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Abstract: If humans are information organisms, then what are relationships and what are 
online relationships? While it is common to think of human beings as nodes in 
a graph whose edges are relationships, a slightly different model following 
Nozick is to think of relationships as a type of machine, which transforms 
information organisms. These transformations that we speak of metaphorically 
as machines have different outcomes for those involved: communication, 
partnership, identity shifts, recombination, procreation, and sometimes death. 
We will further argue that social media to greater and lesser degrees mimic 
human relationship transformations. As the fidelity of these relationship 
machines becomes hard to distinguish or separate from pre-online relationship 
transformations it is our belief that we will see some unusual varieties of 
information organisms arise.  
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1. INTIMACY 

Human intimacy is an emotional topic whose understanding has 
confounded philosophers and created more and less legitimate economic 
niches for self-help authors, couples therapists, relationship psychologists, 
pornographers, robotic sex dolls, sex workers, singles bars, advice 
columnists, dating sites, and social networking systems. Intimacy is a 
difficult concept to define as some psychologists (Diamond, 2004) are 
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recognizing distinctions that exist between romantic love and sexual desire 
both of which might be viewed as intimate psychological states.  

 
In trying to precisely define intimacy we might ask some of the following 

specious questions: 
• Can a person be intimate with himself or herself? 
• How much time is necessary for any intimacy to occur? 
• Is there some maximum number of entities that can be party to an 

intimate experience? 
• Does individual intimacy degrade as more and more people take part in 

an intimate experience? 
• Can you be intimate with a person who you have never and will never 

meet? 
 
Heron (1970) examined intimacy from phenomenological perspectives. 

While his approach is revealing, it leaves those seeking abstraction wanting. 
More specifically, if we take the stance that humans are information 
organisms then we might ask how intimacy transforms them. If we model 
human relationships as a social network then how does intimacy act on this 
network? One flip answer would be that intimate relationships could 
gradually result in new information entities (or less obtusely; children).  

 
So if information organisms (for which we use entities as shorthand) are 

the nodes in a social network, then what are the edges? Are relationships 
information organisms themselves or a property of multiple entities? Can 
entities have relationships with themselves? 

 
 

Figure 1: Facebook does not allow users to list a relationship with themselves. 
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If the more people taking part in a relationship increases intimacy then it 
would seem that pervasive social network and communication systems 
would lead to deeper feelings of intimacy. Instead, Burke, Marlow and Lento 
(2010) reported, “users who consume greater levels of content report 
reduced bridging and bonding social capital and increased loneliness.” The 
always-on and invasive nature of social media has strained many 
relationships as Gould (2008) comments in her discussion of “oversharing.” 
Echoing Rovai and Wightings (2005) findings, alienation appears to be 
mistakenly reinforced by the current crop of social media like Facebook, 
Twitter, Tumblr, and Skype. 

 

2. INFORMATION INTIMACY 

We believe that humans are attempting to imitate social experiences 
using this online media. These experiences might range from rowdy 
cocktail-party conversations digesting events that frequently occur on 
Facebook to simulated sexual experiences provided by so-called camwhores. 
Instead of the “experience machine that would give you any experience you 
desired” as Nozick (1977) imagined we arrive at machines that give us a 
subset of experiences similar to those we experienced in pre-online life such 
as breaking up, announcing engagements, or flirting. 

 
But at what point will breaking up on Facebook be less real than telling a 

person to their face that a relationship is over? Some might argue that we 
have already crossed that threshold. Online simulacra of relationships are 
proliferating, but so are physical instantiations in the form of sexbots as 
Sullins has recently noted in a lecture (Sedo, 2011).  Transgressions such as 
narcissism, stalking, intentional infliction of emotion distress, or outright 
abuse already have analogs to the online world. Some such as Whitby (2008) 
argue that they will also eventually extend to the world of robotics. We 
similarly see no technological barrier to relationship machines existing that 
alter aspects of relationships between any information organism (human, 
software, robotic, or otherwise). What remains to see is what moral, 
political, and social barriers will be erected. 
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