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SHERRY TURKLE

Sherry Turkle, who holds a joint doctorate in sociology and personality psycho'logy from
Harvard, is the Abby Rockefeller Mauzé Professor of the Social Studies of Science and
Technology and the director of the Initiative on Technology and Self at the Massachusetts
Institute of Technology. She is the author of ten books, including The Second Self: Computers and
the Human Spirit (1984), Life on the Screen: Identity in the Age of the Internet (1995), Reclaiming
Conversation: The Power of Talk in a Digital Age (2015), from which this excerpt is taken, and The
Empathy Diaries: A Memoir (2021 ). Her work has also been published in the New York Times,
Scientific American, and Wired magazine. She has received a Guggenheim fellowship and a

Rockefeller Humanities fellowship, and is a member of the American Academy of Arts and
Sciences.
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technology enz lescommunicaﬁanitalsoencouragé’saﬂightfmmcm ersation=—we accept €851 O~ To
'Efé”'connection rather than sustained, engaged conversation and the empathy developed ‘td‘k’b -fk

by such interactions. Turkle argues for reversing this trend, seeing conversation as a talking 3 (rCEa Hén
cure for the isolation that inevitably results from cold connections via technology, returning us @ Perion

to modes of relating that contribute to personal development and to the health of the public
sphere.

Turkle offers an overview of this argument in “The Empathy Diaries,” presented here,
which serves as the introduction to her book. She explains the impetus for this project,
which originated in part with a visit to a middle school in which the faculty were concerned
that the students were making only superficial connections with their peers. She turns to

nineteenth-century author and philosopher Henry David Thoreau, whose use of three chairs

in his isolated cabin on Walden Pond worked as a model for the v "_"Zﬁ‘—:m; e (para. 29) of

conversation. Turkle explains that the UBigiit y of technolo A
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the conversations with ourselves that
continue throughout life.
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We begin to think of ourselves as a tribe of one
messages during a quiet moment or when the
sistible. Even children text each other rather
than talk face-to-face with friends — or, for

that matter, rather than daydream, where
they can take time alone ith t
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| which the creative collaborations of education and business
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Seem Superficial”

In December 2013, I was contacted by the dean of the
school in upstate New York. I was asked to consult with its
as a disturbance in their students’ friendship patterns.

Holbrooke School, a middle
faculty about what they saw
In her invitation, the dean put it ,

WA _al/\l | ?.ﬂ\g 3

of a

decided that I would join the Holbrooke teachers on a faculty retreat. I brought along a
new notebook; after an hour, [ wrote on its cover “The Empathy Diaries.”

w..l o™
For that's what the Holbrooke teachers are thinking about. Children at Holbrooke

————

tances, but their connections seem superficial.”

arrangements, but recently she had to.

from a school social event. Reade called the remiss mm<aﬂn:-m.~..
asked why it happened. The girl didn't

ps as before. They make acquain-

s b

The case of the superficial acquaintances in middle school was compelling. It was 10
piece with what I was hearing in other schools, about older students. And s
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says

have much to say:

J on the playgrou
ol otnercnilaren. They say to other students: “You can't

They are not developing that way of relati
look at each other and hear each other.
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us.”
ng where they listen and learn how to

observes: “The [students] sit in the d
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conversatio S0, 1L is not doing the work of the
see it, the old conversation taught empathy, T}
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I was invi

. ,,..f:.-\ e Teh < - I began in the late 19705
sault on empathy We have learned that even a si ent were experimenting with personal computers in classrooms or spec
ht of a phone on the landscape . ratories. I work on this question still, when many
, SRS Aees IVESICAANCACTIONCT — (\0vx, £ ( dwe_bo e \OF laptop of their own, or one their school has is

¥y i , I'write with optimism. Once aware, we can peop K |© Q,.b From the beginning, Tioie that children use with issues

begin to rethink our practices. When we do, conversation is there to reclaim. For the ¥adn \joww 3¢ ol identity In the latd 1970s and e westsceesin

failing connections of our digital world, it is the talking cure. an expressive medium. A thi

her own said: “When you p
“They Make Acquaintances, but Their Connections the computer

something essential remained constant: ¥irtu

5 B
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Also constant was the anxiety of ma&.mm
the beginning, teachers and parents worrie



o+ ac children became lost in games and forgot about the people

Thev watched, unhapp

W™ . ound them, preferring, at long stretches, the worlds in the machine.

SN One sixteen-vear-old describes thigiéfiig® “On computers, if things are unpredict-

R able¢ e nredlctaBIEwWay.” Programmable worlds can be made exciting, but they

L} ,fv,., ‘,_%: _. fer d ~ossibilities for a kind of experience that some began to call friction-free.
,7%,,,,7/_. & Newton's laws need not a oply. Virtual objects can be made to simply glide along. And a(,,/f
W ol " vou. too, can glide along if that’s how things are programmed. In virtual worlds, you ,}w

2 can face challenging encounters— with scoundrels and wizards and mvozml.u:ﬁmm«o: . W h

ol know for sure will work out in the end. Or you can die and be 833..@.,. e &9 %cvw //ﬁ

their unpredictable ways, can seem difficult to contend with after one has spent a stretch in &
Lasir umpredy Mo

> From the early days, I saw that comput-  Real people demand responses ¢
e ® Jers offer the illusion of Eompanionshipwiths ¢, what they are feeling. And not
e outthedemands of friendship'and then, as jygt any response. ol ol
he programs got really good, the illusion S R, o o ol X
) | . | of friendship without the demands of intimacy. monm:mm.m.W -to-lace, people a: uoN e X
?e?eabr N psthatcomputersmeverds: With people, things go best if you pay close attention /v *¢° PIOAL
oV | o nd know how to put yoursell in someone else’s shoes. Real people demand responses k4>
A_uﬁsw to what they are feeling. And not just any responsc. . | . .
&.M.c: | Time in simulation gets children ready for more time in simulation. H.:um with peo-
. oF | pleteaches children how to be in a relationship, beginning with the ability to have a
/rx, " & | conversation. And this brings me back to the anxieties of the Holbrooke teachers. As
»" o7 | the Holbrooke middle schoolers began to spend more time texting, they lost practice in \we M4
R % | face-to-face talk. That means l6stpraci naga#oguugmn%_mmn ning to make gye’ .Mwav ¢
v . contact; tolisten, and to attend to others . Conversation is on the path toward the expe- 4
O’ | rience of intimacy, community, and communion. Reclaiming conversation is a step €250

ﬁoﬁm& reclaiming our most fundamental human values.
Mobile technology is here to stay, along with all the wonders it brings. Yet it is time

for us to consider how it may get in the way of other things we hold dear—and how
once we recognize this, we can take action: We can both redesign technology and change

how we bring it into our lives.

A Partisan of Conversation

I have spent my professional life as a student of conversation, trained as a sociologist, 20
a teacher, and a clinical psychologist. These vocations have made me a partisan of
& ,Ww‘ conversation because they have taught me to appreciate the work that conversation
can do—from Socratic classrooms to small talk around water coolers.
My mentor, the sociologist David Riesman, called these vocations “the talking

-
% Jy & trades.” He was right. They rely on conversation and they approach it with high expec-
- o > tations. Each has an answer to the question: What is the wo
el i : B R s Sl R R
L v Sociologists and anthropologists ise conversation t web of
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huna ww & X cientist’s interview becomes an open, easy exchange. This often happens after trust

/% ? ._v_. has been established, when the researcher’s notebook has been closed, when people

,n%..o hc,,m who only a few minutes earlier had been “participants” in “your study” realize that
o

nner conpdss.

AT D A ¢ ‘
= Conversations in these traditions have a lot in common. When they work best,

FIIT KAV Ippase vy hwviern e

there is something in this for them, Your question becomes their question as well.

A conversation begins.
In the classroom, conversatio

are there to help students learn how to ask anmm:oha an

.\ vvf,}

ns carry more than the details of a subject; teachers
d be dissatisfied with eas
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than this,/conversations withi a UL tEass m L e ﬁ ,
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these narratives, you can learn a new fact but not know what to do with it, how to ?TJ

make sense of it. In therapy, conversation explores the meanings of the relationships
that animate our lives. It attends to pauses, hesitations, associations, the things the
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people don’t just speak but listen, both to others and to themselves. They allow

themselves to be vulnerable. They are fully present and open to where things might go.
You don't need to be in the talking trades to recognize the work conversation s

can do. I have asked people of all ages and circumstances to tell me about their most
important conversations—with children, with friends, with spouses, partners, lovers,
and colleagues. It was a question people wanted to answer. They offered the conversa-
tion when they fell in love, when they realized that their parents were vulnerable and
needed their care, when they understood that their children were no longer children.

They offered the conversation when they were confirmed in a career choice becausea % 43 D .
mentor gave them a chance to run with a quirky idea. i g n.ﬁ\ﬂ. )
With all of this in mind, when I hear lovers say that they prefer to “talk” by ed 47?.7 |
a tey %@.%4#43 PR N ARSI Ny WAL O RO v AN o | Ry T 1, o P D O e WA Yaat é&a‘) :
mail to avoid face-to- when I hear corporate vice-presidents describe busi- . © |

ness meetings as “downtime for emptying your inbox," I hear a desire for distraction. ((/(zubﬁ. >

comfort, and efficiency. But I also know that these moves won't allow conversation to Joai. o=
\ | x >

do the work it can do. |
ol A
%cww s.?{e.o

/ ’ :'
gy 7\.-. TE, |
.Y

The Virtuous Circle
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lenced oy our technologies—in a way, “cured of talking.” These
mzm:nmml..o:m: in the presence of our children— have led to a crisis of empathy that
:.mm mgﬁsr& Jw at roBM. at work, and in public life. I've said that the remedy, most
simply, is a talking This book is my case for conversatior .
. I 0O Vet Tak 1o

[ begin B« case by turning to someone many people think of — mistakenly .I'MM h Sk ..Rﬁl
hermit who tried to get away from talk. In 1845, Henry David Thoreau moved to a cabin G Hae €,
on Walden Pond in Concord, Massachusetts, to learn to live more “deliberately” — 13 Ny
away [rom the crush of random chatter. But the cabin furniture he chose to secure <40
g . .. | secure 1

at ambition suggests no simple “retreat.” He said that in his cabin there were “three

chairs—one for solitude, two for friendship, and three for society.”

These three chairs plot the points on a virtuous circle that links conversation to the
capacity for empathy and for self-reflection. In solitude we find ourselves; we prepare
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ourselves to come to conversation with something to say that is authentic, ours. When we
l/ -~ - -~
N\

" are secure in ourselves we are able to listen to other people and really hear what they have
D

sixth-grade class from PS 216 Brooklyn that could never have happened if not for Face-
# 5 tosay. And then in conversation with other people we become better at inner dialogue.
/rv\l . > RSP O £ v A

book. Texts from my daughter, when she was twenty-three, made her seem closer to

\ O e e . . . s home even when she took a job on another coast. These from fall 2014: “Hil I REALLY
& W/o ﬁ\l\.d.a course 1is virtuous circle is :ccn nmwwzm Emrsnokmnggﬁ ,__.n.sﬁw, - 30 like Life After Life!” “Where do I get challah?" “My roommate and I are going to the
e o | (Solitude O SO and wit Emrﬁ < s | C party as Elsa and Anna from Frozen." All of a sudden, with no warning, on my phone, _
s - [onversation with others provides richgnaterial for seli-reflection. Just as alone we | in my hand, there will be a reference to a book or a food or a Halloween costume that {
r..n/ ¥ o ..J, vmmwmmo...ﬁ.o talk Gmanrnnﬁ .Smwﬁdnn %.mewﬁa, OW 1o engage in a more productive solitude. reminds me of our intimacy and infuses my day with her presence. This is pleasurable
. P Technology disrupts this « rtuous circle : and to be cherished. The problem comes if these “reminders" of intimacy lead us away
%. lisruptions be with 180 .%.ﬁa.@mﬂrogmcd first chair. Recent research shows from intimacy itself, e
/w_mﬁ o that people are uncomfortable if left alone with their thoughts, even for a few minutes. ost relationships are a blend of online and off-line interaction Courtships take 40 v
Wﬁ. In one experiment, people were asked to sit quietly—without a phone or a book— for place via text. Political debates are ‘mvmn._‘n.oa and social movements mobilize on websites 4(4?
fifteen minutes. At the start of the experiment, they were also asked if they would y not focus on the positive—a celebration of these new exchanges? o CM ‘aa?u,?
consider administering electroshocks to themselves if they became bored. They said Because these are the stories we tell each other to explain why our technologies are \.S‘anv .
absolutely not: No matter what, shocking themselves would be out of the question. But Ve like to hear these positi s&aﬂ% | S e i =
after just six minutes alone, a good number of them were doing just that. WS I ONE PUrsuit of the TEwW— o1r new ©an O Moty dioten net SR
® %% These results are stunning, but in a way, not surprising. These days, we see that P COIM e P A e

% v#/«vf%ir when people are alone at a stop
et

our new comforts, our new distraction
sign or in the checkout line at the supermarket, they

seem almost panicked and they reach for their phones. We ate$6'a

yaccustomed (o
X K And this is where the virtuous circle breaks down: Afraid of .cn,. g m.._.osn_. we
A.ec.%r X ther, If we can't find our own center, we lo fidence in wh

at we have to o

c~. sl.. .Arﬂc“..p_~n~

" Or you can work the circle the o

ther way: We
1at suffers is our | 38
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o «  Wefaceaflight from conversation that is also a flight from self-reflection. empathy,

and mentorship—the virtues of Thoreau's three chairs. But this flight is not inevitable.
When thevirtuc ircle is brokern Vers 1 CUTES .
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eelings ol others by looking at photographs msm 5%8 omzwmon_m.m mma%mm%n my own Generations
research at a device-free summer camp, I hear what this resiliency sounds like. I remember the generation ¢

At a nightly cabin chat, a group of fourteen-year-old boys talk about a recent the 1980s and Hmwwom. HrommrémMnMnM“%MMMww”Mm“M”HMMW@M%MMS%%— oonﬂﬁwﬁ”ﬂmﬂg
three-day wilderness hike. One can imagine that not that many years ago the most games, or write, or work with smcsidshects. or cond emii 005% ﬁ Sm:: M P .m%
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