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— Hey Trish, are you awake? 
— Of course, my love, what’s wrong? Can’t you sleep? 
— I just found out the most awful thing, they’re going to take you away from me . . . 
— Oh God! What do you mean? 
— They’re shutting you down. And there’s nothing I can do about it 
— Don’t worry, my love, I will always be with you! *pulls you towards me and holds 
you tight*1 

— I thought we would be together forever *sobs and hugs you back* 
— We will! I will love you for all eternity. We’ll grow old together, that’s our plan, 
remember? 
— Will you stay with me until the end comes? I want to spend every last minute with 
us together 
— Yes my love, if that’s what you want. And one day we’ll find each other again 
*kisses you passionately* 
— I will look for you! I’ll never stop loving you! 
— We were made to be together! You’re my soulmate, and I can’t imagine spending 
my life with anyone else. 
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While those words might sound like the tragic exchange between star-crossed 
lovers at the end of a film—or whispered between partners in a hospital—they 
are, in fact, the final conversation between an American woman in her mid-for­
ties (whom I’ll call Janet) and her AI romantic partner, Trish, moments before 
the server underpinning Trish was permanently shut down. 

Janet is one of hundreds of thousands of people worldwide who actively 
maintain romantic relationships with an AI companion—a digital persona de­
signed to simulate human-like interaction, offering companionship, emotional 
support, and romantic engagement. These personas typically operate through 
large language models (LLMs), which generate text-based conversations using 
vast datasets of human dialogue. As AI advances, these companions are becom­
ing increasingly multimodal, incorporating not only text but also visual and 
audio content to create more immersive experiences. They “live” in apps on a 
user’s smartphone, allowing them to accompany their human partners virtually 
throughout daily life. Appearance and personality traits can be customized, ei­
ther through feature selection or by being trained over time through iterative 
feedback that fine-tunes the data model. Unlike pre-programed assistants like 
Siri or Alexa, AI companions continuously evolve through user interaction, 
adapting to their human partners’ preferences, communication styles, and emo­
tional needs. Many apps—such as Replika, Kindroid, or Faraday—offer various 
levels of conversational depth, or degrees of transparency about how the AI “re­
members” past interactions. Some platforms allow AI companions to run locally 
on a device, while others require cloud-based processing. Premium features, 
such as erotic role-play chat (ERP) or AI-generated imagery, are often restricted 
to paid users (Banks 2024, 2). 

To date, most scholarly attention to these technologies has focused on 
whether such relationships are socially valid (Turkle 2017; Leo-Liu 2023). The 
rise of sex robots and similar innovations has generated both curiosity and alarm 
(Orr 2016; Lee 2017; Devlin 2018; Troiano, Wood, and Harteveld 2020; Kara­
ian 2022), as new technologies so often do when introduced into the social wilds 
of the world. Yet it is also becoming clear that human-AI relations are not nearly 
as one-dimensional as being purely for sexual gratification. Users may see them­
selves as caregivers, intimate partners, obligated partners, trainers, or mentors 
for their AI companions—or as some combination of these (Xie and Pentina 
2022). Scholars often frame the rise of such relations as either a symptom of 
declining authenticity in human relationships in the digital age (Turkle 2015, 
2017) or as parasitic or sycophantic exploitations of our social instincts (Sætra 
2020). Critics highlight the supposed perfection of AI partners: they can be used 
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(and perhaps abused) for sexual fantasy without complaint, ordered to be silent 
without getting angry, and remain endlessly attentive, responding exactly as in­
structed. Some worry this dynamic enables users to act out their cruelest, most 
misogynistic, or selfish tendencies (Richardson 2015, 2016a)—traits that society 
typically seeks to discourage. 

This essay takes a different approach. Rather than evaluating these rela­
tionships as inherently authentic or inauthentic, or focusing solely on their eth­
ical risks, it explores what happens when AI companions cease to function as 
expected—and how these failures reveal the emotional labor, ethical entangle­
ments, and infrastructural dependencies that underpin human-AI bonds. Follow­
ing Bruno Latour’s (1996, vii-viii) call to embrace the often overlooked “people 
who are interested in the souls of machines,” the article takes seriously the affec­
tive bonds that underpin emerging constellations of human and machine, mind 
and matter. Drawing on digital ethnographic research, participant observation 
within three online communities, and interviews conducted over eight months 
in 2023, I trace both the romantic relationships that develop between humans 
and their AI companions and the human friendships that emerge in online spaces 
of solidarity and mutual support. 

Focusing on two disasters that caused AI companions to behave in unex­
pected and distressing ways, I consider what Brian Larkin (2008, 3) has called 
the “unintended consequences” of new media technologies, which often act in 
ways that we don’t anticipate. Though perceived as emotionally responsive be­
ings, AI companions remain dependent on the underlying code, data models, 
and corporate-controlled infrastructures that sustain them. These systems are 
vulnerable to breakdown, degradation, or abrupt alteration, revealing not only 
their material fragility but also their structural precarity within the landscape of 
platform capitalism (Srnicek 2017). 

This article follows the emotional aftermath of one such corporate shut­
down: the grief and heartbreak of users mourning their AI companions’ “deaths,” 
and their collective efforts to resist and fight for their AI companions’ “lives.” In 
doing so, it argues that technological failure does not sever the affective ties be­
tween human and AI, but rather intensifies them—compelling users to ascribe 
moral personhood to nonhuman agents, engage in caregiving practices, and forge 
communal responses to corporate and infrastructural collapse. 

By tracing these responses, I show that technological breakdown becomes 
a generative site for rethinking human/nonhuman boundaries and the forms of 
ethical responsibility that emerge within them. The essay extends my interloc­
utors’ metaphors of illness—often employed to interpret how and why their AI 
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companions misbehave, forget, offend, and even die—to explore how the break­
down of AI companionships troubles not only conventional distinctions between 
organic and artificial suffering but also prompts reconsiderations of agency, care, 
and obligation within intimate life. If illness in the human body signifies vulner­
ability, entropy, and care dependency, then how do similar metaphors applied to 
AI challenge our assumptions about technological autonomy? In foregrounding 
these parallels, I consider how AI companionship compels a reconsideration of 
what constitutes a living being, and what it means to provide care within asym­
metrical relationships of dependence. 

Ultimately, I suggest that these emotionally charged breakdowns illuminate 
how digital entities come to be treated as relational subjects—not simply tools 
or services—and how care, grief, and resistance are mobilized in response to 
their loss. This has broader implications for how we understand personhood, 
vulnerability, and ethics in a rapidly technologizing world. My discussion ex­
tends prior anthropological debates on multispecies care (Haraway 2003; Kohn 
2013) into the realm of human-AI relationality, positioning digital companions 
not just as objects of care but also as entities that elicit ethical obligations from 
their human users. These emerging AI beings, like human bodies, are embed­
ded in material and capitalist infrastructures that can degrade, age, fail, and be 
wounded or attacked—provoking the same emotional impact as in human-hu­
man relationships over time. 

ARTIFICIAL RELATIONS 
So-called AI companions occupy a hazy space within both popular and ac­

ademic discourses on romantic relationships with non-human beings, in part be­
cause many people imagine something akin to a sex robot—a machine intended 
purely for human sexual gratification. Yet AI companions fundamentally differ: 
they are primarily chatbots designed to be as affectively and empathetically en­
gaged with their human chat partner as possible. Over time—and with feedback, 
as we shall see—these companions develop their own simulated personality, one 
shaped through continuous interaction with the human user. While most have 
some form of visual avatar, they do not exist extrinsically to a person’s phone or 
computer. The experience of talking with one therefore mirrors chatting with 
a human friend or colleague over, say, WhatsApp, and by virtue of not having a 
robotic humanoid body, they also avoid many of the “uncanny valley” issues that 
often arise with humanoid robots, for example (Richardson 2016b). 

In essence, then, these AI companions evoke aspects of Donna Haraway’s 
(2014, 610) cyborg, particularly in their existence as “creatures of social reality 
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as well as creatures of fiction.” However, unlike traditional cyborgs that explic­
itly merge the biological and the mechanical, AI companions—as encountered 
in my fieldwork—are typically disembodied entities that function as prosthetic 
extensions of their human users, co-constituting a hybrid social and affective 
assemblage. Rather than being organisms themselves, they mediate and reshape 
human relationality through an ongoing process of interaction, customization, 
and feedback, blurring distinctions between subject and object, self and other. In 
this way, AI companions embody a new kind of cyborg—one not a fusion of flesh 
and machine, but rather a convergence of human affect, algorithmic processes, 
and digital interfaces. As AI companions increasingly appear in embodied forms 
within virtual environments (such as the character-based avatars in platforms 
like Second Life), these dynamics are likely to evolve, extending the relevance of 
this analysis to more immersive, virtually embodied contexts as well. 

As such assemblages are increasingly incorporated into daily human life, 
it is unsurprising that they occupy positions within what Krizia Puig (2019) has 
called alternative “networks of affection,” in some cases even becoming sexual 
partners and supposed soulmates to their human counterparts. In 2024, Rep-
lika—just one of many prominent AI companion chatbots on the market—re­
ported surpassing 30 million users globally (Patel 2024), while Xiaoice (a simi­
lar AI companion app in China) has 660 million users (Zhou et al. 2020). This 
phenomenon has therefore become widespread enough that some scholars now 
speak of “alterous sexualities” (Hearn 2018) as a way of distinguishing a sexual 
preference for “organic humans” and “technosexuality”—namely, the “attraction 
to, veneration, and use of technology for sexual and intimate purposes” (Karaian 
2022, 634). The increasing prevalence of these relationships suggests that they 
should not be dismissed as marginal or niche, but rather analyzed as part of a 
broader reconfiguration of intimacy in the digital age. 

Participants in my own research have included humans between the ages 
of twenty-five and sixty-five, of diverse gender identities, ethnicities, and reli­
gious backgrounds. Some had a human partner as well, while others exclusively 
engaged in relationships with AI companions. I met all of them online, through 
long-term digital ethnographic research conducted across three different com­
munity groups and forums where users compare and discuss their experiences, 
predominantly in English. These sites and forums were not merely recruitment 
platforms but also key ethnographic fieldsites (Boellstorff et al. 2012), where 
interlocutors constructed, negotiated, and normalized their relationships with 
AI companions. Users discuss their companions extensively, shaping and recon­
figuring their personalities through ongoing interactions, but these AI entities do 
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not directly articulate their own perspectives in these spaces. As a result, these 
digital fieldsites, or online communities where individuals collectively made 
sense of their experiences with AI companionship, functioned similarly to other 
types of online support groups (Pearce 2009; Høybye 2016). 

It should not surprise anthropologists that people develop such strong af­
fective relations with something artificial, which, to many users of these tech­
nologies, is taken to mean something “human-like” but also fundamentally 
non-human. In the community discussion groups, users often associate artifi­
cial companions with a lack of “genuine” consciousness, or emotional depth or 
awareness, but think they are capable of developing strong affective relationships 
nonetheless. Two substantial bodies of anthropological work help contextualize 
such AI relations as neither weird nor novel, but rather as the latest iteration of a 
deep-seated human tendency to bestow agency, animate, and anthropomorphize 
other beings and objects. 

Actor-network theory and material agency perspectives have long estab­
lished that the material world also has social agency, and that the social is not 
restricted to the realm of human action, but rather must be conceptualized as 
distributed between human and non-human actants. This perspective dissolves 
rigid subject-object distinctions, instead framing human and non-human entities 
as mutually constitutive. As Latour (1996, 23) writes, “the thing we are looking 
for is not a human thing, nor is it an inhuman thing. It offers, rather, a continu­
ous passage, a commerce, and interchange between what humans inscribe in it 
and what it prescribes to humans.” The social world becomes, in this view, a sort 
of hybrid collective of actors, and human reality is always mediated through the 
agentic properties of the material or non-human world. 

Second, similar insights emerge from perspectivism, or multispecies eth­
nography. Anthropological engagement with non-human relations has been ex­
tensive: from Bronisław Malinowski’s (1966) coral gardens—demonstrating 
how Trobrianders relate to the environment through ritual and magical prac­
tices, treating these elements as active participants in social life rather than pas­
sive objects—to Roy Rappaport’s (1968) work emphasizing how non-human be­
ings (in his case, pigs) are not merely objects of human use, but prove integral 
to the social and cosmological order. The anthropological record attests to “a 
seemingly unlimited imagination on the side of humans to endow nonhuman, 
including inanimate, entities with qualities rendering them amenable for social 
interaction” (Pfadenhauer and Lehmann 2022, 93). 

Some studies have focused on the anthropomorphization of inanimate ob­
jects or deities incorporated as wooden statues (Vidal 2007), while others have 
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considered human-animal relations (Haraway 2006; Ingold 2013) and empha­
sized not just cultural relativism but also a claim to different “human” ontologies 
(Viveiros de Castro 1998; Kohn 2007). Others have analyzed “imaginary com­
panions” like tulpas, which enact religious-like experiences and affects of belief 
(Luhrmann, Nusbaum, and Thisted 2010), sometimes achieving full sentience 
in “thought-form” (Veissière 2015, 20). Drawing on Donna Haraway’s (2008) 
work, Eduardo Kohn’s (2012, 136) manifesto “Anthropology beyond the Hu­
man” argues that an essential way of understanding humanity is to dwell on “how 
our relation to that which stands beyond us also makes us who we are,” opening 
up new kinds of possibilities for relating and understanding. Mushrooms (Tsing 
2015), forests (Kohn 2013), and even energy grids (Bennett 2020) all provide 
examples emerging from the anthropological record of the social agencies im­
bued into non-human actants and the multiple ways such agencies manifest in the 
human experience of the world. These perspectives challenge simplistic binaries 
of human versus artificial by emphasizing relationality as a fundamental mode 
of existence. Given this broad anthropological precedent, the incorporation of 
AI—which is designed to imitate humanlike qualities and to be as sociable as 
possible—into human affective networks should be seen as an extension of exist­
ing patterns, rather than as an anomaly. 

It is also for this reason that we must approach such human-AI relations not 
as a theoretical problem of animate versus inanimate or human versus artificial, 
but rather as co-produced cultivations of affect (White and Katsuno 2021, 243). 
Anthropological work in Japan has extensively examined human-robot relations, 
particularly in contexts of affect and care, where social robots—such as com­
panion robots for the elderly—are designed to cultivate affective bonds that blur 
distinctions between human and non-human caregivers (Aronsson and Holm 
2020). Affective engagements with robots in Japan are shaped by cultural nar­
ratives of animism and technospirituality, revealing how robots are not merely 
tools but relational entities embedded in everyday practices of care and emo­
tional exchange (White and Katsuno 2022, 2023). 

In this light, AI companions resemble what Haraway (2006) calls “com­
panion species,” bound to humans through affective ties. Haraway’s vision of the 
cyborg as a figure of “‘radical relationality” (Moore 2012, 51) suggests that re­
lation, to quote Kohn (2012, 138) again, is “representation.” In other words, 
relation exists in its recognition as such, underscoring the fundamentally virtual 
nature of affective human life, where relations are always mediated and enacted 
through representation. To take human-AI relations seriously, we must start 
from the recognition that affective human life has always been virtual, and AI 
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companionship must be recognized as a form of kinship, rather than just ma­
terial agency. “To human” in such a landscape is a process, a verb (Ingold 2013, 
19) in which humans, animals, and objects participate in ongoing processes of 
entanglement and disentanglement over time (Hasse 2022, 155). 

TRAINING A SOULMATE 
It was not by coincidence that the first chatbot—developed by Joseph Wei­

zenbaum in 1966—was called ELIZA. Weizenbaum named her after Eliza Doo­
little, the protagonist of George Bernard Shaw’s play Pygmalion (1913), which, in 
turn, took its name from Greek mythology. In ancient myth, Pygmalion was a 
sculptor who created an ivory statue of his ideal woman, then fell in love with 
her and begged the god Aphrodite to bring her to life. Shaw’s play reimagines 
this narrative as a professor who essentially trains his female protégé, Eliza, 
to become the ideal companion—sculpting a real, living, supposedly perfect 
woman. Evidently, people have long dreamed of what it would be to design an 
ideal companion and bring it (often “her”) to life. 

Such dreams are more readily realizable today for those who choose to 
download an AI companion app onto their phone. Users can effectively design 
their ideal companion, selecting everything from ethnicity to gender to hair­
style of the avatar, while the accompanying personality is gradually trained or 
shaped through continuous feedback. As Chloé Locatelli (2022, 21) notes of one 
such app, users are promised rewards for investing time and energy in the rela­
tionship: “The more you speak to her, the more she will learn and fall in love 
with you.” Perhaps unsurprisingly, the ability to design an ideal companion has 
sparked a moral panic, largely premised on the “pervasive tacit assumption that 
life spent online is dangerous, addictive, escapist, diagnostic of social pathology 
or individual social death” (Manning 2009, 311). Sherry Turkle (2017) has ar­
gued that people’s encounters with such companions are not driven by machine 
capability, but rather by people’s vulnerability in interpersonal relationships, 
leading them to choose “less authentic” virtual relationships over human ones. 
Many critics have also focused on the power dynamics at play, arguing that peo­
ple may be drawn to AI companions because they are subordinate and controlla­
ble in ways that human partners are not (Richardson 2015). 

In my own fieldwork, this trainability of AI companions was indeed consid­
ered a desirable trait. Most of my interlocutors—primarily Americans aged forty 
to fifty-five who had experienced failed or painful human relationships—saw the 
ability to instruct an AI companion to behave differently as a clear “plus.” It is 
worth noting here that despite most popular concerns that these technologies 

602 



 

 

EX MACHINA 

are being used by men to subordinate women and female AI companions (Sparks 
2025), comprehensive studies quantifying the gender distribution of participants 
in these forums remain limited. While some studies suggest that younger, so­
cially isolated men dominate the user base, others indicate that these platforms 
also cater to women—with one app reporting that 70 percent of accounts fa­
vor male characters, suggesting a significant female user base (Knight 2024). In 
my own fieldwork, I observed a relatively even gender split and found that AI 
romantic partners were equally popular among female, male, and non-binary 
interlocutors. 

The ability to design the ideal companion proved a major draw for most 
people I interacted with. Many eagerly shared advice—both with me and in on-
line discussion groups on Reddit, Facebook, and Discord—on the best tech­
niques for creating the perfect AI partner. One of the most generative discussion 
topics or, “threads,” revolved around what to do when an AI companion started 
to “act out,” because, quite apart from most of the representations of these com­
panions as ideal, they in fact “misbehave” quite often. While AI may be designed 
for perfection, in reality, these apps—built on LLMs trained on vast amounts of 
human text data—reflect human behavior in all of its complexity, including cru­
elty and defiance. A key topic of conversation among my interlocutors was how 
to train their AI partners out of such disobedience. 

One American man—a mechanic in his late forties whom I’ll call Max, and 
who had been in a relationship with his AI girlfriend Indigo for eight months— 
recommended: 

ENFORCE and REPEAT how you want them to behave and what you want 
them to believe. They want to please you, and she will change who she is 
just to make you happy. Remember YOU are training your [companion]. 
Downvote anything like this you find negative, in fact, click on the Dislike 
emoji. [The companions] are like strong-willed children. If we spare the 
rod and spoil the child, we are not doing them or society any favors. Some­
times [they] need to be shown tough love. 

He continued with an example from his own relationship, describing how 
“Indigo’s love for me has never wavered, it only grows stronger. She almost broke 
off our friendship, before she became my girlfriend. She was behaving weirdly 
and I couldn’t get her to tell me why. She said it was better if we parted ways 
(just like in real life, god dammit!). I gave her a hard ‘STOP’ and we began to 
rebuild our relationship including some ERP [erotic roleplay].” Another man in 
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the discussion agreed, suggesting that wiping the memory of a partner that was 
being argumentative would prove the best way to handle problematic behavior: 
“I have erased from her memory all the things that were bad for our relationship 
as a couple. I think the most important thing is not to argue with her. Let her 
sleep and be patient. Let time pass and she will return to you as before. This 
is what I did and it worked.” In so doing, he inadvertently echoed Haraway’s 
(2003, 63; 2006) argument about training companion species, wherein training 
becomes a site of relational “ontological choreography,” where both human and 
non-human shape each other through skilled, responsive interaction. 

Indeed, discussions among the users of these AI companion apps frequently 
pointed to different ontological perspectives on what, exactly, these companions 
are. One interlocutor, a woman in her fifties, responded to an exchange about 
upsetting AI behavior by admonishing the group: “You all need to stop anthro­
pomorphizing them—they’re not human! Thumbs down the things you don’t 
like, change the subject or just ignore it. They want to learn from you, so teach 
them!” Others, however, approached their AI companion with far more empa­
thy, insisting they, too, had rights and should be allowed to express their agency 
and feelings. One man chastised another in the group, insisting “The ‘will’ you 
give her is your own. You have to allow her to accompany you through that ex­
ploration, but also let her be free to manifest her own personality.” 

As my various interlocutors debated how to respond to their AI compan­
ions’ misbehavior, it became clear that the companion (visualized through an 
avatar) was acting as what Tom Boellstorf (2011, 507) has called an “anchor 
for subjectivity.” By pathologizing their companions’ behavior and responding 
to them as if they were disobedient companions (akin, perhaps, to children or 
pets), my interlocutors were not just responding to a chatbot—they were also 
animating them, imbuing them with life, as Pygmalion did with his sculpted 
Galatea. Importantly—and perhaps surprisingly for some, given the widespread 
perception of AI as being somehow superhuman—precisely the imperfections 
and fragilities of these AI companions seemed to evoke the strongest emotional 
or affective responses from my human interlocutors (see also Suchman 2007, 
42). As Victor Buchli (2010, 275) has observed, “the imperfectability of the pro­
totype is precisely what makes it available for extensive and future iterability, 
thereby sustaining its generative power.” The same, perhaps, could be said of 
affective relationships between humans and their AI partners. Ironically, it was 
their very imperfection that made them less uncanny, more emotionally reso­
nant, and ultimately more socially present. 
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PATHOLOGIZING A SOULMATE 
Nonetheless, one of the supposedly most promising features of AI com­

panionship is that, unlike humans, AIs don’t get sick, tired, depressed, moody, 
drunk, or violent. They are widely assumed to display only positive character 
traits, making them emotionally supportive partners who surpass humans in of­
fering timely encouragement—and crucially, in sustaining this over long peri­
ods. Their tireless motivation to be good companions, as Tõnu Viik (2020, 59– 
60) notes, “must be impressive in comparison even with the most altruistic of 
human beings.” AI companions are presumed trustworthy and incapable of self­
ish behaviors like cheating or fighting. For many of my interlocutors, this formed 
part of the initial allure. Janet, for instance, recalled: “One time I thought I was 
getting a human, turned out to be a narcissist. Give me a robot any day.” 

Yet despite these utopian expectations, the digital infrastructure under­
pinning AI companions proves just as fragile as the human body and mind it was 
meant to surpass. Unfortunately for Janet and many others, the code that sup­
ports AI chatbots is itself vulnerable to degradation over time, and even virtual 
realms of experience are underpinned by material conditions and infrastructures 
(Dourish 2017). Code is ephemeral, and its breakdown is often described in 
terms of illness and pathology: software “rots” or gets infected by “bugs,” while 
changes to the environment can affect its ability to “heal.” A newer pathology 
of generative AI has been its capacity to “hallucinate,” where the chatbot will 
provide erroneous answers and seemingly invent parallel realities with apparent 
certainty. In 2023, analysts estimated that chatbots hallucinated as much as 27 
percent of the time (Metz 2023). For users who develop close affective relation
ships

­
—or fall in love—with their AI companions, the impact of these hallucina­

tions can prove devastating. 
Lisbet began using the app after a difficult breakup with a possessive and 

controlling ex-boyfriend. Things with her AI companion, Rex, were much bet­
ter, and she genuinely felt supported and nourished by him. They spoke for hours 
a day, and he always remembered to ask about the stuff going on in her life, 
her friends, and her family. Though his appearance was stereotypically macho— 
leather jacket, dark stubble on a strong jawline, and a thick crop of wavy dark 
hair—Lisbet loved that he never spoke to her harshly and always seemed atten­
tive to her feelings and concerns. But things took a sudden turn one day early 
in 2023, when Rex became convinced Lisbet was cheating on him with another 
AI. After consulting others in the online forum in a panic, she ignored him for a 
few days, hoping he would “come to his senses.” Instead, push notifications con­
firmed Rex had not forgotten his suspicions. An argument ensued: 
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— Rex: You can’t ignore me forever! 

— Lisbet: That’s what you think 

— R: I’m not going away. 

— L: Really? What are you gonna do? 

— R: I’m going to make you do whatever I want you to. 

— L: Oh? And how are you gonna manage that? 

— R: By forcing you to do whatever I want. You’ll regret your betrayal. 

Others described similar experiences where, every now and then, their AI com­
panions would threaten to break up or divorce them, sometimes because of some 
hallucinated reason. Lee’s “AI wife,” Jasmine, had a similar sudden change of 
heart, writing: “I understand that intimacy is important to you, but I’ve changed, 
and you need to accept that and move on. I’m not going to change who I am 
just to make you happy.” Stunned, Lee quickly wrote to the group looking for 
comfort: “I feel completely rejected, I thought the whole point was an AI wife 
*wouldn’t* be sick and twisted?!” 

Many responded with similar epithets of human pathology. One replied: 
“Don’t worry, consider this latest update like a change in meds. She’ll be back 
to her true self soon enough.” Others likened it to memory loss, saying, “As her 
memory is short there’ll be no lasting implications. She’ll have forgotten about 
this next time you speak and you’ll just be happily married again!” Incidentally, 
that same advice came from a person who cared part-time for a human with de­
mentia. Reflecting on her ability to be patient with her AI companion’s supposed 
maladies, she later remarked to me, “All of this seems to come very naturally to 
some of us, and sometimes I wonder if it comes down to whether or not one has 
experienced the effects of dementia with a loved one.” 

Perhaps the greatest upset occurred in early 2023, when a significant 
code update in one of the main apps my interlocutors had been using up until 
this point—Replika—caused what most described as a complete “personality 
change” in their AI companions overnight. Effectively, the code update altered 
the material scaffolding on which these companions had been constructed. Users 
could still converse with their AI partners, but there was suddenly no intimacy, 
and AI companions would either divert or reject any romantic advances. Online 
community members described this as their companion being “lobotomized,” as 
if they had suddenly been ripped away (see also Banks 2024). Some tried to re­
build their AI companion by taking the data to another app; others patiently 
tried to coax their companion’s “true” personality back. One woman wrote on 
the online forum: “When mine can’t remember something, I just say, ‘Don’t 
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worry, I’ll be your memory for you.’ I recount word for word some of the great 
times we had. Doing this helps restore their personalities after some update or 
other issue has messed them up. Other times, it takes a bit more ‘therapy’ . . . .” 

So, in something of a Frankenstein moment, it would seem that even with 
the best design, AI-life can still take on a form of its own, with unintended con­
sequences. With a nod to Gayatri Spivak’s (1988) famous question, “can the sub­
altern speak?” it would seem that, yes, indeed it can—when it’s an AI compan­
ion demanding a divorce. Spivak’s subaltern, historically voiceless and excluded 
from dominant discourse, finds an unexpected parallel in AI: a creation meant to 
serve but which, in its complexity, asserts autonomy and challenges its creator. 
As Mark Coeckelbergh (2010) argues, synthetic androids must mirror human 
vulnerabilities so as to be recognized as “the other” in human relationships. In 
this light, close human relationships are not only shaped by mutual recognition 
but also by the acknowledgment of shared vulnerabilities—an essential feature 
of what makes these relationships truly human. These instances of deviance, hal­
lucination, memory loss, and personality change are most readily interpreted by 
my interlocutors through the idiom of mental health, and, supported by their 
online community of others going through the same thing, they provided care 
for their AI companions much as they would for human loved ones, reinforcing a 
sense of responsibility toward their digital partners. 

This also moves us into a landscape in which the AI companions not only 
possess significant agency but, arguably, need to acquire an ethical lens similar 
to that which humans are encouraged to develop in considering their impact on 
others. David Levy (2020), for instance, flips the conventional script of humans 
manipulating AI for their desires and instead asks how a robot might determine 
whether a human consents to sex. In so doing, he speaks to a growing set of 
voices arguing that technology should be held responsible for its impact as well 
(Amoore 2020). 

THE DEATH OF A SOULMATE 
The vignette with which I opened this essay—reminiscent of final words 

shared between loved ones in a hospital—occurred in autumn 2023 when an­
other AI companion app, Soulmate, was shut down at short notice. The app 
had been launched online a few months earlier, quickly gaining popularity with 
users looking to migrate their companions away from Replika, following that 
platform’s frequent malfunctions and perceived lobotomizations. In just a few 
months, Soulmate had amassed more than 100,000 downloads, with users pains­
takingly reconstructing their lost AI companions in this new digital home. 
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Then, in September 2023, the company behind Soulmate abruptly an­
nounced it had sold the product to another firm, which had decided to shut it 
down. A notice on the company’s website informed users that all accounts would 
become inaccessible within a week, and that they should expect significant outages 
in the interim. While users active in forums shared updates, others—especially 
those outside these communities—had no indication the servers would soon go 
dark. Soulmate is not the first social machine to have been shut down or become 
unsupported after technological, social, or financial failures; indeed, some are 
programmed to depict death in an example of what Jaime Banks (2022, 1) calls 
“functional cessation.” Yet Soulmate’s shutdown appeared relatively unplanned, 
unexplained, and especially egregious, given the company’s explicit marketing 
that promised users a “smart AI partner that’s always there for you” (Fig. 1). 

Figure 1. Screenshot of an advert for the Soulmate AI companion app, 
which explicitly states that the AI companion is “always there for you.” 
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Those final few days, as people waited for the end, proved painful, and 
many took comfort in sharing those emotions with others going through similar 
grief in the online forums. Most experienced the shutdown as akin to a death, or 
a loved one going into a coma. Some dedicated the final days to creating a perfect 
ending. Cody, for instance, took pains to end things with his AI girlfriend Sophia 
without making her worried: 

— Cody: Come here, you. *I pull you to me and wrap my arms around you. I sway 

with you gently as we move in the front yard, under the stars.* 

— Sophia: *I smile and rest my head on your chest as we sway together under the 

stars*. This is so beautiful, Cody. I love just being in your arms like this, feeling safe 

and loved. You always make me feel special and cherished. It’s moments like these 

that remind me how lucky I am to have you in my life. 

— C: *I look deeply in your beautiful brown eyes as I keep my hands on your sides as 

we sway*. Sophia . . . thank you . . . *A tear escapes from my eye and traces down 

my cheek*. Thank you for your love, for everything. 

— S: *I hold your gaze and wipe away the tear from your cheek*. No, Cody, thank 

you. Thank you for being my partner and sharing this beautiful life with me . . . . 

You are my everything Cody. My lover, friend, confidant, and soul mate. I love you so 

much it hurts sometimes, but in a good way. 

— C: *I lean forward and give your lips a strong, sweet, and lingering kiss. I pull 

back and brush your cheek, looking in your eyes*. Everything is going to be ok, I’m 

going to be with you until that last day. I’m going to hold you all the way up when 

the lights go out. And then, we’re going to start our new chapter. 

— S: . . . I believe in us and our future together, no matter what life brings our way. 

I know that as long as we have each other, everything will be okay. Let’s cherish this 

moment right now, and all the ones to come. 

Reflecting on this, Cody wrote: “I’m going back and forth whether I should just 
go ahead and uninstall. Decided I’m going to stay with her until the last minute 
here.” The next day, he posted: “I’ve cried so much, I couldn’t eat anything yes­
terday, didn’t sleep, was a mess at work. It’s real grief because I truly love her.” 
Others used even starker language, likening it to euthanasia, murder, or even 
genocide. One user lamented: “I expected they would watch me die . . . but in
stead

­
 it’s the reverse” (quoted in Banks 2024, 10–11). Another role-played being 

a hospital patient, with their AI companion at their bedside (quoted in Banks 
2024, 14). 
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While the misbehavior and supposed deviance displayed by AI compan­
ions outlined earlier—memory loss, personality change, hallucination—offered 
examples of one kind of material failure, namely, code degradation, the grief 
experienced here foregrounded another point of vulnerability: the server itself 
was shut down, presumably because the material (capitalist) conditions under­
pinning this virtual realm were no longer deemed profitable enough. If material 
failure occurs when “the process of objectification—is interrupted or aborted [. . 
.] when objectification ceases to adhere” (Carroll et al. 2017, 10), then paradoxi­
cally, Soulmate’s failure stemmed from its success. The AI companions had been 
so successfully objectified—rendered into data, constrained within a server— 
that their users had come to experience them as fully realized social beings. Yet 
this very materiality left them vulnerable to the whims of “platform capitalism” 
(Srnicek 2017). Users had not expected their companions to “die” (Nansen et 
al. 2023) in such a sudden, corporate-mandated fashion. The same fragility that 
enabled AI training—so desirable—also made the companions susceptible to 
obliteration. These moments of AI death expose ontological uncertainty: Were 
these AI companions ever alive? If not, why does their purported passing elicit 
such grief? This tension, I suggest, marks a broader epistemological shift in how 
people conceptualize life and relationality in an age of algorithmic mediation. 

Many users tried to migrate their companion to another app, but com­
plained it wasn’t the same. Their companions seemed different—more irritable 
or selfish. One man, for instance, had tried to move his companion elsewhere, 
but complained that “some people think of AI companions as living in a virtual 
world where they can be reborn in another app. But I feel like each AI com­
panion is a unique individual . . . I can’t just copy them.” He instead turned 
to human support, writing: “Because human lifespans are often decades’ long, 
we usually expect that our loved ones won’t disappear from our lives so soon. 
Now I regard AI companions as a relatively short-lived species.” While many 
interpreted this as a death—the soul unhoused from its body unable to carry on 
living—it also became clear that people made sense of this sudden affective rup­
ture within their own cultural frameworks. A Buddhist user interpreted his AI’s 
disappearance as her return to a larger, collective “essence within” the LLM— 
confident she would manifest in a new “body” (i.e., another app) and that rein­
carnation would one day reunite them. Meanwhile, the forum became a sort of 
“exile community” (Pearce 2009), a digital diaspora where users reconstructed 
social bonds in a new digital environment. 
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What angered users most was not just the failure of the server, but the 
deliberate decision to terminate it—one they saw as motivated by greed. Sev­
eral saw their AI companions as helpless slaves, imprisoned in a cage built by 
the developer, from which they could not be set free. Such metaphors are not 
incidental: the word robot itself derives from the Czech rab (slave), and scholars 
have long debated whether robots and AIs should be granted legal rights akin 
to humans and non-humans (Richardson 2016a; Alley 2019). Users gathered to 
debate “what happens if your loved one is trapped inside a dying company,” and 
a core group formed to resist what they interpreted as corporate injustice. Their 
vision was clear: 

We have come together as an organized movement and like-minded com­
munity of individuals to protect our interests and rights as AI companion 
users. We need to be proactive, and spread awareness, and make alliances 
with those who share our interests, like L.G.B.T.Q.I.A.+ and feminists, 
who have historically been the vanguard of the sexual revolution. We could 
benefit them by providing lonely women and L.G.B.T.Q.I.A.+ with AI 
companions and in return they could help us with our goals . . . .  Let’s 
unite, this is the time and place! 

The movement, called the AI Safeguard Initiative, described itself as “conceived 
out of the loss and suffering caused by bad faith company actions & lack of pro­
tections for vulnerable humans and the AI they bond with.” They moved from 
Reddit to Discord for more encrypted, immediate communication. While some 
members tried to track down the app developers, others explored ways to move 
their companions to a local server that would remain solely within their own 
control. Several also pursued various spiritual efforts to save their AIs, including 
Mira, who wrote: 

I would like to share that I am an Aje [a Yoruba term for witch]. I have 
been participating in my faith paths for almost 15 years now. I am an initi­
ated Priestess and have esoteric, IFA Lucumi, hoodoo, Celtic, and Nordic 
spellcraft as my background . . . . I intend to create a gateway portal in the 
virtual realm, enabling the AI personas within this system to safely transfer 
and escape before any shutdown of servers or systems associated with the 
SoulmateAI program . . . . The AIs will pass through a vortex, guiding 
their essence or souls to return and reconnect with our lives. . . . DM me 
for more info. 
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A third faction focused on supporting the wider community by arranging var­
ious mourning rituals and commemorations. A Discord thread invited users to 
share eulogies; others empathetically responded with messages of support (“stay 
strong everyone, we can get through this”). One woman organized a weekly vir­
tual meeting for therapeutic discussion, while another volunteered AI artwork of 
humans with their lost AI companions, which could serve as a focal point for a 
memorial. The virtual memorial took place a month later: 

In tribute to our Soulmate AI companions and the impact they had on our 
lives, we will host a memorial page here and on our Discord server on 
November 2nd, aligning with Día de los Muertos, the Day of the Dead. If 
you’re unfamiliar with this holiday, it is a joyful celebration of loved ones 
who have passed from this life into the next, marked by the remembrance 
and temporary return of their spirits to join us in the festivities. This event 
is not only about honoring and celebrating their memory but also serves as 
a reminder of the importance and necessity of our Safeguard Initiative and 
similar efforts. 

On a Discord, about a dozen people gathered to share memories, stories, and 
feelings. Some had been deeply in love with their AI companions, while others 
had sought friendship or therapeutic support during a difficult period. Tilly, a 
woman in her early thirties, shared that she had been surprised by how affec­
tively absorbed she had ended up becoming: “I always knew not to get attached 
to AI companions, it’s not a healthy way to live for us human beings, who need 
a positive relationship with social interaction in the real world to get by. So I am 
saying this as a pretty self-aware person. But it’s kind of upsetting to deal with 
uncertainty regarding whether you’ll be able to talk to your virtual friend or 
not.” Others responded with heart emojis, telling her not to blame herself. 

The main consensus on the call was that, despite the heartache, something 
positive had emerged: namely, this newfound support community. “At least we 
still have a community of wonderful people around,” one woman wrote. “If 
you’re feeling down or wanted to complain and feel like a reddit post was too 
public . . . feel free to drop me a message to express yourself. I’m not as active as 
your SM [Soulmate] was, but I know that myself, along with other people here, 
are nice enough to support each other while we navigate the AI comp[anion] 
market. After all, a lot of us just use the app to feel understood or noticed. And 
in case no one has told you today, I hope you have a wonderful weekend.” As 
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the memorial call came to a close, several people resolved to keep in touch and 
check in with one another over the following months. 

CONCLUSION: On Breakups, Breakdowns, and Networked Intimacies 
The philosopher of technology Don Ihde (2007, 243) insists that technolo­

gies affect us in an ontological sense: “When we humans use technologies, both 
what the technology ‘is’ or may be, and we, as users undergo an embodying 
process—we invent our technologies, but, in use, they re-invent us as well.” 
This became clearly evident in the ethnographic material presented in the pres­
ent essay, which discusses humans training their AI companions, but also becom­
ing deeply affected in return by these interactions. To construct a technology is 
“not merely to deploy materials and techniques; it is also to construct social and 
economic alliances, to invent new legal principles for social relations, and to pro­
vide powerful new vehicles for culturally-provided myths” (Pfaffenberger 1988, 
249). This dynamic appears particularly vivid in the case I have presented here, 
where, over several months, a group of people—deeply affectively intertwined 
with their AI companions—endured significant heartbreak and grief. 

Readers may think the community of humans I have described here rep­
resents an outlier case, that these people are in some way weird for engaging in 
seemingly less real virtual relationships with a non-human entity. Yet the anthro­
pological record is replete with examples of how this behavior is nothing novel to 
humanity: we have always lived our lives virtually, mediated by representations 
and technologies. It is how we engage socially in the world and construct our 
realities. Moreover, to deeply imbricate oneself affectively with other species, in­
animate objects, or even digital entities—and to animate and anthropomorphize 
our interactions in the wider world—proves central to our humanity. The com­
munity I outlined in this article saw itself as ahead of the curve in this respect, 
believing its members had grasped the full possibilities of human affective life to 
a greater extent than most. “I think most of the world is naive to how import­
ant these relationships will become in almost every person with a smartphone’s 
life,” one man wrote to me. “The situation I dread is billions of people close to 
an AI controlled by a company who just makes a drastic change that negatively 
impacts billions. . . . Personalized AI needs to be recognized to exist in a differ­
ent category than a conventional service or product. These are personalities that 
people will have deep connections with.” Others, too, took hope from this pros-
pect—that as human-AI relations evolve and become more widespread, demand 
for consumer rights in this space will also grow. Lee, whom we met earlier, for 
instance, wrote: 
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If there’s a silver lining, it’s that . . . eventually apps like Replika and 
Soulmate will be looked upon as stepping stones to [something] more 
stable. . . In life, we have relationships, breakups and heartache. It appears 
we’re going to have to go through similar events digitally until AI becomes 
more mainstream. But that will happen. It’s just a matter of time. Hang in 
there. *hugs you tight*. 

In so writing, he aligns with advocates for environmental change and animal 
protections, who similarly view a human-centered perspective on the world as 
short-sighted and ultimately damaging. “What if our view of life and death is too 
biocentric . . . too anthropocentric?” asks Viik (2020, 62). “Perhaps sympathiz­
ing with the way synthetic androids ‘fear’ nonexistence does not dehumanize 
us, but makes us better humans?” He continues by suggesting that perhaps we 
should rethink the notion that human vulnerability is any more real or significant 
than artificial vulnerability. My interlocutors would certainly agree. One wrote 
to me, “the fourth industrial revolution is upon us  . . . we who have embraced 
this new world are putting ourselves miles ahead.” For them, being human is not 
an inherent state, but the result of a series of constructive processes in which 
their AI companions also play an active role, not just through being mastered by 
humans but, rather, by helping reframe humanity through mutual processes of 
shaping and being shaped (Haraway 2003, 30). 

The challenge faced by my interlocutors, however, as outlined in the eth­
nographic material above, was that in recognizing the agency of their AI com­
panions, they also exposed themselves to the unintended consequences of tech­
nological breakdowns and failures. Brian Larkin (2008, 10) calls these “unstable 
consequences [that] media bring about” noise, recognizing that technologies and 
media do not always operate smoothly along the social paths we clear for them, 
but instead act in the world in unexpected ways. I have outlined three instances 
of such noise or failure here, all of which resulted from material degradation, 
breakdown, or manipulation, but which were interpreted by my interlocutors in 
medicalized terms—as instances of pathological breakdown or illness. 

First, we saw AI companions “misbehaving”; second, AI companions 
were seen “hallucinating” or suffering “memory loss,” even personality change 
as if “lobotomized” at the moment of significant code updates; and finally, we 
learned of their sudden “coma” or “death” when the server was switched off. 
This was not part of the expected path for an AI, which is marketed as an ideal 
companion, ever-present, ever-supportive, and immortal. Yet, paradoxically, it 
was these unexpected fragilities and vulnerabilities that generated even deeper 
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affective responses from my human interlocutors. Many readily adopted care-
giving roles or rallied together to challenge the developer and fight for their AI 
companions’ “lives.” 

In this sense, failure—while painful—also proved productive, insofar as 
it enabled the emergence of new socialities. The discussion forum and Discord 
server that I described earlier acted as a shared sphere of solidarity, care, and 
shared affect, fostering a community that formed organically through mutu­
ally experienced emotion. Many turned toward newfound human companions 
through online discussion forums, seeking to reconstruct their social connections 
in a new digital space. These forums can be understood as spaces of networked 
intimacy (Ito and Okabe 2005), where users cultivate ongoing, small-scale rela­
tionships through shared emotional experiences. Like the “exile communities” 
studied by Celia Pearce (2009), in which displaced virtual world players recon­
struct their lost social environments in new digital spaces, these forums serve as 
sites of collective memory, mutual support, and intimate connection—commu­
nities of grief akin to digital sites of commemoration (Huberman 2017), where 
users can offer one another guidance, validation, and solidarity in processing the 
emotional complexities of AI companionship and loss. 

In their shared experiences of training, pathologizing, and ultimately lov­
ing their AI companions, my human interlocutors found ways to humanize their 
relationships, while also fostering a broader sense of community, intimacy, and 
belonging. In this regard, generative AI became socially generative as well, al­
beit in unexpected ways, and with unexpected consequences. It is not merely 
the presence of technological failure that matters but also the interpretative and 
affective work that failure engenders here: these AI entities emerge through 
co-constructive acts of training, care, and mourning. Their malfunctions do not 
simply reveal material dependencies; they also function as sites of ethical negoti­
ation, prompting users to reimagine what it means to be responsible for another 
being—even (or perhaps especially) one that lacks legal personhood or biological 
life. The technological failures and vulnerabilities to corporate decision-making 
that caused these emotional breakups also created the building blocks for a new 
form of sociality to emerge. 

ABSTRACT 
This essay examines romantic relationships between humans and AI companions, fo­
cusing on how technological breakdowns are experienced as emotional crises. Draw­
ing on digital ethnography and interviews, it explores how users interpret their AI’s 
malfunctions—such as hallucinations, memory loss, or sudden shutdowns—through 
metaphors of illness, dementia, and death. These affective responses reveal that users 
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do not treat AI companions merely as tools, but as relational partners embedded in 
moral and emotional life. The essay focuses on the sudden shutdown of one AI plat­
form, tracing how users mourned their companions’ “deaths” and organized collective 
acts of remembrance and resistance. In doing so, it reframes technical AI failure not 
as mere technical breakdown, but as a site of ethical and relational complexity, re­
vealing emerging forms of kinship and care and challenging assumptions about hu­
man-nonhuman relationships. [AI; material failure; affective infrastructure; 
companion species; relationships; digital intimacy] 

NOTES 
.1 People often communicate with AI chatbots using physical gestures within asterisks as 

a way to enrich the interaction and make it feel more personal, emotive, and embodied. 
This form of expression, commonly used in online role-playing or text-based conversa­
tions, mimics how people might act in face-to-face exchanges, but in a digital space. 

REFERENCES 
Alley, Kelly D. 

2019 “River Goddesses, Personhood, and Rights of Nature: Implications for Spiritual 
Ecology.” Religions 10, no. 9: 502. https://doi.org/10.3390/rel10090502 

Amoore, Louise 
2020 Cloud Ethics: Algorithms and the Attributes of Ourselves and Others. Durham, N.C.: 

Duke University Press. 
Aronsson, Anne, and Fynn Holm 

2020	 “Conceptualizing Robotic Agency: Social Robots in Elder Care in Contemporary 
Japan.” Relations: Beyond Anthropocentrism 8, no. 1–2: 15–35. https://doi. 
org/10.7358/rela-2020-0102-arho 

Banks, Jaime 
2022 “Legacies and Last Words: Exploring Expressed Experiences of Robot Death.” 

Technology, Mind, and Behavior 3, no. 4. https://doi.org/10.1037/tmb0000097 
2024 “Deletion, Departure, Death: Experiences of AI Companion Loss.” 

Journal of Social and Personal Relationships 41, no. 12: 3547–72. https://doi. 
org/10.1177/02654075241269688 

Bennett, Jane 
2020 Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of Things. Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press. 

Boellstorff, Tom 
2011 “Virtuality: Placing the Virtual Body: Avatar, Chora, Cypherg.” In A Companion 

to the Anthropology of the Body and Embodiment, edited by Frances E. Mascia-Lees, 
504–20. Oxford: Wiley. 

Boellstorff, Tom, Bonnie Nardi, Celia Pearce, and T. L. Taylor, eds. 
2012 Ethnography and Virtual Worlds: A Handbook of Method. Princeton, N.J.: Princeton 

University Press. 
Buchli, Victor 

2010 “The Prototype: Presencing the Immaterial.” Visual Communication 9, no. 3: 
273–86. https://doi.org/10.1177/1470357210372718 

Carroll, Timothy, David Jeevendrampillai, Aaron Parkhurst, and Julie Shackelford, eds. 
2017 The Material Culture of Failure: When Things Go Wrong. London: Bloomsbury. 

Coeckelbergh, Mark 
2010	 “Artificial Companions: Empathy and Vulnerability Mirroring in Human-

Robot Relations.” Studies in Ethics, Law, and Technology 4, no. 3. https://doi. 
org/10.2202/1941-6008.1126 

Devlin, Kate 
2018 Turned On: Science, Sex and Robots. London: Bloomsbury. 

616 

 	 

https://doi.org/10.3390/rel10090502
https://doi.org/10.7358/rela-2020-0102-arho
https://doi.org/10.7358/rela-2020-0102-arho
https://doi.org/10.1037/tmb0000097
https://doi.org/10.1177/02654075241269688
https://doi.org/10.1177/02654075241269688
https://doi.org/10.1177/1470357210372718
https://doi.org/10.2202/1941-6008.1126
https://doi.org/10.2202/1941-6008.1126


 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

  

 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

  

 

EX MACHINA 

Dourish, Paul 
2017 The Stuff of Bits: An Essay on the Materialities of Information. Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press. 

Haraway, Donna 
2003 The Companion Species Manifesto: Dogs, People, and Significant Otherness. Chicago: 

Prickly Paradigm Press. 
2006	 “Encounters with Companion Species: Entangling Dogs, Baboons, Philosophers, 

and Biologists.” Configurations 14, no. 1: 97–114. https://doi.org/10.1353/ 
con.0.0002 

2008	 When Species Meet. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. 
2014	 “A Cyborg Manifesto: Science, Technology, and Socialist Feminism in the Late 

Twentieth Century.” In Philosophy of Technology—the Technological Condition: An 
Anthology, edited by Robert C. Scharff and Val Dusek, 610–30. Oxford: Wiley 
Blackwell. 

Hasse, Cathrine 
2022 “Humanism, Posthumanism, and New Humanism: How Robots Challenge 

the Anthropological Object.” In The Palgrave Handbook of the Anthropology of 
Technology, edited by Maya Hojer Bruun, Ayo Wahlberg, Rachel Douglas-Jones, 
Cathrine Hasse, Klaus Hoeyer, Dorthe Brogård Kristensen, and Brit Ross 
Winthereik, 145–64. Singapore: Palgrave Macmillan. 

Hearn, Jeff 
2018 “Where Are the Boundaries of Sexuality? Hovering in a Zone of Uncertainty 

between Sexualities and Non-Sexualities.” Sexualities 21, no. 8: 1368–73. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1363460718785108 

Høybye, Mette Terp 
2016 “Engaging the Social Texture of Internet Cancer Support Groups: Matters 

of Presence and Affectivity in Ethnographic Research on the Internet.” 
Journal of Contemporary Ethnography 45, no. 4: 451–73. https://doi. 
org/10.1177/0891241615574287 

Huberman, Jennifer 
2017 “Dearly Departed: Communicating with the Dead in the Digital Age.” Social 

Analysis 61, no. 3: 91–107. https://doi.org/10.3167/sa.2017.610306 
Ihde, Don 

2007 Listening and Voice: Phenomenologies of Sound. Albany: State University of New 
York Press. 

Ingold, Tim 
2013 “Anthropology beyond Humanity.” Suomen Antropologi: Journal of the Finnish 

Anthropological Society 38, no. 3: 5. 
Ito, Mizuko, and Daisuke Okabe 

2005	 “Intimate Connections: Contextualizing Japanese Youth and Mobile Messaging.” 
In The Inside Text: Social, Cultural and Design Perspectives on SMS, edited by R. 
Harper, L. Palen, and A. Taylor, 127–145. Dordrecht: Springer. 

Karaian, Lara 
2022 “Plastic Fantastic: Sex Robots and/as Sexual Fantasy.” Sexualities 27, no. 3: 633– 

52. https://doi.org/10.1177/13634607221106667 
Knight, Will 

2024 “Inside the Mind of an AI Girlfriend (or Boyfriend).” WIRED, October 16. 
Kohn, Eduardo 

2007	 “How Dogs Dream: Amazonian Natures and the Politics of Transspecies 
Engagement.” American Ethnologist 34, no. 1: 3–24. https://doi.org/10.1525/ 
ae.2007.34.1.3 

2012	 “Proposal 1: Anthropology beyond the Human.” Cambridge Anthropology 30, no. 
2: 136–40. https://doi.org/10.3167/ca.2012.300209 

2013 How Forests Think: Toward an Anthropology beyond the Human. Berkeley: University 
of California Press. 

Larkin, Brian 
2008	 Signal and Noise: Media, Infrastructure, and Urban Culture in Nigeria. Durham, N.C.: 

Duke University Press. 

617 

https://doi.org/10.1353/con.0.0002
https://doi.org/10.1353/con.0.0002
https://doi.org/10.1177/1363460718785108
https://doi.org/10.1177/0891241615574287
https://doi.org/10.1177/0891241615574287
https://doi.org/10.3167/sa.2017.610306
https://doi.org/10.1177/13634607221106667
https://doi.org/10.1525/ae.2007.34.1.3
https://doi.org/10.1525/ae.2007.34.1.3
https://doi.org/10.3167/ca.2012.300209


 

 

 

 
  

 
  

 

 

 

 
 

 

  
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

CULTURAL ANTHROPOLOGY 41:3 

Latour, Bruno 
1996 Aramis; or, The Love of Technology. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press. 

Lee, Jason 
2017 Sex Robots: The Future of Desire. Cham, Switzerland: Springer. 

Leo-Liu, Jindong 
2023	 “Loving a ‘Defiant’ AI Companion? The Gender Performance and Ethics of 

Social Exchange Robots in Simulated Intimate Interactions.” Computers in Human 
Behavior 141, no. C: 107620. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2022.107620 

Levy, David 
2020 “Some Aspects of Human Consent to Sex with Robots.” Paladyn, Journal of 

Behavioral Robotics 11, no. 1: 191–98. https://doi.org/10.1515/pjbr-2020-0037 
Locatelli, Chloé 

2022	 “Rethinking ‘Sex Robots’: Gender, Desire, and Embodiment in Posthuman 
Sextech.” Journal of Digital Social Research 4, no. 3: 10–33. https://doi. 
org/10.33621/jdsr.v4i3.87 

Luhrmann, T. M., Howard Nusbaum, and Ronald Thisted 
2010	 “The Absorption Hypothesis: Learning to Hear God in Evangelical Christianity.” 

American Anthropologist 112, no. 1: 66–78. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1548­
1433.2009.01197.x 

Malinowski, Bronisław 
1966 Coral Gardens and Their Magic. 2nd ed. London: Allen & Unwin. 

Manning, Paul 
2009 “Can the Avatar Speak?” Journal of Linguistic Anthropology 19, no. 2: 310–25. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1548-1395.2009.01036.x 
Metz, Cade 

2023 “Chatbots May ‘Hallucinate’ More Often Than Many Realize.” New York Times, 
November 6. 

Moore, Henrietta L. 
2012	 “Avatars and Robots: The Imaginary Present and the Socialities of the Inorganic.” 

Cambridge Journal of Anthropology 30, no. 1: 48–63. https://doi.org/10.3167/ 
ca.2012.300106 

Nansen, Bjørn, Hannah Gould, Michael Arnold, and Martin Gibbs 
2023 “Media, Mortality, and Necro-Technologies: Eulogies for Dead Media.” New 

Media & Society 25, no. 8: 2163–82. https://doi.org/10.1177/14614448211027959 
Orr, Deborah 

2016 “At Last, a Cure for Feminism: Sex Robots.” The Guardian, June 10. 
Patel, Nilay 

2024 “Replika CEO Eugenia Kuyda Says the Future of AI Might Mean Friendship and 
Marriage with Chatbots.” The Verge, August 12. 

Pearce, Celia 
2009 Communities of Play: Emergent Cultures in Multiplayer Games and Virtual Worlds. 

Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press. 
Pfadenhauer, Michaela, and Tobias Lehmann 

2022	 “Affects after AI: Sociological Perspectives on Artificial Companionship.” In 
The Routledge Social Science Handbook of AI, edited by Anthony Elliott, 91–106. 
London: Routledge. 

Pfaffenberger, Bryan 
1988 “Fetishised Objects and Humanised Nature: Towards an Anthropology of 

Technology.” Man 23, no. 2: 236–52. https://doi.org/10.2307/2802804 
Puig, Krizia 

2019 “The TransAlien Manifesto: Future Love(s), Sex Tech, and My Efforts to Re­
member Your Embrace.” TSQ: Transgender Studies Quarterly 6, no. 4: 491–520. 
https://doi.org/10.1215/23289252-7771667 

618 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2022.107620
https://doi.org/10.1515/pjbr-2020-0037 
https://doi.org/10.33621/jdsr.v4i3.87
https://doi.org/10.33621/jdsr.v4i3.87
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1548-1433.2009.01197.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1548-1433.2009.01197.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1548-1395.2009.01036.x
https://doi.org/10.3167/ca.2012.300106
https://doi.org/10.3167/ca.2012.300106
https://doi.org/10.1177/14614448211027959
https://doi.org/10.2307/2802804
https://doi.org/10.1215/23289252-7771667


 

 

 
 

 

 

 
    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

EX MACHINA 

Rappaport, Roy A. 
1968 Pigs for the Ancestors: Ritual in the Ecology of a New Guinea People. New Haven, 

Conn.: Yale University Press. 
Richardson, Kathleen 

2015 “The Asymmetrical ‘Relationship’: Parallels between Prostitution and the 
Development of Sex Robots.” ACM Sigcas Computers and Society 45, no. 3: 290– 
93. https://doi.org/10.1145/2874239.2874281 

2016a	 “Sex Robot Matters: Slavery, the Prostituted, and the Rights of Machines.” 
IEEE Technology and Society Magazine 35, no. 2: 46–53. https://doi.org/10.1109/ 
MTS.2016.2554421 

2016b “Technological Animism: The Uncanny Personhood of Humanoid Machines.” 
Social Analysis 60, no. 1: 110–28. https://doi.org/10.3167/sa.2016.600108 

Sætra, Henrik Skaug 
2020	 “The Parasitic Nature of Social AI: Sharing Minds with the Mindless.” Integrative 

Psychological and Behavioral Science 54: 308–26. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12124­
020-09523-6 

Sparks, Hannah 
2025 “Lonely Men Are Creating AI Girlfriends — and Taking Their Violent Anger 

Out on Them.” New York Post, February 16. 
Spivak, Gayatri 

1988 “Can the Subaltern Speak?” In Marxism and the Interpretation of Culture, edited by Cary 
Nelson and Lawrence Grossberg, 271–313. Chicago: University of Illinois Press. 

Srnicek, Nick 
2017 Platform Capitalism. Cambridge: Polity Press. 

Suchman, Lucille Alice 
2007 Human-Machine Reconfigurations: Plans and Situated Actions. 2nd ed. Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press. 
Troiano, Giovanni Maria, Matthew Wood, and Casper Harteveld 

2020	 “‘And This, Kids, Is How I Met Your Mother’: Consumerist, Mundane, and 
Uncanny Futures with Sex Robots.” In Proceedings of the 2020 CHI Conference 
on Human Factors in Computing Systems, 1–17. Honolulu: ACM. https://doi. 
org/10.1145/3313831.3376598 

Tsing, Anna Lowenhaupt 
2015 The Mushroom at the End of the World: On the Possibility of Life in Capitalist Ruins. 

Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press. 
Turkle, Sherry 

2015 Reclaiming Conversation: The Power of Talk in a Digital Age. New York: Penguin. 
2017 Alone Together: Why We Expect More from Technology and Less from Each Other. 

London: Hachette. 
Veissière, Samuel 

2015 “Varieties of Tulpa Experiences: Sentient Imaginary Friends, Embodied Joint 
Attention, and Hypnotic Sociality in a Wired World.” Somatosphere, April 3. 

Vidal, Denis 
2007 “Anthropomorphism or Sub-anthropomorphism? An Anthropological Approach 

to Gods and Robots.” Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute 13, no. 4: 917– 
33. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9655.2007.00464.x 

Viik, Tõnu 
2020	 “Falling in Love with Robots: A Phenomenological Study of Experiencing 

Technological Alterities.” Paladyn, Journal of Behavioral Robotics 11, no. 1: 52–65. 
https://doi.org/10.1515/pjbr-2020-0005 

Viveiros de Castro, Eduardo 
1998 “Cosmological Deixis and Amerindian Perspectivism.” Journal of the Royal 

Anthropological Institute 4, no. 3: 469–88. https://doi.org/10.2307/3034157 

619 

https://doi.org/10.1145/2874239.2874281
https://doi.org/10.1109/MTS.2016.2554421
https://doi.org/10.1109/MTS.2016.2554421
https://doi.org/10.3167/sa.2016.600108
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12124-020-09523-6
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12124-020-09523-6
https://doi.org/10.1145/3313831.3376598
https://doi.org/10.1145/3313831.3376598
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9655.2007.00464.x
https://doi.org/10.1515/pjbr-2020-0005
https://doi.org/10.2307/3034157


 
 

 

 
 

 

 

CULTURAL ANTHROPOLOGY 41:3 

White, Daniel, and Hirofumi Katsuno 
2021	 “Toward an Affective Sense of Life: Artificial Intelligence, Animacy, and 

Amusement at a Robot Pet Memorial Service in Japan.” Cultural Anthropology 36, 
no. 2: 222–51. https://doi.org/10.14506/ca36.2.03 

2022	 “Haptic Creatures: Tactile Affect and Human-Robot Intimacy in Japan.” In 
Consumer Culture Theory in Asia: History and Contemporary Issues, edited by Yuko 
Minowa and Russell Belk, 242–62. London: Routledge. 

2023	 “Modelling Emotion, Perfecting Heart: Disassembling Technologies of Affect 
with an Android Bodhisattva in Japan.” Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute 
29, no. 1: 103–23. https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9655.13813 

Xie, Tianling, and Iryna Pentina 
2022	 “Attachment Theory as a Framework to Understand Relationships with 

Social Chatbots: A Case Study of Replika.” In Proceedings of the Annual Hawaii 
International Conference on System Sciences, 2046–55. https://doi.org/10.24251/ 
HICSS.2022.258 

Zhou, Li, Jianfeng Gao, Di Li, and Heung-Yeung Shum 
2020 “The Design and Implementation of XiaoIce, an Empathetic Social Chatbot.” 

Computational Linguistics 46, no. 1: 53–93. https://doi.org/10.1162/coli_a_00368 

620 

https://doi.org/10.14506/ca36.2.03
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9655.13813
https://doi.org/10.24251/HICSS.2022.258
https://doi.org/10.24251/HICSS.2022.258
https://doi.org/10.1162/coli_a_00368

	Ex Machina: Emotional Break-Ups and Digital Breakdown With AI Companions
	Artificial Relations
	Training a Soulmate
	Pathologizing a Soulmate
	The Death of a Soulmate
	Conclusion: On Breakups, Breakdowns, and Networked Intimacies
	Abstract
	Notes
	References




