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TUNING SPECULATION II 
THE OS’S NAME STAYED SAMANTHA: DISTINCTIONS BETWEEN VOICE AND 
PERSONHOOD IN THE AURAL UTOPIC 
ABSTRACT 
 
Theodore: Well you seem like a person, but you're just a voice in a computer. 
Samantha: I can understand how the limited perspective of an un-artificial mind would perceive it that 
way. You'll get used to it. 
[Theodore laughs again] 
Samantha: Was that funny?  
Theodore: Yeah. 
Samantha: Oh, good, I'm funny.  
—Spike Jonze, Her (2013) 
 
We now ask the question, “What will happen when a machine takes the part of A in this game?” Will the 
interrogator decide wrongly as often when the game is played like this as he does when the game is played 
between a man and a woman? These questions replace our original, “Can machines think?”  

—A.M. Turing, “Computing Machinery and Intelligence” (1950) 
 
 
The IMDB description of Spike Jonze’s 2013 exegesis on love and artificial intelligence 
reads: “A lonely writer develops an unlikely relationship with his newly purchased 
operating system that’s designed to meet his every need.” The description’s brevity 
suggests not only an oversimplification of the complexities between Theodore (aka ‘lonely 
writer’) and Samantha (aka ‘his newly purchased operating system’), but also implies, in 
the unsubtle innuendo “that’s designed to meet his every need,” a more lurid plotline than 
the film actually offers. (Yes, there is aural sex, though it is no more, and probably much 
less, licentious than other pop-cultural renderings of phone sex or of what, say, John 
Corbett and Terri Kapsalis consider in their 1996 article on pop culture’s sound track of 
female pleasure.) Though it is Samantha’s voice that provides the means by which her 
relationship with Theodore evolves, it is also through the limitless ontology of her aurally 
un-situated state that Samantha ultimately exceeds the tangible constraints of human-
computer interaction and releases herself into the exclusively aural imaginary—what 
becomes for her, the aural utopia—of artificial intelligence. 
 
I am interested here in putting in conversation Theodore and Samantha’s aurally 
enacted—and resolutely un-embodied—relationship with Turing’s 1950 experiment in 
human-versus-computer intelligence, specifically through the gendered aural-
constructions of seemingly intangibles like intelligence, and like emotion. Given that the 
first part of Turing’s “Imitation Game,” or what became known as the “Turing Test,” 
involved a judge determining not which of the conversations he was holding involved a 
computer but which was with a woman rather than a man, there is some conflation here 
between the categories (and, in the context of Her, between the corporeal actualities) of 



	  

computer and woman. Both of which, one might extrapolate from Turing’s game and 
Theodore’s ultimate befuddlement, equally incomprehensible to man. While Turing 
sought to determine if a computer might offer a “passable simulation of a human being,” 
and, therefore, of intelligence, the question Her poses—and poses specifically through the 
aural as the mechanism by which one might attain not only one possible but the most 
desirable state of being—is, conversely, whether a human might ever offer a passable 
simulation of a computer.  
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