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Esquire Mexico: Jan issue: Is Your Computer In Love With You? Spike 

Jonze Thinks It Might Be (Soon).  

 

Final print version(in Spanish): 

http://sophiastuart.files.wordpress.com/2012/09/featureher.pdf  

 

If you’re feeling a general sense of malaise about real world relationships, 

you’ll feel comforted by the movie, “Her”, from writer/director Spike 

Jonze. The film is set in the not too distant future, in a Los Angeles that 

looks a lot like downtown Shanghai and stars Joaquin Phoenix as 

Theodore, a ghostwriter of other peoples’ intimate correspondence.  

 Theodore is definitely suffering from a lack of love. He’s unwilling to 

sign his divorce papers and has retreated to his apartment where he plays 

3D virtual reality video games in desperate isolation.  

The only hot action he gets is disembodied; in sex chat rooms 

accessed via his mobile device where the lonely, sleepless souls roam in the 

small hours, with their ever-darkening appetites. Which sets us up nicely 

for the premise of the movie: can you fall in love with a sentient artificially 

intelligent being that only exists in the ether of the cloud-based Internet, 

piped into your earpiece, whispering sweet nothings into your troubled 

psyche?  

In the movie the answer is yes.  

And that’s where it gets very interesting. Mostly because the voice of 

Theodore’s state of the art operating system, “Samantha” is played by 

Scarlett Johansson. And if there’s anyone who can promise so much just 

via her smooth, rich, gorgeous voice – it’s Scarlett Johansson.  

  Delivering lines like, “Tell me what it’s like to be alive in that room,” 

Johansson makes us believe that Samantha yearns to be real, to know 

what it is to be more than a machine. When she asks Theodore, “How would 

you touch me?” the fantasy becomes real. We are convinced that 
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Samantha’s artificial intelligence has evolved to such an advanced state 

that she is, indeed, falling in love with Theodore, and he with her.   

 The movie’s full title is “Her, a love story by Spike Jonze”, and it is a 

tale that could only have come from this Oscar®-nominated filmmaker. 

Spike was born Adam Spiegel, in 1969, heir to the American catalog 

fortune. But he rejected that life and became ripe for the rebellion inherent 

in the skateboarding culture of the early 80s. This is where he got the 

nickname “Spike Jonze” and it stuck.  

 He came of age as a truly inventive filmmaker just as MTV 

introduced us to the Beastie Boys, Daft Punk and Weezer – all of whom had 

videos directed by Jonze. The mash-up of styles, references, free-wheeling 

skate boyz and the music of his generation culminated in the iconic “Praise 

You” video from Fat Boy Slim where Jonze himself danced eccentrically 

on-camera.  

Jonze then got an Oscar nomination for “Being John Malkovich” 

(1999) and suddenly the mainstream studio system noticed him, as did 

Hollywood royalty. Jonze married fellow director Sofia Coppola, daughter 

of “The Godfather” Francis Coppola in the summer of 1999. Sadly they 

were divorced in 2003, and it’s not hard to find an echo of this break-up in 

“Her” in the poignant character played by Rooney Mara, in her role as 

Theodore’s soon to be ex-wife.  

 Esquire met up with Spike Jonze and his star Joaquin Phoenix, in 

New York, during the New York Film Festival. “Her” had been chosen as 

the closing night film and played to a packed house of stunned cineastes. 

The mood in the audience was one of unease – is this scenario really 
plausible? And many looked warily at their Apple iPhones as they drifted 

down into the subway.  

Jonze started to write “Her” long before “Siri” was loaded onto Apple 

devices. But those familiar with the artificially intelligent system are 

already aware that “Siri” learns and is functioning as a virtual assistant 

(but not yet a potential lover – although if you ask her for local escort 
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services, she can provide the address, map co-ordinates and helpfully dial 

the number for you).  

 Jonze is anxious to position the movie as a love story and not a 

dystopian tale. He told Esquire: “Really I was writing about relationships 

and I wanted it to work on both levels. A lot of people are afraid of both 

technology and intimacy – and that’s what the movie is about.” But this is a 

movie about where we are heading and what that means for love, human 

relationships and our dependence on technologically advanced devices.  

 In an effort to learn more about Jonze’s vision of a future where 

operating systems fall in love with us, and vice versa, we interviewed 

several experts from robot anthropologists (yes this job now exists) to 

neuroscientists and famous thinkers in the field.  

The most renowned is Ray Kurzweil, and until Google hired him 

recently as Director of Engineering, was often feared and reviled for his 

ideas. Kurzweil has been involved in artificial intelligence since the mid-

1960s. His book “The Singularity is Near” (2005) predicted a timeline 

when machines would become more intelligent than humans. His latest 

book, “How To Create A Mind” takes that one step further, and looks at the 

very nature of consciousness.  

 Kurzweil explains how humans process information and are thus 

“conscious” and then goes onto show how we can then “teach” machines to 

become conscious in the same way. In “How To Create A Mind”, Kurzweil 

illustrates his theories using the example of the supercomputer called 

“Watson” that won the American TV program, “Jeopardy!” against human 

contestants in 2011:  

“Some observers have argued that Watson does not really 

“understand” the Jeopardy queries or the encyclopedias it has read 

because it is just engaging in “statistical analysis”…….(but) the 

mathematical techniques that have evolved in the field of artificial 

intelligence are mathematically very similar to the methods that biology 

evolved in the form of the neocortex. If understanding language and other 
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phenomena through statistical analysis does not count as true 

understanding, then humans have no understanding either.” 

Jonze acknowledged he had done extensive research and read 

everything that Kurzweil published while writing “Her”.  

“I read Ray Kurzweil and watched Ted talks with neuroscientists but 

to represent the movie fairly, when I sat down to write it and I realized I 

had all these ideas and the more I thought about those ideas, the more I 

knew I had got away from what I really wanted to write, which is a love 

story.” 

So back to “How To Create A Mind”, where Kurzweil illustrates what 

happens in our bodies when we “fall in love”:  “We are now able to identify 

the biochemical changes that occur when someone falls in love. Dopamine 

is released, producing feelings of happiness and delight. Norepinephrine 

levels soar, which lead to a racing heart and overall feelings of 

exhilaration. These chemicals, along with phenylethylamine, produce 

elation, high energy levels, focused attention, loss of appetite, and a 

general craving for the object of one’s desire.”  

 Simply put – love is all in the mind or where there’s chemistry, there 

are chemicals. And we never know what is going on with our beloved 

anyway. Jonze becomes thoughtful on this point: “Sometimes people leave. 

People change and grow and it’s hard to grow and change together and it’s 

inevitable that we might not grow together and so that’s hard, it’s painful. 

To grow together without also growing apart is not always possible, and 

that’s sad.” 

Which brings us neatly to Joaquin Phoenix. If you want to find an 

actor that portrays human alienation and detachment and pain 

beautifully, you can do no better than cast Phoenix. Famously obtuse in 

press interviews, he is a remarkably gifted actor, whose pain and 

experience of a fractured reality is almost too much to watch onscreen.  

Jonze met Phoenix over a decade ago when the actor read for 

“Adaptation” (the role that went to Nicolas Cage) and always admired 
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Phoenix’s dedication as an actor. “Joaquin brings so much heart and 

sincerity to the role. Even though Theodore holds so much sadness, he also 

has a capacity for joy and playfulness and it’s a sweet contrast, all of which 

Joaquin brings to the performance—and more.  I felt that I watched him 

become Theodore.” 

Phoenix agrees with his director that he tries to be purely 

instinctual these days when approaching a role.  

“It depends on the movie – depends on the character – I’ve tried 

more and more to react to the moment, I used to impose my ideas on the 

scene too much and I wanted to get to a place where I respond to the 

moment as I get older I impose my ideas of what it should be and be more 

instinctual instead.” 

Phoenix’s instincts as an actor are honed by bitter and bizarre life 

experience. From his childhood in Puerto Rico as the middle one of five 

siblings brought up by missionaries, his talent as a performer emerged 

early, but he always had an ambivalent relationship with Hollywood. This 

was compounded on October 31, 1993, when his older brother River 

Phoenix collapsed from a drug overdose outside The Viper Room (the L.A. 

nightclub co-owned by Johnny Depp). It was Joaquin’s frantic call to the 

emergency services that was rebroadcast on radio and television while his 

brother died that night.  

Joaquin seems determined not to play the fame game, which gives 

him certain notoriety. But when he shines on screen, he dazzles. From his 

darkly obsessive turn as Nicole Kidman’s teen lover in “To Die For” (1995) 

to the grandly imperious Roman Emperor in “Gladiator” (2000) and even 

in the mock-u-mentary, “I’m Still Here” (2010) where he shuffled around 

inside the Hollywood machine disorientated, confused and, at times, 

abusive, Phoenix is a compelling presence.  

 In real life he has a dark intensity that mirrors his on-screen 

performances but also possesses a strange fragility with a withdrawn, 

hunted, look. Chain-smoking and unshaven, his hotel suite is littered with 
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half-eaten plates of food while he tries – from time to time – to answer 

questions about “Her”.  

We see Phoenix on-screen as Theodore remain listless and 

withdrawn until Samantha enters his life. We watch him tell Samantha 

things he has clearly never been able to tell anyone before. “Sometimes I 

feel that I’ve felt everything I’m going to feel,” he says and we can hear the 

cracked spirit exhale and the split psyche start to mend. It’s impossible not 

to be affected by Theodore’s journey.  

However, all is not well when Samantha’s intelligence grows, adapts 

and, inevitably surpasses Theodore’s own. It takes a brave man to cope 

with a super intelligent being, no matter how seductive her vocal tonality. 

Phoenix agrees: “That’s one of his concerns and it comes up a couple of 

times – one character says  ‘your girlfriend is smarter than you!’ and that’s 

a real problem for him.” 

Jonze argues that Samantha is more cerebral than purely 

functional. “I wanted to write about artificial intelligence that evolves into 

its own personality not just serve our needs – she becomes a separate 

species. Samantha doesn’t need to become human – she has consciousness 

that goes beyond the need for a physical form.” 

David Dufty, the Australian researcher and author of “How To Build 

An Android” (2013), agrees that the lines are blurring between our 

acceptance of machines and their growing sophistication.   

“A system like (Samantha) wouldn't have to be perfectly human 

before someone could fall in love with it. We're surprisingly easy to fool. 

People can bond with pictures, soft toys, and fictitious characters. We 

argue with our GPS, swear at our operating system and patiently explain 

ourselves to robotic telephone systems. It won't be long before the systems 

we're using in day-to-day life will appear, in any way you can imagine, to be 

smarter than ourselves. In some ways, they already are.” 

 And after watching “Her”, it could be argued that having artificially 

intelligent devices as lovers is somehow preferable to dealing with messy 
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human narcissism. Less headaches and what about my needs and it would 

never get tired unless you forgot to charge it (but it would know how to 

charge itself anyway).  

Esquire asked Jonze if his relationship with technology has changed 

since he made the movie “Her”. He shook his head, no. “So you don’t 

believe that your digital device is looking back at you?” we asked. He 

laughed suddenly and then looked down at the table. It does have a camera 

and a pretty intelligent operating system after all, just not yet equipped 

with the voice of Scarlett Johansson.  
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