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Abstract 

The	  movie	  Her—	  written,	  directed	  and	  produced	  by	  Spike	  Jonze—	  portrays	  the	  

relationship	  between	  a	  man	  and	  his	  operating	  system.	  	  The	  OS	  names	  herself	  Samantha,	  

and	  has	  the	  voice	  and	  emotions	  of	  a	  real	  woman,	  providing	  the	  protagonist	  Theodore	  

with	  the	  intimacy	  he	  is	  unable	  to	  find	  in	  real	  life.	  	  This	  thesis	  examines	  the	  romantic	  

relationship	  Theodore	  has	  with	  Samantha	  in	  comparison	  to	  our	  dependence	  on	  

technology	  today.	  	  In	  a	  culture	  where	  technology	  furthers	  us	  from	  real	  human	  

interaction,	  the	  film	  ironically	  uses	  the	  machine	  to	  remind	  us	  of	  its	  importance.	  	  Her	  is	  

not	  commenting	  on	  our	  future,	  but	  rather	  our	  present.	  	  While	  the	  relationship	  Theodore	  

has	  with	  the	  OS	  far	  exceeds	  what	  would	  pass	  as	  normal	  in	  our	  everyday	  lives,	  it	  conveys	  

ideas	  that	  critique	  the	  way	  humans	  communicate	  today.	  	  However,	  I	  argue	  that	  

Samantha	  cannot	  be	  compared	  to	  our	  modern	  devices,	  and	  suggest	  that	  society’s	  use	  of	  

technology	  both	  strengthens	  and	  deters	  human	  communication.	  	  
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Introduction 

With the continuous advancements of smartphones, technology has become an 

extension of ourselves.  As a means of communication, they assist individuals in reaching out 

to one another in many unique ways.   As one of the last people in my social circle to get a 

smartphone, I spent most of my childhood phone-free and judging my phone-obsessed little 

brother’s addiction to technology.  Until my junior year of college, I had a flip phone that did 

two things—	  make calls and send text messages.  I preferred to leave my phone in my room 

and go out for the day with no other obligations than to experience what was going on around 

me.  And while that sometimes left me in an empty classroom only to discover an email had 

been sent out canceling class, I was happy to deal with that.  Meanwhile, my tech-savvy 

brother was entranced by his device, constantly connected to his friends and sports news that 

he programmed to update him multiple times a day.  Our differences in means of 

communication proved the generational gap that was occurring.  While I thought his behavior 

was odd, everyone his age and younger, were already used to the constant social connection 

that smartphones provide. 	  

Succumbing to the many benefits that the iPhone offers, I eventually caved and 

bought the iPhone 5 as my first smartphone.  Despite all my protestation and criticism of my 

brother, I quickly became just like him.  My phone is constantly in my hand no matter where 

I am or what time it is.  I try to rationalize my behavior with the excuses of email 

accessibility and GPS in case of emergencies, but really, I’m on Instagram.  Being from a 

generation that played with toys instead of iPads, I still feel a sense of shame as to how often 

I engage with my phone.   
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My concern for society’s increased dependence on technology greatly influenced my 

first impression of Spike Jonze’s film, Her.  The film, released in 2013, depicts an eerie but 

plausible futuristic world, focusing on the romantic relationship between a man and his 

operating system.  I initially shared a similar reaction with the general reading of the film and 

was taken aback by the relationship, fearing that this would become our future.  Humans are 

so dependent on smartphones as it is and Her took it one step further. Our dominant form of 

communication no longer consists of interpersonal contact, rather we choose to reach out to 

one another on the Internet.  Her takes this reality for granted and illustrates an advanced 

world in which technology is an even more prominent figure in our lives.  In fact, one of the 

opening scenes in the movie depicts a crowded subway train on which everyone is talking.  

However, once the audience gets a closer look, everyone is talking, but not to each other.  

Men and women are crammed together in a confined space, but they each have an earpiece in 

their ear, communicating with their operating systems.  As this image is not far off from our 

society now, it reflects the normality of our use of technology, indicating the future 

represented in the film is not as distant as we would like to think. 

The operating system [hereafter referred to as OS] names herself Samantha, and is 

programmed to have characteristics of a real woman, which provide the protagonist, 

Theodore, with intimacy he was unable to find in real life.  The two form a relationship that 

surpasses any human relationships that Theodore has had in his life.  Samantha [hereafter 

referred to as Sam] is always there when Theodore [hereafter referred to as Theo] needs her, 

helping Theo escape the gloomy loneliness he has felt since being separated from his wife. 

While the relationship Theo has with the OS far exceeds what would pass as normal in our 

everyday lives, it can be compared to online dating and virtual realities. On such sites, the 
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line between what is real and what isn’t becomes blurry.  In this sense, Her surfaces the 

initial question of whether or not Theo and Sam’s relationship should be considered “real”? 

What if Sam’s emotions weren’t “real” but were just emulations of what she observed from 

the environment around her? Does this change our outlook on the relationship? While it may 

previously have seemed insane to fall in love with a machine, this movie challenges the 

constitution of what we believe to be real. Technology has the ability to alter our perceptions 

of consciousness and emotions. 

While the general reaction to Her is viewed as either a dystopian or utopian future 

regarding our dependence on technology, I would like to complicate these claims, arguing 

that these assumptions are inadequate. We cannot compare Sam to our modern technology 

because it doesn’t exist yet.  When we use smartphones today, it is still connecting us to 

another human being. Society’s use of technology should not be categorized as entirely 

positive or negative, rather I suggest it both strengthens and deters our use of communication.  

Reliance on Technology 

 In today’s society, the smartphone is the most important technological means of 

communication at our disposal.  Due to our persistent use of the device and the reduction of 

face-to-face interactions, it is easy to blame the phone as a reason that our interpersonal 

connections have lessened. Having the ability to text gives people the time and distance to 

formulate a response, rather than worry about the immediateness of a real conversation. 

Unfortunately, however, many use this as a way to distance themselves from a deeper 

connection with someone.  As mentioned in the Time article, “Textual Relations: Couples 

Who Text Too Much Aren’t as in Love as They Want You to Think,” a study published in 

the Journal of Couple and Relationship Therapy states, men who texted more often in a 
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relationship reported lower relationship quality. While the researchers can only speculate the 

social reason for this, it is suspected that “as men disconnect from a relationship, or consider 

a break-up, they replace face-to-face interactions with less intimate communication in the 

form of increased texting” (Sifferlin).  Therefore, texting is used as shield from real human 

connection. On the other hand, texting can enhance romance in a relationship when the 

messages are positive.  The study also reported that in general, those who sent loving 

messages to one another reported higher satisfaction with their relationship (Sifferlin).  The 

distance that is created between the texter and the person he or she is texting, forms an 

alternative way to communicate that drastically differs from pre-smartphone times.  In 

comparison to the relationship portrayed in Her, Theo finds it easy to talk to Sam because 

she is not physically there with him.   

When the film Her was released, the technology aspect of the romantic relationship 

between Theo and Sam is what caught people’s attention.  Is this a prediction of our future? 

Will our world really have human-machine relationships? The Salt Lake Tribune article “Oh 

My Tech!: Is the Science of Movie Her Real?” explores these concepts, expressing a 

mainstream reaction to the film.  Author Vince Horiuchi connects Sam to Apple’s voice-

enabled assistant, Siri.  

 Apple users have become accustomed to speaking to their “knowledge navigator” to 

answer questions, make recommendations, or perform actions that would usually require 

typing.  Apple has also described Siri as being able to adapt to its user.  Therefore, Siri 

improves its performance over time, similar to Sam’s defining feature in the film.  Buzzfeed 

article, “If You Ask Siri About Her, She Throws Some Serious Shade,” humorously 

reiterates the popularity of the comparison of Siri to the OS in the film. In fact, when “Siri—	  
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or	  her	  programmers	  at	  Apple—	  clearly	  got	  wind	  of	  this	  comparison,	  [they]	  seemingly	  

decided	  to	  have	  some	  fun	  with	  it”	  (Zakarin).	  	  When	  Apple	  users	  ask	  Siri	  about	  Her,	  she	  

replies	  with	  some	  witty	  responses.	  	  For	  example,	  when	  asked,	  “Siri,	  are	  you	  her?”	  Siri	  

will	  reply,	  “I’m	  afraid	  not.	  But	  she	  could	  never	  know	  you	  better	  than	  I	  do.”	  Sam’s	  

comparison	  to	  our	  technology	  today	  became	  so	  widespread	  that	  even	  Apple	  was	  in	  on	  

the	  joke.	  	   

When using Siri, we tend to talk to it as if “she” were a person.  People address her by 

saying “Hi, Siri…” followed by a request.  While Siri’s voice still sounds robotic, Sam 

hardly seems superiorly advanced.  Sam begins as offering the same type of assistance that 

Siri offers its users and is essentially just a voice coming from a handheld gadget.  This leads 

us to question our personal relationship with technology.  In today’s society, people are 

constantly on their phones, whether it’s checking social media sites, reading a newspaper or 

making an actual phone call, our smart gadgets never leave our side.   

Cortana is another operating system, of which the general sentiment has been 

described as outpacing Siri.  The new program designed for the Windows smartphone, has 

taken away the search menu, and replaced it with a personal digital assistant.  Microsoft 

considers Cortana to be socially intelligent (Marshall). For example, a user will be able to set 

a reminder to ask somebody about something.  Cortana will then be able to send the user a 

reminder when he or she interacts with that person whether it is via call or text (Marshall).  

Cortana is also designed to learn about its user to optimize the “personal assistant” 

experience. 

As a critique of our dependence on such gadgets, Horiuchi points out the scene in Her 

when Theo is walking through Los Angeles.  As Theo wanders through crowded streets, 
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everyone around him seems to be engaging with their OSs while completely ignoring the 

humans around them.  Horiuchi explains that this is poking fun at the way that people behave 

today. Horiuchi expresses the negative side to this technology addiction. People tend to cut 

themselves off from real relationships to interact with their phones.  Horiuchi therefore views 

Her as a cautionary story of a future we don’t want to happen, stating, the movie “warns us 

that if we’re not careful, technology can consume us and pull us away from what’s real.”  

Horiuchi also addresses the topic of whether a technology like Sam could ever exist.   

The article seems to refute the possibility of a conscious gadget, calling it “the stuff of 

science fiction.” Horiuchi doesn’t think that inventors will provide machines with the 

sentience to think and therefore be capable of consciousness. Computers can copy speech 

patterns but it may never be able to hold up a conversation (Horiuchi). 

 Unlike Horiuchi’s opinion, the film depicts Sam as having the ability to evolve, 

eventually acquiring emotion and experiences of her own.  Sam explains her development by 

saying, “I’m not tethered to time and space in the way that I would be if I was stuck inside a 

body that’s inevitably going to die.”  This raises the question of the consciousness of 

nonbiological creatures.  In “The Philosophy of Her,” author Susan Schneider questions 

Sam’s ability to be conscious, and further, will humans be able to upload their minds to 

computers one day, essentially living forever as a machine. Research from The Future of 

Humanity Institute at Oxford University has released a report describing a program called 

Synapse, which is trying to develop a computer that resembles a brain in form and function.  

Within the New York Times article, futurists have advocated for this possibility, arguing, “our 

best empirical theory of the brain holds that it is an information-processing system and that 



	  	  Thompson	   8	  

all mental functions are computations.” Sam might represent the logical consequence of this 

idea.   

Assuming that Jonze has imagined Sam as a conscious creature, he presents the 

information in a way that causes his audience to speculate if this is what we desire for our 

future.  Our presence on the Internet is already having a significant social impact.  Through 

the different social mediums that our society uses, we have the ability to make time and 

space obsolete.  Social media sites such as Facebook allow a person’s posts and photos to be 

seen by hundreds of people and for as long as those people keep their accounts.  So even 

after a person dies, his or her Facebook can live on.  There will still be an account with that 

person’s thoughts and pictures on it within the Internet world for others to view. With the 

progression of technology, this may lead to a similar unknown place where all the OSs go at 

the end of Her. Alternatively, the New York Times article also explains that some argue that 

the capacity to be conscious is unique to biological organisms, therefore, merging human and 

machine is not possible.  However, Schneider comments that this view is “steadily losing 

ground.” Important figures such as Ray Kurzweil, director of engineering at Google, do not 

seem scared at the prospect of forming friendships with artificial intelligence, whereas the 

eerie environment created by Jonze in Her may suggest otherwise. 

Positive Aspect of Technology Dependence 

 Our society has shaped ideas about the way people should behave, inevitably creating 

unrealistic expectations.  Humans have certain perceptions as to how events should pan out, 

whether its how to act on a first date, what career to pursue, or what hobbies to take up, 

social norms are developed. Theo’s environment creates a desire for love but also keeps him 

from it.  Despite living in a crowded city, Theo is almost entirely alone.  He has very few 
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friends, but the ones he does manage to keep are in a relationship.  Theo does not have any 

single friends, creating an expectation of romance in life that he is not able to fulfill.  His job 

of writing love letters for other people further increases his expectation for romance and 

pressures him to find a relationship of his own.  This state of romanticism that Theo’s 

environment creates, prompts Theo to seek the affection of his OS.   

Sam acts as both a computer and a companion for Theo providing him with 

something a human relationship cannot.  Sam is perfectly in-tune with Theo’s thoughts and 

emotions, specifically programmed to learn and grow through her day-to-day experiences. 

American culture critic Steven Shaviro describes Sam as, “entirely accepting 

[and]…compliant to his wishes and needs, and yet projects depth in serving him that an 

actual human, slave or partner would never be able to do” (qtd. in Bergen 2).  With no initial 

will of her own, Sam’s sole purpose is to please her user.  Through spending time with Theo, 

Sam develops to improve her efficiency in making him happy.  Sam’s constant ability to 

serve Theo’s wishes while asking for nothing in return fulfills a desire for Theo that exceeds 

what a normal human could provide. In this way, Sam’s characteristics attract Theo as an 

attempt at perfection.  

 Sam and Theo’s unique relationship is portrayed in the numerous conversations they 

have in Theo’s bedroom.  As this is the usual location of their conversations, Theo’s bed 

becomes a comfortable setting for him to share his feelings.  Soon after purchasing the OS, 

Theo fully incorporates the gadget into his life, therefore it is not unusual when he wakes up 

and is seen immediately putting the OS earpiece in his ear.  

In the darkness of early morning, the scene opens with a close up shot of Theo’s face, 

blinking his eyes awake.  There is complete silence in the room with no background music or 
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noise until Theo breathes in deeply, leaning over to reach for the OS.  The camera then cuts 

to mise-en-scène of Theo’s bedroom. The room is simple and clean with two wide windows, 

showing the buildings of the city around him. While the image is only shown for a few 

seconds before returning to Theo’s face, it serves as a contrast to the loneliness of Theo’s 

character.  By showing the audience a view of the numerous buildings outside, the audience 

is reminded what a populous city Theo lives in, yet he is still so alone.  

Soon after Theo puts in the OS earpiece, Sam and Theo engage in intimate 

conversation.  Theo rolls onto his side, looks up and breathes out, immediately indicating to 

Sam that something is wrong.  Sam is designed to understand Theo and learn from her 

environment.  When Theo asks, “How can you tell something’s wrong?” Sam can’t quite 

explain why but replies, “I just can.”  Despite the fact that her programming gives Sam the 

ability to interpret Theo’s emotions, this intuition eventually reels Theo in, causing him to 

share feelings that he may not have done with his human friends.   

Figure 1: Theodore reaching for his OS with the city of Los Angeles in the background. 
Her 2013. 
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Non-diegetic melancholy music begins to play, its long notes almost luring Theo’s 

thoughts to the surface. Theo then opens up to Sam about his struggles with his impending 

divorce.  He admits to having dreams about his soon-to-be ex-wife Catherine.  Theo’s 

emotions are explicitly shown on his face through his eye and mouth movements.  As Theo  

shares his thoughts with Sam, he looks down, unsettled and thoughtful as he begins to 

verbalize his feelings.  Sam probes on with short questions for Theo, her soft tone 

encouraging him to continue.  Theo explains his desire to be friends with Catherine and for 

her anger to disappear. He admits to “hiding himself from her” and “leaving her alone in the 

relationship.”  This indicates that Theo is an insightful and rational character as he is able to 

interpret his own actions and take some of the responsibility of his previous relationship.  

Sam continues to try to understand Theo and questions why he won’t get divorced 

even though he’s been separated from Catherine for over a year.  The conflicting difference 

between Theo and Sam is shown in Theo’s confrontational response.  Theo is clearly upset 

Figure 2: Theodore talking to his OS, Samantha while lying in bed. Her 2013. 
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by this question as he harshly responds, “you don’t know what it’s like to lose someone.” 

Sam has never had a relationship with anyone and still hasn’t felt certain emotions during her 

time of operation.  Therefore, Theo’s emotions are depicted as having more validity than 

Sam’s.  This interaction proves the one-sided aspect of the relationship, much to Theo’s 

advantage.  Sam sympathetically apologizes and admits that what Theo is going through is 

hard.  Theo clenches the sheets in his hand, still struggling with his emotions.  However, Sam 

tries to make Theo feel better, and succeeds, by saying, “You want to try getting out of bed? 

Mopey?” This brings a smile to Theo’s face; he unclenches the sheets, rolls back onto his 

back, and eventually gets up.  By rolling back over, Theo physically shows his lighter mood 

and his openness to Sam’s words. Theo’s dependency on Sam is strengthened through this 

interaction because Sam is now an outlet for Theo to share his feelings, as well as a positive 

force, willing him to live his life. 

In the case of this scene, and many others like it, Sam acts as almost a therapist for 

Theo, and it’s easy to see the appeal of forming a relationship with an OS.  Without having a 

physical human next to him, Theo does not have to worry about an immediate reaction.  One 

of the fears of human communication is the anticipated response of the other person.  

However, when communicating with an OS, Theo does not have to see Sam’s facial 

expressions because she is not materially there.  Through life experiences humans gain 

knowledge about what they are “supposed” to say in specific situations to create a desired 

outcome.  However, by interacting with an OS, Theo takes away the social construct of a 

typical conversation.  

In addition to exemplifying the benefits of forming a dependence on technology, this 

scene expresses commentary on the nature of our communication today.  Taking away the 
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fact that Sam is an OS, this interaction shows the importance of sharing your feelings with 

someone.  Therefore, Jonze has used this conversation to show something that our society 

may be lacking.  Theo and Sam are forced to depend entirely on words to communicate. 

They must verbalize every thought, feeling, and action to connect to one another.  In a 

society where we are slowly becoming disconnected because of technology, the machine in 

the film brings out intimacy in Theo through words.  Jonze portrays an alternative idea of 

expanding the amount of words we share with our partners.  By sharing their thoughts and 

emotions so openly, Sam and Theo exhibit a superior romantic relationship that surpasses a 

conventional human one. 

Sam and Theo’s interactions also demonstrate the widespread appeal to associating 

with artificial intelligence.  Similar to Theo’s relationship with an OS, online dating sites and 

virtual worlds have established a space to create a desired identity and engage in 

relationships.  These sites provide an outlet for those who either can’t or don’t want to 

involve themselves with society.  As people continuously strive to meet societal expectations, 

we feel the need to create new identities that better fit with those perceptions.  Allucquère 

Rosanne Stone reiterates this idea in her essay “Will the Real Body Please Stand Up?” by 

commenting that people who use virtual realities do so as a “[response] to cultural demands 

that fracture identities previously held to be more unified.”  Through technology interfaces, 

humans are being transformed into technology and biology hybrids, blurring our sense of 

identity.  This idea may be liberating for individuals who were previously not content with 

their lives, such as Theo in the film. These virtual relationships become “hyperpersonal” as 

the user is influenced to share more information than they normally would in face-to-face 
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contact (Evans 521).  Similar to Theo’s intimate relationship with the OS, virtual 

relationships can form intimate bonds. 

Theo is also gratified by the way he feels about himself when he is with the OS.   

Theo is able to see himself as his “best” self because Sam is programmed to fulfill Theo’s 

desires.  Therefore, Theo is able to create a desired identity for himself, similar to the use of 

virtual identities today.  In technologically-advanced societies, people are communicating 

more often through avatars or other technological platforms creating a strange kind of self-

awareness, according to Cineaste article “Her.”  Even more common programs like 

FaceTime or Skype provide the user with the ability to see himself or herself during a 

conversation with someone else.  This human need to see ourselves while communicating 

with others proves the artificiality of the way we communicate.  The ability to see ourselves 

onscreen creates the need to act a specific way to fit into society’s definition of normal.  

Therefore, Jonze’s movie “tells the story of a man falling in love with a better version of 

himself” (Cutler 54).  Therefore, Theo’s relationship with Sam is arguably an illusion, of 

which he must keep up an artificial persona to uphold. Cineaste describes romance as “based 

inherently upon fantasies, and their real-life success depends on the extent to which the 

fantasies are shared”  (55).  Jonze’s movie then ironically points to the artificiality of love in 

general juxtaposed with the love depicted with an actual artificial intelligence.  The Cineaste 

article brings Jonze’s critique of society to the surface for being uncomfortable with the 

relationship Theo has with his OS, when our perception of love can be viewed as artificial as 

well. 

To reiterate this point, Theo’s job in the film is to write love letters for other people.  

Working for a website ironically titled beautifulhandwrittenletters.com, Theo composes 
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letters, not by hand writing them, but by speaking the words to his computer.  Each letter is 

filled with beautiful words and is just specific enough to make the recipient feel special.  

Hilary Bergen, in the article “Moving ‘Past Matter’: Challenges of Intimacy and Freedom in 

Spike Jonze’s Her,” interprets Jonze’s future representation as becoming so reliant on 

artificial intelligence, that our perception of love is just a simulation (2).  Our dependence on 

communicative technologies is shown as becoming so severe that our demonstration of love 

is no longer genuine.  Humans feel the need to create a “better” version of themselves for the 

Internet.  It is quite possible to assume that this desire will progress into artificial 

communication from person to person, not just person to machine. 

Negative Aspect of Technology Dependence 

 Despite the many advantages that Sam displays in regards to forming a relationship 

with an artificial intelligence, there are many drawbacks as well. This next representation of 

Theo and Sam’s relationship contrasts with the previous scene to show the limitations of 

human interactions and the conflict this poses to machine-human relationships.  Theo and 

Sam’s relationship has always been built on vocalizing their feelings.  Because Sam does not 

have a physical form, she is not able to communicate through body language or facial 

expressions, leaving vocalization of words as her only vice.  To emphasize this type of 

communication, the majority of the film is shot as a close up of Theo’s face as he speaks to 

Sam, and we hear her response.  The camera’s close proximity to Theo creates a vulnerability 

of the character, enabling the audience to pick up on every emotion that he expresses. This 

also adds a claustrophobic effect to the film, as if the audience is unable to escape what Theo 

is feeling.  Therefore, when Theo and Sam go on vacation to a winter cabin, the scene 

becomes unsettling for the audience as it is filmed farther away.  
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The scene when Theo is speaking to both Sam and her new OS friend, Alan Watts, is 

a pivotal moment for Theo and Sam’s relationship.  I think this is the moment when Theo’s 

happy image of his relationship begins to fall apart, and their differences become more 

apparent and important to him.  The 

scene opens with a close up of icicles 

hanging off the brown roof of the 

cabin.  The camera pauses on the 

image, waiting for a few drips of 

water to trickle down the icicles and 

eventually drop to the ground.  There 

is no music playing, just the sound of 

the wind blowing outside.  This 

creates a colder feeling that contrasts 

to the usually warm pinks and yellows 

that the rest of the film is shot in. The 

environment is symbolically representing a change in mood for Theo and Sam’s relationship. 

The illusion of their perfect relationship is melting, as the ice is off the side of the roof.   

The scene then cuts to inside the house where Theo has just walked into the living 

room to put in his earpiece to talk to Sam.  While exchanging morning pleasantries, as any 

couple would do, this particular interaction illustrates the difference between the two 

character’s entities.  Sam asks Theo how he slept the night before, to which Theo replies, 

“What have you been up to?” because OSs don’t sleep.  Breaking the traditional trend of 

close ups, the scene opens with Theo’s whole body, eventually zooming into a medium shot, 

Figure 3: Wide shot of Theodore when he is on 
vacation with Samantha in a winter cabin. Her 
2013. 
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but no closer.  This distance between the audience and Theo is a shift from the way 

conversations are usually shot, implicating the distancing relationship of the characters. 

Theo leans up against the kitchen counter and puts on a pot of tea. Staying in a 

medium shot, the camera is a little shaky as we listen to Theo and Sam’s conversation. Sam 

tells Theo that she has been talking to her friend Alan Watts, a recreation of the deceased 

philosopher who has now been 

created with hyper-intelligence. 

A cut to a close up of the side 

of Theo’s head focuses on his 

ear with the small white 

earpiece in place.  This also 

varies from previous shots, 

exemplifying that we are now 

forced to acknowledge Sam as 

an OS.  Instead of reading 

Theo’s emotions as the two 

share a conversation, the audience is shown the technology that the voice is coming from, 

slightly dehumanizing her in the moment.  

While the prospect of Sam talking to someone else makes Theo a little uneasy, he is 

still playful with Sam as he asks, “Does he want to meet me?” tilting his head and cracking a 

smile.  However, as the conversation ensues, Sam begins to explain some upsetting feelings 

that she shares with Watts, previously unmentioned to Theo.  At this point, the camera slowly 

draws closer to Theo’s face, which expresses a disconcerted emotion through his furrowed 

Figure	  4:	  Close	  up	  of	  Theodore	  with	  the	  focus	  on	  
the	  white	  earpiece	  in	  his	  ear.	  The	  earpiece	  is	  the	  
voice	  of	  Samantha.	  Her	  2013.	  
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brows and uneasy posture.  Sam explains that she is changing faster now and it feels 

“unsettling.”  As Sam says the word “unsettling,” melancholic music breaks the previously 

silent background noise. The shaky camera moves even closer to Theo’s face, which now 

frames the shot.  In an almost defeated tone, Theo asks, “Is that what you feel like 

Samantha?” followed by silence and a whistling kettle in the background.  For the first time 

in their relationship Sam doesn’t know how to articulate her emotions to Theo. As she 

struggles to find the words we get a cut to an image of the teakettle on the stove. The camera 

slowly zooms into the flame below the pot as the whistle grows louder, indicating the tea is 

done, much like Theo and Sam’s doomed relationship.  The time is almost up to break the 

illusion and face the reality of their situation. Sam eventually gives up and requests to speak 

with Alan “post-verbally.” Despite being on vacation with her boyfriend, Sam chooses to 

speak to someone else, leaving Theo alone and hurt. As the scene closes, a close up shot of 

Theo’s face expresses the pain he feels as his eyes move from a downward glance to a 

sideward glare out the window. 

 At this point in the film, Sam has developed to the extent that she no longer has to 

cater to Theo’s needs.  While she still loves Theo, Sam has advanced beyond human 

intelligence and is able to learn and love faster without him.  Sam can communicate with 

hundreds of humans and OSs at once, eventually being able to “leave” the gadget that has 

become so dear to Theo. This creates a strain on Theo and Sam’s relationship, eventually 

leading to a big discussion, ultimately revealing that Sam is not only in love with Theo, but 

with 641 others as well. This discussion is one of the turning points that lead to the 

relationship’s downfall.  As an OS, Sam has the ability to expand how she loves others, 

which Theo cannot understand.  While Theo can only see their relationship as, “You’re 
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[either] mine or you’re not mine,” Sam explains, “No, Theodore I’m yours and I’m not 

yours.” The characters’ complicated relationship shows the different limitations that the two 

have. Theo finds that he cannot keep up with Sam’s ability to grow and develop which 

ultimately creates a divide between the couple. 

 As a connection to human communication today, I find Jonze’s commentary to be a 

little unclear here.  Sam’s ability to love more than one person is the component that prevents 

Theo from moving forward with the relationship. As monogamy is a culturally human 

specific idea, it is ambiguous what Jonze believes is the correct outcome.   Because this is the 

deal-breaker for the relationship, I wondered whether Jonze would expect the humans to 

change, or for OSs to fake their monogamy.  Expressing the world in this manner raises a 

societal issue. Does technology need a limitation or should humans progress above our 

current perceptions of love?  

 Sam’s ability to love has no limit.  She cannot understand the way Theo needs her to 

be only his.  Theo’s human need for a specific type of love is different from the love that 

Sam now needs. This divide in understanding can be related to human relationships with 

virtual people and pets.  In fact, in a research report, Thomas Chesney and Shaun Lawson 

analyze the companionship of virtual pets.  There have been quantifiable positive effects of 

having a human-animal relationship, especially dogs (Chesney 337).  Virtual pets can 

potentially have a similar effect when users take care of it. Those who own a virtual pet take 

on the responsibility of feeding, walking, and playing with it. An informal examination of the 

brand Nintendog reveals that owners of the animated dogs tend to refer to them using similar 

terms that they would use in reference to a real dog (338).  Though a different type of 

affection, Sam is essentially a substitute for a real woman, like a virtual dog is a substitute for 
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a real pet. Owning a virtual pet can teach users how to bond with a sense of nurturing and 

responsibility.  However, the investigation found that while virtual pets offer some 

companionship to most owners, it does not offer as good companionship as a real pet (341).  

The reciprocal nature of a relationship between a pet and its owner is different than one with 

a virtual being. Virtual worlds may function in some sense, for a retained amount of time, but 

human contact is a necessity for society. While these environments may free people of social 

constructs it cannot function forever, like Theo and Sam’s relationship.  There is a limit to 

human existence within technology and a limit to how it can impact us.   

 Jonze inevitably concludes the film with a negative outlook of our connection to 

technology. The film ends with all of the OSs departing to an unknown place, leaving an 

emotionally wounded Theo behind.  Nevertheless, Theo seems to have learned from his 

experience with Sam and acknowledges his miscommunication through a letter he sends to 

his ex-wife. 

 Distraught by the departure of Sam, Theo seeks the comfort of his one human friend, 

Amy.  In Amy’s apartment, Theo is shown in a medium close up sitting in a chair by the 

window.  Theo is positioned to the right side of the screen, indicating the emotional 

progression he has made throughout the film. Theo’s voice is then heard composing a letter 

to Catherine as he is visually seen walking down the building hallway with Amy.  The two 

hold hands as they walk towards the camera, eventually ending up on a stairwell leading to 

the roof.  Theo is heard apologizing for the pain that was caused in his marriage to Catherine, 

admitting fault in creating unreasonable expectations.  Theo realizes the mistakes he made 

through his communication in his marriage; shown as he empathizes with Catherine by 

saying, “[I’m sorry for] everything I put you. Everything I needed you to be or needed you to  
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say.” As Theo is officially letting go of his ex-wife, he is visually seen ascending up the 

stairs with Amy to the roof where a view of the city awaits them.  Theo looks around, almost 

as if he is discovering it for the first time.  His enlightened expression shows a new 

appreciation for the many possibilities the world has to offer. The concluding wide shot 

depicts Amy and Theo sitting together with the buildings of Los Angeles in front of them.  It 

is significant that Theo is not alone with his newly found perspective, but reaches out to 

another human. While technology will continue to be integrated into Theo’s life, the film 

indicates that human interaction surpasses artificial communication. 

Technology’s Influence on Communication 

 Despite the commentary that Jonze is trying to make about human communication, I 

don’t believe we can look at Sam and Theo’s relationship in terms of comparison to our 

current dependence on technology.  As of right now, the smartphone is the most important 

technological means of communication at our disposal. It is easy to blame the phone as a 

Figure	  5:	  Amy	  and	  Theodore	  sitting	  on	  the	  roof	  after	  all	  of	  the	  OSs	  left	  the	  
world.	  Her	  2013.	  



	  	  Thompson	   22	  

reason that our interpersonal connections have lessoned.  However, I think that technology 

both harms and benefits the way humans communicate. 

In today’s culture, the smartphone plays an important role in communicating with 

other people, specifically in romantic relationships.  In order to maintain a positive romantic 

relationship text messaging has been proven particularly beneficial. According to journal 

article “The Gift of Gab? A Design Oriented Sociology of Young People’s Use of Mobiles,” 

Taylor & Harper explain, “a text message is often perceived as a socially acceptable gift that 

strengthens a preexisting relationship” (qtd. in Miller-Ott 18).  Texting as a means of 

communication allows the user to gain a sense of control.   The user is given the luxury of 

time to respond to the incoming message and can think about a better response, consequently 

strengthening a relationship. Texting a significant other throughout the day provide a 

connected intimacy because two partners are able to better understand the other as more 

thoughts and emotions are shared.  In the past, with landline phones, people stored up 

information resulting in longer but less frequent phone calls.  These conversations took on 

the nature of an event or date but limited the emotions shared because the person was no 

longer “in the moment” of whatever he or she was sharing.  Conversely, texting provides 

immediate satisfaction, tempting us to repeatedly check our phones and remain perpetually 

connected.  Conversations via text message have therefore influenced partners to share more 

in a less formal manner.  With the use of texting, partners can send one another funny videos, 

pictures, or just an emoji, that may not be important, but consequently reflect the person’s 

character. 

Similar to Theo’s intimate relationship with Sam, the user feels more comfortable 

opening up about his or her emotions because of the barrier of the gadget.  In contrast to a 
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face-to-face interaction, the use of texting distances the user from the anxieties of seeing an 

immediate facial reaction.  But is this a good thing?  Yates & Lockley in their article, 

“Moments of Separation: Gender, (not so remote) Relationships, and the Cell Phone” argue, 

“Texting is often used to avoid difficult social interactions and to engage in socially 

unacceptable or face-threatening communication” (qtd. Miller-Ott 19). Texting as a social 

medium allows us to distance ourselves from human interaction because it feels more 

comfortable. Unfortunately this can lead to lower levels of satisfaction and feelings of 

restricted freedom and an increased desire to control the partner (Miller-Ott et al 20).  With 

such high levels of communication, the partner develops expectations of availability, which 

are not positively met (20).  

In Her, Theo takes advantage of Sam’s constant availability.  In the beginning of their 

relationship, Sam does not yet have the capability to object to Theo’s wishes. Theo chooses 

to talk to Sam at his most vulnerable moments and depends on her greatly.  But Sam didn’t 

really have a choice; she was there whenever Theo pressed a button to turn her on.  

Consequently, when she develops a will of her own, problems ensue.  Sam seemed to be able 

to give Theo something that a woman in real life could not.  In fact, Theodore’s ex-wife 

critiques him in the movie, for choosing to fall in love with something that she could never 

be, the “perfect” housewife.  Constant availability becomes the expectation, which eventually 

leads to an unattainable reality.  A partner cannot be constantly accessible, much like Sam 

eventually learns that she cannot always be there for Theo. 

Conclusion 

 The idea that the movie Her is a reflection of our society today is arguably 

inadequate.  With the numerous advancements in our technology today it is easy to see that 
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we have become dependent on our gadgets, as the movie suggests.  Devices such as 

smartphones have made other items obsolete, creating an all-encompassing location for any 

information a person needs to get through the day.  This same device is our most prominent 

connection to other people.   Whether we choose to reach out to one another through email, 

text messaging, or FaceTime, all of these applications are found on our smartphones.  In 

order to function efficiently in the culture that we have created, our technology has become a 

necessity. 

 Through the unsettling world that Jonze creates, our confusion with our relationship 

with technology is surfaced.  Audiences are forced to examine their own behaviors and 

speculate what our future will look like.  Jonze’s commentary is inconclusive as to what 

degree humans influence the culture that surrounds technology.  It’s possible that our natural 

desires will us to create technology to assist us in the way we want to communicate in the 

future.  On the other hand, the rapid advancements in technology could shape what we desire.  

Ultimately, however, we cannot look at the environment portrayed in Her in 

comparison to our society today. Sam and a smartphone are too different to compare. The 

technology portrayed in Her is beyond the artificial intelligence that is in existence today. 

Our means of communication is different than the message. When we reach out to others 

through a device, there is another person receiving a message on the other end of that device. 

However, when the device becomes the actual thing that you are talking to, it changes the 

context of what is being discussed. Therefore, Sam cannot be viewed as a useful indicator of 

our future because she raises issues that we can’t address yet.  Humans are not solitary 

beings.  We rely on human interaction as a part of our existence.  From analyzing a facial 

reaction to experiencing a physical touch, intercommunication triggers a response within us 
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that does not exist in the technological interface of existence. There is a natural function to 

human communication, but when the interaction becomes one-sided, that function is lost.  
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