SHERRY TURKLE

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

In Reclaiming Conversation: The Power of Talk in a Digital Age, Turkle argues that while tech-
nology enables communication it also encourages a flight from conversation — we accept mere
connection rather than sustained, engaged conversation and the empathy developed by such
interactions. Turkle argues for reversing this trend, seeing conversation as a talking cure for the
isolation that inevitably results from cold connections via technology, returning us to modes of
relating that contribute to personal development and to the health of the public sphere.

Turkle offers an overview of this argument in “The Empathy Diaries,” presented here,
which serves as the introduction to her book. She explains the impetus for this project,
which originated in part with a visit to a middle school in which the faculty were concerned
that the students were making only superficial connections with their peers. She turns to
nineteenth-century author and philosopher Henry David Thoreau, whose use of three chairs
in his isolated cabin on Walden Pond worked as a model for the “virtuous circle” (p. 382) of e
conversation. Turkle explains that the ubiquity of technology has removed us from this circle
and offers suggestions on how we may return to it in order to better connect to ourselves, to
others, and to the world around us.
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The Empathy Diaries

Why a book on conversation? We're talking all the time. We text and post and chat. We
may even begin to feel more at home in the world of our screens. Among family and
friends, among colleagues and lovers, we turn to our phones instead of each other. We
readily admit we would rather send an electronic message or mail than commit to a
face-to-face meeting or a telephone call.

This new mediated life has gotten us into trouble. Face-to-face conversation is
the most human—and humanizing —thing we do. Fully present to one another, we
learn to listen. It's where we develop the capacity for empathy. It's where we experience
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the joy of being heard, of being understood. And conversation advances self-reflection,
the conversations with ourselves that are the cornerstone of early development and
continue throughout life.

But these days we find ways around conversation. We hide from each other even as
we're constantly connected to each other. For on our screens, we are tempted to present
ourselves as we would like to be. Of course, performance is part of any meeting, any-
where, but online and at our leisure, it is easy to compose, edit, and improve as we revise.

We say we turn to our phones when we're “bored.” And we often find ourselves
bored because we have become accustomed to a constant feed of connection, infor-
mation, and entertainment. We are. forever elsewhere. At class or at church or
business meetings, we pay attention to what interests us and then when it doesn't,
we look to our devices to find something that does. There is now a word in the
dictionary called “phubbing.” It means maintaining eye contact while texting. My
students tell me they do it all the time and that it’s not that hard.

We begin to think of ourselves as a tribe of one, loyal to our own party. We check
our messages during a quiet moment or when the pull of the online world simply
feels irresistible. Even children text each
other rather than talk face-to-face with
friends—or, for that matter, rather than
daydream, where they can take time alone

with their thoughts.
It all adds up to a flight from conversation—at least from conversation that is

open-ended and spontaneous, conversation in which we play with ideas, in which
we allow ourselves to be fully present and vulnerable. Yet these are the conversations
where empathy and intimacy flourish and social action gains strength. These are the
conversations in which the creative collaborations of education and business thrive.

But these conversations require time and space, and we say we're too busy. Dis-
tracted at our dinner tables and living rooms, at our business meetings, and on our
streets, we find traces of a new “silent spring” —a term Rachel Carson coined when
we were ready to see that with technological change had come an assault on our envi-
ronment. Now, we have arrived at another moment of recognition. This time, technol-
ogy is implicated in an assault on empathy. We have learned that even a silent phone
inhibits conversations that matter. The very sight of a phone on the landscape leaves us
feeling less connected to each other, less invested in each other.

Despite the seriousness of our moment, I write with optimism. Once aware, we can
begin to rethink our practices. When we do, conversation is there to reclaim. For the
failing connections of our digital world, it is the talking cure.

We begin to think of ourselves as
* atribe of one, ioyal to our own

. party.

“They Make Acquaintances, but Their Connections
Seem Superficial”

In December 2013, [ was contacted by the dean of the Holbrooke School, a middle
school in upstate New York. I was asked to consult with its faculty about what they saw
as a disturbance in their students’ friendship patterns. In her invitation, the dean put it
this way: “Students don’t seem to be making friendships as before. They make acquain-
tances, but their connections seem superficial.”
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The case of the superficial acquaintances in middle school was compelling.
It was of a piece with what I was hearing in other schools, about older students.
And so it was decided that I would join the Holbrooke teachers on a faculty retreat.
I brought along a new notebook; after an hour, I wrote on its cover “The Empathy
Diaries.”

For that’s what the Holbrooke teachers are thinking about. Children at Holbrooke
are not developing empathy in the way that years of teaching suggested they would.
Ava Reade, the dean of the school, says that she rarely intervenes in student social
arrangements, but recently she had to. A seventh-grader tried to exclude a classmate
from a school social event. Reade called the remiss seventh-grader into her office and
asked why it happened. The girl didn’t have much to say:

[The seventh-grader] was almost robotic in her response. She said, “I don't
have feelings about this.” She couldn’t read the signals that the other student
was hurt.

These kids aren’t cruel. But they are not emotionally developed. Twelve-
year-olds play on the playground like eight-year-olds. The way they exclude one
another is the way eight-year-olds would play. They don’t seem able to put them-
selves in the place of other children. They say to other students: “You can't play
with us.”

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

The Holbrooke teachers are enthusiastic users of educational technology. But on
their retreat, they follow what some call the precautionary principle: “Indication of
harm. not proof of harm, is our call to action.” These teachers believe they see indica-
tions of harm. It is a struggle to get children to talk to each other in class, to directly
address each other. It is a struggle to get them to meet with faculty. And one teacher
observes: “The [students] sit in the dining hall and look at their phones. When they
share things together, what they are sharing is what is on their phones.” Is this the new
conversation? If so, it is not doing the work of the old conversation. As these teachers
see it, the old conversation taught empathy. These students seem to understand each
other less.

I was invited to Holbrooke because for many decades I have studied children’s
development in technological culture. I began in the late 1970s, when a few schools
were experimenting with personal computers in classrooms or special computer labo-
ratories. I work on this question still, when many children come to school with a tablet
or laptop of their own, or one their school has issued.

From the beginning, I found that children used the digital world to play with
issues of identity. In the late 1970s and early 1980s, children used simple pro-
gramming as an expressive medium. A thirteen-year-old who had programmed a
graphical world of her own said: “When you program a computer, you put a little
piece of your mind into the computer’s mind and you come to see yourself differ-
ently.” Later, when personal computers became portals to online games, children
experimented with identity by building avatars. The particulars changed with new
games and new computers, but something essential remained constant: Virtual
space is a place to explore the self.
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Also constant was the anxiety of adults around children and machines. From the 1s
beginning, teachers and parents worried that computers were too compelling. They
watched, unhappy, as children became lost in games and forgot about the people
around them, preferring, at long stretches, the worlds in the machine.

One sixteen-year-old describes this refuge: “On computers, if things are unpredict-
able, it’s in a predictable way.” Programmable worlds can be made exciting, but they
also offer new possibilities for a kind of experience that some began to call friction-free.
Newton's laws need not apply. Virtual objects can be made to simply glide along. And
you, too, can glide along if that’s how things are programmed. In virtual worlds, you
can face challenging encounters—with scoundrels and wizards and spells—that you
know for sure will work out in the end. Or you can die and be reborn. Real people, with
‘ their unpredictable ways, can seem difficult to contend with after one has spent a stretch in

" | simulation.

' From the early days, I saw that comput-
ers offer the illusion of companionship with-
out the demands of friendship and then, as
the programs got really good, the illusion
L 3 of friendship without the demands of intimacy. Because, face-to-face, people ask for
‘ things that computers never do. With people, things go best if you pay close attention
and know how to put yourself in someone else’s shoes. Real people demand responses
to what they are feeling. And not just any response.

Time in simulation gets children ready for more time in simulation. Time with
people teaches children how to be in a relationship, beginning with the ability to have
a conversation. And this brings me back to the anxieties of the Holbrooke teachers. As
e the Holbrooke middle schoolers began to spend more time texting, they lost practice in

o 2 face-to-face talk. That means lost practice in the empathic arts—learning to make eye
contact, to listen, and to attend to others. Conversation is on the path toward the expe-
i rience of intimacy, community, and communion. Reclaiming conversation is a step ‘ ‘
toward reclaiming our most fundamental human values. ‘

Mobile technology is here to stay, along with all the wonders it brings. Yet it is time
for us to consider how it may get in the way of other things we hold dear—and how ] :
once we recognize this, we can take action: We can both redesign technology and change

how we bring it into our lives. il

' Real people demand responses
: to what they are feeling. And not
. just any response.

|
A Partisan of Conversation I
g

I have spent my professional life as a student of conversation, trained as a sociologist,a 20
teacher, and a clinical psychologist. These vocations have made me a partisan of con-
versation because they have taught me to appreciate the work that conversation can
do— from Socratic classrooms to small talk around water coolers. g“f
My mentor, the sociologist David Riesman, called these vocations “the talking
trades.” He was right. They rely on conversation and they approach it with high expec-
tations. Each has an answer to the question: What is the work of conversation?
Sociologists and anthropologists use conversation to make sense of the web of rela- |
tionships at home, at work, and in public life. When things go right, the social scien- L
tist’s interview becomes an open, easy exchange. This often happens after trust has
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been established, when the researcher’s notebook has been closed, when people who
only a few minutes earlier had been “participants” in “your study” realize that there is
something in this for them. Your question becomes their question as well. A conversa-
tion begins.

In the classroom, conversations carry more than the details of a subject; teach-
ers are there to help students learn how to ask questions and be dissatisfied with easy
answers. More than this, conversations with a good teacher communicate that learn-
ing isn't all about the answers. It's about what the answers mean. Conversations help
students build narratives— whether about gun control or the Civil War—that will
allow them to learn and remember in a way that has meaning for them. Without these
narratives, you can learn a new fact but not know what to do with it, how to make
sense of it. In therapy, conversation explores the meanings of the relationships that
animate our lives. It attends to pauses, hesitations, associations, the things that are
said through silence. It commits to a kind of conversation that doesn't give “advice”
but helps people discover what they have hidden from themselves so they can find their
inner compass.

Conversations in these traditions have a lot in common. When they work best, peo-
ple don't just speak but listen, both to others and to themselves. They allow themselves
to be vulnerable. They are fully present and open to where things might go.

You don't need to be in the talking trades to recognize the work conversation 25
can do. T have asked people of all ages and circumstances to tell me about their most
important conversations—with children, with friends, with spouses, partners, lovers,
and colleagues. It was a question people wanted to answer. They offered the conversa-
tion when they fell in love, when they realized that their parents were vulnerable and
needed their care, when they understood that their children were no longer children.
They offered the conversation when they were confirmed in a career choice because a
mentor gave them a chance to run with a quirky idea.

With all of this in mind, when I hear lovers say that they prefer to “talk” by editing
a text on their smartphones, when I hear families say that they air their differences
on email to avoid face-to-face tension, when I hear corporate vice-presidents describe
business meetings as “downtime for emptying your inbox,” I hear a desire for distrac-
tion, comfort, and efficiency. But I also know that these moves won't allow conversa-

tion to do the work it can do.

The Virtuous Circle

We are being silenced by our technologies—in a way, “cured of talking.” These
silences—often in the presence of our children— have led to a crisis of empathy that
has diminished us at home, at work, and in public life. I've said that the remedy, most
simply, is a talking cure. This book is my case for conversation.

I begin my case by turning to someone many people think of—mistakenly—as a
hermit who tried to get away from talk. In 1845, Henry David Thoreau moved to a cabin
on Walden Pond in Concord, Massachusetts, to learn to live more “deliberately”— away
from the crush of random chatter. But the cabin furniture he chose to secure that ambi-
tion suggests no simple “retreat.” He said that in his cabin there were “three chairs—one
for solitude, two for friendship, and three for society.” \




These three chairs plot the points on a virtuous circle that links conversation to
the capacity for empathy and for self-reflection. In solitude we find ourselves; we pre-
pare ourselves to come to conversation with something to say that is authentic, ours.
When we are secure in ourselves we are able to listen to other people and really hear
what they have to say. And then in conversation with other people we become better
at inner dialogue.

Of course, this virtuous circle is an ideal type, but taking that into account, it
works. Solitude reinforces a secure sense of self, and with that, the capacity for
empathy. Then, conversation with others provides rich material for self-reflection. Just
as alone we prepare to talk together, together we learn how to engage in a more pro-
ductive solitude.

Technology disrupts this virtuous circle.

The disruptions begin with solitude, Thoreau’s first chair. Recent research
shows that people are uncomfortable if left alone with their thoughts, even for a few
minutes. In one experiment, people were asked to sit quietly — without a phone or
a book — for fifteen minutes. At the start of the experiment, they were also asked
if they would consider administering electroshocks to themselves if they became
bored. They said absolutely not: No matter what, shocking themselves would be out
of the question. But after just six minutes alone, a good number of them were doing
just that.

These results are stunning, but in a way, not surprising. These days, we see
that when people are alone at a stop sign or in the checkout line at the supermar-
ket, they seem almost panicked and they reach for their phones. We are so accus-
tomed to being always connected that being alone seems like a problem technology
should solve.

And this is where the virtuous circle breaks down: Afraid of being alone, we strug-
gle to pay attention to ourselves. And what suffers is our ability to pay attention to each
other. Ifwe can’t find our own center, we lose confidence in what we have to offer others.

Or you can work the circle the other way: We struggle to pay attention to each
other, and what suffers is our ability to know ourselves.

We face a flight from conversation that is also a flight from self-reflection, empathy,
and mentorship—the virtues of Thoreau'’s three chairs. But this flight is not inevitable.
When the virtuous circle is broken, conversation cures.

For there is good news. Despite the pull of our technology, we are resilient. For
example, in only five days at a summer camp that bans all electronic devices, children
show an increased capacity for empathy as measured by their ability to identify the
feelings of others by looking at photographs and videos of people’s faces. In my own
research at a device-free summer camp, I hear what this resiliency sounds like.

At a nightly cabin chat, a group of fourteen-year-old boys talk about a recent
three-day wilderness hike. One can imagine that not that many years ago the most
exciting aspect of that hike might have been the idea of “roughing it” or the beauty
of unspoiled nature. These days, what makes the biggest impression is time without a
phone, what one boy calls “time where you have nothing to do but think quietly and
talk to your friends.” Another boy uses the cabin chat to reflect on his new taste for
silence: “Don’t people know that sometimes you can just look out the window of a car

and see the world go by and it's wonderful?”
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Crossroads

Just as some people will ask, “Why a book about conversation? We're talking all the
time,” some will say, “Why bring up the negative? You must know about all the won-
derful new conversations that happen on the net!” I do know. I've gone to a reunion
of my sixth-grade class from PS 216 Brooklyn that could never have happened if not
for Facebook. Texts from my daughter, when she was twenty-three, made her seem
closer to home even when she took a job on another coast. These from fall 2014: “Hi! I
REALLY like Life After Life!” “Where do I get challah?” “My roommate and I are going
to the party as Elsa and Anna from Frozen.” All of a sudden, with no warning, on my
phone, in my hand, there will be a reference to a book or a food or a Halloween costume
that reminds me of our intimacy and infuses my day with her presence. This is pleasur-
able and to be cherished. The problem comes if these “reminders” of intimacy lead us
away from intimacy itself.

Most relationships are a blend of online and off-line interaction. Courtships take
place via text. Political debates are sparked and social movements mobilize on websites.
Why not focus on the positive—a celebration of these new exchanges?

" Because these are the stories we tell each other to explain why our technologies
are proof of progress. We like to hear these positive stories because they do not discour-
age us in our pursuit of the new—our new comforts, our new distractions, our new
forms of commerce. And we like to hear them because if these are the only stories that
matter, then we don't have to attend to other feelings that persist—that we are some-
how more lonely than before, that our children are less empathic than they should be
for their age, and that it seems nearly impossible to have an uninterrupted conversa-
tion at a family dinner.

We catch ourselves not looking into the eyes of our children or taking the time to
talk with them just to have a few more hits of our email. Will we summon our attention
if, a decade later, fearful of being alone but anxious about attachment, our children
show us what it looks like to pay the price? It makes no sense to “match” this disturbing
possibility with a happy story about Facebook friendship or Twitter exchanges. This
isn't a game in which we can cross our fingers and hope that the good will outweigh
the bad. We want to take the good and also make the changes necessary so that we
don't pay a price that no technology is worth.

Gener:ations

I remember the generation that first encountered networked personal computers in
the 1980s and 1990s. These were machines you “went to” when you wanted to play
games, or write, or work with spreadsheets, or send email. Computers offered aids to
productivity and many new pleasures—but they did not suggest that text might dis-
place talk.

Only a few years later, there would be cohorts of children who grew up with smart-
phones, social media, and chatty digital assistants. Today, these children, no longer
children, are our teachers, businesspeople, doctors, and parents.

When these new generations consider the idea of a “flight from conversation,”
they often ask, “Is that really a problem? If you text or iChat, isn't that ‘talking’?> And
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besides, you can get your message ‘right. What's wrong with that?” When I talk with
them about open-ended conversation, some ask me to specify its “value proposition.”
Some tell me that conversation seems like “hard work,” with many invitations, often
treacherous, to imperfection, loss of control, and boredom. Why are these worth
fighting for?

Many of the things we all struggle with in love and work can be helped by conver-
sation. Without conversation, studies show that we are less empathic, less connected,

sless creative and fulfilled. We are diminished, in retreat. But to generations that grew
up using their phones to text and message, these studies may be describing losses they
don’t feel. They didn't grow up with a lot of face-to-face talk.

Of course, across the generations, there are those who do not need to be convinced
of the value of conversation. But even these partisans of conversation often surprise me.
So many of them seem defeated. They say the future has overtaken them. A filmmaker
who graduated from college in 2009 tells me that was the year conversation died.Tam
particularly struck by parents who say they want their children to stop texting at din-
ner but don’t feel they can object when the phones come out. They fear they are too late
with their admonishments, that they will be left behind if they don't embrace the new.

I am describing more than a flight from conversation. This is a flight from the
responsibilities of mentorship. Technology enchants; it makes us forget what we know
about life. The new—any old new—becomes confused with progress. But in our
eagerness, we forget our responsibility to the new, to the generations that follow us.
It is for us to pass on the most precious thing we know how to do: talking to the next
generation about our experiences, our history; sharing what we think we did right and
wrong.

It is not enough to ask your children to put away their phones. You have to model
this behavior and put away your phone. If children don't learn how to listen, to stand
up for themselves and negotiate with others in classrooms or at family dinner, when
will they learn the give-and-take that is necessary for good relationships or, for that
matter, for the debate of citizens in a democracy? Reclaiming conversation begins with
the acknowledgment that speaking and listening with attention are skills. They can be
taught. They take practice and that practice can start now. In your home, in a class-
room, at your job.

Stepping Up, Not Stepping Back

There are at least two audiences for this book. One audience needs to be persuaded that
a flight from conversation suggests a problem and not an evolution. And it is a problem
with a solution: If we make space for conversation, we come back to each other and we
come back to ourselves.

And for the audience that feels defeated, whose members mourn an “inevitable”
flight from conversation and see themselves as bystanders, I make another case: This
is the wrong time to step back. Those who understand how conversation works—no
matter what their ages—need to step up and pass on what they know.

We can step up in our families and friendships, but there are also the public conversations
of Thoreau's third chair. These conversations, too, need mentors. Here I think of teachers and
students: The classroom is a social space where students can see how thinking happens.
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College faculty are often shy about asking students to put away their devices in class-
rooms. Only a few years ago, most professors told me that they didn’t want to be their
students’ “nannies,” that this “policing” job was not for them. But we have learned that
a student with an open laptop will multitask in class. And we have learned that this
will degrade the performance not only of the student with the open machine but of all
the students around him or her. These days, faculty are less deferential. Many begin the
semester by announcing a device-free classroom policy or specifically set aside class
time for “tools down” conversation.

I have met CEOs who now make a point of instructing employees to work out dis-
agreements and apologize to each other in person. A new manager, in his mid-thirties,
admits that he shies away from face-to-face conversation but is inspired by a weekly
“all hands” meeting in his company that is reserved for “just talk.” The new manager is
insecure about what he can express, but he says of the weekly meeting: “That’s a place
where I'm learning to have a conversation.” In another company, a manager begins
her team’s meetings by having all laptops and cell phones put into a basket at the door.
She’s tired of meetings where people do their email.

Beyond school and workplace, there is the public square.

In the media, one often hears a distinctive phrase: “We have to have a national
conversation.” But the pundits who say it have become accustomed to quick cuts, par-
tisan bickering, and dropping the subject— be it war or weather or racism—when the
next news cycle hits. They are also accustomed to talking about news with a “crawl” of
unrelated stories scrolling under their images on the screen. That crawl under the news
began during the Iran hostage crisis of 1981. No matter what the news, Americans
wanted instant updates on the American prisoners in Iran. The hostage crisis ended;
the crawl that divides our attention remains. A more satisfying public conversation
will require work. But it's important not to confuse the difficult with the impossible. If

we commit ourselves, it’s work we know how to do.

Does the Exception Make the Problem Go Away?

The problem I sum up as a “flight from conversation” doesn’t always capture our
attention (the technology does!), so it's easy to defer thinking about it. Pegple are still
together talking —this looks like conversation —so we may not notice how much our
lives have changed. In this way, the flight from conversation is something like climate
change: We feel safe in our homes day to day and we usually aren'’t thinking about
“thirty years from now.” And in the case of both climate change and conversation,
there is the temptation to think that an exception means the problem isn't real or will
go away. ‘

Weather patterns may be changing across the planet in alarming ways, but
then you are faced with a beautiful sunny day, one of the most beautiful days you
have ever seen, and somehow this makes it easier to put the problem out of mind. ‘,
Similarly, we now rarely give each other our full attention, but every once in a 4
while, we do. We forget how unusual this has become, that many young people are
growing up without ever having experienced unbroken conversations either at the
dinner table or when they take a walk with parents or friends. For them, phones

have always come along.
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s and many describe their difficulties in talking

1 often speak to audiences of parent
“My son loves to talk

to their children. And then someone will raise a hand and say,
and he is sixteen years old.” As if this means the case is closed.
But the case is not closed. We have not assessed the full human consequences
of digital media. We want to focus on its pleasures. Its problems have to do with
unintended consequences. To take the measure of these, I follow a path suggested
by Thoreau’s three chairs: a first for solitude, a second for friendship, and a third for
society.
Thoreau said that when conversation became expansive, he brought his guests
out into nature. This image Jeads me to think of @ “fourth chair”: conversations that
Thoreau could not have envisaged. I look at how we have built a “second nature,” an
artificial nature, and try to enter into dialogue with it. We have built machines that
speak, and, in speaking to them, we cannot help but attribute human nature to objects
that have none.
We have embarked upon a voyage of forgetting. It has several stations. At a first,
we speak through machines and forget how essential face-to-face conversation is to our
relationships, our creativity, and our capacity for empathy. Ata second, we take a further
step and speak not just through machines but to machines. This is a turning point. When we
consider conversations with machines about our most human predicaments, we facea
moment of reckoning that can bring us to the end of our forgetting. [tis an opportunity

to reaffirm what makes us most human.

The Moment Is Right to Reclaim Conversation

In 2011, when I published Alone Together, a book critical of our inattention to each
other in our always-connected lives, I knew I was describing complications that most
people did not want to see. As a culture, we Were smitten with our technology. Like
young lovers, we were afraid that too much talking would spoil the romance. But now,
only a few years later, the atmosphere has changed. We are ready to talk. When we
have our mobile devices with us, we see that we turn away from our children, romantic
partners, and work colleagues. We are ready to reconsider the too-simple enthusiasm
of “the more connected we are, the better off we are.”

Now, we begin to take the measure of how our communications compel us. We
have learned that we get a neurochemical high from connecting. We recognize that
we crave a feeling of being “always on” that keeps us from doing our best, being our
best. So we allow ourselves a certain disenchantment with what technology has made
possible. v

We recognize that we need things that social media inhibit. My previous work
described an evolving problem; this book is a call to action. Itis time to make the course
corrections. We have everything we need to begin. We have each other.

Questions for Critical Reading

rt of Turkle's essay but what exactly does she mean by that

1. Conversation is at the hea
d describe conversation for

term? Reread the essay to locate passages that define an
Turkle. What are the key elements t0 successful conversation?
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2. Review Turkle's essay and identify passages where she explains how technology
disrupts connection. Has this been your experience of technology as well? If not, how
would you form a counterargument to her text?

3. What, according to Turkle, is the solution to this problem? Review the essay to find
quotations that illustrate Turkle’s proposed solution. ’

Exploring Context

1. Visit Turkle’s homepage at www.mit.edu/~sturkle. How does this essay fit into her
larger research interests? What other materials has she written that might further
support or complicate the argument she presents here?

2. Turkle titles this selection “The Empathy Diaries” but what exactly does erhpathy mean?
Using a web search engine, look for images of empathy. Which seem the most fitting
for Turkle’s use of the term? What other meanings does empathy convey?

3. Henry David Thoreau’s retreat on Walden Pond is central to Turkle’s argument. Visit the
website for the Walden Woods Project (walden.org). How does the project relate to
Turkle’s argument? Does the contemporary status of Walden Pond complicate Turkle's
use of Thoreau's work?

Questions for Connecting

1. Kwame Anthony Appiah, in “Making Conversation” and “The Primacy of Practice”
(p. 35), argues that conversation is an important component of cosmopolitanism. Use
Turkle's argument to complicate Appiah’s position. How does technology compound
the problems that Appiah sees in an interconnected world? Given Turkle’s argument,
how can we make Appiah’s solutions workable? What role does empathy play in
Appiah’s text? You may want to use your work from Questions 1 and 3 of Questions for

Critical Reading.

How can conversation prevent the spread of epidemic diseases? Apply Turkle’s
insights about conversation and empathy to Helen Epstein’s analysis of HIV prevention
campaigns in Africa in “AIDS, Inc.” (p. 123). Does social cohesion require conversation?
Are the problems with the loveLife campaign related to the same problems that Turkle
identifies or are there additional challenges in promoting empathy? Your work in
Questions for Critical Reading might be useful as'you compose your response.

N

Leslie Jamison, in “Devil's Bait” (p. 222), is also concerned with the question of empathy.
Apply Turkle’s discussion to Jamison’s exploration of the challenge of empathy. Does
our general disconnection compound the problem faced by those suffering from
Morgellons? In what ways does Jamison’s engagement with others reflect the solutions
that Turkle hopes to see in our world?

=
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Language Matters

1. Section headings can help a reader understand the organization of your writing. Make
a list of Turkle’s headings. How do they provide insight into the structure of her essay?
In what situations might you use headings in your own writing?

2. Meaningful conversation is at the heart of Turkle's project. Working in small groups

in class, have a conversation about a common grammatical issue or error, such as the
run-on sentence. Should it be considered an error? How important is that error or any
one type of error? How does your discussion reflect Turkle's ideas about conversation?

Are group members able to engage with empathy?

Constellations help us make sense out of the stars — they give the stars meaning by
3 grouping them into meaningful patterns. Examine how sentence structure does the
ﬂ same with words. Select a key quotation from Turkle's essay and then create a map of
' its different parts. How did you choose to break up the sentence? What relationships
can you find among the parts? Are some connections more important than others?
That is, if you took out certain parts of the sentence, would it still have the same

w

meaning?

Assignments for Writing

1. Write a paper about the importance of empathy in human relations. What does
empathy enable? What must we do to cultivate empathy? Your work in Questions for
Critical Reading, Question 2 of Exploring Context, and Question 3 of Questions for
Connecting might serve as a good starting point in forming your argument.

2. Multimodal. Turkle sees the connections we make via technology as a problem. Use
technology (such as a video, podcast, or website) to make a composition in which
you propose and defend a counterargument to Turkle’s essay. In what ways does
technology enable meaningful connection and empathy? Use your work in Questions
for Critical Reading to help you shape your argument.

3. Why is conversation important? Write a paper in which you examine the role of
conversations in solving national and global problems. Can so simple a practice have
profo‘und consequences? What must we do to realize the power of conversation? Your
work in Questions for Connecting may be a good place to start.




