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Do you prefer socializing with your friends online
or in per son? Ten years ago, such a question would have been one

that very few of us could answer. Today, it is one that all of us have to
seriously consider. Isn't it easier and more convenient to interact with
people via social media applications than in person? But what happens
when the majority of the time you spend socializing with others takes
place in virtual rather than actual worlds? Furthermore, as we rely more
and more on digital networks to relate to one another and on automated
machines to perform various tasks, how should we design and program
these technologies to make sure we are acting in the best interests of
humans? While thinking machines and robots may sound like science
fiction, the reality is that robotic devices like driverless cars are already
legal in certain states. As a result, a number of ethical issues related to
how we will use and relate to “thinking machines” arise, as do issues re-
 lated to the consequences of our increasing use of devices and social

media to mediate our relationships with other humans today.

The authors in this chapter all consider the social, cultural, and psycho-
logical implications of humans’ increasing reliance on technologies for
various tasks and functions, particularly interacting with one another. In
her essay “Alone Together,” psychologist Sherry Turkle probes the possible
consequences of our reliance on “sociable” machines and how this reliance
may affect actual human-to-human interaction. Journalist Susan Maushart
reports on the effects of a six-month ban on her children’s use of social
media in her essay “When My Kids Unplugged.” Cartoonist and graphic
novelist Scott McCloud speculates that regardless of which specific media
and technologies we use to communicate with, they are all acting as substi-
tutes for our sad inability to communicate mind to mind. In his essay
“Machines of Laughter and Forgetting” the cultural critic Evgeny Morozov
asks not what the effects of our increasing use of technologies may be, bue
how humans might redesign technologies to make all of us more aware of
their functions and the consequences of those functions. Psychologist Gary
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Marcus, in his essay “Moral Machines,” reports on increasingly automated
technologies, such as Google’s driverless cars, and how these technologies
will require us to develop new ethical frameworks. Finally, Rose Eveleth
reports on current theories related to humanoid robot development in her
essay “Robots: Is the Uncanny Valley Real?”

Sherry Turkle
“Alone Together”

Sherry Turkle is a Professor in the Science, Technology, and Society Pro-
gram at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT} and the founder
and current director of the MIT Initiative on Technalogy and Self. Her re-
search, which combines sociological and psychological perspectives on
technology and its uses, has been read and circulated widely. She has writ-
ten numerous books and articles, including Life on the Screen: Identity in the
Age of the Internet (1995) and Simulation and fts Discontents (2009). Turkle's
work is unique in its ability to address both academic and general audi-
ences. In this essay, excerptad from her 2012 book Alone Together: Why We
Expect More from Technology and Less from Each Other, Turkle reports on
the findings from her most recent research, which considers the potential
benefits and drawbacks of increased human interaction with robots and
machines.

Has social media changed the ways in which you communicate with your
friends and family members? How?

omputers no longer wait for humans to project meaning onto them.

Now, sociable robots meet our gaze, speak to us, and learn to recognize
us. They ask us to take care of them; in response, we imagine that they
might care for us in return. Indeed, among the most talked about robotic
designs are in the area of care and companionship. In summer 2010,
there are enthusiastic reports in the New York Times and the Wall Street
Journal on robotic teachers, companions, and therapists. And Microsoft
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each other, robots will be there, programmed to provide simulations of
love.? Our population is aging; there will be robots to take care of us. Our
children are neglected; robots will tend to them, We are too exhausted to
deal with each other in adversity; robots will have the energy. Robots won't
be judgmental. We will be accommodated. An older woman says of her
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Wee ate challenged to ask what such things augur. Some people are look-
ing for robots to clean rugs and help with the laundry. Others hope for a
mechanical bride. As sociable robots propose themselves as substicuces for
people, new netwotked devices offer us machine-mediated relationships
with each other, another kind of substitution. We romance the robot and
become inseparable from our smartphones. As this happens, we remake
ourselves and out relationships with each other through our new intimacy
with machines. People talk about Web access on their BlackBetries as “the
place for hope” in life, the place where loneliness can be defeated. A woman
in her late sixties describes her new iPhone: “It’s like having a little Times
Square in my pocketbook. All lights. All the people I could meet.” People
are lonely. The network is seductive. But if we are always on, we may deny
ourselves the rewards of solitude, _ o

e
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As 1 listen for what stands behind this moment, I hear a certain fatigue
with the difficulties of life with people. We insert robots into every narrative
of human frailty. People make too many demands; robot demands would be
of a more manageable sort. People disappoint; robots will not. When people
talk about relationships with robots, they talk about cheating husbands, wives
who fake orgasms, and children who take drugs. They talk about how hard it
is to understand family and friends. I am at first surprised by these comments.
Their clear intent is to bring people down a notch. A forty-fouryear-old
woman says, “After all, we never know how another person really feels. People
put on a good face. Robots would be safer.” A thirty-year-old man remarks,
“I'd rather talk to a robot. Friends can be exhausting, The robot will always be
there for me. And whenever I'm done, I can walk away.”

The idea of sociable robots suggests that we might navigate intimacy by
skirting it. People seem comforted by the belicf that if we alienate or fail

robot dog, “It is better than a real dog. ... It won’t do dangerous things, and
it won't betray you....Also, it won’t die suddenly and abandon you and
make you very sad.™

The eldexly are the first to have companionate robots aggressively mar-
keted to them, but-young people also see the merits of robotic companion-
ship. These days, teenagers have sexual adulthood thrust upon them before
theyare ready to deal with the complexities of relationships. They are drawn
to the comfort of connection without the demands of intimacy. This may
lead them to a hookup—sex without commitment or even caring. Or it
may lead to an online romance—companionship that can always be inter-
rupted. Not surprisingly, teenagers are drawn to love stories in which full
intimacy cannot occur—here I think of current passions for films and
novels about high school vampires who cannot sexually consummate rela-
tionships for fear of hurting those they love. And teenagers are drawn to
the idea of technological communion. They talk easily of robots that would
be safe and predictable companions.?

These young people have grown up with sociable robot pets, the com-
;ﬁm._gf their playrooms, which portrayed emotion, said they cared, and
asked to be éared for3 We are psychologically programmed not only to nur-
ture what we love but to love what we nurture. So even simple artificial crea-
tures can provoke heartfelt attachment. Many teenagers anticipate that the
robot toys of their childhood will give way to full-fledged machine compan-
jons. In the psychoanalytic tradition, a symptom addresses a conflict bue
distracts us from understanding or resolving it; a dream expresses a wish.®
Sociable robots serve as both symptom and dream: as a symptom, they
promise a way to sidestep conflicts about intimacy; as a dream, they express
a wish for relationships with limits, 2 way to be both together and alone.

Some people even talk about robots as providing respite from feeling
overwhelmed by technology. In Japan, companionate robots are specifically
marketed as a way to seduce people out of cyberspace; robots plant a new
flag in the physical real. If the problem is that too much technology has
made us busy and anxious, the solution will be another technology that will
organize, amuse, and relax us. So, although historically robots provoked



88  (Dis)Connecting in a Digital Age

anxicties about technology out of control, these days they are more likely to
represent the reassuring idea that in a world of problems, science will offer
solutions.® Robots have become a twenty-first-century deus ex machina.
Putting hope in robots expresses an enduring technological optimism, a
belief that as other things go wrong, science will go right. In a complicated
world, robots seem a simple salvation. It is like calling in the cavalry.

But this is not a book about robots. Rather, it is about how we are changed
as technology offers us substitutes for connecting with each other face-to-
face. We are offered robots and a whole world of machine-mediated relation-
ships on networked devices. As we instant-message, e-mail, text, and Twitter,
technology redraws the boundaries between intimacy and solitude. We talk
of getting “rid” of our e-mails, as though these notes are so much excess bag-
gage. Teenagers avoid making telephone calls, fearful that they “reveal too
much,” They would rather text than talk. Adults, too, choose keyboards over
the human voice. It is more efficient, they say. Things that happen in “real
time” take too much time. Tethered to technology, we are shaken when that
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wonder to what degree our followers are friends. We recre
online personae and give ourselves new bodies, homes, jobs
Yet, suddenly, in the halflight of virtual community, we
alone. As we distribute ourselves, we may abandon ourselves
people experience no sense of having communicated after how
tion. And they report feelings of closeness when they are paymg{li
tion. In all of this, there is 2 nagging question: Does virtual intim
our experience of the other kind and, indeed, of all encounters J

Connectivity and its Discontents

Online connections were first conceived as a substitute for fac
tact, when the lacter was for some reason impractical: Don’
make a phone call? Shoot off a text message. But very quickly;
sage became the connection of choice. We discovered the 1
wotld of connectivity—to be uniquely suited to the overwo
scheduled life it makes possible. And now we look to the netwe
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us against loneliness even as we use it to control the intensity of our connec-
tions. Technology makes it easy to communicate when we wish and to dis-
engage at will.

A few years ago at a dinner party in Paris, I met Ellen, an ambitious, ele-
gant young woman in her early thirties, thrilled to be working at her dream
job in advertising. Once a week, she would call her grandmother in
Philadelphia using Skype, an Internet service that functions as a telephone
with a Web camera. Before Skype, Ellen’s calls to her grandmother were
costly and brief. With Skype, the calls are fre¢ and give the compelling sense
that the other person is present—Skype is an almost real-time video link.
Ellen could now call more frequently: “Twice a week and I stay on the call
for an hour,” she told me. It should have been rewarding; instead, when I met
her, Ellen was unhappy. She knew that her grandmother was unaware that
Skype allows surreptitious multitasking. Her grandmother could see Ellen’s
face on the screen but not her hands. Ellen admitted to me, “I do my e-mail
during the calls. 'm not really paying attention to our conversation.”

Ellen’s mulritasking removed her to another place. She felt her grand-
mother was talking to someone who was not really there. During their
pe;conversations, Ellen and her grandmother were more connected
r:been before, but at the same time, each was alone. Ellen
rsheknew that her grandmother was happy, even if
w; for Ellen, another task among multitasks.
ed this distinctive confusion: these days, whether you
sieasy for people to end up unsure if they are closer to-

rt. I remember my own sense of disorientation the first
as “alone together.” I had traveled an exhausting
ttend a conference on advanced robotic technology
. The packed grand ballroom was Wi-Fi enabled: the
:Web for his presentation, laptops were open through-
ers were flying, and there was a sense of great concen-
But not many in the audience were attending to the
seemed to be doing their e-mail, downloading files,
The man next to me was searching for a New Yorker
is upcoming presentation. Every once in a while, au-
s:the speaker some attention, lowering their laptop
urtsy, a gesture of courtesy.
ways, the people milling around me were looking
hers. They were on their laptops and their phones,
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connecting to colleagues at the conference going on around them and to
others around the globe. There but not there. Of course, clusters of people
chatted with each other, making dinner plans, “networking” in that old
sense of the word, the one that implies having a coffee or sharing a meal.
Bur at this conference, it was clear that what people mostly want from
public space is to be alone with their personal networks. It is good to come
together physically, but it is mote important to stay tethered to our devices.
I thought of how Sigmund Freud considered the power of communities
both to shape and to subvert us, and a psychoanalytic pun came to mind:
“connectivity and its discontents.”

The phrase comes back to me months later as I interview management
consultants who seem to have lost touch with their best instincts for what
makes them competitive. They complain about the BlackBerry revolution,
yet accept it as inevitable while decrying it as corrosive. They say they used
to talk to each other as they waited to give presentations or took taxis to the
airport; now they spend that time doing e-mail. Some tell me they are
making better use of their “downtime,” but they argue withour conviction.
The time that they once used to talk as they waited for appointments or
drove to the airport was never downtime. It was the time when far-flung
global teams solidified relationships and refined ideas.

In corporations, among friends, and within academic departments,
people readily admit that they would rather leave a voicemail or send an
e-mail than talk face-to-face. Some who say “Ilive my life on my BlackBerry”
are forthright about avoiding the “real-time” commitment of a phone call.
The new technologies allow us to “dial down” human contact, to titrate
its nature and extent. I recently overheard a conversation in a restaurant
between two women. “No one answers the phone in our house anymore,”
the first woman proclaimed with some consternation. “It used to be that the
kids would race to pick up the phone. Now they are up in their rooms,
knowing no one is going to call them, and texting and goingon Facebook or
whatever instead.” Parents with teenage children will be nodding at this
very familiar story in recognition and perhaps a sense of wonderment that
this has happened, and so quickly. And teenagers will simply be saying,
“Well, what's your point?”

A thirteen-year-old tells me she “hates the phone and never listens to
voicemail.” Texting offers just the right amount of access, just the right
amount of control. She is a modern Goldilocks: for her, texting puts people
not too close, not too far, bue at just the right distance. The world is now
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full of modern Goldilockses, people who take comfort in being in touch
with a lot of people whom they also keep at bay. A twenty-one-year-old col-
lege student reflects on the new balance: “I don’t use my phone for calls any
more. I don’t have the time to just go on and on. I like texting, Twitter,
looking at someone’s Facebook wall. I learn what I need to know.”

Randy, twenty-seven, has a younger sister—a Goldilocks who got her dis-
tances/wrong. Randy is an American lawyer now working in California. His
family lives in New York, and he flies to the East Coast to sce them three or
fouf times a year. When I meet Randy, his sister Nora, twenty-four, had just
anhounced her engagement and wedding date via e-mail to a list of friends
aqid farmly “That,” Randy says to me bitterly, “is how I got the news.” He
docsn t know if he is more angry or hurt. “It doesn’t feel right that she didn’t
qaﬂ, he says. “I was getting ready for a trip home. Couldn’t she have told me
then? She’s my sister, but I didn’t have a private moment when she told me in
person. Or at least a call, just the two of us. When I told her [ was upset, she
sort of understood, but laughed and said that she and her fiancé just wanted
to do things simply, as simply as possible. I feel very far away from her.”

Nora did not mean to offend her brother. She saw e-mail as efficient and
gid not see beyond. We have long turned to technology to make us more

cient in work; now Nora illustrates how we want it to make us more ef-

ficient in our private lives. But when technology engineers intimacy, rela-
ips can be reduced to mere connections. And then, easy connection
becomes redefined as intimacy. Put otherwise, cyberintimacies slide into
cybersolitudes.

And with constant connection comes new anxieties of disconnection, a
kind of panic. Even Randy, who longs for a phone call from Nora on such
an important matter as her wedding, is never without his BlackBerry. He
holds it in his hands duting our entire conversation. Once, he puts it in his
pocket. A few moments later, it comes out, fingered like a talisman. In in-
terviews with young and old, I find people genninely terrified of being cut
off from the “grid.” People say that the loss of a cell phone can “fecl like a
death.” One television producer in her mid-forties tells me that without her
smartphone, “I felt like I had lost my mind.” Whether or not our devices are
in use, without them we feel disconnected, adrift. A danger even to our-
selves, we insist on our right to send text messages while driving our cars
and object to rules that would [imit the practice’

Only a decade ago, I would have been mystified that fifteen-year-olds in
my urban neighborhood, a neighborhood of parks and shopping malls, of
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front stoops and coffee shops, would feel the need to send and receive close
to six thousand messages a month via portable digital devices or that best
friends would assume that when they visited, it would usually be on the
virtual real estate of Facebook.”® It might have seemed intrusive, if not il-
legal, that my mobile phone would tell me the location of all my acquain-
tances within a ten-mile radius."! But these days we are accustomed to all
this. Life in a media bubble has come to seem natural. So has the end of a
certain public etiquette: on the street, we speak into the invisible micro-
phones on our mobile phones and appear to be talking to ourselves. We
share intimacies with the air as though unconcerned about who can hear us
or the details of our physical surroundings.

I once described the computer as a second self; a mitror of mind. Now
the metaphor no longer goes far enough. Our new devices provide space
for the emergence of a new state of the self, itself, split berween the screen
and the physical real, wired into existence through technology.

Teenagers tell me they sleep with their cell phone, and even when it isn’t
on their person, when it has been banished to the school locker, for in-
stance, they know when their phone is vibrating, The technology has
become like a phantom limb, it is so much a part of them. These young
people are among the first to grow up with an expectation of continuous
connection: always on, and always on them. And they are among the first
to grow up not necessarily thinking of simulation as second best. All of
this makes them fluent with technology but brings a set of new insecuri-
ties. They nurture friendships on social-networking sites and then wonder
if they are among friends. They are connected all day but are not sure if
they have communicated. They become confused about companionship.
Can they find it in their lives on the screen? Could they find it with a
robot? Their digitized friendships—played out with emoticon emotions,
so often predicated on rapid response rather than reflection—may prepare
them, at times through nothing more than their superficiality, for rela-
tionships that could bring superficiality to 2 higher power, that is, for rela-
tionships with the inanimate. They come to accept lower expectations for
connection and, finally, the idea that robot friendships could be sufficient
unto the day.

Overwhelmed by the volume and velocity of our lives, we turn to technol-
ogy to help us find time. But technology makes us busier than ever and ever
more in search of retreat. Gradually, we come to see our online life as life
itself. We come to see what robots offer as relationship. The simplification of
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relationship is no longer a source of complainc. It becomes what we want.
These seem the gathering clouds of a perfect storm.

Technology reshapes the landscape of our emotional lives, but is it offer-
ing us the lives we want to lead? Many roboticists are enthusiastic about
having robots tend to our children and our aging parents, for instance. Are
these psychologically, socially, and ethically acceprable propositions? What
are our responsibilities here? And are we comfortable with virtual environ-
ments thfit propose themselves not as places for recreation but as new worlds
to live ih? What do we have, now that we have what we say we want—now
that we have what technology makes easy?' This is the time to begin these
co7crsati§ms, together. It is too late to leave the future to the futurists.
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Analyze

1. Who is Milo?

2. What are some reasons why several individuals involved in Turkle’s
study reported preferring to interact with robots instead of humans?

3. Explain why Turkle makes a reference to vampires and how it relates to
her argument about young people’s relationships to technology.

4. What is a deus ex machina? Why does Turkle suggest that robots may
be one?

Explore
1. Turkle ends her essay with a research question. She writes, “Does vir-
tual intimacy degrade our experience of the other kind and, indeed, of
all encounters, of any kind?” Based on your personal experience,
answer this question by comparing and contrasting the sense of con-
nection you experience with others after a virtual versus an in-person
social encounter.



