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the intensity of our connections. Technology makes it eany to commu-
nicate when we wish and to disengage at will.

Afew years ago at a dinner party in Paris, | met Ellen, an ambitious,
elegant 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 grand-
mother were costly and brief. With Skype, the calls are free 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.
I'm not really paying attention to our conversation.”

Ellen’s multitasking removed her to another place. She felt her grand-
mother was talking to someone who was not really there. During their
Skype conversations, Ellen and her grandmother were more connected
than they had ever been before, but at the same time, each was alone. Ellen
felt guilty and confused: she knew that her grandmother was happy, even
if their intimacy was now, for Ellen, another task among multitasks.

I have often observed this distinctive confusion: these days,
whether you are online or not, it is easy for people to end up unsure if
they are closer together or further apart. [ remember my own sense of
disorientation the first time I realized that T was “alone together.” Thad
traveled an exhausting thirty-six hours to attend a conference on
advanced robotic technology held in central Japan. The packed grand

ballroom was Wi-Fi enabled: the speaker was using the Web for his
presentation, laptops were open throughout the audience, fingers were
flying, and there was a sense of great concentration and intensity. But
not many in the audience were attending to the speaker. Most people
seemed to be doing their e-mail, downloading files, and surfing the
Net. The man next to me was searching for a New Yorker cartoon to
illustrate his upcoming presentation. Every once in a while, audience
members gave the speaker some attention, lowering their laptop
screens in a kind of curtsy, a gesture of courtesy.

Outside, in the hallways, the people milling around me were looking
past me to virtual others. They were on their laptops and their phones,
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.
But at this conference, it was clear that what people mostly want from
public space is to be alone with their personal networks. Tt is good to come
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