Goss 1

BARNARD COLLEGE

THE ARTIFICIALLY INTELLIGENT WOMAN:
TALKING DOWN TO THE FEMALE MACHINE

A SENIOR THESIS SUBMITTED TO
PROFESSOR JENNIE KASSANOFF
IN FULFILLMENT OF THE DEGREE OF BACHELOR OF ARTS

DEPARTMENT OF AMERICAN STUDIES

BY

EMMA GOSS

NEW YORK, NEW YORK

15 APRIL 2015

Goss 2
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
This thesis began in earnest at the start of my junior year at Barnard. My research over the last
two years—visiting museums, poring through digital archives, conducting interviews with
technology and journalism experts, and continually discovering emerging technologies that use
female voices—was aided by the support and insights of a significant number of friends and
colleagues.
I wish to extend my sincere thanks to the Paley Center for Media and to the Computer History
Museum for providing me access to historic documents that supported my research.
My deepest gratitude to Professor Jonathan Beller whose Fall 2014 Contemporary Media Theory
seminar inspired my curiosity into the topic of voice communicative technology.
To Professor Katherine Biers and the fruitful discussions in our Writing Machines Spring 2015
seminar that aided in the concluding chapter of this project.
To Martha Tenney, the Barnard research librarian whose research consultations supported this
thesis.
To Susan Stamberg, the pioneering female voice in broadcast news, for participating in not one,
but two phone interviews that were instrumental in this thesis.
To Professor Jennie Kassanoff, my “operator” who elevated my writing and helped me navigate
my maze of ideas by inspiring new insights.
To my friends and colleagues whose valuable input and interest in my research both motivated
me and expanded my creativity.
And especially to my mother, the guiding voice in my life, for being my constant source of
encouragement and reassurance. For inspiring my feminism. And most significant of all, for
giving me a voice and teaching me to appreciate its value.

Goss 3
CONTENTS

Introduction………………………………………………………………………………………..1

Chapter 1: Feminizing the Machine, Automating the Woman…………………………………....6

Chapter 2: The Artifice of Female Intelligence…………….…………………..……………......14

Chapter 3: The Female Voice Nurtures, the Male Voice Informs……...………..…………........25

Conclusion: Sleeping with the Secretary, Dumbing Down the Smartphone…………………….37

Bibliography………………………………………………………………………….………….42

Goss 1

Introduction
Straying from Hollywood’s conventional “boy meets girl” romances, in December 2013
Spike Jonze introduced American moviegoers to a love story between a man and his artificially
intelligent personal operating system. Oddly enough, Jonze’s film, Her, presents the fictional
relationship between Theodore Twombly and his OS, named Samantha, as something quite
plausible in the real world. Though the film takes place at an unspecified date in the future, it is
very much about the present. In much the same way that Samantha’s voice functions as
Theodore’s alarm clock in the morning, his appointment scheduler in the afternoon, and his lover
at night, the female voice in most Smartphones is more intimately engaged in people’s lives than
ever before. If Samantha is the dream of what artificial intelligence hopes to achieve, then Siri is
“her” prototype.
When Apple Inc. introduced Siri to the world in October 2011, a talking personal
assistant inside of a mobile phone was a tool that Apple’s developers hoped would simplify
people’s lives. Prior to Siri, Americans had long been accustomed to devices and machines that
could talk: automated customer service phone representatives, elevators, car global positioning
systems, to name but a few. These voices all shared something in common—they were all
female.
Siri, however, was something altogether new. With Siri, Apple propelled the female
voice within technology into a virtual human being. Siri’s voice had an odd quality of sounding
both robotic and very much like a human. 1 “She” also had a name, and with that name, an
identity that was both assistant and friend. Siri wasn’t simply programmed to assist “her” user in
providing immediate answers to a variety of questions, but she also possessed a personality that
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Siri’s voice was produced from the human voice recording of Susan Bennett.
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could tell jokes and feign sarcasm. Siri, according to CNN, was downright “sassy.” 2 Siri,
moreover, could understand shorthand questions and abbreviations, making her not only userfriendly—but also seem like an actual friend. Subsequent upgrades of Siri have only
strengthened her communicability and vocabulary, leading Apple competitors to develop virtual
personal assistants of their own: Microsoft’s Cortana, Google Now, and the Amazon Echo that
goes by the name of “Alexa”. 3
By giving Siri a name and distinguishing her from the anonymous female voices of other
automated technologies, Apple redefined how people relate to the female voice in technology.
An article about the history of people naming their machines that appeared in The Atlantic in
June 2014 explained that giving names to machines is ultimately a “way of exerting control over
it—a reminder that it works for you, that it exists within a human construct, even when the
machine itself is wholly indifferent.” 4 Certainly users derive pleasure and amusement from the
friendly exchanges they have with Siri, but embedded between those bits of small talk is an even
greater pleasure of which users may not even be cognizant—the pleasure of controlling the
female voice.
While the speech capabilities of modern gadgets suggest a mark of innovation and
technological advancement in a forward-thinking society, they are in fact oddly retrograde,
reversing progress toward a future of gender equality by reinforcing a gender hierarchy that links
the female voice to a history of subordination. Though the command-and-control relationship
between humans and the female-voiced machine has enhanced access to information in the
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Doug Gross, “Snide, Sassy Siri Has Plenty to Say,” CNN, October 18, 2011.
These personal assistants all have female voices as their default, though later versions have
since offered the option of changing to a male voice. “The Echo is programmed to also go by
“Amazon” instead of Alexa, but its voice is singularly female.
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internet age, it has simultaneously diminished women’s ability to be trusted as authorities of
information; instead, like Siri, they are mere messengers. Weaving together strands from
feminist theory, media theory, and American history, this thesis seeks to analyze and
problematize the connection between voice-communicative technology and women’s voices as
sources of information. Why are female voices the norm among voice-communicative
technologies, and what impact does the female voice have on the relationship between humans
and machines? How does the gender of a voice affect how people trust the source of
information?
The answer to these questions begins at the turn of the 20th century. As I explain in
Chapter 1, the genesis of contemporary automated customer service representatives, voice mail
recordings, and virtual personal assistants—any technologically-produced female voice that
speaks to people on their phones—began with the all-female telephone switchboard operators in
the early 1900s. Switchboard operating was one of many clerical jobs for which male employers
believed women were better suited than men, due in large part to the widespread assumption that
women—like machines—were programmable, docile, and adept at performing repetitive tasks.
Telephone companies and customers found the sound of the female operator’s voice to be not
only delightful, but easily perceived as an extension of the switchboard. At this time in history,
some employers regarded women’s aptitude for repetitive tasks as a reflection of women’s
mental and cognitive inferiority compared to men’s brains. I suggest that this perception of
women led employers to consider female intelligence to be a technologically-engineered quality,
not something that women innately possessed.
In Chapter 2, I examine the transition from the predominantly female occupation of
human computer—a job in the 1940’s that was, like a “typewriter,” literally defined as “person
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who computes”—to the first digital computers. I claim that when computers became devices
instead of people, they were programmed to imitate female characteristics. Drawing on the work
of British mathematician, Alan Turing, I suggest that notions of artificial intelligence were
gendered from their inception. Envisioning a future of artificial intelligence and digital
computers, Turing invented what he called “the imitation game.” This game challenged an
interrogator to question two unknown players and guess which of them was the computer and
which was the woman. 5 The ultimate marker of artificial intelligence, I suggest, was based on the
idea that a computer could perform femininity better than a real woman.
In Chapter 3, I examine the perception of the female voice in the public sphere. While
Americans have been taught to believe over the course of the 20th century that male voices exude
a natural authority over information in the form of vocal gravitas, women’s voices are at times
invalidated by listeners of broadcast news, many of whom claim that a woman’s voice sounds
neither sufficiently serious nor intelligent. But it does sound nurturing, even soothing. The
supposedly calming quality of the female voice has restricted women’s voices to a specific niche
in the public sphere—female voices are the industry standard in elevators, airport and public
transit announcements, and car GPS systems—places of transportation where companies
considered the female voice a friendly aid to travelers. 6
This thesis in an attempt to bring attention to a voice that is so ubiquitous in technology,
yet whose genealogy and cultural implications are simultaneously unacknowledged by the user.
The way that people interact with voice communicative technology reinforces the hierarchy of
command and control that existed in military, factory, and corporate spheres in the early and

5
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Alan Turing, “Computing Machinery and Intelligence,” Mind, 59 no. 236 (October 1950).
Denise Lavoie, “It’s a Woman’s World in Talking Elevators” Associated Press, June 16, 1995.
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mid-twentieth century, and has since seeped into the domestic and private spheres today. This
relationship undermines the influence and authority of the voices of real women. Americans
choose to rely on the automated female voice to sooth and inform them via navigation services
and mobile technologies, but in many instances do not perceive the voices of real women to be
valid sources of information and news. Women, and specifically their voices, are thus regarded
as intelligent in a limited, artificially-constructed capacity. The belief in artificial intelligence—
that one day technology will think and act as intelligently as humans—is a promise that has not
come true. Instead, artificial intelligence, by design, has encouraged a relationship between
humans and voice-communicative technology that allows the centuries-old perception of women
as mentally inferior to prevail in the present day: People are getting fed up with the shortcomings
of voice-communicative technology, recognizing that their “smart” phones are not very smart at
all. Rather than blame the engineers for the faulty technology, people have come to blame “her,”
the voice, the artificially intelligent woman.
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Chapter 1: Feminizing the Machine, Automating the Woman
“The telephone girl fits into her groove as nicely as the
most delicately constructed piece of astronomical machinery.”
— Telephony Magazine, 1905 7
When 18-year-old Emma Nutt arrived at the Boston Telephone Exchange in 1878,
telephone switchboards had only existed for a mere six months.8 Nutt was the first woman
appointed to operate them. She had been hired by Alexander Graham Bell, the inventor of the
telephone, who believed the “soothing” and “cultured” sound of her voice was a necessary
change from the short-tempered, rowdy young men who were employed as the first telephone
operators. 9 “The rough shouts of all the boy operators were soon replaced by more and more
women’s voices,” stated a 2003 AT&T Press Release in recognition of 125 years of telephone
operators. 10 While the young male operators were “impatient, rude, and foulmouthed to callers,”
female operators were thought to provide a “warmer human voice for the phone company.” 11
Within six months of Emma’s arrival at the switchboards, all Bell operators were female. 12
Three years before the Bell system’s 125th anniversary, KMC Telecom Holdings, Inc.
revealed EMMA, the first automated receptionist, and a technology named for Emma Nutt. 13
EMMA, a full-time telephone attendant that directed calls in a “lifelike voice,” was advertised as
a way for companies to “enhance their professional image and personal touch with their
7

“A Study of the Telephone Girl.” Telephony, May, 1905: 388.
“Emma Nutt, The World’s 1st Woman Telephone Operator,” New England Historical Society,
September 1, 2014.
9
Ibid.
10
“SBC Michigan Recognizes 125 Years of Telephone Operators,” SBC Communications Inc.,
October 31, 2003.
11
John Murphy, The Telephone: Wiring America (New York: Infobase Publishing, 2009): 81.
12
New England Historical Society.
13
Business Editors, “KMC Telecom Launches CLEC Industry's First Voice Activated Speech
Recognition and ‘Follow Me’ Calling Services,” Business Wire, February 21, 2000.
8
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customers.” 14 The transition from Emma to “the EMMA” is a trajectory repeated time and again:
a technological device retains the voice of the women who first operated the clerical job before it
was automated. These modern devices not only replicate the voices of women who once
performed clerical services, but they also reaffirm the gendered workplace dynamics and
hierarchical structure of the pre-automated early twentieth century.
Women’s entry into clerical work foregrounded a technosocial relationship with
machines that the automated female voices of today reinforce. 15 This relationship began with the
mass diffusion of the typewriter and Dictaphone, launching the information revolution of the
early twentieth century. 16 In the communications industry in particular, clerical work no longer
required the expertise of young male apprentices aspiring to managerial roles, but rather needed
a large, cheap, unskilled labor force, and women were the perfect solution. The jobs, however,
were largely dead-end ones. According to Kate Boyer and Kim England, “The more automated
clerical work became the less it functioned as a stepping stone up the management hierarchy. 17”
Men were no longer interested in low-paying administrative jobs. Instead “women began to be
associated with modern office technologies (especially the typewriter and Dictaphone), while
typewriters became interpreted as a ‘feminine’ technology.” 18
Typing was originally a gender-neutral profession until one of the leading manufacturers
of typewriters, the Remington Company, decided to train young women to demonstrate its new
machines to potential buyers: “They explicitly linked typing to the supposedly feminine

14

Ibid.
Kate Boyer and Kim England, “Gender, Work, and Technology in the Information Workplace:
From Typewriters to ATMs,” Social & Cultural Geography 9, no. 3 (2009): 241.
16
Ibid, 244.
17
Ibid, 245.
18
Ibid.
15
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characteristic of manual dexterity, drawing on existing discourses about the ‘nimble fingers’ of
women textile workers. Furthermore, subsequent print ads likened typing to piano playing, and
linked typing to middle-class gentility by displaying typewriters in the home.” 19 Some
typewriters were even adorned with floral designs to appeal to female buyers. 20 Though most
typewriters were for use in office settings, Boyer and England note that Remington
advertisements located the typewriter in the home “to associate it—and thereby clerical work
itself—with the ‘proper’ place for middle-class women.” 21 By 1935, Fortune Magazine had
declared that a woman’s place was not at home, but at the typewriter. 22 A “technosocial
relationship” was forming between women and machines, whereby machine production reflected
a presumed female work ethic—efficient and easy to instruct. 23 A female labor force was
thought to be a well-oiled machine.
Inasmuch as women’s “nimble fingers” were perceived to make women more adept at
routine operations, their voices, valued for being soft-spoken, polite, and unassuming, were
considered essential to the nascent telecommunications industry. Telephone companies preferred
women as telephone operators because they possessed innately feminine qualities. The
“telephone girl” is depicted in the May 1905 issue of Telephony, a monthly illustrated magazine,
as “young, gentle of voice and polite of manner… her fingers play among the multicolored
cords.” This portrayal again attributes women’s nimble fingers to machine-like precision, but this

19

Ibid.
Ibid.
21
Ibid, 245-46. As “typing” has become a gender-neutral skill in the age of personal computers,
the word “typing” has increasingly been replaced with the word “keyboarding,” perhaps to shed
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22
Ibid, 244.
23
Ibid, 241.
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time calls attention to the female voice. 24 The article continues, “The true telephone girl, like the
poet, is born with the qualifications which are necessary for her place in the world, and, if she
hasn’t them—well she doesn’t get a switchboard.” 25 Women were “born” to be switchboard
operators, suggesting that there was not much skill or intelligence involved in the work, but
rather the operations came naturally to them: “The telephone girl fits into her groove as nicely as
the most delicately constructed piece of astronomical machinery. But because the true telephone
girl is born to the work, it doesn’t take her long to learn.” 26 Women, and particularly their voices,
the article suggests, are directly linked to an internal part of the machine.
It was the youthful voice of the woman that telephone companies considered most
essential to operating the switchboards, the quality that made her truly “born” into the work.
“With her extreme youth, her gentle voice, musical as the woodsy voices of a summer day, her
always friendly way of answering calls, she is a sensible little thing.” 27 Though it is unclear how
a “musical” voice and friendly demeanor on the phone made the operator any more “sensible”
than others, it is clear that being “gentle” and a “little thing” were attributes that telephone
companies and callers desired most in their telephone operators. It was essential that the
telephone operator’s voice served as a reflection of her youth. In a pamphlet published by the
New York Telephone Company in the early 1900s, aptly titled “An Ideal Occupation for Young
Women,” the company lauds the “cheery” intonation of the voice, while also stipulating that it
would only hire women between the ages of sixteen and twenty five, suggesting a link between

24

“A Study of the Telephone Girl.” Telephony, May 1905: 388.
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the sound of a woman’s voice and her age. 28 According to the May 1905 article in Telephony,
the average telephone operator was between 18 and 20 years of age, adding “usually she is
pretty, always she is neat and trim, and invariably sweet and gentle.” 29 In describing the ideal
voice of a “telephone girl,” the article states, “that voice, so sweetly distinct to the subscriber is
yet so low, so carefully articulated that her neighbor, brushing almost against her elbow, cannot
hear her speak.” 30 This suggests that part of the sweetness in the voice was due to its hushed
volume which created a heightened level of privacy, and perhaps perceived intimacy, between
the operator and the caller.
An article titled “The ‘Hello’ Girl and ‘Central,’” that was published in the January 1905
issue of Telephony, describes how callers frequently abused the telephone operators when they
were slow to connect a line or made a connection error: “It is so easy to abuse the telephone
operator—to vent spite and bitterness on the unseen, unknown “central,” too busy or too welltrained to ‘sass back.’” 31 The article suggests that the telephone operator’s anonymity, both in
having no identifiable name and never being visible to the caller, allows callers to forget there is
a human being on the other end, allowing them to antagonize her without remorse: “How rarely a
customer thinks of ‘sassing’ a store clerk for being dilatory or negligent or stupid…Is it because
the clerk is a living entity whose resentment will be empathic and visible, while ‘central’ is
unseen, in a sense intangible…?”32 The customer’s expectations of service are higher for
telephone operators than other service workers simply because she is unseen and unknown. Her

28

New York Telephone Company, “An Ideal Occupation for Young Women,” Nineteenth
Century Collections Online, 191-.
29
“A Study of the Telephone Girl.” Telephony, May 1905: 388.
30
Ibid.
31
“The ‘Hello’ Girl and ‘Central’,” Telephony, January 1905: 39.
32
Ibid.
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voice exists to callers as if it is an internal mechanism of the machine, allowing callers to forget
that “central” is a human being. Ironically callers in 1905 were relieved that the operator would
refrain from “sassing back,” while today, CNN and others have noted that “sass” is considered
one of Siri’s most amusing qualities.
Thus far in this chapter I have explored the ways that early 20th century
telecommunications companies conflated women and their fastidious work ethic with machinelike production, considering the female voice an internal part of the machine. But simultaneously
inventors were conceptualizing technologies that could perform housework as well, if not better,
than women. While employers in the telecommunications industry mechanized their female
workforce, inventors were feminizing machines.
Machines in the early 20th century performed unsophisticated, basic operations that
required little thought. Employers believed that simple work was for the simple-minded, as
Henry Ford, in his autobiography, describes the monotony of routine factory labor: “No
muscular energy is required, no intelligence is required.” 33 Such tasks, he writes, “could be
satisfactorily filled by women or older children.” 34 Thomas Edison was even more explicit in his
denunciation of the female mind: “Direct thought is not at present an attribute of femininity. In
this woman is now centuries, ages, even epochs behind man,” he said in an interview that
appeared in the October 1912 issue of Good Housekeeping Magazine, in an article called “The
Woman of the Future.” Edison believed that women’s intellectual inferiority was a result of
women spending too much time completing the chores of housework, leaving them without time
to exercise their brains. 35 He suggests that women’s intellectual inferiority could be overcome by

33

Henry Ford, “The Terror of the Machine,” My Life and Work, 1922.
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himself and other inventors developing machines that could automate the chores of housework:
“It may be a perfectly natural detail of the development of the race that the modern woman not
only does not wish to be, but will not be, a servant… the necessities arising out of womankind's
unwillingness, have turned the minds of the inventors toward creation of mechanical devices to
perform that work which woman used to do.” 36 While telephone companies valued women for
being docile and compliant, here Edison suggests that women are just the opposite. Still, he
places women in the passive role, leaving it to “the minds of the inventors” to solve the dilemma
that women have created in their “unwillingness” to be “servants.”
Throughout the article Edison entertains his fantasies of inventing various electrical
appliances that can heat food at a quicker rate, clean the house more efficiently, and expedite the
process of laundry. From Edison’s point of view, women’s housework can be better and more
efficiently completed by electrical appliances. Edison suggests that his inventions will leave
women with sufficient time to exercise their brains. Electricity, he claims “will play its greatest
part in the development of womankind. It will not only permit women to more generally exercise
their mental force, but will compel this exercise, and thus insure a brain development in them
such as has been prevented in the past.” 37 By considering electricity to be integral in “the
development of womankind,” Edison suggests that he can electrically engineer the “woman of
the future.”
Edison repeatedly refers to “brain development” and the “mental force,” that will allow
women to “think straight” in a way they had never been able to do previously. 38 He does not
refer to education or knowledge in his methodology for improving the female brain, which

36
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suggests that Edison was only considering women’s capacity for thought, not the content. In
other words, Edison was not hoping women would become smart, just more logical. He notes
that mental exercise will produce “brain-folds,” which he defines as fibers that women currently
lack: “More and more she must be pushed, and more and more she will advance herself. It is lack
of those brain-folds which has made her so illogical. Now, as they begin to come to her she will
gain in logic.” 39 In this regard, Edison considers the female brain to be naturally and biologically
inferior to the male brain. Intelligence in women, then, could only be achieved by way of
cognitive exercise, which, according to Edison, had thus far been neglected due to the
overwhelming daily duties of housework. Intelligence in women, according to Edison, was not
an inherent trait, but rather artificially produced by way of his inventions.
A technosocial relationship formed between women and machines during the information
revolution of the first quarter of the 20th century; it was then that women and machines were
becoming explicitly linked, but in two contradicting ways: Women’s nimble fingers, pleasant
voices, and precision made them a fastidious workforce in the telecommunications industry,
leading callers to consider the anonymous voice of “central” to be an extension of the
switchboard. At the same time new appliances were emerging in the home, thanks in large part
to Edison, and the idea that women’s intelligence could be electrically engineered was beginning
to take shape.

39
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Chapter 2: The Artifice of Female Intelligence
“Machines are made to behave in wondrous ways, often sufficient to dazzle even the most
experienced observer. But once a particular program is unmasked, once its inner workings are
explained in language sufficiently plain to induce understanding, its magic crumbles away.” 40
—Joseph Weizenbaum, 1966
In 1935 a computer was not a machine with a mouse and keyboard, but a job performed
by a person. The job involved writing mathematic calculations and equations by hand, and
women predominantly occupied the position. 41 In 1947, during a period of increased wartime
production, the United States War Department commissioned the engineering of the first electric
computers, placing the human ones in charge of programming these new devices that would use
“punch tapes” of data to “run calculations” faster than the female computers. 42 The group of
women who programmed the first digital computers were instructed by male engineers in a
command-and-control hierarchy that now exists between humans and their computers.
Wendy Hui Kyong Chun, a modern culture and media critic at Brown University, has
traced the gendered dynamics of human-computer interactions with modern computers back to
the power relationship between male programmers and female computers during this period of
WWII. In her essay “On Software, or the Persistence of Visual Knowledge,” Chun argues, “As
the combination of a human clerk and a human computer, the modern computer encapsulates the
power relations between men and women in the 1940’s. It sought to displace women: their

40

Joseph Weizenbaum, “ELIZA— A Computer Program for the Study of Natural Language
Communication between Man and Machine,” Communications of the ACM, 9, no. 1 (January
1966): 37.
41
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Ibid.
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nimble fingers, their numerical abilities, their discretion, their ‘disquieting gazes.’” 43 Indeed, a
1943 pamphlet distributed by the United States Department of War articulates this perception of
women. The pamphlet has a bulleted list of female skills that includes the lines, “women are
pliant—adaptable. Women are dexterous—finger nimble. Women are accurate—precision
workers. Women are good at repetitive tasks.” 44 All of these traits emphasize a woman’s likeness
to a robot or machine and are nearly verbatim to the ones describing “telephone girls” in the
early 1900s. Chun writes that during WWII, “Almost all computers were young women with
some background in mathematics. Not only were women available for work then, but they were
also considered to be better, more conscientious computers, presumably because they were better
at repetitious, clerical tasks.” 45 Their new task was to create a machine that could do their
mathematical calculations just as meticulously, if not more so, than themselves.
In this chapter I claim that the conflation of women and machines that existed at the turn
of the 20th century endured and evolved during WWII and into the 1950’s, leading to the creation
of a theory of artificial intelligence that brought digital technology to resemble and mimic the
characteristics of women. Exploring the genesis of artificial intelligence and the work of the
British mathematician known as the founder of artificial intelligence, Alan Turing, I argue that
Turing’s vision of artificial intelligence was grounded on the assumption that computers behaved
like women. I claim that Turing, in dialogue with 1940’s assumptions that women were
malleable and programmable, designed an “imitation game” in which the computer had to
become more convincingly female than the human woman who posed as its challenger.
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Despite the imitation game’s playful name, the consequences of Turing’s work are
anything but a game. Turing’s theory soon became very real when Joseph Weizenbaum, a
computer scientist and professor at MIT, created the first chatbot 46 in 1966 he named ELIZA that
performed to Turing’s specifications; in the course of the game, users were easily deceived into
thinking ELIZA was not only human, but unquestionably a woman. As I will argue in what
follows, the use of gender in the imitation game has produced a model of artificial intelligence
that reinforces a command-and-control relationship between user and a device, and in so doing,
casts the technology as a feminized messenger of information, and not truly knowledgeable
about anything. Technology, in other words, will never be valued as truly intelligent, but merely
artificially intelligent because of the history of conflating women and machines.
The first theory of artificial intelligence emerged in 1950 when Turing published
Computing Machinery and Intelligence in Mind Magazine. In this seminal essay, Turing, in
propounding a theory of digital computing, conceived of the idea that, one day, a computer
would be capable of mimicking human thought and communicability so successfully it could
fool a human interrogator. 47 Turing tested whether a computer could behave indistinguishably
from a human in his well-known “imitation game,” or “Turing Test.” Turing hoped that digital
computers would eventually be able to “carry out any operations which could be done by a
human computer…The human computer is supposed to be following fixed rules; he has no
authority to deviate from them in any detail.” 48 Although Turing uses the pronoun “he” when
describing human computers, as Chun has observed, women more often than men filled those

46

In the case of ELIZA, a chatbot was a computer program that acted as a conversational agent
by producing scripted responses to humans via teletype.
47
48
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positions. Thus it is possible that Turing is using “he” in a generic rather than a gender-specific
sense. Turing writes that human computers possessed “no authority to deviate” from their
functions, reflecting the gendered command-and-control relationship between male operators and
female programmers of his time. Turing’s regard for the female computers as people without
agency reflects the 1940’s “dream of ‘programming proper’ that Chun describes as “a man
sitting at a desk giving commands to a female ‘operator.’” 49 Turing, I believe, based his vision of
digital computers on the female computers that preceded them.
To test how human-like a computer could behave, Turing devised the “imitation game,”
best known as a game in which a computer and a human respond to questions posed by an
interrogator. Based on the responses, the interrogator must determine which player is the human
and which is the machine. This game was thought to test a machine’s ability to exhibit rhetorical
behavior that could pass for a human interaction. 50 The game was Turing’s first major
achievement in theorizing a practical model for artificial intelligence, and it has been hailed as
such. 51 Comparatively less attention, however, has been given to the first version of the imitation
game, the one that tests whether a man, rather a machine, could think like a woman. Turing thus
describes “ [a] game which we call the ‘imitation game’ [that]…is played with three people, a
man (A), a woman (B), and an interrogator (C) who may be of either sex…The object of the
game for the interrogator is to determine which of the other two is the man and which is the
woman.” 52 The interrogator must figure out which of the respondents is male and which is
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female by asking questions and receiving typewritten responses from the other two players. The
female player must only give truthful answers, while the male player works to deceive the
interrogator into guessing that he is the woman. 53 Turing adds that the female player can provide
statements to her responses such as, “I am the woman, don’t listen to him!” 54 To challenge her,
the male player can make similar remarks, since he is not bound by the rules to tell the truth. Just
as Turing noted that the human computers had no authority to deviate from their fixed rules, so
too in his imitation game the woman is bound by fixed rules, but the man is not. What, Turing
wonders, “will happen when a machine takes the part of A [the man] 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?” 55
Why did Turing specify that player A, the man, would be replaced by the machine in the
next version of the imitation game? If gender were not an important component in the imitation
game, Turing could have simply replaced either player A or B with a machine. But due to the
fact that the female is obligated to tell the truth, the machine has the freedom to give any
response, true or false. In this iteration of the game, the machine must not only convince the
interrogator that it is human, but it must specifically convince the interrogator that it is female.
The imitation game reversed the workplace system of valuing women for their ability to behave
like machines, and instead asked machines to attempt to behave like women. Turing measured
the intelligence of the computer against the male it replaced, noting whether the computer could
fool the interrogator into guessing it was the woman any better than the man could. If a computer
did successfully fool the interrogator into thinking it was the woman, then it would have
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performed the role of woman better than the man, but also better than the woman herself. If this
was the ultimate proof of artificial intelligence, then Turing considered the ideal computer to
behave in a hyper-feminine role; that, in Turing’s view, meant being submissive and trustworthy.
Another important consequence of the imitation game is the idea that the goal of the
game is to imitate, that artificial intelligence, by its definition, is a performance that reflects the
intelligence of someone else; the computer is not independently intelligent, but is rather designed
to imitate the intelligence of its opponent in the game—the woman. In a 1995 essay, “Turing
Test Considered Harmful,” Patrick Hayes and Kenneth Ford address the issue of gender, noting
that Turing wanted the computer “not [to] talk like a human because it thinks like a human, or
even [to] talk like a woman because it thinks like a woman, but rather to talk like a woman as a
result of thinking about how best to talk like a woman. The gender test is not a test of making an
artificial human, but of making a mechanical transvestite.” 56 The imitation game is a measure of
how closely a computer can master human communicability, and success of the game rests on
the computer’s ability to deceive, not necessarily outsmart the interrogator, as is the common
misreading of the game.
Rather than conceive of a computer capable of thinking and behaving as well as a human,
Turing envisioned a computer that could merely convince others it was human. This distinction
is important, for it suggests that Turing did not necessarily believe that computers could be more
intelligent than humans; rather, he was counting on humans being dumb enough to fail at
distinguishing real intelligence from artificial intelligence. The fact that the computer’s
performance of intelligence is dependent on the woman it is imitating, that it can only react to
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her responses and never autonomously act intelligently, removes all agency from the computer,
resembling the submission of the female computers who preceded it. The word “artificial” in
artificial intelligence, I argue, is directly linked to the word “artifice,” or deceit. As my analysis
of the imitation game shows, Turing believed that computer intelligence was based on trickery
and deception. Thus artificial intelligence has little to do with producing “smart” technology, but
is about fooling the user into trusting it. Thus the female voice inside artificially intelligent
technology of the present day does not boast any semblance of intelligence when it produces the
information that the user seeks; the voice does however produce a bond with the user by
producing the illusion that the information it provides can be trusted. Artificially intelligent
technology is the product of a computer performing a hyper-femininity that convinces the user to
trust it; I call this theory the “artifice of female intelligence.”
To make it easier for humans to communicate with computers, the modem was developed
at MIT’s Lincoln Lab in 1949. 57 By modulating computer data into sounds and demodulating
received sounds into digital data, the modem gave computers the ability to “talk” to their human
programmers for the first time, if only in beeps and tones. 58 These beeps and sounds reflect a
“fetishistic logic” that Chun claims exists between user and computer via sound. 59 She notes that
the sounds produced by computers, such as the chime when a file has been saved, is “reassuring”
to the user, affirming that the user is in command of the computer. 60 When Bell Laboratories
developed the world’s first speech recognition system in 1952—a mathematical calculating
machine that could recognize numerical digits that were spoken by a human voice and produce
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numerical responses—they named the new technology “the AUDREY,” because it was audioresponsive. 61 Later versions of AUDREY in the 1960’s included a female voice that spoke the
numbers aloud, 62 pushing Chun’s notion of computer sound fetishism to a female-specific fetish.
By 1966, another audio-responsive creation had emerged: ELIZA. Developed by Joseph
Weizenbaum, a computer scientist at MIT, ELIZA was the first chatbot, or natural voice
processing simulation of a psychotherapist, responding to typewritten messages on a teletype
with scripted responses. 63 People could type messages to ELIZA and receive typewritten
responses. ELIZA marked the first time a machine could register human messages and
independently produce logical and human-like responses. Weizenbaum explained that the
chatbot was named for Eliza Doolittle, the character in George Bernard Shaw’s play Pygmalion,
who was trained in elocution lessons to speak without a cockney, working-class accent in order
to move upward in society. 64 Weizenbaum tested ELIZA’s abilities by leaving a teletype device
unattended in an office, allowing people to approach the teletype voluntarily and spontaneously
and to begin a conversation with an unknown user known only as DOCTOR. With no prior
knowledge that he or she is corresponding with a program, users did not recognize that
“DOCTOR” was “ELIZA,” and that “ELIZA” was a machine. 65 ELIZA neither interpreted nor
understood the typed messages; instead “she” deciphered key words and generated an
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appropriate response using a programmed template. To demonstrate this phenomenon,
Weizenbaum published a transcript of a past interaction with ELIZA:
Human: Well, my boyfriend made me come here.
ELIZA: Your boyfriend made you come here?
Human: He says I'm depressed much of the time.
ELIZA: I am sorry to hear you are depressed.
Human: It's true. I'm unhappy.
ELIZA: Do you think coming here will help you not to be unhappy? 66
Weizenbaum explained and analyzed the use and significance of ELIZA in his 1966
essay, “ELIZA—A Computer Program for the Study of Natural Communication between Man
and Machine.” ELIZA, he notes, “performs best when its human correspondent is instructed to
‘talk’ to it, via the typewriter of course, just as one would to a psychiatrist.” 67 Within the fauxtherapeutic context, the responses of the “DOCTOR,” such as “tell me more about boats” would
appear analytical, rather than clueless. 68
Mastering the artifice of female intelligence, ELIZA was the first incarnation of Turing’s
digital computer: According to Weizenbaum, “ELIZA shows, if nothing else, how easy it is to
create and maintain the illusion of understanding.” 69 Indeed, he adds, “ELIZA in its use so far
has had as one of its principal objectives the concealment of its lack of understanding.” 70
Familiar with Turing’s writing, Weizenbaum was perhaps equally aware of Turing’s notion of
artificial intelligence as a shell game—a trick of con-artistry and deception. In the opening

66

Ibid.
Joseph Weizenbaum, “ELIZA— A Computer Program for the Study of Natural Language
Communication between Man and Machine,” Communications of the ACM, 9, no. 1 (January
1966): 42.
68
Ibid.
69
Ibid.
70
Ibid, 43.
67

Goss 23
paragraph to his report on ELIZA, Weizenbaum pulls the curtain back on the artifice of female
intelligence in technology:
Machines are made to behave in wondrous ways, often sufficient to dazzle even the most
experienced observer. But once a particular program is unmasked, once its inner
workings are explained in language sufficiently plain to induce understanding, its magic
crumbles away…The observer…moves the program in question from the self-marked
“intelligent,” to that reserved for curios. 71
ELIZA was not meant to be intelligent, and in fact Weizenbaum admitted to being puzzled and
shocked by how easily people were duped into believing that ELIZA was human. In 1977
Weizenbaum published “Computer Power and Human Reason: From Judgment to Calculation”
in an attempt to explore people’s intimate attachment to ELIZA: “I was startled to see how
quickly and how very deeply people conversing with DOCTOR became emotionally involved
with the computer and how unequivocally they anthropomorphized it.” 72 People who had
written conversations with ELIZA felt that her responses implied empathy and emotion even
though she was not programmed to simulate this behavior, giving rise to what later became
called the “Eliza effect”—that is, the tendency to interpret a computer’s behavior as real human
emotion. 73
These early cause-and-effect engagements with ELIZA reinforce a power dynamic in
which the human has, as Chun would claim, “absolute power” over the machine. 74 Weizenbaum
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agrees: Once ELIZA responded to the user, he observes, “[c]ontrol is then again with the user.” 75
The fact that all voice-communicative technologies respond, but cannot yet initiate,
communication gives the human the feeling of power in being able to influence a machine to
respond.
This “absolute power,” however, puts the female voice of the device into an inferior
position. And while one might counter that devices like Siri are empowered by their seemingly
encyclopedic knowledge, the technology has no ownership over the information. That is, the
technology is never credited with producing the information that the user seeks, but is merely a
messenger of information that the user demands. In this sense, the machine’s intelligence is
quintessentially “artificial.” The fact that female voice-communicative technologies are
understood to be faking their intelligence reveals a new way in which gender affects the
relationships between humans and their devices. Humans are only comfortable with voiceinteractive technology when they are assured of their dominance over it, and female-voiced
technology is the pleasing compromise that succeeds in being informative and servile to a human
master without being truly, independently intelligent.
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Chapter 3: The Female Voice Nurtures, the Male Voice Informs
“Some said I lacked ‘gravitas,’ which I’ve since decided is Latin for ‘testicles,’” 76
— Katie Couric, 2012
In the sixth episode of season seven of AMC’s Mad Men, the year is 1969 and Peggy
Olson, a character who, over the course of the show, has triumphed against gender norms in the
old boys club of Madison Avenue advertising agencies and has risen to the level of ad executive,
is presenting a sales pitch for a major potential client—Burger Chef. Just as Peggy is about to
present her sales pitch to the bosses of her own firm, one of them, Pete Campbell, invites a
surprise guest to attend the closed-door meeting: Don Draper. Formerly Peggy’s mentor, now a
disgraced member of the agency who maintains partnership status in title only, Don
begrudgingly serves as Peggy’s underling on the Burger Chef team. Pete, blind to Don’s deflated
status at the company, still thinks of Don as the man in charge. Nevertheless, Peggy presents a
breathtakingly good sales pitch for Burger Chef, featuring a mother driving a car with children in
the back seat. The mother’s voice is the only voice in the commercial: in voiceover, she
deliberates over what to serve the children for dinner. This solo female voice is the star of
Peggy’s pitch, and the bosses love it. “I’m very pleased with the direction I saw this morning,”
Pete tells Peggy in a follow-up meeting with Don absent. 77 “We all are,” Lou Avery, the
agency’s creative director, chimes in. 78 “And—not but—I think with my understanding of
George Payton [the Burger Chef client], that our success would be further assured if Don
delivered the presentation…Peggy, in my mind, will still speak, but as the mother. A change of
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tone,” Pete decides. 79 Peggy, visibly displeased, says she doesn’t like being put in that inferior
position. Pete contends that she’ll still be running the show, doing as much of the writing as she
wants, but that the speaking should be redirected to Don. “Don will give authority. You will give
emotion,” Pete explains. “I prefer you as an expert witness. You will introduce him.” 80
It is unsurprising to think that women, even high-ranking executives like Peggy, weren’t
perceived as credible voices of authority in an era that predates the women’s rights movement by
several years. Peggy’s Burger Chef dilemma wasn’t just a plot line in a television show; it
happened to real women in the 1960’s, the 1970’s, and well into today. In 1978 the Journal of
Communication published a study that found evidence suggesting that television commercials
between 1972-1974 consistently excluded women’s voices from playing the role of expert. The
study found that of the 734 commercials with voiceovers, only 6.5 percent of them used female
voices exclusively, and 4 percent used a combination of male and female voices. 81 They also
found that men outnumbered women as on-camera experts, even when the products were
targeted at women. 82 They cite a 1967 article by Maureen Callan, “Women Copywriters Get
Better, But Male Chauvinism in Ads Rolls On,” in which a female copywriter at an ad agency
recounts a typical day at the office in which the account people “couldn’t accept the fact that a
woman could represent our product [a baby care item] as an authority figure unless you
explained who she was and what qualified her as an expert on the subject,” but a man could
endorse the product regardless of any known qualifications. 83 “A man just knows what he’s
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talking about. A man has automatic credibility on TV,” the account executives told the female
copywriter. 84
Discrediting the female voice by seemingly valuing it for its emotional, nurturing tone,
and dismissing its ability to convey authority over information is still prevalent today. In fact,
this sexist undermining of the female voice has endured in part because contemporary American
culture is awash in female voices that serve as the aural components of automated technologies.
Machines and spaces with pre-recorded female voice announcers—in elevators, public transit
stations, and airports for example—isolate the female voice, placing it in a separate, inferior
category that demands the voice be nurturing and soothing in public spaces. These voices cannot
help but validate the assumptions of men like Pete Campbell.
The voice of authority, Pete believed, should come from a man. In television news
broadcasts, men have long predominated over the anchor desk. Beginning in the 1970’s,
women’s voices trickled into broadcast news. Although they reported and sometimes even
anchored the news, their entry into the airwaves was conditioned on them altering their voices to
a lower pitch. 85 The vocal ability of the male voice to impart authority and ownership over
information is often euphemistically called “gravitas,” a quality that, as Katie Couric has dryly
observed, is almost always masculine—if not essentially male. Gravitas establishes the speaker
as a trusted source of information. Lacking gravitas, women’s voices are discredited as reliable
sources of information. 86 Rather, women’s voices are framed in a media environment that allows
them to be messengers of information, not owners. While male gravitas exudes a confidence that
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is perceived as trustworthy, women exude an emotional tone that is perceived as soothing. In the
early days of American broadcast news and to a lesser extent today, women’s voices have
struggled to gain the trust of the public. While many women today are well-respected broadcast
news anchors and correspondents, their voices are still the subject of intense criticism. 87 Beyond
the realm of radio and television airwaves, women’s voices, much like the “reassuring sounds”
that Chun describes in computers, broadcast in the public sphere in a limited capacity. Female
voices in the public sphere predominate in transportation technology, restricting the role of the
female voice to one that soothes, not informs.
In the 1980’s and ‘90’s voice-communicative global positioning systems were introduced
into cars worldwide, while pre-recorded voice announcements were broadcast in airports, public
transit stations, and elevators to sooth travelers in stressful situations. In each of these instances,
male and female voices were tested in each technology, but it was the female voice that
customers preferred, and the one that continues to exist today. 88 Preference for the female voice
in transportation technologies is predicated on the customer and company’s mutual belief that a
woman’s voice is meant to sooth, not inform. 89 Modern appliances and technologies that use the
female voice as an announcer perpetuate the delegitimization of the female voice. A mere
“messenger,” the voice remains a service not a source. By contrast, male voices in the public
sphere—with their gravitas—convey authority over information. 90
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As media scholar Jason Loviglio has observed, the first women on national news
broadcasts like National Public Radio (NPR) adjusted their voices to sound more masculine:
“There is a pronounced lack of pitch variance in their voices; not so much a monotone as a kind
of disciplined, false monotone delivery, with few pitch shifts,” Loviglio writes in “Sound
Effects: Voice, Gender, and the Cultural Work of NPR,” noting that “in this early period,
women’s voices on the air were criticized for lacking the proper authority to present the news,
for being shrill (which is to say, both high-pitched and emotionally intense) irritating, and having
too much personality, according to some critics, or too little, according to others.” 91 The fact that
the women’s voices were criticized for their overly-emotive qualities echoes the 1960’s
sentiment expressed by Pete Campbell’s words to Peggy in Mad Men. Loviglio claims that
women possessed a false freedom to speak publicly as news anchors “provided they do so in
male drag.” 92
In a phone interview I conducted with Susan Stamberg in April 2014, she confirmed
Loviglio’s analysis. “There had been opposition from the managers of our station around the
country when I began,” Stamberg told me. 93 She claimed she knew nothing of their opposition
until her colleague and mentor, Bill Siemering, the first program director of NPR, told her eleven
years after the fact. “They said a woman’s voice was not authoritative, she won’t be believable.
Listeners will not pay attention to what she’s saying,” Stamberg recalled. 94 But Siemering never
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told Stamberg about the criticism, and she never sensed it. “He had tremendous confidence in me
and he knew if he said anything it would shake me and it would affect what I was doing on the
air, and he didn’t want that to happen. He believed that I sounded fine, and that listeners would
get used to it. So indeed that is what happened. The criticism faded away and there I was,”
Stamberg said. 95 At age 34, having finished her first national news broadcast, Stamberg looked
at the men in the control room: “They stood up in the control room and applauded. That’s the
best thing I remember about it. Also how nervous and frightened I was in advance of it,”
Stamberg recalled. 96
After those first-show jitters, Stamberg was much more confident, but did initially feel selfinduced pressure to enunciate like a man because that was the only type of news broadcast she, or
anyone, had heard up until that point. “There were no role models. Since I was the first woman,
there was nobody to imitate who sounded anything like me. There were mostly men. There was
Walter Cronkite, Chet Huntley, David Brinkley. Those guys. And so I thought that’s how you had
to sound, and I worked to lower my voice,” Stamberg said. 97 “I thought that’s what you do,” she
told a reporter for the Washington Post in 2013. “You speak authoritatively when you anchor the
news; you lower your voice.” 98 But Stamberg eventually found her own distinct sound on the air,
one that didn’t mask her gender, but amplified it. “What it did was create a sound for National
Public Radio that hadn’t been on the air before, and it’s the sound that we continue to this day,”
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Stamberg told me, referring to the more conversational, not so “all-knowing voice from the top of
the mountain,” style she brought to radio. 99
In a recent interview with Alec Baldwin, Ira Glass, the host of NPR’s This American Life,
noted the way that Stamberg’s conversational voice marked a departure from the authoritative
masculine voice of most national newscasters:
NPR obviously has like a tradition of people going back to the seventies who talk not like
normal announcers, but like people. Susan Stamberg ... really set a tone where it just
seemed like some Upper West Side lady like leaning into the microphone and ‘menschially’ talking to you over the radio…and talking like a person...I was like, that’s the
direction I got to go in. 100
Glass recalled how initially he came to radio and tried to be “the official thing” of deepening his
voice to establish gravitas. 101 “It comes down to...what do you think authority comes from? And
back when we were kids, authority came from enunciation, precision...and a kind of gravitas.”
Glass, appearing on Baldwin’s NPR program, Here’s The Thing in 2014, suggested that the days
of deep-voiced male broadcasters belong to a bygone era, and that conversational, higher-pitched
female voices are now respected in news. But in fact that isn’t the case: Lowering and deepening
the female voice to sound more masculine in order to project an air of authority, is so frequent, it’s
been given an official name: “vocal fry,” also known as creaky voice. It’s the vocal pattern of
bringing the voice down to its lowest, deepest register, causing an audible vibration in the voice.
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Ikuko Patricia Yuasa, a researcher on female speech patterns, has studied the frequency
and context in which American women use vocal fry, finding that “creaky voice, due to its
accompanying low fundamental frequency, certainly can be a strategy used by female newscasters
in the United States to project a male-like authoritative image.” 102 Yuasa notes that modulating the
female voice in this way produces the results that these women seek—respect from their listeners:
“As demonstrated in my perception study, the young American listeners, regardless of gender,
perceived the creaky voice used by a sample American female speaker as sounding more
knowledgeable and educated compared to contrasting non-creaky voice.” 103 But outside of
Yuasa’s sample, vocal fry is widely criticized, especially among older listeners. Glass,
contradicting his earlier claim that the age of the deep-voiced male reporter is long gone, hosted a
segment about vocal fry on This American Life in January 2015:
What's striking in the dozens of emails about vocal fry that we've gotten here at our radio
show is how vehement people are. These are some of the angriest emails we ever get. They
call these women's voices unbearable, excruciating, annoyingly adolescent, beyond
annoying, difficult to pay attention, so severe as to cause discomfort, can't stand the pain,
distractingly disgusting, could not get over how annoyed I was, I am so appalled, detracts
from the credibility of the journalist, degrades the value of the reportage, it's a choice, very
unprofessional. 104
The common criticism—that vocal fry makes the woman sound adolescent and unprofessional—
is ironic, given that the use of vocal fry in broadcast news, according to Yuasa, bolsters authority
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on par with male gravitas. Vocal fry, in its attempt to mask the naturally higher pitch of the
female voice, is able to suppress female inflections that give rise to higher pitches. By removing
vocal inflections, women’s voices become less emotive and more detached. For instance, Rachel
Lebon, a professor at the University of Miami and a professional vocalist, claims that vocal fry
“reflects a certain attitude, a kind of cool detachment.” 105 Women are attempting to distance
themselves from the stereotype that their voices produce a more nurturing and soothing sound
than a male voice, but they are not swaying public opinion to favor their voices as any more
credible or trustworthy when it comes to delivering the news. Clifford Nass, a scholar and
leading researcher in the field of voice-communicative technology, notes that “people find those
who use moderately emotional speech more intelligent than those who use either monotone or
highly emotional speech: No emotion suggests thoughtlessness, and extreme emotion suggests
irrational thinking.” 106 If Nass’s claims are true, then employing vocal fry may give the
impression that the speaker is “thoughtless.”
There is an environment where a woman’s voice is valued, even preferred, to a man’s
voice—in transit. Cars with voice-communicative global positioning systems, elevators with
speech capabilities, and public transit centers such as airports, train, and subway stations are the
domain of the disembodied female voice, and the reason for this pattern of women’s voices in
navigation assistance dates back to World War II. In the 1980’s “when GPS devices first
appeared in cars, manufacturers chose male voices, which according to studies, command more
respect than female voices,” a 2010 New York Times article claimed, citing Nass’s research that
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found that users trusted technology when its voice made it seem friendly, and women’s voices
were best at achieving that user confidence. But as CNN, ABC News, and the New York Times
attest, during WWII women’s voices were used as alarms and emergency warnings in airplane
cockpits because they were distinct among the male voices of the pilots. The New York Times
quotes Judy Edworthy, an applied psychologist: “They used female voices because they were
different...and the men were more likely to pay attention to them, particularly in combat
situations.” 107 Given the overwhelming evidence that female voices are more soothing in highstress situations, it is likely that during combat situations, having a female voice instead of a
blaring alarm was thought to be helpful in keeping the pilots nerves in check.
There is overwhelming evidence that supports the claim that women’s voices are
preferred in navigation assistance because they keep passengers calm in potentially stressful
situations. 108 The elevator is one such example. History shows that elevator operating was not a
gender-specific job, but some upscale places, such as Marshall Field’s department store in
Chicago, hired exclusively female elevator operators. 109 In 1995 Linda DeMartino became the
default voice for Otis Elevator Co’s new talking elevators, replacing the unpopular and syntheticsounding male voice that was in place “because it was difficult to duplicate the female voice with
technology that was used [prior to 1983]” the Associated Press (AP) reported in 1995. The AP
quoted Hubert Hayes, the executive director of the National Association of Vertical
Transportation Professionals, who supports the move to a female voice because “it’s always
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much more soothing to hear a female voice than a male voice in a difficult situation.” 110
DeMartino, a secretary at Otis in the 1980’s, tested the improved voice technology in 1983, and
the company found her to be a natural fit for the position, even after reviewing professional
voice-over artists. “It had to be both friendly as well as authoritative, but not grating,'' David
Hardenbrook, a principal engineer at Otis who helped choose DeMartino, told the Associated
Press in 1995. That balance of sounding both friendly and authoritative was not to be the
powerful equivalent to a man’s vocal gravitas, but was instead relegated to the role of mother,
just as Pete did to Peggy in Mad Men. According to DeMartino, “It’s kind of like having a little
mom in the elevator, saying ‘Be careful now.’” 111
The 1990’s was also the decade that United States airports implemented Carolyn
Hopkins’ voice into their overhead speakers, welcoming travelers to the airport, and warning
them to watch their bags or avoid parking in a loading zone. Described in a CBS news report as
“that gentle but authoritative voice echoing in the center of chaos,” and favored by travelers as a
“soothing” and “nice” voice, Hopkins would later become the voice of the New York subway
announcements in 2002. “Traveling can be such a bummer these days that people need a friendly
voice,” Hopkins told CBS in a story about her that aired in 2011. 112 “My father had a big, deep,
booming voice. I always kind of imitated him. It’s a little strange for a girl, but it’s alright,”
Hopkins told CBS. Her statements suggests that Loviglio’s theory of the “female voice in drag”
was also Hopkin’s strategy to convey authority but still sound friendly. Hopkins can be heard in
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110 airports, all 26 buildings at the Capitol, the Mayo Clinic, the Kennedy Space Center, and the
New York City subway system. 113
It seems like a contradiction to consider the female voice a perfect mixture of friendliness
and authority when it serves to sooth travelers as a navigation assistant, but simultaneously
unreliable, unpleasant, and unprofessional in the context of broadcast news. Why are women’s
voices respected in one public sphere and denigrated in another? A confluence of factors is at
work: the history of women as airplane cockpit warning systems in WWII, and the sexist views
of men like Pete Campbell in the 1950’s, that has led companies like Otis Elevators and
Innovative Electronic Designs (the company that broadcasts Hopkins’ voice in airports
nationwide) to feel most comfortable broadcasting a woman’s voice to sooth travelers amid the
stresses of transit. Travelers can trust that voice to calm their nerves, but they can’t trust it to
deliver credible information on the news. That’s because the voice is associated with emotion,
with soothing the listener, with femininity. Even when women try to suppress emotive
inflections in their voice by employing creaky voice or vocal fry, listeners complain that it is
unnatural and irritating to the ear. While the artifice of female intelligence, as I explained in
chapter 2, relies on a computer’s ability to pretend to converse like a woman, the female voice is
playing a kind of imitation game as well. As long as voice-communicative technology remains
predominantly female-voiced, women’s voices stand no chance of being taken seriously as
voices of authority on the news.
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Conclusion:
Sleeping with the Secretary, Dumbing Down the Smartphone
In 1889, Edward Bellamy wrote a short story about a world completely automated by
phonographs, the newest technology of his time. In his story, “With the Eyes Shut,” the male
narrator drifts to sleep while riding a train, but is awakened by the sound of the time-telling
phonograph (a fictional device):
What had startled me was the voice of a young woman, who could not have been
standing more than ten feet from my bed. If the tones of her voice were any guide, she
was not only a young woman, but a very charming one. “My dear sir,” she had said, “you
may possibly be interested in knowing that it now wants just a quarter of three. 114
This female voice “lent a charm to the driest of statistical details,” but was nevertheless
“electrifying” to the narrator, who is seduced by her “low, rich, thrilling contralto tones”
fantasizing about “the bewitching presence which the voice suggested…He lay awake there until
morning, enjoying the society of my bodiless companion and the delicious shock of her quarterhourly remarks.” Perhaps ironically, the phonographic voice is not the soothing, “pillow talk”
voice that lulls the narrator to sleep, but in fact keeps him up at night. Her voice is a wake-up
call, both literally and I suggest, figuratively. She literally serves to awaken the narrator from his
slumber, but in a figurative sense, we are all in a slumber, unconscious of the fact that we are
riding Bellamy’s fictional train, over a century later.
Bellamy wrote about the seductive quality of the female voice, the narrator’s “bodiless
companion” in the phonograph in much the same way that a New York Times columnist wrote
about his car’s global positioning system in a 2010 column titled “Turn Right, My Love.” The
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writer, Bruce Feiler, admits to having fallen in love with his car’s GPS and has discovered he’s
not the only one:
At sites like gpspassion.com and pdastreet.com, the number of lewd comments about the
voices of American Jill or Australian Karen seem more suited to a convention of 900number users…Has the GPS voice become the new “other woman” in American
relationships? Has the seven-year itch given way to the 70 m.p.h. quickie? 115
These questions imply that fetishizing the automated female voice is a new development in
human interaction with technology, but as Bellamy’s story indicates, a kind of auditory infidelity
has been looming in fictional eardrums for over a century. Today’s technology, in the form of
virtual personal assistants, makes the illusion of intimacy with technology more convincing than
ever.
We know the reason why most voice-interactive technologies are female: as I explain in
Chapter 1, women throughout the 20th century have traditionally been valued for their malleable,
submissive, docile, “nimble-fingered” and programmable demeanors, and demonstrated speedy
and efficient completion of repetitive tasks. I suggested in Chapter 2 that the foundations of
artificial intelligence are predicated on the idea that a computer is pretending to be a man
imitating a woman, leading to innovations that posit female characteristics in technology. I have
also noted in Chapter 3 that people trust the female voice when it serves to nurture and sooth, but
they discredit the voice’s ability to be serious or authoritative when delivering information. The
fact that the female voice in our modern communicative devices is rooted in a 1940’s history of
clerical work, that computers are feminized and women are programmable, and that people are
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comforted by a voice they do not trust, has led to a serious problem in how humans use and
relate to the female voice in technology today.
Humans have moved beyond seeking information from voice-interactive technologies.
Now we want companionship from them. 116 While the “command and control” power hierarchy
described by Chun still exists between humans and technology, there’s now an added expectation
that a virtual personal assistant will assist with an emphasis placed on the “personal”—romantic
even. Trust in the female voice, as discussed in Chapter 3, relies on the soothing, nurturing
qualities that are associated with, and in fact expected, of the female voice. This confidence in
the female voice has developed into intimacy with female-voiced technology in a way that
fetishizes the female voice, a scenario that Spike Jonze reimagined when directing Her. The dual
relationship of both commanding and fetishizing the female voice establishes an unconscious
misogyny toward the female voice. People presume that innovations in artificially intelligent
technology are signs of social progress. But I disagree. Rather, as additional voicecommunicative technologies populate our world, the status of the female voice is regressing to a
pre-WWII era.
Voice-communicative technologies in today’s “smart phones” and among other personal
devices, aren’t all that smart. Users are aware of the limitations of their “intelligent” devices, but
rely on them nonetheless. In fact, the limitations of these technologies may help make them seem
more convincingly human. When humans make mistakes, it’s easy to forgive, because after all,
we’re only human. But one expects machines to be unerring. When a machine does fail or
malfunction, it is not a forgivable fumble, but an instance of complete incompetence. Inserting
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the female voice into artificially intelligent technology thus creates a problem: If the “smart”
technology is considered female, then when it makes an error of any sort, the user no longer
blames the technology, but rather the femaleness of the technology. 117 Women have become the
scapegoats for the shortcomings of artificially intelligent technology.
The most frightening example of this behavior towards voice-communicate technology is
also the most recent. In January 2015 Amazon released the Echo, a black, wireless cylinder
advertised as an in-home family assistant, which users must address as “Alexa” or “Amazon” to
“awaken” its sensors that can detect voices from any part of the home. Since the Echo is so new,
the engineers have not fixed all of the bugs in its wiring, resulting in user frustration. When The
Verge published a negative review of the Amazon Echo, the writer, David Pierce, took issue with
“her” shortcomings, referring to the device with the female pronoun throughout the review—a
female he considers “totally adorable and incredibly annoying” with a “slightly robotic but very
friendly voice.” 118 She’s his “companion,” but when she doesn’t understand his question or is
unresponsive, he becomes frustrated to the point of cursing at her:
“Alexa, what’s the weather today?”
“ALEXA! What’s the weather today?”
“ALEXA WHAT IS THE WEATHER TODAY GODDAMMIT.”
Pierce is frustrated by the Echo’s shortcomings, but the way he comes to forgive the device for
its limitations is by reminding himself that it isn’t just a female companion, but a young female
companion. “She’s remarkably smart for such a young thing” he writes, seeming to echo the
exact words of the 1905 article that described the female telephone operator as “a sensible little
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thing.” Pierce notes that the Echo is “a powerful and infuriating reminder…of how long the road
to our robotic future really is. Alexa’s going to turn out just fine, I think, but she’s got some
growing up to do.” Pierce’s patronizing emphasis on the youthfulness of the technology relates
to the youthfulness of the voice it emits. The youthfulness of the female voice in the Echo and in
most virtual personal assistants, recalls the youthful girlishness of the telephone switchboard
operators of Emma Nutt’s day. The way we engage with our voice-communicative technology
shows how we are regressing instead of progressing back to the beginning of mass
telecommunication, and it’s about time we wake up.
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