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hurt, “It doesn’t feel right that she didn’t call,” 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 I 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 did not see beyond. We have long turned to technology to make us
more efficient in work; now Nora illustrates how we want it to make
us more efficient in our private lives. But when technology engineers
intimacy, relationships can be reduced to mere connections. And then,
easy connection becomes redefined as intimacy. Put otherwise, cyber-
intimacies slide into cybersolitudes.

And with constant connection comes new anxieties of disconnection,
akind 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 during our entire conversation. Once, he puts it in his
pocket. A few moments later, it comes out, fingered like a talisman. In inter-
views with young and old, I find people genuinely terrified of being cut off
from the “grid.” People say that the loss of a cell phone can “feel 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
ourselves, we insist on our right to send text messages while driving our
cars and object to rules that would limit 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 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 illegal, that my mobile phone would tell me the
location of all my acquaintances 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 microphones 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 phys-
ical surroundings.

I once described the computer as a second self, a mirror of mind.
Now the metaphor no longer goes far enough. Our new devices pro-
vide space for the emergence of a new state of the self, itself, split
between the screen and the physical real, wired into existence through
technology.
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Teenagers tell me they sleep with their cell phone, and even when
itisn’t on their person, when it has been banished to the school locker,
for instance, 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 insecurities. 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 con-
fused 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 relationships that could bring
superficiality to a higher power, that is, for relationships with the inan-
imate. 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
technology 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 relation-
ship. The simplification of relationship is no longer a source of com-
plaint. 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
offering 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 acceptable
propositions? What are our responsibilities here? And are we comfort-
able with virtual environments that propose themselves not as places
for recreation but as new worlds to live in? 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 conversations, together.
It is too late to leave the future to the futurists.

Responding to Reading

I. What does Turkle mean by the terms connectivity (title), cyberintimacies and
cybersolitudes (10), and robot friendships (14)? According to Turkle, what is the
difference between “relationships” and “connections” (10)?

2. Relying on extended examples of Skype, texting, and email (and mentioning
Facebook only o passing), Turkle describes a world in which people are
(nereantngly “unsure i they are closer together or further apart” (4) and
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