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SHERRY TURKLE 

WHAT IS LIFE? What does it really mean for something to "be alive"? Questions 
like these were not on Sherry Turkle's mind when she took her daughter 
Rebecca to see a special exhibition on the life and work of Charles Darwin, 
the naturalist who first described the processes behind natural evolution. One 
of the first dioramas in the show included two live tortoises like the ones Darwin 
encountered on his expedition to the Galapagos Islands: 

One tortoise was hidden from view; the other rested in its cage, utterly still. 
Rebecca inspected the visible tortoise thoughtfully for a while and then said 
matter-of-factly, "They could have used a robot." I was taken aback and 
asked what she meant. She said she thought it was a shame to bring the 
turtle all this way from its island home in the Pacific, when it was just going 
to sit there in the museum, motionless, doing nothing.. . . [Later] a ten­
year-old girl told me that she would prefer a robot turtle because aliveness 
comes with aesthetic inconvenience: "Its water looks dirty. Gross." 

This reaction pushed Turkle to rethink much of her enthusiasm for technology. 
What kind of future might await humankind when children grow up preferring 
machines to biological life? What will happen to us psychologically if we envy 
our robots' skill, intelligence, and immortality? 

Sheny Turkle's subject is the technology we tend to look at with uncritical 
awe--as she herself did for many years. Only gradually did Turlde come to 
understand that unless we stop to reflect, we might wind up as the tools of our 
tools: if our androids and PCs are meant to serve as extensions of ourselves, we 
could become their extensions instead. A further irony is that no one can foresee 
how our inventions will change us because no one can predict where technology 
is headed. Without a framework for assessing change, we might someday bitterly 
regret our naivety. Technology could prove to be unstoppable, but Turkle 
believes that· we still have the power to control its pace and direction. 

Sheny Turkle is the Abby Rockefeller Mauze Professor of the Social Studies 
of Science and Technology at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. Her 
early work on psychoanalysis paved the way for her later thinking on the 
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