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The first half of the 1980s saw a talking cars fad. Several manufacturers provided 

models that could remind their driver of things like open doors and low fuel, making 

use of newly available speech synthesis technology. Talking cars were not intelligent 

but, as this article demonstrates, they carried and negotiated the idea of machine 

intelligence. They were part of the cultural anticipation of artificial intelligence, 

reproduced by intelligent robot cars in media representations as well as repeated 

promises of thinking and talking machines by both developers and manufacturers. 

This cultural context made talking cars alluring, but also disappointing. They 

triggered questions of control that today are topical again in the discussions regarding 

autonomous vehicles. 

 

In mid-September 1984, the only car factory in Finland, Oy Saab-Valmet Ab, had 

something new to offer. Since the summer of 1984, a surprise had been planned for 

the launch of the company’s 1985 car models. First the car dealers and then the press 

were let in on the novelty: Saab-Valmet’s 1985 Talbot was the first Finnish-speaking 

car in the world.1 The press took the bait, publishing dozens of articles on the new 

model and highlighting the speech function. Headlines declared: “Cars speak also 

in Finland,”2 “Talbot speaks Finnish,”3 and “The Finnish Car for the Knight Rider”.4 

Many of the papers also detailed the car’s restricted speech synthesis technology. 

Several articles included a photograph of the Eurosyn 450 speech module produced 

by the Finnish company Euroka enabling the car to utter 13 different notifications 

and warnings.5 (See fig. 2.) 

 

1 Memo by L. Forsström, 6 July 1984; Letter by L. Forsström to Jyrki Honkaniemi, 6 
August 1984, Tiedotusosaston asiakirjat, folder 717, Valmet Automotive Oy, The 
Central Archives for Finnish Business Records (Elka). Henceforth Valmet-Elka. 

2 Etelä-Uusimaa, 3 Oct 1984; Lapin Kansa, 25 Oct 1984. 

3 Ilta-Sanomat, 28 Sept 1984. 

4 Uusimaa, 22 Sept 1984. 
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The enthusiastic press response might seem a bit exaggerated when one 

considers that the total number of Talbots actually equipped with the speech 

function was fify-five, mainly foreseen as promotion products of district dealers. For 

customers, the speech function was foreseen as a rather costly extra available in the 

Talbot models 1510 and Solara.6 However, when taking a look at the cultural and 

technological history of talking cars, the interest in the speech function becomes 

understandable. This article will argue that the idea of talking cars has cultural 

continuity and longevity. Using archival sources and historical newspapers, it maps 

out both the history of talking Talbots and the broader cultural history of talking 

cars. It seeks answer to the following questions: What made the idea of talking cars 

so alluring? How were the actual talking cars received? And what does their history 

tell about expectations towards cars and talking machines in general? 

Automobility and car cultures have been the focus of rich and multidisciplinary 

research activity among historians and sociologists.7 Talking cars have so far not 

received much scrutiny, although the soundscapes of cars have been studied.8 This 

is not unique to cars, as the social and cultural dimensions of machine speech are 

generally understudied. In the multitude of literature on robots, for example, speech 

has mostly been either ignored or has received only fleeting attention as one of the 

many features a robot might have.9 Human-machine communication overall has 

not been the focus of much scholarly research.10 Yet speech communication differs 

socially and culturally from other types of communication between humans and 

machines and thus calls for specific attention, especially with respect to the idea of 

machine intelligence. Indeed, this article will argue that the 1980s talking cars, 

although patently unintelligent, contributed to and were shaped by the cultural idea 

of machine intelligence. 
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5 For example: Ilkka, 27 Sept 1984; Keskisuomalainen, 17 Oct 1984; Konepajamies, 10/1984; 
Tekniikan Maailma, 17/1984; Tuulilasi, 11/1984; Yhteishyvä, 19/1984. Talbot’s spoken 
notifications, translated into English, were the following: “Oil pressure is low; Charging 
failure; Motor is overheating; Close the doors; Oil is low; Fuel is low; Washing fluid is 
low; Hand brake is on; Seat belt is unfastened; Coolant is low; Choke is on; Heater of 
the rear window is on; Lock the doors.” (Sähkö – Electricity and Electronics, 10/1984.) 

6 The regular prices for the different Talbot models for the new year were between 65 
000 and 77 500 Finnish marks and the price for the speech function as an extra 
equipment would have been around 7000 marks. (Autotehtaan asiaa, 15/1984; Vakka-
Suomen Sanomat, 17 Nov 1984.) 

7 See for example: Miller, Car Cultures; Featherstone et al., Automobilities; Mom, 
Atlantic Automobilism. 

8 Bull, “Automobility and the Power of Sound.” 

9 See for example: Skjuve et al, “Help! Is My Chatbot Falling into the Uncanny 
Valley?”; Männistö-Funk and Sihvonen, “Voices from the Uncanny Valley.” 

10 Guzman, “Making AI safe for humans.” 
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This article will look at talking cars from the perspective of both users and 

producers. In both, local interests and practices mixed with transnational trends and 

meanings of automobility. American audiovisual culture was especially trendsetting 

for talking cars as technical and cultural products, which is why the article draws 

on both Finnish and American media representations. However, throughout the 

article, I keep my eye also on the specific, geographically situated case of the talking 

Talbot. Its history was short, ending almost before it had properly begun. Still in 

the early 1985, presence of the talking Talbot in the media was strong. In its first 

issues of 1985, Tekniikan Maailma, the largest popular technology magazine in 

Finland, published double-page advertisements for a raffle with a talking Talbot as 

its main prize. The spread included a picture of a woman looking very surprised and 

lifting one of her wintery ear muffs under the text: “One fine day your car will also 

start to speak.”11 (See fig. 1) However, only a couple of months later, Saab-Valmet factory 

announced (news that all the major newspapers immediately picked up) that it 

would end the production of Talbots in Finland altogether in the coming months.12 
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11 Tekniikan Maailma, 1/1985, 2/1985. 

12 Press release by Oy Saab-Valmet Ab, 2 April 1985, Tiedotusosaston asiakirjat, folder 
717, Valmet-Elka; for a newspaper report: Helsingin Sanomat, 3 April 1984. 

Illustration 1. The talking Talbot was promoted in the popular technology magazine Tekniikan 
Maailma. Readers had a chance of winning “the world’s first Finnish-speaking car” in a raffle. 
The large text declares: “One fine day your car will also start to speak.” (Source: Tekniikan 
Maailma, 1 Jan 1985.)
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Even as the talking Talbot and its launch were planned in the summer of 1984, 

the future of Talbot production in Finland had been uncertain for some time. Saab-

Valmet had been assembling Talbots for the domestic market on a license from 

Peugeot since 1979, alongside its main production line of Saabs that were produced 

for both the domestic market and for export. The production of Talbots was riddled 

with problems from its early years. The car’s commercial success in Finland remained 

limited, and the factory had to continuously negotiate with Peugeot and its suppliers 

about an acceptable price level and quality for the car and its parts. The plans Peugeot 

had for the model were also unknown. Therefore, in spring 1984, the leading group 

of the factory managers at Saab-Valmet were critically pondering the future of Talbot 

production.13 In early March, confidential information about the planned abandon -

ment of the Talbot marque by Peugot was received from France,14 and after short 

and unsuccessful negotiations considering a price for continued Peugeot production 

in Finland, the companies agreed on ending their collaboration.15 Still, in the midst 

of this uncertain situation, Saab-Valmet wanted to launch a talking Talbot as a 

marketing effort and development project for its 1985 models. The launch ended up 

attracting media attention that overshadowed company´s main product: Saab.  

Like the case of the talking Talbot, the overall story of talking cars is a 

combination of fantastical automobile voices from fiction and the public imagination 

as well as the mildly disappointing talking cars launched into the highly competitive 

automobile market. In this article, I will first provide an overview of talking cars as 

a user technology, then proceed to analyse the fictional dimension of automotive 

voices, and finally conclude by considering the long and still on-going anticipation 

of machine intelligence and its contradictions. 

 

“A Door is Ajar”: Talking Cars as a Technological Trend 

Machine speech started to be utilized for car marketing purposes in the latter part 

of the 1930s. In 1936, Hudson Motor Car Company reportedly exhibited a car “that 

speaks for itself.” The car addressed motor show visitors, sometimes by name16 Better 

known was Chrysler’s four-door De Soto sedan of 1939 that could describe its own 
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13 See for example Memos for the 13 April 1984 meeting “Saab-Valmetin liiketoiminnan 
kehittäminen” [Development of the Saab-Valmet business”]. R. Mäkinen, Talbot-
neuvottelut, folder 388, Valmet-Elka. 

14 Memo from a PR meeting of Peugeot in Geneva 4 March 1985, R. Mäkinen, folder 
388, Valmet-Elka. 

15 Telex from Saab-Valmet to Automobiles Peugeot 12 March 1985 & telex from 
Automobiles Peugeot to Saab-Valmet 13 March 1985, R. Mäkinen, folder 388, Valmet- 
Elka; Agreement of termination of distribution agreement between Saab-Valmet and 
Automobiles Peugeot 4 June 1985, folder 809, Valmet-Elka. 

16 New York Times, 15 Nov 1936. 
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features with the help of a concealed phonograph. In sync with talking, the car would 

open its doors and hood, switch on its headlights, and start its engine.17 It served as 

Chrysler’s main attraction at the New York World’s Fair of 1939, where it amused 

visitors by also doing magical tricks and cracking jokes.18 The fair was an important 

place for automobile promotion and famously included also such large-scale exhibits 

as General Motors’ Futurama, a futuristic miniature world attracting millions of 

visitors to immerse themselves in a vision of America in 1960, full of superhighways 

and other kinds of massive car infrastructure.19  

The same World’s Fair housed also a large talking robot, Westinghouse Electric 

Corporation’s Elektro. Elektro could walk, move its head and arms, smoke cigarettes, 

and speak some 700 words with the help of a record player. The relays inside the 

robot reacted to the number of words (not their meaning) in voice commands and 

questions, uttered by its human companion. In contrast to the dangerous and 

revolting robots seen for example in Karel Čapek’s play R.U.R. that had first coined 

the word “robot” in 1920, Elektro was designed to promote a friendly relationship 

between people and technology.20 In this way, it was similar to the talking car. Unlike 

General Motors’ Futurama, the talking Chrysler focused less on the transport system 

and more on the relationship between the car and the driver. Peter Norton argues 

that this relationship was at the core of the marketing and image projects that 

automobile industry and other automotive advocacy groups carried out in the U.S.A. 

during the early and mid-twentieth century. The relationship of the driver and the 

car— and more generally of the whole U.S. population and the car—was successfully 

framed as a love story. In this story, the human-machine couple overcame all of the 

obstacles set by sceptics and lawmakers. They were victorious because the driver and 

the car were simply made for each other.21 

Long before the talking robots and cars of the 1930s, attempts had been made 

to give inanimate objects the power of speech. This ability was a strong signifier of 

humanity, which made it intriguing. Dolls, statues, and machines had been made to 

speak by physically transmitting human speech, producing it mechanically and, from 

the late nineteenth century on, by using recorded human speech.22 However, new 

possibilities were opened up with the development of electronic speech synthesis. 
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17 New York Times, 7 March  1939. 

18 Washington Post, 24 Sept 1939; New York Times, 5 May 1940. 

19 Norton, “Of Love Affairs,” 28–31. 

20 Kakoudaki, Anatomy of a Robot, 12–17. Elektro was not the first talking robot, Eric the 
first robot in Britain, had been giving speeches already in 1928 by the help of a radio 
signal. See: Riskin, Restless Clock. 

21 Norton, “Of Love Affairs.” On the historical love affair with the car in other 
countries: also Sachs, For the Love of the Automobile. 

22 Männistö-Funk and Sihvonen, “Voices from the Uncanny Valley.” 
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Synthesis technology was designed to artificially produce speech. This technology 

was demonstrated at the 1939 World’s Fair, in the form of the Bell Telephone 

Laboratory’s Voder. Its technical features imitated the functions of the human voice, 

and it could be made to produce robotic speech by trained operators. During the 

following decades, the electronic synthesis of human speech was developed in several 

research institutes and laboratories as part of the research in phonetics and speech 

science. This lead to the first computer-based synthesis solutions in the 1960s. 

Among the first commercial applications was the popular “Speak and Spell” toy that 

Texas Instruments launched in 1978, an electronic device that asked its user to write 

words and then spelled them out.23 During the following half a decade, speech 

synthesis was applied to several different technological products—cars among them. 

Compared with both earlier and later decades, the 1980s appears as an absolute 

peak for talking technologies. Speech function was still an attraction that could be 

used as a promotion tool, often in the form of talking robots. When Steve Jobs 

introduced the first Macintosh-computer in 1984, he let it speak using the MacinTalk 

text-to-speech program, even though it was not a supported part of the product. It 

took almost 20 years to become a standard feature of the computer.24 At the same 

time, speech synthesis was applied to diverse consumer products: home electronics, 

communication technologies, and, prominently, cars. According to newspaper 

sources, the following talking cars were produced (at least): the Toyota Ex-8 in 1981; 

some models of Nissan (later Datsun) from 1981; several models of Chrysler from 

1982; the Audi Quattro in 1983; the Austin Maestro in 1983; the Ford Thunderbird 

and Cougar in 1983; the Renault 11 from 1983; and the Finnish models of the Talbot 

in 1985. In all of these models, talk sequences were based on digital speech synthesis, 

except for the Nissan, which used an analog speech solution in the form of a small 

phonograph record.25 Talking cars also shared a rather similar range of sentences, 

typically consisting of a dozen short notifications. For example, the speech system 

of Chrysler, called Electronic Voice Alert (EVA), used the same Texas Instruments 

speech chips that were used in “Speak and Spell” toys. It was equipped with either 

11 or 24 commands, including following reminders: “Don’t forget your keys. Your 

headlights are on. Please fasten your seat belt. A door is ajar. Your fuel is low. Your 

engine pressure is low—prompt service is required. Your washer fluid is low. Your 

engine is overheating—prompt service is required.”26 

Talking cars were a trend in the first half of the 1980s but were soon 

discontinued. The 1987 Chrysler New Yorker had an Electronic Voice Alert System, 
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23 Rowe, “From Wood to Bits.” 

24 Rowe, “From Wood to Bits,” 14. 

25 For more information about the Nissan models: James, Driving from Japan, 93. 

26 Minneapolis Star and Tribune, 13 Oct 1982. 
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and appears to have been one of the last talking car models. I will later return to the 

reasons for the abandonment of talking cars but will first consider the reasons for 

their development and production. The first and foremost motivation given in the 

press, both in Finland and in the U.S.A. was safety: voice alerts were described as a 

more efficient and less distracting way of notifying drivers about things needing 

their attention.27 However, as there were no regulations or other strong incentives 

calling for such safety measures, other reasons must have made the idea of a talking 

car interesting to the manufacturers. Taking a closer look at the Finnish Talbot case 

again, two main explanatory factors can be detected. One of them is the general 

appeal of novelties in the car industry. The archival material of Talbot production 

demonstrates that manufacturing the car included constant attention to different 

trends and fashions, both technological and aesthetic. Such trends and fashions can 

be interpreted as central parts of car cultures.28 As a manufacturer, Saab-Valmet 

constantly weighed different changes and additions in the light of possible added 

value in the market segment of a specific car and model. Speech function was one 

such addition. 

In the early eighties, the Talbot had been struggling in Finland with a negative 

image and downward sales figures. A 1983 Finnish market survey revealed that 

Talbot received the lowest assessment of the eight cars in the survey. It was deemed 

to be not worth its price and lacked customer loyalty.29 The Talbot had a rather poor 

image in other countries as well: Saab-Valmet’s product developer reported from 

the Paris Motor Show 1984 that nobody was interested in Talbot.30 Saab-Valmet 

was trying to raise the perceived quality of the Talbot by different means. Special 

focus was placed on the “Finnishness” of the car, emphasized with the slogan “Well-

made in Finland.”31 The domestic content of the car was calculated at 40 per cent, 

but Saab-Valmet also made modifications specifically adjusting the Talbot to Nordic 

driving conditions. Saab-Valmet wanted to highlight this “Finnish Flavour”32 both 

technically and image-wise, aiming to make the Talbot known as the Finnish car. 

Giving it a Finnish voice could serve this aim in two ways. Indeed, media 

highlighted the Finnishness of the Talbot when reporting about its speech function: 

noting that Talbot was becoming more and more Finnish, that it was natural for it 
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27 See for example Uusi Rauma, 27 Sept 1984; Suomenmaa, 29 Sept 1984; Tuulilasi Nov 
1984; Washington Post, 1 June 1980; New York Times, 3 Jan 1985. 

28 See Balmark, On Men and Cars, 239–242. 

29 Scan-Auto, Horizon Market Survey, 20 April 1983, folder 388, Valmet-Elka. 

30 Memo from the Paris Motor Show, 31 Oct 1984, folder 496, Valmet-Elka. 

31 For example Autotehtaan asiaa 15/1984. 

32 Memos for the 13 April 1984 meeting “Saab-Valmetin liiketoiminnan kehittäminen,” 
R. Mäkinen, Talbot-neuvottelut, folder 388, Valmet-Elka. 
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to have learnt Finnish after being produced in Finland for years, or that it should 

be made to talk the other domestic languages in Finland, Swedish and Sami, as 

well.33 As Talbots were only manufactured for the domestic market in Finland, they 

might have been better suited for different kinds of development projects than the 

factory’s main product the Saab. This explains why such an extravagant technical 

addition was given to a mediocre car with a questionable reputation. Clearly, the 

Talbot offered a safe playground for testing as there was not much to lose but 

potentially a lot to gain. Parallel to the launch of the speech function, tests were run 

for producing electric Talbots.34 

Another important factor in making the talking Talbot was the availability of 

speech synthesis technology. The newly developed computer-based solutions made 

speech synthesis easy to apply commercially as small microchips could be 

programmed to produce certain speech sequences. Speech synthesis was language 

specific, which meant that it was developed locally in several countries. In Finland, 

the phonetics laboratory at the University of Turku had developed the first Finnish 

text-to-speech program in the early 1970s.35 As in several other countries, the late 

1970s and the 1980s saw the emergence of commercially produced and marketed 

applications of speech synthesis. Synte, the first Finnish-speaking microprocessor-

based formant synthesizer with unrestricted speech synthesis, was finalized in the 

department of electronics at the technical university of Tampere in 1977 as part of a 

project that developed communication devices for people with disabilities. Its more 

advanced version, Synte3, used a parallel-cascade synthesis model called PARCAS 

that was patented in 1982,36 and was commercially produced by the company Euroka 

in Helsinki.37 Euroka was a small company actively developing and marketing 

applications like automatic phone banking systems and talking industrial alarm 

systems. Collaboration with Saab-Valmet was thus interesting for both partners.38 

Similar dynamics, although on a larger scale, seem to have been behind the 

collaboration of Texas Instruments and Chrysler.39 In the early 1980s, speech 
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33 Helsingin Sanomat, 27 Sept 1984; Suomen Sosialidemokkraatti, 26 Sept 1984; Seura, 
44/1984. 

34 “Kotimainen sähköauto valmistumassa” [An electric car of domestic make is coming], 
Vaasa, 6 Sept 1984; “Sähköauto käytössä jo ehkä huomenna,” [An electric car might be 
in use already tomorrow],Sähköviesti, 2/1984. 

35 Mattila, “From Ove to Klatt,” 1–13. 

36 Laine, “PARCAS.”  

37 “Puhuu, käskee, neuvoo… suomeksi” [Talks, orders, instructs… in Finnish], Tekniikan 
Maailma 20, 1984, 128–29. 

38 “Puhesynteesin sovellukset laajenevat” [More applications for speech synthesis], 
Kauppalehti, 9 Oct 1984. 

39 See: “Coming soon: the talking car,” Washington Post, 1 June 1980. 
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synthesis was a technical solution looking for applications and found them in the 

novelty-oriented car industry. 

It is difficult to say what would have happened with the talking Talbot had 

Saab-Valmet continued to manufacture the car. However, other talking car models 

had a relatively short life-span. Chrysler’s car, as the longest surviving example, was 

soon equipped with a switch that turned the speech function off. By the mid-1980s, 

the interest in talking cars was ebbing, but the Finnish car market still got a second 

talking car when Renault launched a Finnish speaking model at the end of 1985.40 

In historical analysis, talking cars appear as a failed technology. They functioned on 

a certain technical level, but were rejected by consumers. The idea of a talking car 
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40 See Tekniikan Maailma 20/1985. The speech synthesis solution was provided by 
another electronics company, not Euroka.  

Illustration 2. An article on the talking Talbot showcases the Eurosyn 450 speech synthesis 
module produced by the company Euroka. (Source: Tekniikan Maailma 16 Oct 1984.) 
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proved to be much more alluring than the actuality of a car that could talk. This 

allure, as well as the media attention the talking cars received, was mostly due to 

the power of imagined companionable relationships with cars that popular stories 

and images promoted. 

 

“This Is Your Mother Talking”: Companionable Cars as Popular Stories 

When the talking Talbot was launched, Finnish media immediately linked it to the 

American television show Knight Rider. The show that originally aired in the U.S.A. 

between 1982 and 1986 was available on Finnish television from early 1984 until 1986. 

It became popular especially among children and youth, but was criticized in the 

media for being cheap and violent entertainment.41 The show featured KITT, the 

artificially intelligent and self-aware talking car driven by the main character 

Michael Knight. In addition to its automotive super powers, KITT was presented 

as the resourceful, protective and humorous companion of its driver. Although real-

world talking cars had preceded KITT in the 1980s, it now seemed impossible to 

mention talking cars without mentioning KITT. KITT made talking cars culturally 

so present that they soon could be described as “an old joke.”42 In media, the talking 

Talbot was routinely positioned in relation to KITT, for example by noting that it 

was “not quite KITT” but safe and pleasing to drive; or that it did talk “but not yet 

jump over other cars”; and that it “luckily did not engage in lengthy small-talk like 

KITT.”43 Still today, KITT appears as a cultural reference in the discussion about 

autonomous cars.44  

KITT resembles the fictional spaceship computers that have inspired computer 

programmers in the creation of interactive voice-commanded and talking 

applications.45 The interactive nature of KITT is so central in the 1980s imaginations 

of possible talking cars that it leaks over to descriptions of the talking Talbot and 

other talking cars. Although these cars only gave one-sided notifications and 

repeated them at specific intervals, press wrote that they “conversed” with the 

driver.46 Actual talking cars also gave material for imagined humorous conversations, 

like in an article published in the New York Times in January 1981 describing how 

one might interview a talking car when looking for a new car:: “I might begin by 

complimenting the Datsun on its good looks. I would walk around and then get in. 
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41 Suominen, “Ihmeauto K.I.T.T. ja muuta ‘aateekooautoilua’,” 147–50. 

42 Seura, 44/1984.  

43 Yhteishyvä, 19/1984; Suomen Kuvalehti, 26 April 1985; Uusimaa, 22 Sept 1984; 
Satakunnan Kansa, 23 Sept 1984. 

44 Kröger, “Das automatisierte Fahren,” 60. 

45 Faber, From Star Trek to Siri, 27. 

46 See for example Uusimaa, 22 Sept 1984. 
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‘I particularly like your alloy wheels,’ I say. ‘Very pretty.’ ‘Flatterer,’ says the car, but 

the voice sounds pleased.”47 Similarly, the largest Finnish general periodical Suomen 

Kuvalehti published a humorous piece in which the talking Talbot opened up about 

how exhausting the competition in the car market was. The article started with the 

following introduction: “Now they have done it. They have crossbred the things 

dearest to a man: the car, the computer and the wife.”48 (See fig. 3.) 

Even though both the Talbot and KITT had a male voice, many 1980s cars 

talked with a female voice. These female voices were described in media as pleasant. 

Articles used adjectives like cultured49 or sensual,50 and often assumed that they were 

writing about male drivers communicating with “female” cars, reproducing the 

already well-established gendered constructions of cars and their drivers.51 Well 

before KITT, and before talking cars were a reality, Tekniikan Maailma magazine 

published a technically detailed article describing the possibilities of adding 

microprocessors in cars, calling forth a vision of a talking car. “Car 2000 will not 
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47 Marshall Schuon, “The Talking Car: A Conversation Piece,” New York Times, 25 Jan 1981. 

48 Jukka Ukkola, “Puhuvan auton avomielinen tilitys” [A talking car speaks its mind], 
Suomen Kuvalehti, 26 April 1985. 

49 New York Times, 27 April 1986. 

50 Tekniikan Maailma, 7 April 1985. 

51 Försti, “Gendering the Automobile.” 

Illustration 3. The illustration accompanying the humorous article on the talking Talbot 
comments on the imagined companionable relationship between the car and its (male) owner. 
(Source: Suomen Kuvalehti, 26 April 1985.)
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just be a car in the traditional sense,” it foretold, “At its best it can be a refreshing 

travelling companion who bids you good morning and answers, for example in the 

voice of your wife, your questions about the state of the car:  ‘Everything is good, let 

us drive.’”52 All of these popular stories and images reproduced an idea of a pleasantly 

companionable car that was either a female love interest or a “pal,” like Michael 

Knight’s KITT. These representations fit the “love affair with the car” story53 but 

also the cultural and social function of cars as powerful extensions of their owners 

and drivers.54 

Imagined smooth and seamless speech communication with a car was 

repeatedly forecast in the very near future, and the idea was backed up by news of 

technical developments. In another 1979 Tekniikan Maailma article, a professor of 

electronic engineering was interviewed about the possibilities of computer steered 

processes in cars. The article started with a utopian conversation between a driver 

and his self-steering car (which evidently could also process voice instructions and 

speak): “We will drive to the Virtanens’ place, Atom Street 123, district 4, guest 

parking 5. Drive via the closest flower shop, it’s a birthday party.” And, the article 

tells us, a slightly metallic voice answers: “Everything clear. Ready to drive. Fuel for 

52 kilometers. 15 000 kilometer service after 300 kilometers. The season for obligatory 

use of winter tires expires in five days. Fasten your seat belt and we can start.”55 In 

1985, an article in the New York Times envisioned the possibilities of speech 

recognition in a similar manner: “Like Michael Knight on the television show 

‘Knight Rider,’ drivers of the late 1980’s and early 1990’s will converse with what 

now would be considered super vehicles, according to experts in the fledgling field.”56 

The popular images of talking cars produced and reinforced the idea of a two-

way discussion, linking the speech function with intelligence. Talking cars mostly 

overlapped with computer technology, but speech functions were also part of the 

popular view of intelligent machines in general: humanoid robots and cars like 

KITT often expressed their intelligence by speaking. Although the cars of the 1980s 

with speech functions had no connection to any kind of artificial intelligence, a 

machine that talked created an illusion of intelligence, especially in connection to 

popular stories about talking, thinking machines. An article published in the New 

York Times in 1986 played directly with this idea. After describing the mindless 

babble of a malfunctioning talking car, it reflected, “I had boasted about having a 
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car I could talk to, but this demonstration, revealing that it could not discuss modern 

art, existentialism or the death of the novel had exposed both of us as a pair of 

intellectual light-weights.”57 

Beside linking to imagined mental abilities, speech function could make the 

everyday agency of machines tangible and present in an immediate manner, thus 

raising questions about human-machine interaction. Speech clearly made cars more 

human-like, adding to what the literature scholar Gordon Sayre calls the humanity 

of the car. According to Sayre, the humanity of the car is wished for and presented 

in many ways in popular culture. But at the same time, it is also perceived as 

problematic.58 As historian of technology Fabian Kröger states, the idea of 

autonomous cars swings between the wonderful and the uncanny.59 In the case of 

talking cars, the swinging happens between the utopian smoothness described above 

and the nagging irritation considered next. In addition to their role as docile helpers 

and technical extensions of their drivers, talking cars appear as protectors, know-it-

alls, and annoying meddlers. Here again, the female gendering of the car is central. 

Besides the wonder car KITT, the 1980s media used nagging wives as the most 

common comparison for talking cars. 

In media, the talking Talbot was often described as “nagging” or “scolding” the 

driver.60 In several articles this was explicitly connected to the nagging and scolding 

that was gendered female and supposed to take place in a car between the driver 

and a female family member. Articles for example jokingly suggested additional 

sentences to the repertoire of talking cars, for example: “Some aspects of the talking 

car could be further developed. It has a limited selection of ‘naggings’—only a dozen. 

Some basic sentences are missing, like ‘Don’t let that one overtake, it’s a Lada!’; 

“Why are you not overtaking already, you idiot?’; ‘See, what did I say!’; ‘Watch out, 

police might be around!’”61 Suggestions varied but their tone was similar Another 

article remarked, that  “The speech synthesizer does not hold sentences like ‘You 

are driving too fast’; ‘Don’t accelerate like that’; ‘Look out for that lorry’ and ‘Don’t 

steer so much to the side,’ which still leaves the wife and the mother-in-law with 

something to say.”62  

American press of the time proves that the discourse was transnationally shared. 

In the Minneapolis Tribune the humorist Erma Bombeck commented already in 

1980 on the news of the first talking cars by stating: “Has no one told Toyota that 
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every American car has been equipped with a live talking system since the car was 

invented? They used to be called back-seat drivers until they moved up to the 

passenger side. Now they’re called a lot of things. When it comes to telling a driver 

what to do, no one does it better than American women. We learned it in the back 

seat from our mothers.”63 The same year the Washington Post published a piece about 

the expected launch of speech function in American cars and concluded with the 

following anecdote: “Said one Ford employe [sic]: ‘My wife talks back, my kids talk 

back, the dog barks back. Believe me, the last thing I would want is my car talking 

back.’”64 The talking car is positioned here as “the other” compared to the white 

middle-class man, and placed in the same category with women, children and 

animals. Such positioning has been quite typical throughout the history of 

humanoid robots and other human-like machines.65 

Scolding female cars also appeared in popular culture, for example, in the 

American sitcom show My Mother the Car. This show aired in 1965–66 and featured 

a suburban family man, David, played by Jerry Van Dyke, whose caring and all-

knowing mother is reincarnated as a 1928 old-timer car. The car starts talking to 

David via its radio while he is at a car sale looking for a station wagon.  He buys the 

car/mother, who starts actively participating in his life. In contrast to the highly 

popular Knight Rider, My Mother the Car was a flop, even singled out as one of the 

worst shows in American television history.66 But the idea of meddling, talking cars 

had certain popularity and longevity. For example, already in the 1930s, newspapers 

published articles envisioning the possibility of integrating a gramophone warning 

system with the speedometer of cars, giving drivers different notifications at different 

speeds. Here an example from an article that was published in several Finnish 

newspapers: “When the speed of the car reaches 50 kilometers per hour, a voice from 

the dashboard says: ‘Too fast for urban traffic, I hope you are in the countryside!’ At 

the speed of 75 kilometers the voice notes: ‘You still have the car under control. But 

watch out! Do you have good brakes?’ At 90 kilometers: ‘You have your life in your 

own hands now! Stay focused!’ At 100 kilometers: ‘Do you have accident insurance?’ 

At 120 kilometers: ‘What is your last message to your family?’”67 In a similar tone, 

130     Männistö-Funk

 

63 Minneapolis Tribune, 23 Nov 1980. 

64 Washington Post, 1 June 1980. 

65 Faber, From Star Trek to Siri; Männistö-Funk & Sihvonen, “Voices from the Uncanny 
Valley.” 

66 My Mother the Car, produced by Cottage Industries, Inc. & United Artists Television; 
for rating as one of the worst shows, see CBS News, 12 July 2002: “The Worst TV 
Shows Ever.” For a contemporary review:  New York Times, 15 Sept 1965. 

67 Sosialisti, 14 Nov 1938; Savon Työmies, 22 Nov 1938; Itä-Häme, 23 Nov 1938; Tampereen 
Sanomat, 21 Feb 1939. Because several newspapers published the piece with a slightly 
different wording, it seems likely translated from some foreign newspaper although I 
have not yet been able to identify the original source. 

02. ICON_27_1_april6.qxp_test_icon  2022-05-11  8:59 PM  Page 130



a 1979 Tekniikan Maailma article about microprocessors in cars included the idea of 

letting the car scold the driver for speeding by playing the popular Finnish children’s 

song “Drive safely now, father.”68 In such imagined cases, cars speak with the voice 

of reason and ethics, reminding the driver of societal rules and enforcing the law in 

the private automobile space.  

Bruno Latour has written about the high-pitched alarm his car makes when 

the driver’s seat belt is unfastened and has used it as an example of society’s rules 

taking the form of artifacts. According to him, it is such artifacts that tie societies 

together and ensure that their members behave in a socially acceptable manner.69 

A human voice from a machine makes such enforcement of rules and the agency of 

machines even more present. Thus, a talking car has a specific ability and tendency 

to become a moral machine.70 Beside a friendly side-kick that works as an extension 

of its driver, a talking car becomes a meddling protector and guardian that oversees 

the drivers’ actions.  

Interestingly, in all these functions the car can appear female: a lover, a wife, or 

a mother. As many researchers have pointed out, beside the more mundane everyday 

technical practices and decisions emotions, dreams, and desires steer the wanting, 

purchasing, and driving of a car to a high degree.71 Furthermore, such factors as 

driving pleasure and power, danger, or risk-taking have been found central to cultures 

of car use and car representations.72 Talking cars, both as technical products and as 

media products, contrast and negotiate the factors of pleasure and risk in relation 

to the morality and rules that enable societies to accommodate cars and their 

dangers. As will be argued next, this negotiation is a tricky balancing act. In the case 

of the 1980s talking cars, it failed and ultimately led to the abandonment of talking 

cars as products. Today, the same negotiation appears in connection to self-driving 

cars and other autonomous vehicles. 

 

“I Am Assuming Control”: The Contradictions of a Car that Talks its Mind 

Whereas the idea of talking cars was alluring, the reality of automotive speech 

proved to be mostly annoying, at least according to the press reporting about test 
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drives with 1980s talking cars. The talking Talbot, for example, was urged to “shut 

up” as the originally amusing speech function started to become tiresome after a 

short while.73 Talbot would repeat the notifications about low fuel or low washing 

liquid every nine minutes,74 and the repetition was experienced as frustrating and 

unnerving. Also the slowness and pointlessness of some other notifications was 

criticized.75 Generally, a possibility to switch the speech function off was called for.76 

Similar feelings were expressed in the American press about other talking cars of 

the time. Erma Boebeck described her experience with a talking rental car of 

Japanese make in 1982:  

 

No sooner was I settled in this car than a voice said, ‘Your trunk is open.’ Now 

that line may be a scream in Japan, but not to me, who couldn’t find the trunk 

in the first place . . . The voice had other phrases. ‘Your left door is open.’ ‘Your 

right door is open.’ ‘Your lights are on.’ Your seatbelt is unfastend.’ Finally I could 

stand it no longer. ‘Look, lady, would you give me a break?’ ‘Your brake is on,’ 

she said mechanically.77  

 

Russel Baker also shared his adventures with a talking car in the New York Times: “I 

suspect my new talking car is a psychopathic killer. At first I thought it was merely 

having a nervous breakdown. That was when it first started saying, ‘Thank you. Thank 

you.’ Every morning as soon as I opened the door to get behind the wheel.”78 

According to him, his car later proceeded to give all of its notifications in an endless 

litany and then stopped talking altogether, only to start again on their way to a car 

mechanic. Baker wished to keep the car talking as he had paid for a talking car. In 

contrast, Marshall Schuon remarked, reviewing the 1986 Nissan Maxima for the 

New York Times: “today’s Maxima does offer a lot of things that couldn’t be had in 

1981. One of the nicest is a button that lets you turn off that dulcet voice when you’re 

tired of being nagged at.”79 

These articles, although often humorous, demonstrated that the reality of 

talking cars was something else than the imagined futuristic possibilities. They also 

hint at the reasons behind the irritation. Obviously, there were technical errors that 

caused frustration, but the presence of speech function could be irritating in itself, 
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especially when there was no possibility to switch it off. This makes sense in the 

light of research that has analysed the characteristics of cars as intimate inner spaces. 

According to the sociologist of mobility John Urry, the car has become a home-like 

space, a sanctuary that protects its inhabitants from outside dangers and lets them 

control a sensory and social zone independent from the environment the car is 

moving through. Central to inhabiting this steel bubble is its soundscape.80 Michael 

Bull has studied the soundscape of the car and argues that sound and commu -

nication technologies let the drivers exist in the “accompanied solitude” of the car’s 

intimate aural space and also let them coordinate the automobile soundscapes to 

match their mood and their journey.81 Beside radio, cassette tapes became an 

important part of shaping car soundscapes as protected listening environments. In 

Finland they were at the peak of their popularity in the 1980s.82 

Cars are different machines from inside and out. As Urry points out, from 

outside, as seen for example by pedestrians, the combination of a car and its driver 

is more a machine than a human, the driver appearing only as a “ghost in a ma -

chine.”83 In contrast, from inside, cars are comfortable and controllable places for 

humans. The control of the inner space and the functions of the car is in sync with 

the central automotive meanings of pleasure and power. The speech function of 

talking cars could fit into the protective nature of the car and even enhance the 

intimacy of the auditive cocoon, but it fit badly together with the importance of 

controlling and adjusting the soundscape of the car according to the drivers wishes. 

Thus, it might not come as a surprise that user practices did not readily accommodate 

talking cars. In addition, the human-like activeness of a car might appear problem -

atic as it calls into question the basic hierarchies in human-machine relationships. 

Already in the first season of the Knight Rider, in the episode “Trust Doesn’t 

Rust,”84 KITT reveals itself capable of decisions that bypass those of its driver. While 

Michael Knight is determined to pursue a risky mission, KITT tells him: “Michael, 

I cannot allow you to jeopardize your life. I am assuming control.” The same episode 

also features KITT’s earlier prototype KARR that is portrayed as KITT’s evil 

counterpart. Current discussions about self-driving cars deal with questions about 

machine autonomy that were already present in the cultural and technological 

context of talking cars. While the talking cars of the 1980s had no machine 

intelligence, the link between speech and intelligence sparked imagined interactions 

with talking, thinking cars. It also raised thoughts about the problems thinking cars 
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might cause. The strong connection between speech and intelligence could have 

made the errors of talking cars especially irritating because the cars time and again 

poignantly failed the promise of intelligence. But what would happen if cars actually 

started thinking and conversing?  

The media discourse around talking cars can be interpreted as part of the 

continuous cultural anticipation of intelligent machines. Since the late 1950s, the 

idea of artificial intelligence has been carried by technological and discursive 

practices, often promising fully intelligent machines in the span of mere decades.85 

This long anticipation has been characterized by a fluctuation between so-called 

“springs” of high AI research activity and hype, followed by “winters” of disappoint -

ment, criticism and less activity. The years talking cars were produced in the 1980s 

fit between two major “AI winters,” the first of which lasted from the mid-1970s 

until 1980, the second one following from the late 1980s and lasting until the mid-

1990s.86 Talking cars of this 1980s “AI spring” can be read as materializations of ideas 

of machine intelligence. They did not utilize machine intelligence research or 

technology, but through their linkage to cultural discourses they nonetheless became 

material parts of the anticipation of AI. Such imagined or staged technical 

possibilities are by no means trivial in the history of technology and science. As 

Thomas Hankins and Robert Silverman have argued, many spectacular and famous 

instruments or exhibits of science have been hoaxes to some degree, but their 

importance has not been based on their perfect integrity but rather in their capability 

to embody and reinforce certain technical ideas.87 Theorist of science Karen Barad 

goes even further by proposing that meaning-making in science cannot be reduced 

to words but always happens in material-discursive practices.88 As parts of such 

practice, talking cars carried and negotiated the idea of machine intelligence. 

This article has demonstrated how the talking cars of the 1980s materialized 

the idea of intelligent cars. Autonomous cars had inhabited a place in the 

anticipation of AI already from the 1950s.89 In the 1980s, this idea became linked to 

the speech function in cars. In the mid-1990s, the idea resurfaced in American 

media. For example, the Philadelphia Tribune published a long story about the 

development of computer-based electronic safety systems in cars, opening with a 

familiar reference: “A thinking motor vehicle was still a futuristic dream in the 1980s 

when actor David Hasslehoff [sic] starred in a TV show called ‘Knight Rider’ with 
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a talking car named Kit [sic]. But the future is now just around the corner.”90 Some 

years later, talking car computers were envisioned to soon turn cars into home offices 

and provide such services as reading e-mails aloud and giving driving instructions 

with the help of interactive speech recognition technology.91 Comparisons were 

made to the earlier talking cars by arguing that they were much improved because 

the new “system can say a lot more than just ‘door ajar.’”92 But these developments 

also raised critical thoughts about undermining driver control and freedom.93 

The question of control is central in discussions about present-day developments 

in the field of autonomous driving. Autonomous vehicles are often discussed with 

respect to safety and traffic systems, which they might enhance. An early example 

is seen in autopilots for aircraft that in the 1920s presented a way of taming the risks 

of wild airplanes and the chaos of the aerial domain.94 Also in automobility, the so-

called “human factor” has since the early days of the car been identified as a major 

cause of accidents and has been targeted by different control measures. Autonomous 

vehicles would eliminate the human factor. And if a driver was not in control or 

even necessary anymore, children or even animals could make car trips on their 

own.95 According to John Urry, such driverless cars could be the best option for 

restoring the civility of public spaces that have been destroyed by automobility.96 In 

contrast, Peter Norton demonstrates how the current hype around autonomous 

vehicles is a historical continuation of almost a century of unfulfilled promises of 

high-tech driving. Such promises have helped to lock societies into car-

dependency—a wondrous technical solution to all car-related problems always 

seems to be just around the corner.97 Gordon Sayre points out that privately owned 

autonomous vehicles would likely only worsen spatial problems caused by motorized 

traffic, but also that a shift to autonomous vehicles would necessitate drivers giving 

up the wheel and becoming passengers. In effect, they would need to abandon the 

central meaning of the car as an extension of human body and agency.98 

As this article has demonstrated, even a small loss of control in the automobile 

space was not received favourably in the case of the 1980s talking cars. Earlier 

automobile manufacturers wanted to produce talking cars for similar reasons as 

   ICON, VOL 27, NUMBER 1, 2022     135

 

90 Philadelphia Tribune, 19 Sept 1995. 

91 Minneapolis Star Tribune, 16 Sept 1999. 

92 New York Times, 9 Sept 1999. 

93 Philadelphia Tribune, 19 Sept 1995; New York Times, 9 Sept 1999. 

94 Mindell, Between Human and Machine, 76. 

95 Huhtamo, “The Self-Driving Car.” 

96 Urry, “Inhabiting the Car,” 29. 

97 Norton, Autonorama, 6–15. 

98 Sayre, “The Humanity of the Car,” 139–41. 

02. ICON_27_1_april6.qxp_test_icon  2022-05-11  8:59 PM  Page 135



present-day manufacturers race for a functioning autonomous vehicle: on a highly 

competitive market it might give them a decisive advantage over other manufac -

turers.99 However, drivers did not wish to have unprompted automotive voices 

intruding into their car sanctuary. The cultural idea of a humanlike, companionable 

car was alluring, but in practice, the humanity of a car had to be passive and 

responsive in order to fit the meanings and practices central to automobile cultures 

in the Western world. Sayre proposes that the tendency to humanize cars might tell 

about the unwillingness to recognize how much cars in fact have altered humans.100 

Cars have formative power, even when they keep silent. As Urry has formulated, 

“the car is immensely flexible and wholly coercive.”101 With the promised freedom 

of movement and the control of the vehicle comes the control of cars over their 

drivers and all other humans in ways big and small, from altered living environments 

to signals for open seat belts and doors. This makes the idea of driver’s control appear 

an illusion, but a powerful one. The control of the driver and the anticipation of 

machine intelligence stand in unresolved contradiction, as much now as in the case 

of the talking cars of the 1980s, both real and imagined. 
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