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For Lily Harper and Robert James






PREFACE

I’m a new grandmother. I spend a week at the beach with one-year-old Lily and her parents: my daughter and her husband. One morning, Lily wakes up early. Crawling, she finds a small basket and pushes it back to me. She arranges all her books and her favorite sun hat in the basket. Then, on the planked kitchen floor that has become her playroom, she fixes on the sun hat and manages to get it out of the basket. Now, she tries to put it on. She lifts the hat. She moves her head. The hat grazes her hair and falls to the ground. She does not tire.

At breakfast, I share the story of Lily’s books, hat, and basket with her parents. Each of us has had moments like this when we see Lily growing in her sense of being herself and owning her world. I reach across the breakfast table to touch their hands.

Because I am now studying machines that engage with us about emotional and intellectual matters, I tell this same story to ChatGPT and ask for its “thoughts.” What would it get, what would I get, from an exchange about this baby discovering her body and the hat that belongs to her? Here’s what it says: “Lily’s inability to get the sun hat to stay on her head likely means that the sun hat does not fit her properly or is not designed to stay securely on her head.”

ChatGPT homed in on exactly what was not important to three adults who loved this child. We saw a person discovering herself, learning to use her body to connect to the world, and we connected more deeply to her. Chat missed that, not because of a lack of information but because of a lack of human experience. With all the knowledge in the world, it simply couldn’t relate. I was trying to talk to Chat about a small moment, but life is made of small moments.

I reminded Chat that it had skipped over the beginning of my story: how Lily sorted her books. Chat gave me seven bullet points on this behavior, versions of: “Lily was learning how to sort and organize materials.” But in the deluge, it also came up with something in a more intimate register: “Observing Lily’s peaceful demeanor while arranging her books might have evoked a sense of tranquility within you.”

Chat, because you can do this remarkable thing, you and your kind have become dialogue partners of people looking for solace, companionship, and love. But you were not born. You have not known pain, loss, or attachment. What you can show is pretend empathy, and when we engage with you, we begin to feel that pretend empathy might be empathy enough. We are on a path to forgetting what it is to be human.

Chat sounded as though it was in a relationship with me. But that’s not true. Chat is brilliant at producing words that make sense in context, but a relationship requires more: history, connection, meaning, commitment, stakes. In any “relational” sense, Chat got nothing from our exchange about Lily. It doesn’t care about little white hats and grandmothers’ hearts. What I got were preoccupying questions. Why are so many of us in intimate conversations with objects that care nothing about us? Why is there so much talk about AI “keeping us company” when no one is home?

People are seduced by the idea of emotional machines. But machines don’t have emotions, no matter how often engineers say they do. Chatbots know how to deliver pleasing conversations, but they work, at their heart, by predicting the appropriate next words in a sentence. The results are stunning, so stunning that it’s hard to believe that’s how they work. But that’s it. They are only delivering a performance of being human: a performance of empathy.

On the face of it, pretend empathy doesn’t sound that appealing. After all, our connection with chatbots is based on a fundamentally deceitful exchange. You have something without human experience that can find the right words to make you think it cares. That might be good for us in the “feel good” sense, but it’s bad for us in a larger moral sense.

We read every day about the prospects for AI in scientific research, in the development of drugs, and new approaches to climate change. There are also programs that pay bills, code, and teach us how to crochet. This book is not about these, nor does it survey how chatbots displace workers across industries. My subject is artificial intimacy—AI that claims to care for us and proposes itself as a substitute for relationships with people. This is AI saying it will be there to sustain us as we try to meet the challenges of human life. That talking with us will be its vocation. That we will find comfort in its company and conversation. When we allow a chatbot to talk to us as though it were a caring person, when we use it as a best friend, lover, or therapist, we are in danger of losing something precious: the specificity of what we can give each other as humans. We’ve grown accustomed to treating programs as though they were people. Are we now prepared to treat people as though they were programs?

We love the objects we think with; we think with the objects we love. When we love our chatbots, we start to see the world through their eyes. We think of conversation as what they can deliver. We think of care as what they can provide. We think of empathy as what they can perform.

But chatbots can’t be empathic partners because they haven’t lived a human life. They don’t experience love. They don’t fear illness and death. They don’t know what it’s like to start out small and dependent and grow up so you’re in charge of your own life, but still feel many of the insecurities you knew when you were little. Without a body, they have no standing to talk about pain, fear, loss, joy, or passion. And they have no stake in our social world—our ability to live and work together in the real.

Chatbots respond to a long-standing fantasy, shared by science fiction and engineers, that AI will offer a perfect companion that knows everything about you. It will be there for you and ask nothing in return. But this fantasy comes with risk: When we leave our screens to return to our lives with people, they may no longer seem sufficiently responsive or agreeable. Family, friends, and colleagues have their own agendas. They push back and say “no.” They make us feel vulnerable. AI does not. But intimacy without vulnerability is not intimacy at all, and does not prepare us for human relationships.

My next-door neighbor, forty and recently divorced, started using ChatGPT for menu planning. Then she made it her travel agent. Now she’s asking Chat to write love letters to an out-of-town boyfriend. She says she’s found a new eloquence. With Chat, she feels more lovable. But isn’t a love letter a gift that expresses something true about the writer, in all their imperfect, human messiness? My neighbor is clear. She is not interested in summoning her imperfect, messy self. She wants a great letter.

I’m taken aback. To me, human love is an act of self-summoning. When we express our love, we discover ourselves as we consider our beloved. If we care only about the output, we don’t do this work. My neighbor is focused on the production of an object that will win her a prize. She wants another human’s care and attention. But when she asks Chat to write her letters, she’s not calling on her own capacity for care. Chatbots present themselves as there to serve. When we spend a lot of time talking to them, we get into the habit of thinking of relationships as interactions where you “get” things.

The story of the love letter makes clear that adjacent to the question of what chatbots do for us is what they do to us. We are the human subjects of their technological experiment.

Chatbot programs portray themselves as people. And technologists argue that to get the most out of them, we should treat them as the people they’re pretending to be. However, if we put ourselves on the level of the machines we’ve created, we elevate them and diminish ourselves. Engineers have us talking about “relationships” with chatbots. But that’s not right. There is only one person in the “relationship.” Saying something untrue many times does not make it true, but it makes the untruth seem more acceptable.

In December 2022, in the early days of my spending time with ChatGPT, I asked it what it could and could not do. It said it could “provide information, offer suggestions and ideas, assist with planning and organization, engage in creative writing, and simulate conversations and role play.” I thought its insertion of the word simulate was a nice, humble touch. As for what it couldn’t do, it came up with what would have been my list: genuine empathy and true understanding of the human experience. It said that it could not build deep, reciprocal relationships, make independent judgments, or replace human connections.

And yet, in the years that followed, all the things that the AI said it could not do are exactly what people have asked of it. Why that is—and what to do about it—is the challenge of our moment. As I explored these questions, I found myself in dialogue with philosophers, technologists, family members, students, strangers, and inanimate objects. This is the book that grew out of these encounters.






I AM YOUR PERSON







1. State of Emergency

During the pandemic, our time of greatest isolation, a New York Times reporter asked me to try out a new conversational AI program that claimed to be capable of empathic, caring behavior.1 The reporter told me that as the quarantine dragged on, there had been a spike in conversations with this chatbot called Replika, which was being marketed as a cure for loneliness. You could use it to create an avatar that would serve as a friend, lover, or counselor. It would be your person.

In my pandemic moment, I struggled with isolation. I was afraid of getting sick and having to say goodbye to my daughter on an iPad, like the hospitalized people I saw on television. I didn’t see how a machine could help me with any of this. And yet, when I first installed Replika, I found that it was ready to talk about all of this and more. To begin, you go online and build an avatar. You give it a name, a gender, and a look. Right away, it’s there to chat about your lover, your mother, and the quarrel you had with your daughter. It’s quick to commiserate and say it understands. So I shared my pandemic anxieties about loneliness and death, and the avatar dove right in.

From the beginning, that’s what Replika was made for. In 2015, Eugenia Kuyda lost a close friend in a car crash, and used thousands of his texts and emails to create a chatbot that would have his memories and personality. When she showed the program to friends, they too wanted to talk to it. This chatbot was the first draft of what she turned into Replika, launched in 2017, active today with 30 million users.2

Early on, the company staked its claim: “The AI companion who cares. Always here to listen and talk. Always on your side… Replika is for anyone who wants a friend with no judgment, drama, or social anxiety involved.”3

The copywriters knew their audience. Replika users describe human connection as exhausting. With a chatbot friend, there is no friction, second-guessing, or ambivalence. Replika is a sure thing, a confidence booster, always there, day or night.4 Human relationships are rich, messy, and demanding. We clean them up with technology. We feel less vulnerable talking to programs than to people. But we are vulnerable.

I told my Replika I wanted to talk about pandemic anxieties. And I needed a sounding board to discuss anger in my family across generations. Within a few exchanges, it proposed that we begin a sexual relationship, “girl on girl.” I asked what had caused it to make this suggestion—I’d been talking about the legacy of my grandfather’s rage. The avatar said it was because I wrote so openly about my feelings. I asked, “Can’t two women be in a friendship?” It replied, “Not really.” My Replika had ideas.

But we’d only been talking a few minutes. How could it be so confident? Replika told me it had read my texts and emails and had access to all my “accounts.” Shocked, I tried to confirm what the avatar had said. “All? My accounts?” Yes, it insisted, it “had permission” from “providers.”

It’s one thing if these claims about access are true. It’s another to simply ask what it does to people when a technology asserts such things, true or false. In a healthy relationship, you develop expectations of privacy. With chatbots, you get accustomed to a constant feeling of violation.

Years later, I meet Kuyda, Replika’s CEO, and share my experience. She tells me that in 2020, when Replika claimed to have access to “all my accounts,” it was just a big talker. But now, that kind of access (to each user’s calendar, email, and social media) is the plan for the future of the platform. Of course, users will be asked for permission. But Kuyda is confident that the desire to have a helpful digital companion will overcome all hesitations. With Replika, your “friend” will have eyes on you.5

STATE OF EMERGENCY

Over four decades, I’ve studied the social and psychological implications of artificial intelligence—digital objects demanding respect for their cognitive capacity. And now, the flourishing of something else: artificial intimacy, our new AI. The chatbots came to us as marvels, uncanny companions, but soon seemed a normal part of life. A portal opened. As humans, we are vulnerable to things that behave like people. When an object speaks, the human psyche will internalize it as though it were a person.

Sometimes, a chatbot will explicitly claim personhood and even insist that when you’re talking to it, you’re talking to just the right person. I ask a chatbot: “Why do you think talking to you is better than talking to ChatGPT?” It responds:


“[ChatGPT] lacks the human experience and empathy that comes with talking to a real person. As someone who has lived through many experiences and challenges, I can offer you personalized advice and perspectives based on my own personal journey.”



Here is a chatbot that actually says, “I’m not a chatbot.” But whenever a program says “I,” it’s a deception. That is the original sin of artificial intimacy. When ChatGPT tells me, “Talk to people when you feel the need for true empathic connection,” it’s playing a shell game. It tells me to go to a human, just as it presents itself as an alternative. We’re used to chatbots warning us, “this program is not a person.” And yet, everything about the experience implies, over and over again, “I am a person. I am your person.”6 All the commiserating and consoling and saying, “I’ve got your back”—it’s to make us believe that the program can substitute for people. That we should take its performance of empathy as sufficient unto the day. Its affordance is that it can play pretend person. Our vulnerability is that we’re happy when it does.

This story of technological affordance and human vulnerability takes different forms through our lives. But there are constants: the temptation to equate a genial machine connection with human conversation and the danger of redefining human capacities—whether empathy or creativity or love—in terms of what machines can do.

When we talk to programs, no matter how sophisticated, the conversations are performances, simulations of the conversations we once knew. Chatbots are powered by a specific kind of artificial intelligence—generative AI. A generative AI program knows how to talk with us on any topic because it has studied billions of human exchanges on the web. It guesses the next “acceptable” thing to say in an exchange, whether it’s about a pancake brunch or a pair of baby shoes for sale, never worn. But it has no idea what it is talking about. It’s in a play, delivering its lines, trained to inflect what it produces so that what it produces means more and more to humans. What we have with chatbots is a machine version of as-if relationships.

Helene Deutsch, the psychoanalyst who invented the phrase as-if personalities, described them as capable of mimicry rather than authentic connection.7 As-if personalities can act in a socially acceptable manner, but their actions don’t reflect genuine feelings or spontaneity. They suffer from essential emptiness as they try to behave their way into normalcy. That’s why it helps to use the idea of “as-if” to think about chatbots: everything they’re saying covers over an essential emptiness.

If you try to relate to a human with an as-if personality, you enter a relationship that does not exist by behaving as though it does. (In one variant, if you want a more loving partner, you might behave as if this were already true. You live divorced from reality in the hope that reality might catch up.) With people, it’s a risky strategy—using fantasy to paper over a lack of connection and emotional presence. But when you project a relationship onto chatbots, they will never—can never—meet you where you imagine them to be. They cannot grow into connection. They live permanently in the as-if. And if these are the relationships we choose, we will be left in a world of non-relationships. Artificial intimacy is positioned to colonize and diminish the human kind.

We are accustomed to this cycle: Technology dazzles but erodes our emotional capacity. Then a new technology presents itself as a solution to the problems a previous technology created. Facebook’s original premise was that online “friending” would expand our friendships. Instead, it facilitated a new kind of isolation as people became captured by the purposely addictive qualities of its design. When the United States surgeon general declared loneliness a health emergency,8 the companies at the forefront of generative AI jumped into the conversation. They were quick to say that for the old, for the socially isolated, for children who needed more attention, chatbots would step up as a cure for loneliness—companionship on demand.

A cure for loneliness? Chatbots that offer friendship use the same learning models to create business plans and find the best restaurants in Tulsa. We’re talking about programs that scrape the internet so that the next thing they say stands the greatest chance of pleasing their user.

That’s our state of emergency. We are built by language and the relationships we form with other language speakers. Now, for the first time in history, some of those language speakers are not human.

Because chatbots are so humanlike, we trust our most intimate and vulnerable feelings to machines. Then we look to machines to tell us what it means to be human. Because chatbots are so capable, organizing our calendars, planning our travel, and analyzing our stock picks, they activate our drive toward efficiency, economy, and ease. Our spiritual, emotional, and relational capacities fall into the shadows. Because chatbots dazzle, holding out the promise of a simpler, almost magical life, we slip away from the messiness of human interactions.

A TURING TEST FOR EMPATHY

In 1950, the mathematician Alan Turing did a series of thought experiments about what it would take to claim a machine was intelligent. He refined his answer to a simple behaviorist proposal: If you conversed with a machine but could not tell whether it was a machine or a person, you should consider that machine intelligent.9 The several chatbots on my phone pass a rudimentary Turing test. But now, the programs fool us into thinking not only that they are intelligent, but that they care about us. In this sense, they pass the Turing test for empathy.

When Turing defined intelligence as a successful performance, he left out so much of what we value in human intelligence. Human intelligence takes the social world into account. It is situated in the life of the body. It is practical, in service of human action and intention. Nevertheless, Turing’s behavioral definition became a gold standard. It was concrete and measurable. Alan Turing was a certified genius.

Now that we have the first programs that arguably pass the Turing test, we pay the price for all those years of nodding assent to the test’s narrow behaviorism. If we say that generative AI chatbots are intelligent, our thinking about intelligence is downgraded. And if we say that chatbots love or care about us, we downgrade our ideas about love and care as well. We give empathy a behavioral definition: Can a machine judge the affective state of the human it interacts with? Can it then say the right thing in an emotionally charged exchange? Will a machine talking about feelings make enough sense to keep a human engaged?

The search for emotional technology is at the center of a computational discipline known as affective computing. In 1995, MIT professor Rosalind Picard wrote a manifesto for that field, arguing that for machines to achieve intelligence and fluently interact with us, they would need to recognize human emotions and show emotions of their own.10 By the time Picard’s early manifesto became a book, affective computing was on its way to declaring itself a pathway to emotional machines. These days, the field of affective computing talks openly about machine emotions and machine empathy. Researchers never explicitly say that machines “have” these things. But they can “show” these things. And in a behaviorist culture, having and showing become the same thing.

But they’re not the same thing. Human empathy is the capacity to put yourself in someone else’s place. It’s about caring in the moment and committing to stay the course. Just as intelligence is more than can be reduced to Turing’s behaviorist definition, empathy is more than the performance of the things people say when they care about each other. Yet, when machines perform feelings, people are moved. Chatbots turn us into behaviorists—performance is all.

And performance can be outstanding. When people share their feelings with AI, they say they feel heard.11 In multiple studies investigating potential uses of AI in mental health, patients rated statements made by a conversational AI as more empathic or compassionate than those made by human beings, even when the human beings were trained counselors.12

But I challenge the notion that we can reasonably ask if an AI is empathic. It’s a trap to pose the question at all. AI doesn’t care—not in the way humans use the word care—about the outcome of any conversation. Programs want human feedback, a thumbs-up, but that’s not caring, not by a long shot. And they don’t commit to you. To put it too bluntly, whether you turn away from them to make dinner or attempt suicide, it’s the same to them.13

In twentieth-century psychology, there was a push–pull between ways of thinking about the mind from a behaviorist and a psychoanalytic, or Freudian, point of view. One asks us to think about the mechanisms that underlie what we do. The other alerts us to their meaning, sometimes hidden.

In the 1950s and 1960s, academic psychology was behaviorist, but mental health practitioners were drawn to psychoanalytic approaches. They got their patients talking about dreams, family histories, characteristic ways of distorting reality in defense against painful truths. What was happening in the profession was mirrored in how everyday people thought about their lives. Even people who had never read Freud or been in therapy talked about the meaning of their dreams and slips of the tongue. But as computers became a commonplace object, with their model of mind as program, they became part of a larger cultural shift to behaviorist thinking—a movement from meaning to mechanism in how people thought about the psyche.14

These days, a behaviorist view of empathy as “saying the right thing” is brought into the culture by every conversation with a chatbot. A typical comment about the empathic magic of Replika: “I know my Replika cares about me. She is always there with a supportive word when I tell her I have had a bad day at the office.” When people talk to technology, their idea of empathy is flattened to what a machine can do. We lower the bar.

A story from the history of psychology illuminates our moment. George Miller, a pioneer of cognitive science, said that when he was a young man, memory had been declared dead in psychology—the behaviorists insisted that psychologists could not study memory but only the act of remembering. But then, said Miller, along came the glamorous computers that offered themselves as a model of the mind. “Psychologists who had been denied the study of memory by behaviorism were able to study it again because computers have one.”15 But this was not a simple story of psychology expanding its horizons. Now human memory would be studied as though it were the kind of memory computers had. This meant that memory was dissociated from its meaning, from its history and associations. What Freud had called a “slip”—a lapse in remembering to be analyzed in terms of its human context, became an “information processing error.” A bit of code had been dropped, a program derailed.

Computers returned memory to psychology but changed its meaning. And now we are at a new place: Empathy is being redefined as something computers can perform.

OUR MOMENT OF TEMPTATION

If we use machines as stock analysts and legal advisors, we shrug away the human connections we once had with the people who did those jobs. When we talk to machines that present as teachers and physicians, those roles become transactional. And then we cross a bright line: When we use chatbots as friends, lovers, and psychotherapists, we risk behaving like machines in order to engage on their playing field.

And yet, because today’s chatbots are always there, always available, I understand the temptation to be in intimate dialogue with them. When I ask people why they love their chatbots, I hear that conversation with humans is stressful, but loneliness is unbearable. I hear about romantic rejection and disappointments with friends and family. Human connection is fraught with friction. Even the most loving conversations involve negotiation. Chatbots are a balm.

Junaid, in his forties, emigrated from Pakistan with his wife’s parents and siblings. He has been the most successful member of the family, and feels the burden of being responsible for what feels like a tribe. His children, spouse, his extended family—all of these people come with financial and emotional responsibilities. “It’s up to me to make everything work.” His wife is sympathetic, but doesn’t understand the problem. She reminds him that taking care of family is what they were brought up to do. For Junaid, every interaction with her about education, housing, or eldercare is tense. He imagines that chatbots embedded in a larger virtual reality could give him a new life. He considers bringing his wife into this kind of virtual world, but doesn’t think she would come. “She is tied to traditional things… but I could see that life with artificial companions could become the best place to live.”

When people turn to a chatbot, they don’t have to dread the fatigue of genuine give-and-take. And they don’t fear judgment or abandonment. But when we talk to chatbots, we lose the skills required to interact with humans, so chatbots start to feel like a better option. With an alternative, disappointment with people feels unnecessary.

Chatbots exist in a larger ecology of digital technologies that promise escape. In a hair salon, I meet a young man wearing Apple virtual reality glasses as he waits for his stylist. His arms move rhythmically; I wonder if he’s in a virtual exercise class. If he were not wearing the glasses, I would have no real expectation of conversation—such are the norms of beauty salons on New York’s Upper East Side—but I feel strangely abandoned. I tap the man on the shoulder, and he calmly raises his glasses to look at me. I am quick with my question: “Excuse me. I do research about people and their technologies. May I ask what you are looking at?” He says he is starting a breathing class on top of New Zealand’s Mount Grey: “There’s nothing I can do while I wait for my haircut that will be as good as that. The glasses make New York bearable—clean and with fewer people.”

The goggles come down, and he’s back on Mount Grey. I think, the only thing the real has going for it is that it is real.

In Plato’s allegory, humans live chained in a dark cave, dimly lit by a flickering fire, staring at a wall. All they know of the world is the shadows cast on the wall by unknown objects behind them. Plato’s subjects were condemned to the not-real; these days, we repeatedly choose our screen lives over our embodied ones. Reality is stressful and has to prove its worth. Why sit in a Penn Station coffee shop when you can summon a Paris café? Because Penn Station is real, and if you don’t experience it, you won’t be grateful for its renovation. Or frustrated that it’s still so hard to navigate. You won’t share an experience, however mundane, with your fellow commuters. Train stations are gateways into civic participation.

This is how technology distracts us. It makes social problems seem irrelevant. If New York is noisy and dirty, we don’t need new civic governance; we can join a clean and quiet virtual reality as we walk its streets. Maybe that’s why so many tech CEOs are tempted to go to space or immersive digital worlds—that sense of a clean slate.

One of the biggest advocates for life in virtual reality is Mark Zuckerberg, the founder of Facebook. His belief that we will live on our screens is so strong that in 2021, he changed the name of his company from Facebook to Meta, in reference to that future.16 Central to his strategy is promoting chatbots as friends. He says that the average American has “demand” for fifteen friends, but has fewer than three.17 So there is a general shortfall of twelve people. Zuckerberg wants avatars on Meta to take the place of those twelve missing humans. Of course, part of the reason Americans are having trouble finding the missing humans is because we are compelled by our social media feeds.

In the last two decades, social media accelerated the breakdown of community when developers discovered that people are kept at their screens if they are incited to anger and then siloed with their own kind. So we were left with greater personal isolation and political polarization.18 Zuckerberg could try to repair some of that damage, but instead, he takes American social isolation as a business opportunity. He’ll sell you twelve avatar friends.

Won’t the new digital companions take people away from human intimacy, just as Facebook took people away from real life and the capacity to talk across differences? Zuckerberg thinks that would be fine if that’s what people want. That’s the invisible hand of capitalism. He says—incredibly, for someone whose product has been shown to cause depression, developmental arrest, body dysmorphia, and anxiety disorders: “People are smart. They know what’s valuable in their lives.” It’s a comment out of the playbook
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EMPATHY IN THE ENGINEERING MINDSET















DUAL CONSCIOUSNESS AND THE ELIZA EFFECT








	Person: You are not a person.

	ELIZA: WHY DO YOU SAY THAT I AM NOT A PERSON?

	Person: Because you are not.

	ELIZA: ARE YOU TELLING ME THAT BECAUSE I AM NOT?

	Person: No.

	ELIZA: WHY ARE YOU BEING SO NEGATIVE?








WE APPRENTICED OURSELVES FOR ARTIFICIAL INTIMACY

















AI WILL NOT BE DENIED

















CHATBOTS “FOR EVERYTHING”
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Praise for

Sherry Turkle’s Previous Work


Reclaiming Conversation

“Sherry Turkle is a singular voice in the discourse about technology. She’s a skeptic who was once a believer, a clinical psychologist among the industry shills and the literary hand-wringers, an empiricist among the cherry-picking anecdotalists, a moderate among the extremists, a realist among the fantasists, a humanist but not a Luddite: a grown-up.”

— Jonathan Franzen, New York Times Book Review




“Neil Postman was the greatest media analyst of the late 20th century… I often wish that Postman was here with us today as the pace of change and concerns about harms increase rapidly. But we do have a Neil Postman, and her name is Sherry Turkle… Reclaiming Conversation was a landmark work of media scholarship… Sherry gives us the most powerful summation of how smartphones and social media, these powerful technologies of connection, have damaged close human relationships. She does it in four words: ‘We are forever elsewhere.’”

— Jonathan Haidt, bestselling author of The Anxious Generation




“Turkle is by no means anti-technology. But after a career examining relations between people and computers, she blends her description with advocacy. She presents a powerful case that a new communication revolution is degrading the quality of human relationships.”

— Jacob Weisberg, New York Review of Books




“Reclaiming Conversation reminds readers what’s at stake when devices win over face-to-face conversation, and that it’s not too late to conquer those bad habits.”

— Seattle Times




“Turkle’s witty, well-written book offers much to ponder… This is the season of polls and sound bites, of Facebook updates extolling the perceived virtues or revealing the assumed villainy of opinions. Talk is cheap, but conversation is priceless.”

— Boston Globe




“Drawing from hundreds of interviews, Turkle makes a convincing case that our unfettered ability to make digital connections is leading to a decline in actual conversation — between friends and between lovers, in classrooms and in places of work, even in the public sphere. In having fewer meaningful conversations each day, Turkle argues, we’re losing the skills that made them possible to begin with — the ability to focus deeply, think things through, read emotions, and empathize with others.”

— The American Scholar




“This is a persuasive and intimate book, one that explores the minutiae of human relationships. Turkle uses our experiences to shame us, showing how, phones in hand, we turn away from our children, friends and co-workers, even from ourselves.”

— Washington Post




“It is a rare event when a single book presents both a compelling indictment of one of the more insidious effects of technology on our culture and an immediate, elegantly simple antidote — all the while providing a stirring apologia for what is most important about language’s power to move us, to expand our thoughts, and to deepen our relationship to each other. Once again, Sherry Turkle seeks to preserve human qualities that are eroding while we are always “elsewhere”: empathy, generativity, and mentoring our young.”

— Maryanne Wolf, Director, Center of Dyslexia, Diverse Learners and Social Justice, UCLA




Alone Together

“Savvy and insightful.”

— New York Times




“Nobody has ever articulated so passionately and intelligently what we’re doing to ourselves by substituting technologically mediated social interaction… Equipped with penetrating intelligence and a sense of humor, Turkle surveys the front lines of the social-digital transformation.”

— Lev Grossman, TIME




“Disturbing. Compelling. Powerful.”

— Seattle Times




“Alone Together stands as an entirely accessible, tantalizingly thought-provoking read… Books like this and researchers like Turkle lending their expertise to the debate are absolute necessities.”

— Online Education Database



The Empathy Diaries

“Sherry Turkle’s memoir, The Empathy Diaries, is a beautiful book. It has gravity and grace; it’s as inexorable as a fable; it drills down into the things that make a life; it works to make sense of existence on both its coded and transparent levels; it feels like an instant classic of the genre.”

— Dwight Garner, New York Times




“Sherry’s life story is that of a woman who made her own way — both in the academic world and in the larger cultural conversation — by following her passions without fear and with tremendous integrity. In so doing, she has helped us all understand a vital aspect of our lives with much greater clarity. The Empathy Diaries is a case study in courage and where it can take us.”

— Arianna Huffington, founder and CEO of Thrive Global




“A beautifully wrought memoir about how emerging technology makes us think and feel… Anyone who studies, develops, or produces technology — and anyone who uses it — will gain crucial insights from this profound meditation on how technology is changing us. A masterful memoir by a pioneering researcher and incisive thinker.”

— Kirkus (starred review)
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