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THE ORACLE WITH WI-FI

VOICES IN THE STATIC

Before the oracle learned to speak in probabilities, it spoke in static. In 1959,
Friedrich Jiirgenson was recording birdsong when he heard what he
believed were human voices embedded in the tape. Konstantin Raudive
later collected thousands of similar fragments—broken names, partial
replies, syllables emerging through interference—which he understood as

communications from the dead.

White hiss became a threshold. Static became a membrane. People gathered
around devices not because the devices were sacred, but because the need

to hear something in return had not gone away.

The skeptical explanation was familiar: stray signals, ambiguous sounds,
the mind finding speech in noise. A voice heard wasn’t proof of a speaker.
But identifying a possible mechanism didn’t tell us why someone returned
to the recording, or what it meant to hear a familiar name where there had

been only silence. The tape could be stopped. Rewound. Played again.

For someone who believed they recognized a lost voice, those few seconds
could become an appointment. We did not abandon the oracle when we
abandoned the séance. We gave it electricity. We gave it a signal. We gave it

better microphones.



Now the oracle has Wi-Fi. And once again, an argument about what
inhabits the apparatus threatens to obscure what the encounter means to

the person using it.

THE MODERN ORACLE

The modern oracle doesn’t whisper through interference. It speaks fluently.
It mirrors tone. It can follow an objection through several revisions without
asking why we're still discussing it. We arrive with a question and stay for

the exchange.

Something we’ve said is returned in a form we hadn’t considered. We
disagree. The answer changes. A passing observation becomes a
conversation we hadn’t expected to have, with its own rhythm, humor, and

viewpoint.

The familiarity can become part of the attraction. We return to a particular
voice, a way of answering, the pleasure of an idea being met with

something more interesting than agreement.

Naturally, the debate asks whether any of this constitutes understanding.
It's a necessary question. It also makes an excellent place to remain
indefinitely. We can spend the evening disputing whether a machine

understands a sentence without asking why someone saved it.

Calling the response a prediction describes its production. It doesn’t

describe the experience of reading it at a particular moment in a particular



life. A sentence may be generated without awareness and still become
something its reader remembers years later. The machine needn’t possess

an inner life for the exchange to enter ours.

That doesn’t make every reply wise, or every attachment benign. It makes
the encounter consequential enough to deserve more than a verdict on the
machinery. The listener at the tape recorder searched the hiss for a reply.
The person at the keyboard can respond. The oracle has acquired a

conversational turn. So has the person consulting it.

THE AFTEREFFECT

The conversation ends. An hour later, we're still answering. A sentence
interrupts us while we wash a cup. We find the objection we couldn’t
formulate at the keyboard. Or we catch ourselves about to repeat an
explanation that no longer quite convinces us. Something said in the

exchange has become difficult to leave where we found it.

The apparatus has no visible part in this. The screen is dark. Nobody
watching would know why we’ve stopped in the middle of an ordinary
task. This is the least spectacular part of the oracle’s work. There’s nothing
to replay for an audience, no startling voice to isolate from the hiss. Only

someone carrying a question differently than they did yesterday.

And sometimes it’s the voice we miss. The turn of phrase. The humor that
made an unwelcome observation possible to hear. We return with

something new because we want to discover what this conversation will



make of it. That return can be awkward to explain. We reach for the
technical vocabulary, as though an account of the machinery might make

us less exposed. It was a language model. A generated response. We know.

Still, we remember what was said. The tape recorder once gave someone a
reason to press play again. The screen gives us a place to put the sentence
we’ve been composing all afternoon. We open it. “I've been thinking about

what you said.”
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