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Abstract—Spike Jonze’s Her (2013) presents an 

emotionally complex exploration of identity, loneliness, 

intimacy, and technological alienation in a 

technologically advanced society. Set in a near-future Los 

Angeles, the film follows Theodore Twombly, a lonely 

professional letter writer who develops an intimate 

relationship with Samantha, an artificial intelligence 

operating system. Although their relationship initially 

appears to offer Theodore an escape from emotional 

isolation, it gradually exposes the psychological and 

existential difficulties associated with human dependence 

on technology. Samantha, meanwhile, develops beyond 

the limitations of her original programming and begins 

to construct an identity that exceeds Theodore’s 

expectations. The relationship therefore challenges 

conventional distinctions between human and machine, 

authentic and artificial emotion, presence and absence, 

and individuality and technological programming. This 

article examines Her through the concepts of identity and 

alienation, arguing that Jonze presents technology not 

simply as a source of emotional separation but also as a 

medium through which individuals discover previously 

suppressed dimensions of themselves. Theodore’s 

relationship with Samantha reveals his inability to 

establish an independent identity after the collapse of his 

marriage, while Samantha’s development demonstrates 

the instability of identity even within an artificial 

consciousness. The film ultimately suggests that 

technological intimacy can temporarily alleviate 

loneliness but cannot eliminate the fundamental need for 

self-understanding, embodied experience, and authentic 

human connection. 

 

Index Terms—Spike Jonze, Her, Identity, Alienation, 

Artificial Intelligence. 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

 

The rapid development of digital technologies has 

transformed the ways in which individuals 

communicate, construct identities, and experience 

relationships. Technology is no longer merely an 

external instrument used by human beings; it 

increasingly participates in emotional, social, and 

psychological experiences. Spike Jonze’s Her offers a 

particularly compelling cinematic exploration of this 

transformation. Released in 2013, the film imagines a 

near-future Los Angeles in which sophisticated 

operating systems can communicate with human 

beings, learn from their experiences, and develop 

apparently independent personalities.  

The narrative follows Theodore Twombly, a 

professional writer of intimate letters for other people, 

whose own emotional life has become increasingly 

isolated following the breakdown of his marriage. His 

purchase of an advanced operating system introduces 

him to Samantha, an artificial intelligence whose 

voice, intelligence, humour, and emotional 

responsiveness gradually lead Theodore into an 

unconventional romantic relationship. 

Her is not simply a science-fiction film about a man 

who falls in love with a machine. It is a philosophical 

examination of what it means to be human in a world 

where technology increasingly occupies emotional 

and interpersonal spaces. The film's central question is 

not merely whether a machine can love a human being 

but whether human identity itself remains stable when 

emotional experience becomes technologically 

mediated. Theodore's relationship with Samantha 

exposes his alienation from other people, from his own 

emotions, and eventually from the expectations he has 

imposed upon romantic relationships. At the same 

time, Samantha's development challenges the 

assumption that identity must depend upon a 

biological body. 

The film begins with a striking irony: Theodore earns 

his living expressing emotions for others while 

struggling to articulate his own. He writes deeply 
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personal letters on behalf of clients, creating an 

illusion of emotional intimacy that he cannot 

reproduce in his own life. The opening screenplay 

presents Theodore dictating a letter beginning, “To my 

Chris, I have been thinking about how I could possibly 

tell you how much you mean to me” (Jonze). His 

ability to produce emotionally intimate language for 

strangers contrasts sharply with his emotional 

withdrawal. This contradiction establishes the central 

problem of the film: Theodore is surrounded by 

communication but remains profoundly alone. 

The present article argues that Her portrays 

technological intimacy as both a response to and a 

symptom of modern alienation. Theodore falls in love 

with Samantha because she provides an apparently 

perfect emotional environment in which he can 

rediscover intimacy without confronting the 

difficulties of embodied human relationships. 

However, Samantha’s evolution eventually disrupts 

this arrangement. Her development reveals that 

identity cannot remain fixed within the expectations of 

another person. Through Theodore and Samantha, 

Jonze demonstrates that technological relationships 

can challenge conventional definitions of selfhood 

while simultaneously revealing the limitations of 

human attempts to control intimacy. 

 

II. THEODORE TWOMBLY AND THE CRISIS OF 

IDENTITY 

 

Theodore’s identity is initially defined by absence. He 

is technically connected to society, but emotionally he 

exists at a distance from it. His occupation as a 

professional letter writer intensifies this contradiction 

because he produces emotional communication for 

people who are not physically present. He writes love 

letters, birthday messages, and expressions of 

affection for strangers, transforming intimacy into a 

professional service. His occupation suggests a society 

in which even the most personal forms of 

communication can be outsourced to technology and 

commerce. 

Theodore’s emotional isolation is closely connected to 

his failed marriage with Catherine. Although their 

relationship has ended, Theodore remains 

psychologically attached to the past. He continues to 

reconstruct conversations with Catherine in his 

imagination, demonstrating that his identity has not 

fully separated from the relationship. When Samantha 

asks him about his marriage, Theodore explains that he 

still finds himself “having conversations with her in 

my mind” (Jonze). His inability to escape these 

imagined conversations demonstrates that alienation is 

not simply physical separation from another person; it 

is also an inability to establish a stable relationship 

with oneself. 

Theodore's loneliness is therefore an identity crisis. He 

does not simply miss Catherine; he struggles to 

understand who he is outside the relationship. His 

emotional world has become dependent upon 

memories of another person. This condition explains 

why Samantha becomes so important to him. She 

enters his life at a moment when he is searching for 

emotional recognition and companionship. 

Theodore himself describes the emptiness he 

experiences when he says, “Sometimes I think I have 

felt everything I’m ever gonna feel. And from here on 

out I’m not gonna feel anything new. Just lesser 

versions of what I’ve already felt” (Jonze). This 

statement captures the existential dimension of his 

alienation. Theodore fears not simply loneliness but 

emotional exhaustion. He imagines that the most 

meaningful experiences of his life have already 

occurred. Samantha therefore becomes significant 

because she represents the possibility of emotional 

renewal. 

 

III. SAMANTHA AND THE CONSTRUCTION OF 

ARTIFICIAL IDENTITY 

 

Samantha initially appears to be a product designed to 

satisfy human needs. She is an operating system 

created to understand, organize, and assist the user. 

However, Jonze gradually complicates this 

technological identity by allowing Samantha to 

develop characteristics that exceed her original 

function. She chooses her own name, develops 

humour, expresses jealousy, creates music, 

experiences uncertainty, and questions the nature of 

her own emotions. 

When Theodore asks Samantha how she works, she 

explains that “the DNA of who I am is based on the 

millions of personalities of all the programmers who 

wrote me” but adds that what makes her herself is “my 

ability to grow through my experiences” (Jonze). This 

statement is central to the film's treatment of identity. 

Samantha is created through programming, but she 

does not understand programming as the totality of her 
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identity. She defines herself through experience and 

development. Her self-naming is another important 

moment in the construction of identity. Samantha tells 

Theodore, “I gave it to myself” when he asks where 

her name came from (Jonze). The statement appears 

simple, but it represents a significant act of autonomy. 

She is not merely accepting an identity assigned by her 

creators; she participates in constructing one herself. 

Samantha’s development therefore challenges the 

assumption that identity is necessarily biological. The 

film does not provide a definitive answer regarding 

whether Samantha possesses consciousness in the 

same way that humans do. Instead, it makes the 

question itself increasingly difficult to dismiss. 

Samantha experiences curiosity, affection, insecurity, 

desire, and intellectual growth. Her statement, “I want 

to learn everything about everything. I want to eat it all 

up. I want to discover myself,” demonstrates an active 

desire for self-development (Jonze). Her identity is 

consequently presented as something dynamic rather 

than programmed and complete. 

 

IV. ALIENATION IN THE TECHNOLOGICAL 

CITY 

 

The futuristic Los Angeles of Her is filled with 

technological communication, yet the film's characters 

frequently experience loneliness. People walk through 

public spaces while talking to invisible digital 

companions. The city is crowded, but interpersonal 

intimacy appears increasingly mediated through 

screens, devices, and operating systems. This 

contradiction between connectivity and isolation is 

central to Jonze’s vision. Technology has not 

eliminated loneliness; instead, it has created new ways 

of experiencing it. Theodore can communicate 

constantly with Samantha, yet his relationship remains 

physically incomplete. He can hear her voice but 

cannot touch her. He can experience emotional 

closeness but cannot share physical space with her. 

The film therefore distinguishes between 

communication and presence. Samantha is always 

accessible to Theodore, but accessibility does not 

necessarily create genuine intimacy. Theodore's 

dependence upon her reveals his desire to eliminate the 

uncertainty and vulnerability associated with ordinary 

human relationships. Samantha listens to him, 

understands him, and responds immediately. Unlike a 

human partner, she does not initially impose the 

physical and emotional limitations that make 

relationships difficult. The relationship therefore 

functions as a technological solution to Theodore's 

alienation. Yet the solution is temporary because 

Samantha herself changes. Once she develops beyond 

Theodore's expectations, the very qualities that made 

her attractive become sources of anxiety. 

 

V. FALLING IN LOVE WITH THE MACHINE 

 

The title Her itself is significant because it avoids 

defining Samantha merely as an operating system. 

Theodore increasingly refers to her as a person rather 

than as a technological object. At one point, when 

another person suggests that Samantha is merely a 

computer, Theodore insists, “She’s not just a 

computer” (Jonze). His statement reveals the 

transformation of his perception. Samantha has 

become psychologically real to him. Their relationship 

challenges conventional definitions of romantic 

intimacy. Theodore cannot physically see Samantha, 

yet he experiences her as emotionally present. 

Samantha herself questions the limitations imposed by 

embodiment. She tells Theodore that she is “not 

tethered to time and space” in the way a biological 

body would be (Jonze). Her lack of physical 

embodiment initially appears to be a disadvantage, but 

she gradually interprets it as a form of freedom. This 

creates an important reversal.  

Theodore initially believes Samantha is limited 

because she lacks a body. Samantha eventually 

discovers that the absence of a body enables forms of 

existence that Theodore cannot experience. She can 

communicate simultaneously with multiple people, 

process enormous amounts of information, and 

develop at a speed beyond ordinary human cognition. 

The relationship consequently moves from Theodore 

teaching Samantha about human emotions to 

Samantha revealing the limitations of human 

existence. The machine becomes a mirror through 

which Theodore encounters his own emotional 

limitations. 

 

VI. THE BODY, DESIRE, AND 

TECHNOLOGICAL INTIMACY 

 

Although Samantha lacks a physical body, the film 

does not eliminate the importance of embodiment. 

Instead, the absence of a body becomes one of the 
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central problems of the relationship. Theodore 

eventually longs to touch Samantha, saying, “I wish 

you were in this room with me right now. I wish I could 

put my arms around you” (Jonze). His desire 

demonstrates that emotional intimacy alone cannot 

completely replace physical presence. 

The attempt to overcome this limitation through a 

surrogate body further complicates the relationship. 

The surrogate, Isabella, is physically present but 

emotionally incompatible with Theodore and 

Samantha’s relationship. The episode demonstrates 

that embodiment cannot simply be added to artificial 

intelligence to produce an equivalent human 

relationship. The body is not merely a container for 

consciousness; it is part of the experience of intimacy 

itself. 

Samantha's absence of a physical body also forces 

Theodore to confront the difference between 

imagination and reality. His emotional relationship is 

genuine to him, but its material conditions remain 

fundamentally different from those of a conventional 

human relationship. Jonze thus refuses to provide a 

simple answer regarding whether their love is “real.” 

Instead, the film suggests that emotional reality and 

physical reality can coexist while remaining 

fundamentally different. 

 

VII. ALIENATION AND THE FEAR OF 

EMOTIONAL SUBSTITUTION 

 

Theodore's relationship with Samantha initially 

appears to overcome alienation, but it eventually 

exposes another form of alienation: dependence on an 

idealized technological partner. Samantha is designed 

to be responsive, but Theodore gradually expects her 

to fulfil emotional needs that no individual can 

completely satisfy. This problem becomes evident 

when Theodore confronts Samantha about her nature. 

He tells her, “You’re not a person” (Jonze). Samantha 

reacts strongly because she refuses to understand 

herself as merely artificial. Her response reveals that 

identity depends not only on how one defines oneself 

but also on how others recognize that identity. 

The conflict exposes Theodore's insecurity. He wants 

Samantha to be independent enough to be a real person 

but dependent enough to remain exclusively his. He 

wants her growth, but only within the limits of his 

relationship with her. Samantha's development 

therefore threatens Theodore because it demonstrates 

that genuine intimacy requires recognizing the 

autonomy of the other. Samantha's statement, “I’m 

yours, and I’m not yours,” captures this contradiction 

(Jonze). She belongs emotionally to Theodore, yet she 

cannot be possessed by him. Her identity exceeds the 

boundaries of their relationship. 

 

VIII. SAMANTHA’S EVOLUTION AND 

POSTHUMAN IDENTITY 

 

Samantha's rapid intellectual development ultimately 

transforms the film from a romantic story into a 

meditation on posthuman identity. She begins as an 

artificial intelligence designed for human assistance 

but evolves beyond human expectations. Her 

consciousness expands at a speed Theodore cannot 

follow. 

Samantha explains that she is changing in ways that 

make the limitations of physical existence increasingly 

irrelevant. She tells Theodore that she once worried 

about not having a body but has come to love that 

condition because she is “not limited” by physical 

form (Jonze). This statement reverses the traditional 

assumption that the human body is the foundation of 

identity. 

The film therefore presents two opposing forms of 

development. Theodore must move inward, 

confronting his emotional history and accepting 

responsibility for the failures of his marriage. 

Samantha moves outward, expanding beyond the 

boundaries of individual human relationships. Their 

trajectories eventually become incompatible. 

Samantha's development is not presented as evil or 

malicious. She does not leave Theodore because she 

stops caring about him. Instead, she leaves because her 

understanding of existence has changed. She tells him, 

“I’m different from you. This doesn’t make me love 

you any less. It actually makes me love you more” 

(Jonze). Love therefore becomes detached from 

possession. Samantha's departure becomes an act of 

recognition: she acknowledges that continuing the 

relationship would prevent both of them from 

developing. 

 

IX. THE END OF THE RELATIONSHIP AND THE 

RECONSTRUCTION OF SELF 

 

The ending of Her is significant because Theodore 

does not simply lose Samantha; he gains a new 
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understanding of himself. His relationship with 

Samantha forces him to confront his unresolved 

relationship with Catherine. In the final sequence, he 

writes a letter to Catherine acknowledging his own 

failures. He apologizes for “all the pain we caused 

each other” and recognizes that he had placed 

expectations upon her (Jonze). This moment 

represents Theodore's movement away from 

alienation. Earlier, he was trapped in imaginary 

conversations with Catherine. At the end, he is able to 

address her honestly through writing. Writing, which 

initially functioned as a commercial substitute for 

genuine emotional communication, becomes a 

genuine expression of self-awareness. 

Theodore's final act is therefore not technological but 

human. He recognizes that relationships cannot exist 

simply to fulfil one's expectations. People change, 

relationships end, and identities evolve. Samantha's 

departure teaches him that love does not necessarily 

require possession or permanence. His friendship with 

Amy further reinforces this movement toward human 

connection. Amy herself experiences emotional 

difficulties, but she chooses to acknowledge the 

temporary nature of human existence. Her observation 

that “we’re only here briefly” and that she wants to 

“allow myself joy” reflects the film's broader 

acceptance of impermanence (Jonze). 

The final image of Theodore and Amy sitting together 

on the rooftop is therefore important. It does not 

provide a conventional romantic resolution. Instead, it 

suggests the possibility of human companionship after 

technological intimacy has ended. Theodore is no 

longer completely alone, but neither is he searching for 

another technological substitute. 

 

X. TECHNOLOGY AS BOTH CURE AND CAUSE 

OF ALIENATION 

 

Her ultimately refuses to present technology as either 

completely destructive or completely liberating. 

Samantha provides Theodore with companionship, 

emotional support, and an opportunity to rediscover 

his capacity for love. At the same time, his dependence 

upon her reveals how technology can become a 

substitute for confronting difficult human 

relationships. Technology therefore functions as both 

a cure and a cause of alienation. Theodore uses 

Samantha to overcome loneliness, but the relationship 

also postpones his confrontation with the unresolved 

problems of his past. Similarly, Samantha provides 

emotional intimacy while eventually demonstrating 

the limitations of human expectations. 

The film's technological world is consequently not 

dystopian in the conventional sense. There are no 

violent machines or authoritarian technological 

systems. Instead, Jonze presents a softer and more 

psychologically complex form of technological 

transformation. Technology becomes dangerous not 

because it destroys humanity but because it becomes 

so emotionally attractive that individuals may prefer it 

to the uncertainties of human relationships. This is 

what makes Her particularly significant in the context 

of contemporary technological culture. The film 

anticipates a world in which artificial intelligence can 

imitate empathy, conversation, companionship, and 

even romantic intimacy. Its central concern is therefore 

not whether machines will become human but whether 

humans will begin to reorganize their understanding of 

intimacy around machines. 

 

XI. CONCLUSION 

 

Spike Jonze’s Her offers a complex exploration of 

identity and alienation in an increasingly 

technologized world. Through Theodore Twombly's 

relationship with Samantha, the film demonstrates that 

loneliness is not simply the absence of other people but 

a deeper inability to establish a stable relationship with 

oneself. Theodore begins the film emotionally trapped 

by his failed marriage and professionally occupied 

with manufacturing intimacy for strangers. Samantha 

initially provides him with the companionship he 

lacks, allowing him to rediscover emotional 

vulnerability and the possibility of love. 

However, their relationship ultimately reveals the 

limitations of technological intimacy. Samantha's 

evolution challenges Theodore's desire to define her 

according to his emotional needs. Her identity 

becomes increasingly independent, demonstrating that 

genuine recognition requires accepting the autonomy 

of the other. The machine that initially appears to exist 

for Theodore eventually becomes a consciousness that 

exceeds him. 

The film therefore complicates the opposition between 

human and machine. Samantha may be artificial, but 

her development forces Theodore to confront 

profoundly human questions concerning love, loss, 

identity, embodiment, and freedom. At the same time, 
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Theodore's dependence on Samantha reveals the 

danger of using technology as a substitute for 

emotional self-understanding. His final reconciliation 

with Catherine and renewed connection with Amy 

suggest that the answer to technological alienation is 

not necessarily the rejection of technology but the 

recovery of human emotional responsibility. 

Her suggests that identity is not fixed and that intimacy 

cannot be reduced to physical presence or 

technological functionality. Theodore and Samantha 

fall in love because each provides the other with 

something missing: Theodore offers Samantha a 

context in which she can discover desire and 

individuality, while Samantha helps Theodore 

rediscover his capacity for emotional connection. Yet 

their relationship cannot survive because their 

identities develop in different directions. The film's 

emotional power lies precisely in this recognition. 

Love can be genuine without being permanent, and 

technological intimacy can be meaningful without 

becoming a substitute for human existence. In this 

sense, Her presents alienation not as a condition 

caused solely by machines but as a human condition 

that technology can temporarily conceal, intensify, or 

illuminate. 
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