society to compare conditions shows the potential power for

consciousness raising and participation in activist practice—just too few and far between.
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Ashley Clark, December 16, 2020, 8:26, Link

Yes, Britain has an extremely poor history at confronting the reality of empire and that really
filters through into the education system about what we get taught and what we don’t get
taught. And that the empire was this whole benevolent thing. And we never really learn about
our history or how our institutions have shaped us as a community and oppressed us in very
real and powerful ways. And I was very impressed in Mangrove with how Steve McQueen
addresses the institutional racism of the police and the courts and the idea of collusion and the
idea of traditional British standards of fair play. Because that is really what is happening. You
have this entirely corrupt, really, network of officials who act as though they are operating in
a very forthright and proud and fair play kind of way. While really existing only to oppress
Black people. And the film teases that out in a very nuanced way with great performances and
skillful writing from McQueen’s contributors.

The production choice from Pop Culture Happy Hour to have Aisha Harris, a Black host, and Ashley

Clark, author of Facing Blackness: Media and Minstrelsy in Spike Lee’s “Bamboozled ” and former film

curator for the Smithsonian National Museum of African American History & Culture, reveals both a
sense of understanding that providing space for voices closer to that lived experience displayed in the film
is critical in discourse yet risks tokenism towards Aisha and placing the burden of educating others onto
people of color (Omi & Winant, 2015). While listening to this conversation I was conflicted: I found
myself gravitating towards Aisha’s contributions to conversations and I loved when she led episodes, yet
I was annoyed that the episode risks framing Small Axe as a film anthology digestible for Black people or
people of color alone since those were the voices discussing the movie without the other's involvement.
The dynamic of people of color discussing texts about people of color without direct involvement from
the wider community mirrors the ways Black or Ethnic Studies Departments exist in academic spaces and
even activism with a marginal status tacked on to the broader system and often occupied by folks coded
as part of the community (Hayes III, 1994/2007). The norm for Pop Culture Happy Hour, and this sample
at large, was not to provide such context and participation in alternate histories and Black perspectives for
film representations. Rather the norm was loose allusions to culture with a few token discussions from
films with undeniable racial themes; observed within Soul, which is unpacked at length in Chapter 4, the
racial theme was not strong enough to elicit discourse among the white critics reviewing the movie.

Pop Culture Happy Hour provided 21 episodes to the sample totaling 444 minutes. The content was

released throughout the week, typically Sunday through Thursdays, with no content on Fridays or
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Saturdays. The production practices demonstrated general predictability, though with pronounced
outliers:
e the average episode length was 21 minutes with a range of 25 minutes
o The longest episode was the “2020 Pop Culture Favorites” where the hosts ranked and
reviewed content from the entire year at 34 minutes long
o The shortest episode was “2020 Best Books: Realistic Fiction” where the hosts ranked
and reviewed the subgenre from the year (not coded in this study as it was not a film
review)
o Most of the film reviews were around 15 minutes
e no episodes included content directly from the audience despite most episodes (78%) inviting
listeners to connect and share thoughts on social media
o the episodes followed a simple naming convention with the title of the film or show
o Once per week, typically on Wednesdays or Thursdays, it added “And What’s Making
Us Happy” which indicated the episode included recommendations on other pop culture
artifacts the hosts were enjoying
Overall, Pop Culture Happy Hour followed standard production practices and expectations. It regularly
released content throughout the week, resembling practices for traditional journalists and new media
bloggers who produce consistent and predictable content streams (Lowrey & Latta, 2008). The hosts of
Pop Culture Happy Hour are named as “arts journalists” in the podcast description, so they very likely
operate with similar routines to traditional journalists and newsroom standards when producing their
podcast. Also, Pop Culture Happy Hour has resources associated with National Public Radio, and many
of the NPR podcasts publish several days a week, which indicates the influence of the organization on the
routines of the individual program.
Pop Culture Happy Hour almost always starts and ends the episodes with an advertising spot,
then it typically shares a synopsis of the film in the beginning of the episode followed closely by the

hosts’ first impressions. It also often provided a recommendation about the film or other media to the
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audience, yet it did not interact with or acknowledge the audience often. The hosts primarily mentioned
social media with an invitation to “tell us what you think @pchh on Twitter and Pop Culture Happy Hour
on Facebook™ despite rarely engaging directly with the comments, threads, or posts.

The Twitter activity accounted for 28% percent of the total tweets collected in this sample, with
36 total tweets from the @pchh handle. The bulk of the Twitter activity provided a publicity function by
teasing the new episode content: for example: “The PCHH Core Four dig way down to the bottom of
SOUL: [link to npr.org].”

Table 3: Twitter Activity for Pop Culture Happy Hour

Row Labels -T Count of Function of Tweet Average of Likes Sum of Likes2 ge of Repli Sum of lies2 Average of Retweets Sum of Retweets2
=pchh 37 784 29021 7 100.00% 178 100.00%
+ Audience Interaction 5 5.6 28 o] 0.00% 0.4 0.03%
+ Merchandising 5 22.6 113 1] 0.81% 3 0.23%
+ Publicity 26 1078 28025 9 96.36% 245 96.80%
+IShow Topics 1 855 855 7 2.83% 193 2.94%
Grand Total 37 784.3513514 29021 6.675675676 100.00% 177.5675676 100.00%

At the time of data collection, the account averaged 784 Likes on the Tweets; however, one tweet heavily
skewed the data as an outlier. Pop Culture Happy Hour received 20,182 total Likes on a promotional
tweet for the BTS!” episode. The BTS fandom is notably active on social media and extremely large.
Excluding the BTS tweet, Pop Culture Happy Hour received 8,734 Total Likes on the content with an
average of 242 Likes per Tweet. The most engaged tweet NOT related to BTS garnered 59 Likes and a

couple of comments about The Flight Attendant. The comment thread indicated an intersection of book

readers, which is a media segment Pop Culture Happy Hour does cater to (on December 13, the episode

was dedicated to 2020 Best Books: Realistic Fiction), and this television program.

7 BTS is a Korean Pop (K-Pop) group formed in 2013. Spotify reports over 31 million monthly listeners
and top songs: Dynamite, Boy with Lauv (ft. Halsey), and Butter.
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@ PopCultureHappyHour &
@pchh

Today's podcast episode is all about @BTS_twt We
chat about Dynamite, Life Goes On, Be, #ARMY, and
more:

4,567 Retweets 125 Quote Tweets  20.1K Likes
Figure 8: BTS engagement for Pop Culture Happy Hour on Twitter

The routine for Twitter usage was primarily original content with very few retweets captured in
the API. Most of the Twitter content served as publicity for the show, followed by merchandising and
audience interaction. The merchandising was exclusive to asking for donations during the NPR
fundraising drives, which coincided with the podcast episodes. During the NPR drives, the hosts
integrated internal SponCon by reading the donation information and trying to connect with the audience
about podcasting from home and needing equipment during the COVID-19 Pandemic. The audience
interactions were thank you-s to listeners who tweeted that they had donated. Pop Culture Happy Hour
does not appear to use the platform to engage the audience in discourse about film: rather the platform
was used as an open forum for comments with little moderation from the audio critic and a space to
promote the work or produce cultural capital for donors and the economic ties.

Pop Culture Happy Hour receives funding from the National Public Radio structure, which
includes sponsorships and crowd donations. Perhaps it does not need to be as directly engaged with the
audience or perform the community-building strategies that Show Me the Meaning did because of the
legacy-backed structure compared to crowd-backed roots. PCHH content always played external
advertisements where the content was separate from the podcast audio itself. The traditional advertising

models rather than the Sponsored Content or internal reading of an advertisement may demonstrate
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additional legacy and newsroom routines. News organizations remain influenced by major advertisers
who purchase ad space on television networks, magazine pages, newspaper spots, and web banners
(Shoemaker & Reese, 2014). It seems that the routine of pre-recorded and overlayed ad spots influences
podcast production within the legacy-backed Pop Culture Happy Hour production team too. Pop Culture
Happy Hour also played media-based advertisements that typically recommended other NPR programs,
further showing the organization’s influence on the content as it is in NPR’s interest to keep listeners
within the network of content and thus advertiser’s radar.

The Pop Culture Happy Hour marketing mix reflects affluence for the imagined audience with
healthcare, investing, banking, and premium subscription products frequently promoted to the audience.
The advertisers with PCHH target higher socioeconomic levels with disposable income to be spent
investing or purchasing more luxury and non-essential products. These advertising partners show that the
NPR and Pop Culture Happy Hour audience is imagined as financially stable (banking and investing), in
more white-collar careers (Microsoft and Teledoc), and willing to pay for luxury goods (Showtime and
books).

The imagined audience reflects demographics collected by the Pew Research Center on those
who receive their political news from NPR. Of course, political news is not the same as entertainment
and film—I was not able to locate this level of demographic breakdown for NPR podcasts in my search.
According to the 2020 survey, 73% of the NPR base are between 30 and 64 years old with 68% holding a
college degree (Grieco, 2020). Their listeners tend to be white (75%), which embeds further cultural
assumptions about buying power and access alongside real systematic challenges to wealth and
technologic divides (Omi & Winant, 2015). We also have histories with explicit discrimination in
banking and homeownership, with white applicants receiving better mortgage rates, proximity to better
resources education systems, and more suburban locations (Rothstein, 2017). These histories intersect
with the reported survey data and the advertisers on the podcast to indicate a heavily white and upper-
classed imagined audience for Pop Culture Happy Hour. Looking at the generated WordCloud of

advertiser or type: banks and investing brands assume listeners own wealth and trust financial
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institutions, which is a challenging assumption given the racialized treatment of lending in the U.S.; the
Teledoc and Microsoft brands may assume a type of workforce grounded in technology or remote work,
which are options more frequent in upper-class positions; and the goods like Gold Label Whiskey,

Showtime, and other books or movies again make classed assumptions on affordability and free-time.

MICROSOFT TEAMS

EALTHCARE
DONNHONS

MHHHNH”%
CAST

BOOKS MOVIE

PEACOCK

PLANET MONEY
INVEST INE
SHOW'TIN

ll\l)ll\ \\1[\Lll

Figure 9: Pop Culture Happy Hour promoted brands tied to affluence

The economic mix also includes donations. As a pre-existing listener of NPR content, |
anticipated the heavy donation asks during the fundraising drive where most all NPR programs and radio
hosts repeatedly ask for financial support. When seeking crowd-based funding, Linda Holmes typically
read the donation request with occasional variations to include the other hosts. She did try to make the
asks more personal and fun by playing off other podcasts or emphasizing the conditions of COVID that
required work from home set-ups. The style of ask might be attributed to the imagined audience who also
works from home as members of higher educational attainment, white-collar or office work, and
socioeconomic status. The plea for equipment money certainly resonated with me as someone connecting

to Zoom and Microsoft Team calls from a spare bedroom while working from home.

Linda Holmes, December 3, 2020, 00:24, Link
I’'m Linda Holmes, I am here with Stephen Thompson. Hi Stephen.

Stephen
Hello Linda.
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Linda

Buddy it is that time of year again. It is the time of year when we ask you all to help us out and
support the work that we do here at NPR. And of course, to do the most important thing of all,
Stephen as you know, to beat other podcasts and raise the most money.

Stephen, 00:37

Yeah, I am actually focused on Up First this year. We have had different rivals in past years:
All Songs Considered, It’s Been A Minute. This year we are gunning for Up First.

Linda, 00:45

That’s right. Because are now a daily podcast, so we figure Up First was, they have spent their
year doing so much valuable work for everyone, uh we are just going to come and punch them.
That is what our plan is. And as you know, you have heard us explain this before. The way that
you can support us here at NPR is always to support your local station. If you want to go

there, that is how your contribution is getting into the system. That is how they ultimately
support us. Our production people, our resources that we have used, especially during the
pandemic to be able to bring the show to you, all come through the public radio system. And
though you might be listening to us just in podcast world. Stephen, where do they come to
make a contribution that can help us, most importantly beat Up First.

Stephen, 1:30

They can go to donate.npr.org/happy. Again, that is donate.npr.org/happy. Don’t donate at
some other link. This is the link.

Apart from the direct donations during the drive, which ultimately goes into the entire National Public
Radio system, Pop Culture Happy Hour did not include Patreon or other 3™ Party economic models.

In wrapping up Pop Culture Happy Hour’s case study analysis, I am drawn to future research
topics to extend the findings of this study. Pop Culture Happy Hour is part of an extensive legacy-backed
network that dominates podcast listenership while maintaining the routines of traditional newsroomes.
Future research could dig much further into the routines across NPR with a focus on the production and
the economics of the organization’s podcast arm. A comparative analysis of the top-performing or most
popular NPR podcasts and PCHH might illuminate more understanding of the economic influence and
listenership imagined by the leading podcast network. Pop Culture Happy Hour did not use Twitter or
Facebook for much moderation or fostering discourse and could be explored further with the role of
community engagement and online comments at the forefront. I would be interested in interviewing the

NPR podcast hosts about their practices and attitudes around social media engagement with their
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followers and listeners, like Wolfgang, Blackburn, and McConnell (2020) completed with traditional
journalists. Lastly, as identified in this case analysis Pop Culture Happy Hour recently changed its niche
from an interpretive framework into the canonical niche I observed. Additional research to unpack that
transition and find what influences pushed the change in production practices to a daily show with less
deep-dive interpretive work is viable. Pop Culture Happy Hour provided a lot of data to this study and
offered a strong point of comparison that ultimately helped me understand how crowd-backed and non-
professional audio critics operate in a field filled with podcasting networks.
3.3 The Big Picture

The Big Picture (@TheBigPic) is part of the Ringer Network, an established media production
company that specializes in sports and entertainment news. Spotify acquired The Ringer in early 2020 for
196 million dollars (Spangler, 2020), indicative of the value podcast culture presents in the digital age.
The Ringer Podcast Network shares a tagline of “Sports. Pop Culture. Podcasts.” and it delivers with at
least 48 shows (The Ringer, 2021). The Ringer Staff is looking to hire both a podcast manager and a data
scientist for podcasts to support the growth and value of their podcast arm (The Ringer, 2021). The
Ringer Network reflects similarities to National Public Radio in that it is an organization that values
diverse podcast content, provides a mixture of audio and written work, and pays many staff to perform the
roles of cultural production. The Big Picture is part of an operation with resources to influence and
manifest the production routines in legacy ways, and reflects values of the high culture of taste because
the routines include access to creators of culture with a strong one-directional communication path
between critic and audience (Gans, 1999).

The Big Picture podcast features a rotating panel of media writers and practitioners led by the
Ringer Network’s head of content, Sean Fennessey (@seanfennessey) and features director Amanda
Dobbins (@akdobbins). It has 32,000 Twitter followers in 2021, which reflects a significant growth from
the 20,000 at the beginning of this project in Fall 2020. The Ringer Network regularly promotes its own
products across its network of podcasts, so the organizational routine may have influenced the growth of

visible audiences. This podcast skirts the edges of the trade school traditions with discussions on the
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financial and critical success metrics for films; however, the conversation centralized the media
production agents far more than audience taste or predicting the audience market for a film. The first
episode archived on Spotify is from January 2017, with Sean Fennessey introducing the content as “a
very special Channel 33 podcast” that will “over the course of the next few weeks we are going to have
conversations with filmmakers, actors, other people involved in the movie industry in the run-up to the
awards season” (Sean, January 2017).

The experience of the podcast during the 2020 sampling period maintained the roots of
interviewing filmmakers and keeping the industry close to the heart of the conversations. The technical
niche emerged as the critics emphasized the means and agents of production in the film industry as the
lens of conversation. The hosts tended to frame their reviews with the filmmakers, particularly the
directors, at the center. When they covered Citizen Kane'®, Sean, Amanda, and guests Chris Ryan
(editorial director at The Ringer) and Adam Nayman (critic and lecturer who writes for The Ringer) spoke
at length about the director’s career, the various actors, the historical moment of Hollywood during the

release, and the legacy of the movie framed within the Academy Award and genre considerations.

Sean, December 1, 2020, 16:42, Link

We are going to talk a lot about Herman Mankowitz, and his claim to authorship of the film,
and then ultimately what Mank is about. But Amanda and Chris, I wanted to ask you both, and
Amanda you can start. What do you think about the writing and the structure of this movie,
which I would say is generally fairly unorthodox?

Amanda, 16:52

Yeah, it is astonishing and electric. And I think you watch it even now in 2020, I think, I am
struck and then I learn from people like Adam Nayman about like the technical achievements. I
mean it looks different than contemporaneous films and it is accomplished. And so many
scenes have become memes at this point. You know that you are seeing something new, but the
story telling in terms of, is so sophisticated, in terms of the pacing, in terms of the different
perspectives. In terms of how the story is told reflecting what the story itself is. And they made
themes from memory to mythology. Or self-anthologizing as the case may be. And it is also so
propulsive. This is a character study told from a lot of different people you don’t really know
in pieces and in flashbacks. And how intracity it is like the puzzle they can’t quite put together
at the end. I mean it is a little bit on the nose at times, but I enjoy that. And it just moves, and it
plays. And you don’'t, I don’t always find that movies from this time period and with this level
of intricacy can hold my attention in the same way. And it, and you see something being
invented that we are so familiar with now, but it really does hold your attention.

18 Citizen Kane, 1941. Following the death of publishing tycoon Charles Foster Kane, reporters scramble
to uncover the meaning of his final utterance; 'Rosebud’.
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Sean, 18:12

Chris, what about you?

Chris, 18:14

There is a story about how Wells, to Amanda’s point about films from the era, there is a story
about how Wells watched_Stagecoach like 40 times while making this movie. And if you watch
Stagecoach, which is '39, I think. 1939. It just seems like a different medium. Can you imagine
Stagecoach being the source text or the inspiration that Wells was drawing from? And then he
goes and makes Citizen Kane, 24 months later. Released like 24 months later. It just feels like
this huge leap forward. And it is a leap that I think in a lot of ways people are still trying to
wrap their heads around. The thing that, to go back to what I was originally saying, just the
first 25 minutes of this movie are like getting, you know, thrown 80 fastballs at once. It is like
wartching, it is sort of like a hall of mirrors or something. There is the newsreel stuff, then there
is the dreamy sort of death sequence, then there is the kind of screwball comedy set in a
newsroom. And that is all happening in a movie within the same story. And I would actually
love to know what it would have been like to have seen this movie in a theater back when it
first came out. And whether or not there were parts of it that you would have kind of
understood because you had seen talky comedies from around that era that had this pace. And
experimenting with a lot of overlapping dialogue. And you kind of had this ear to process it.
Versus some of this stuff that had to have been like, is this real? Like I don’t understand, did
they scratch the film? How could they do this? There are so many moments in this film,
especially in the first hour where you go, I don’t understand. Aren’t there rules against this?
And Wells just blows past those rules.

Adam, 20:02

1 think maybe something else, that wasn’t lost on people at the time, and definitely wasn 't lost
on the industry at the time, was of course a lot of amnesty towards the movie. It is not that
there hadn’t been directors with strong personalities, you mentioned John Ford for instance.
And this is not about ranking people, but a lot of John Ford’s work holds up equally so. I mean
that is the Mount Rushmore of that era. But you hadn’t had filmmakers other than comedians,
Chaplin, who put themselves into the work. In addition to the expressivity behind the camera.
The modern writer, director, star was not invented by Orson Wells. Charlie Chaplin created
and pre-dates that. You can go 120 years back. But the modern idea that, the idea of the
writer, director, star, and the question of is this vanity? Is this self-criticism? Is this
narcissism? Is this about his own persona? Is Orson Wells not just making a movie about
Hearst but is this about himself? Is this about his profession and his own promise? How he
might see his life. And at a time when Hollywood and media was super interested in celebrity
and off screen and gossip. Not that that has changed, but that was really coming into its own
in the 1920s, 30s, and 40s. That was a huge part of Citizen Kane.

The way that industry history and a focus on film creators layers through the example above for Citizen
Kane held up in most of the episodes. At times, The Big Picture focused solely on an actor, such as
George Clooney, or a director like Steven Soderbergh, for complete rank and review styles of
conversation about their impacts on the production of culture and film. The Big Picture tends to describe

actors and directors with impact on Hollywood through affirming and idealistic ways because it is “really
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passionate about his [Soderbergh] work. So much so that we have collaborated on an Ocean’s 11
Rewatchables" Episode, an Ocean’s 12 Rewatchables episode, a Steven Soderbergh’s Top 5 episode, and
we have also talked about his work in many episodes of this podcast” (Sean, December 10, 2020, 13:26,
Link). Sean and Amanda did frequently rate, rank, and contextualize the careers of the cultural agents
connected to the films under discussion.

The Big Picture has produced over 400 episodes and received over 3 thousand ratings on Apple
Podcasts. The average rating is a 4.4 Stars with most of the negative reviews citing a dislike of the hosts
or their tone when discussing films. The review from BiggestFeesh on January 2, 2021, captures the vibe
of most other negative reviews: the tone from the hosts coming across as smug or better than and a
tendency to dismiss certain types of media and popular culture. While BiggestFeesh noticed how the
conversations revolve around and expand on film culture, they recognized how film culture on the level

of comic book fare may not be treated the same legitimacy as other cinema forms.

BiggestFeesh, 01/02/2021

Enjoy the show despite its smugness

| enjoy this show because their episode topics are so in line with what's happening in the
film world, but their smugness can be grating. Laughing away legitimate criticisms of WW84
as us simpleton fans being too reactionary because they don't share them is just lazy.

Figure 10: Negative Review for The Big Picture

Looking over the films and episodes chosen by The Big Picture, visible traces of the preferred
taste culture does appear. It did choose to discuss films and topics that possess higher-level cultural or

artistic value such as two full episodes devoted to Mank/Citizen Kane (December 1, 2020, and December

19 The Rewatchables is another film-centered podcast from The Ringer Network. That program would be a
strong case for future studies comparing individual influences within a single organization.
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4, 2020), the focus on award-winning directors like Christopher Nolan (December 17, 2020), and the
general emphasis on ranking performances in relation to the Best Acting categories for the Oscars
(December 8, 2020; December 21, 2020). On December 15 it discussed the future of Hollywood given the
pandemic and the already shifting frequency of cinematic universes and franchised intellectual properties
compared to independent stories. Sean said that he “has no ill-will towards AMC or Regal or any of these
exhibition companies, but the thing that I care about is the smaller repertory theaters and smaller
businesses. The people who really care about showing movies on big screens” (18:50, Link). He and
Amanda state that they do enjoy going to blockbuster releases with large groups of excited fans, but what
he really loves, and desires is going to repertory theaters to see “old films, to see new films, maybe see
special events and conversations with artists I care about” (19:55). Amanda shared a similar perspective
on taste when she spoke about pop culture franchises in comparison to herself “being a Jane Austen fan,
and the relationship to quote Jane Austen content, is the closest I can come to related, really, to a Star
Wars fan” (29:15). Amanda positions her taste within classic literature rather than contemporary popular
culture. After listening to 16 hours of conversation, I gathered that The Big Picture’s taste culture aligns
far more with sophisticated cinema that receives attention from art houses and the Academy of Arts and
Pictures than billion-dollar franchises that draw the masses of popular culture (Gans, 1999).

The audience reviews that cite smugness or complain about the apparent disinterest of The Big
Picture hosts may not have an emotional need or expectation met, which I noticed other podcasts tap into.
An emotional need can be met when audiences are invited into the conversation because of the close
relationship that language has provided in our sense of self, identity, and community (Anderson, 2016;
Hall, 1980/2012). Traditional criticism maintained a one-way communication path with little invitation
for the audience to connect as active in the community through printed works like screening reports,
critical essays, and reviews (Corrigan, 2015). The one-way channel reflected the assumption that only
elite members of the upper class held the cultural taste required to evaluate films and facilitate discussion
on the text (Bourdieu, 1984/2012). The Big Picture reflects aspects of this traditional model because it

doesn’t actively invite or include the audience into the conversations via voicemails or social media. And
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the few times it did include the audience was in a largely negative ways calling out the Twitter discourses
as “tweeting Mank puns” (Adam Nayman, December 8, 2020, 89:50, Link), a culture of “gotta have a
take, gotta make a meme” (Amanda, December 31, 2020, 6:35, Link), and a culture that “thrives on
extremity” (Sean, December 31, 2020, 10:01). It described the tweets and social media discourse around

Wonder Woman 1984 as less than and apart from true film criticism—an incident we will cover far more

in the Wonder Woman 1984 comparison for 3.6.

The smugness may also come from the connection to a legacy organization, The Ringer Network,
and the professionally paid status of the hosts as opinion-providers. The hosts are literally being paid to
speak about films to a one-way audience. The claims from some audience members of smugness
illuminates the boundaries of the taste culture The Big Picture resonates with; someone who desires more
active participation in cultural discourse and speaks highly of entertainment mass culture may not gain as
much value from the high taste culture that The Big Picture aligns within (Gans, 1999). There is an
opportunity and space for an audio critic coming from a fandom school or lower taste culture to provide
the technical discourse with appreciation and crowd-backing that the listeners who feel the smugness of
this podcast may be more attracted towards: in the wide array of film review podcasts available, the
theory pushes that products exist to align with those market forces within the fragmented audience
sphere. The legacy-backing allowed The Big Picture to publish 12 episodes with a sum length of 1,009
minutes in the five weeks of sampling. The average length was over an hour with most episodes
including distinct segments such as a discussion of a film and then an interview with a director or actors.
These hosts were able to regularly create content as true professionals being paid for their work by their
legacy structure while pulling major names in for the interviews such as, Paul Greengrass.

The Big Picture tended to cover a variety of topics in the reviews while acknowledging or
interacting with the audience infrequently. It did follow the field-level routine of providing first
impressions and a film synopsis early in the episode. The audio critic tended to release content beyond the
discreet film review, like the December 2 episode, Did Movie Theaters Just Die? or discussed entire
groups of films such as the 1995 Movie Draft on December 29, 2020. The Big Picture led to an emerging
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genre form of film review in the audio critic space, the Rank and Review episode. It was not the only
critic in this sample to rank multiple texts of a particular cluster, but it did do this most frequently. The
Rank and Review genre will be further explored in Chapter 4.

On Twitter, The Big Picture was active with 109 tweets collected through the API. It received a
lot of engagement, averaging 280 Likes, 33 replies, and 55 Retweets from the community over the
sampling period. Despite the community being visibly engaged with The Big Picture, the audio critic
rarely responded back to the fans from the main account. At times, individual hosts would respond to a
few comment threads. Sean, who was more active than Amanda, clarified that social media is “a fact of
life and a reflection of the ways people are engaging with this stuff that does matter to me” (December 31,
2020, 38:12). Based on the conversations, it is likely that Sean and Amanda monitor their Twitter
accounts and the @thebigpic account as lurkers to see “the way that people receive, consume, and then
process popular culture” (Sean, December 31, 2020, 38:20). Being within a legacy structure may also
mean the organization’s Twitter activity, @thebigpic, is managed by other staff. More than other cases in
the sample, The Big Picture relied on retweets of content frequently. They often retweeted content posted
by Sean, Amanda, or other Ringer Network personalities, demonstrating some of the influence the
organization has because The Big Picture helped promote in-organization content.

Table 4: Twitter Activity for The Big Picture

Row Labels -T| Count of Function of Tweet Average of Likes Sum of Likes2 A ge of Replies Sum of Replies2 Average of Retweets Sum of Retweets2
=/ TheBigPic 109 281 30575 34 100.00% 55 100.00%
+/Audience Interaction 26 47 1209 3 2.05% 1 0.53%
+/Customer Service 1 0 0 0 0.00% 0 0.00%
+ Engagement 7 140 979 232 44.51% 80 9.38%
+General 7 323 2259 1 2.16% 8 0.88%
+ Publicity 32 135 4323 15 13.41% 10 5.41%
+IRecommendation 12 534 6407 485 15.92% 96 19.17%
+ Show Topics 24 642 15398 33 21.94% 162 64.62%
Grand Total 109 280.5045872 30575 33.53211009 100.00% 55.08256881 100.00%

The Big Picture spreads out its Twitter usage with far more routines of retweets and varied
content. The function of Twitter was spread between among all the themes with Publicity (35%) and
Show Topics (26%) leading the distribution. When The Big Picture connected directly with the audience
on Twitter, the tweets were typically “thank you” responses to community members related to the Spotify
Yearly Wrap Up. The audience interactions may not be a routine behavior if Spotify had not released the
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social-sharing features of listener plays during the sampling period. The top five most engaged tweets
included memes or graphics related to the film industry or a film, which mirrors the descriptions of what
The Big Picture perceives Twitter to be for. It had described online culture as a place for takes and
memes, reinforced by the popularity of the takes and memes. The most liked tweet was about HBO Max
with over 3, 200 Likes on December 3, 2020. Other popular tweet types were list graphics with movie
titles or recommendations for the audience, such as the Top 5 Movies lists with 500+ Likes from

December 9.

@ The Big Picture &
it

HBO Max: “We're releasing all our 2021 films on
streaming so you can watch them at home!”

Movie theaters:

Figure 11: The Big Picture received engagement on Twitter for industry memes.

The Big Picture receives funding from the Ringer Network, via ad revenue. The Big Picture
content always included ads for products and brands with very little personal engagement. The ads were
clearly scripts, often reoccurring across episodes, indicating an external recording that could be replayed.

The ads typically played at the beginning of episodes and at transition points, like when ending the film
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review and moving into the interview portion of the episode. These ads almost always had background
music to them, which further distinguished the advertisement from the formal content. The structure often
reminded me of radio routines that break program segments up with commercials; the broadcast-esk
practice reflects a social system-level routine for media industries with advertisers tightly controlling the
message and placement within programming (Shoemaker & Reese, 2014). The sponsors likely rotate on
time-based contracts because the same brands appeared throughout the month of my sampling period.
Additional research on The Ringer and other legacy-backed critics can question the economic patterns
over a longer period. Sampling from various points in the year can shed more light on the routines for
market integration within the podcast space.*

The Big Picture might imagine the audience as more affluent and interested in spending
disposable income on technology related products. It was sponsored by battery companies, Duracell, and
Energizer, indicating the need to power electronics or forms of digital toys. It is surprising that competing
brands would market on the same show. The phenomenon occurred again with two car brands holding ad
space on The Big Picture. Perhaps the overlap of competitors speaks to the stage that podcasting is in as
an emerging and valuable field for marketing to consumers. Only a portion of brands are actively
integrating podcasts into their marketing mix despite reportedly high conversation rates compared to
digital or TV ads (Zaidi, 2021). The appeal of podcast advertising and the hyper-fragmentation of the
space may drive competitors to the same podcasts if they imagine the listenership to match their target
markets. The Big Picture also advertised for other Spotify podcasts, as Spotify owns the network. When
they didn’t run formal ad spots for Spotify podcasts, the hosts integrated shout-outs to their Ringer
Network colleagues such as The Rewatchables (another movie podcast) and Binge Mode (television and

film).

20 In early 2021 Spotify released a Beta feature for ads that impacts The Ringer Network podcasts. They
now list the advertising sponsor with a time stamp to indicate how much is left in the ad. I noticed it on other Ringer
podcasts I personally listened to, and when I returned to The Big Picture while writing the analysis found that this
feature had replaced the ad structure and content observed in December of 2020.
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Figure 12: The Big Picture featured the same brands heavily focused on home goods

The Big Picture was one of the more insightful towards the film industry of the sample. The
technical niche facilitated emphasizes the industry and culture of production around cinema. Sean and
Amanda often made this point in episodes while they discussed economic data, distribution trends, critic

reception, and the future for Hollywood.

Sean, December 1, 2020, 28:19, Link

George Schaefer, who was running RKO at the time, sought out [Orson] Wells because he was
trying to elevate the quality of films they were making at the studio. And that is part of the
reason they agreed to give him the deal [to make Citizen Kane]. And Wells hit his marks, so to
speak. He really did make the movie that he promised, and on time. And the reception of the
movie is really interesting because there were, there was, one class of columnist and critic that
widely celebrated it, and they were often employed by Henry Luce who was, of course,
oppositional to William Randolph Hearst....and on the other side you got all these gossip
columnists who are trying to undermine Wells. You have also got the Academy, which hadn’t,
think very interestingly their approach to the film was to celebrate it but withhold. And the
movie gets nine Oscar nominations including Best Picture but only wins one Oscar. And that
Oscar is of course Best Screenplay.

Amanda, December 17, 2020, 37:51

Tenet did not do well at the Box Office. And obviously there are a lot of exceptions and
reasons why and it is all very complicated. It is 2020***, But it is interesting that he
[Christopher Nolan] was in the center of the frame this year. And I think that he is in the center
of the conversation about what the movie industry will be moving forward because of the types
of movies that he makes and how he wants people to see them and how people have
traditionally seen them. And how they are financed and how they will be financed going
forward.

Sean articulated the point and reason for the consistent attention to the box office and the business of

Hollywood concisely towards the end of the sample.

Sean, December 31, 2020, 38:34, Link
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Whenever people say to me, like what do you care about this stuff? Why do you have the
business stuff on this show? I always say the same thing: I am interested in what we are
getting next. The things that are successful drive the conversation for the where the future of
the medium and the art form goes.

The centering and elevating the practices of production define the technical niche that emerged
from the sample. The Big Picture embodies this niche as proponents of the Hollywood business and how
that context directly influences the reception and discourse of film criticism. As the niche is more focused
on the industry, the audience is not often included directly in conversation but rather treated as one-
directional consumers of the audio critic’s opinions and industry context. The Big Picture used Twitter as
an open forum for the audience to respond or engage with each other while rarely moderating the
conversations. The scope of this study focused on the film reviews, and The Big Picture offers a case for
additional research through the interviews hosted and other types of art-related content created. The
Ringer Network also offers a strong site for research on entertainment and popular culture journalism,
discourse, and community as well.

3.4 Black Girl Film Club

Black Girl Film Club (@blckgirlfilmclub) is a crowd-backed podcast with a forming cultural
capital of 1,200 Twitter followers, 300 Instagram followers, and 80 episodes published. The Twitter
followers grew by about 200 between Fall of 2020 and the final write up in 2021. The hosts, Ashley Ayer
(@ashleyayer) and Britney Brinson (@its_britney), are professionals in other fields who record this
podcast every other week with little visible funding. Ashley is a graphic designer and art director out of

Dallas (her studio is currently “shut down”) and describes herself as a film newbie, learning from and

connecting with her friend Britney who is a freelance writer. Black Girl Film Club was launched in 2018
after the duo noticed the treatment of women’s reviews in spaces like Letterboxd and didn’t feel
welcomed. The podcast reflects lower middle class taste culture to make artistic form more accessible
and to speak to members not typically included or with access to high and upper-middle class pathways
to content (Gans, 1999). Ashley described their motivation as “I wish there was a place where me and my

friends could just talk about movies. We don’t need to have anyone explain the movie to me because I
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watched the movie. I know what I felt, I know what I thought, and I know how I interpreted it. I don’t
need anybody else to tell me” (CTSJ Events, 2020). Britney added that many films from Black creators
or featuring aspects of Black communities were misrepresented in film podcast culture as bad films. She

added that they created Black Girl Film Club because

I noticed that sometimes they [Black films] are bad because something is missing with the
cultural nuances. You are not able to connect to some of the culture because the podcasters
are 