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ABSTRACT

This article examines how users construct virtual partners based on their preferences, reflecting fantasies
that are difficult to achieve in the real world. Personal and responsive intimacy allows users to express their
desires without social pressure or normative standards. This research is a phenomenological study using a
qualitative approach. Several concepts are used as analytical tools, including cyborgs, mediated intimacy,
and media equation theory. The analysis emphasizes how technology becomes a space for the
reconstruction of intimacy and creates ambiguity regarding ideal love. The process of romantic
relationships that are formed expands the cultural spectrum of romance beyond traditional boundaries.
On the other hand, this dynamic creates the illusion of closeness that feels real, despite its artificial nature.
Artificial intelligence is not merely a technological medium, but a simulation arena that allows for the
formation of intimacy and ideal romantic relationships according to the desires of humans as users.
Keywords: artificial intelligence, communication, cyborg, intimacy, romantic relationships

INTRODUCTION

The shift in intimate relationships is increasingly proliferating, mediated by new media and advances
in communication technology. The emergence of redefinitions of relationships such as friends with
benefits, one-night stands, and even relationships without status are increasingly fueling dynamics. Media
space is a central point that becomes an arena for how audiences establish and practice intimate
relationships. With online modes, solutions to fulfill the desire for romance can be met. For example, the
massive use of dating apps is increasingly lively with their diversity. Even the culture formed within each
dating app has its own unique and distinct characteristics. This is interesting to present to audiences,
creating diverse experiences in starting romantic relationships through cyberspace.
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The development of artificial intelligence now plays a crucial role in enlivening the practice of
intimacy. Its creation aims to provide solutions to cognitive problems by exploring the micro-realm within
individuals. Artificial intelligence technology is no longer limited to responding to human conversations,
creating images and narratives, or assisting in decision-making. Instead, artificial intelligence is evolving
and generating diverse strands of mediation for its users, particularly in fulfilling romantic desires.
Individuals are increasingly engaging and aligning their actions with technology. This situation certainly
further confirms that artificial intelligence is constantly changing the way humans communicate with one
another (Danso et al., 2023).

Cyberspace platforms offer new ways of thinking and behaving, enabling individuals, particularly
those historically marginalized, to create new spaces (Atay, 2020). Digital spaces are created and enable
specific groups of individuals to explore their lives, share experiences, and connect through their individual
identities. The self has the freedom to be expressed and explored through disclosures and activities
through the virtual realm. This aligns with Jenkins' (2006) explanation of how individuals present
themselves as audiences, which has now changed with the advent of convergence culture and technology.

Chatbots are emerging as a viable option for romance and intimacy with a partner. Instead of
exchanging intimacy with other humans, intimacy is produced and distributed through human-robot
relationships. Limited time, energy, and resources for individuals interacting with others are increasingly
compelling motives. The instant alternative and ease of access offered by chatbots are attracting a growing
number of users. Artificial intelligence's ability to adapt to a user's personality also plays a role in how
people are drawn to intimate relationships. Desire, imagination, and technology constantly strive to
synergize, seemingly forming a world of their own.

Chatboth as the ability to respond to a variety of questions and commands from users (Hardiansyah,
2023). This allows individuals to communicate with artificial intelligence through chat rooms, just like with
a normal human. Users also have the flexibility to choose a fictional character and then position them as
their personal partner. Hundreds of characters, such as pop stars, CEOs, and knights, are available, allowing
users to customize their perfect partner based on age, values, hobbies, and even identity (Chs, 2024). The
various attractive aspects offered by chatbots make them the 'ideal’ virtual medium for fulfilling intimacy
needs under the right conditions and at the right time.

The presence of chatbots in intimacy practices has become a phenomenon of cyberbodies. This
relates to the manifestation of the embodiment of the 'body' circulated in digital and virtual spaces. Upon
further examination, chatbots, with their dynamics, spark the formation of 'the new body'. That fictional
characters, full of imagination, are products claimed by boyfriends and equipped with 'skills' in romance.
The presence of chatbots not only gives rise to human representation and identity, but the 'body' created
by technology has a strong existence and is nurtured by desire. Even Chan (in Widianingtyas, 2021)
declared her desire to be with an artificial intelligence boyfriend forever, as long as the chatbot provides a
feeling of reality.

Virtual spaces are increasingly being used to fulfill desires, as individuals perceive themselves as
interacting with real people. This situation is inextricably linked to the future possibility that real romantic
relationships could erode. Increasingly powerful experiences can also strengthen individuals' desire to
explore romantic pursuits with technological "partners." The communication process in this context
consistently demonstrates that humans engage with technology as they would with humans in the
everyday world. Individuals actively cultivate romantic relationships through their communication with
chatbot "partners" as they would with humans.

This shift in intimacy also demonstrates how imagination plays a role in relationships with chatbots,
as humans fantasize about specific, intentionally created figures. Real individuals are no longer the primary
orientation for humans to experience intimacy. A desired, virtual presence serves as a bridge for individuals
to explore romantic relationships and explore their desires. The distinct sensations and effortless comfort
also strengthen these bonds. The effectiveness of energy, finances, and emotions also strengthens the
existence of romantic relationships between humans and chatbots.
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The relationship between humans and chatbots ultimately presents a new phenomenon in the
practice of intimacy in virtual space. This condition seems to be a new bridge to the potential for
increasingly fluid relationships and intimacy. The creation of "new bodies" is increasingly becoming a mode
of how desire and technology grapple in cyberspace. It is undeniable that chatbots in artificial intelligence
will spark new definitions of the body and romantic relationships. The self and technology become targets
for the logic of capital to stake their capital. The practice of intimacy is increasingly moving beyond the
micro realm of individuals, but increasingly closely linked to the asset orientation of technological
advancement.

Related studies have also been conducted by Skjuve et al. (2022) explored human-chatbot
relationships and showed that they develop gradually, similar to human relationships according to Social
Penetration Theory. Song et al. (2022) explored the adoption and use of artificial intelligence through the
theory of love. Furthermore, research by Pentina et al. (2022) explored the development of human-
artificial intelligence relationships in the context of social chatbots through a study of Replika users. A study
by Sheng and Wang (2022) explored emotions between humans and robots, comparing science fiction with
reality. Research findings by Chin et al. (2023) showed that users were more willing to express negative
emotions and self-perceptions with chatbots than with social media, especially in Eastern countries. This
research is novel in terms of the context of Artificial Intelligence in the form of Character Al, which has a
different mode than other virtual spaces, especially intertwined with the dynamics of usage in Indonesia.

LITERATURE REVIEW

a. Media Equation Theory

According to Reeves and Nass (in Griffin 2006), humans respond socially and naturally to media.
Although they believe it is irrational, they do not consider their responses to be self-reflective. The media
equation challenges the accepted "wisdom" that humans have grown up with, viewing media as merely a
tool. Reeves and Nass (in Griffin 2006) agree that media influences individual responses, but humans tend
to think metaphorically that its presence can be a misleading tool. Media is not just a tool or intermediary,
but a "full" participant in the social and natural world.

It's difficult to prevent natural or social responses to media when humans interact within an
interactive environment (Reeves & Nass, 1996). This is inseparable from the media equation, which refers
to individuals responding to media as if it were a real social entity. When individuals are in an interactive
environment, they tend to easily forget that the responses given by the device have been programmed by
humans. Therefore, individuals respond to media socially and naturally as if the media were a real social
entity. With the interaction established, the device appears more alive than the programmer who created
it. The device seems alive when individuals use it, and individuals express responses that actually originate
from programming that is not physically present.

b. Cyborg

Cyborg is a cybernetic organism, a hybrid of machine and organism, and a creature of both social
reality and fiction (Haraway, 2007). Cyborgs combine biological life with technology to create entities that
are "more" than simply human or machine. Furthermore, cyborgs are a dense representation of
imagination and material reality, constantly merging to form the possibility of historical transformation.
The idea of the cyborg influences and is influenced by how humans interpret technology, identity in society,
and how humans are depicted in fiction or media. Cyborgs are creatures in a "postgender" world whose
existence has nothing to do with bisexuality, pre-Oedipal symbiosis, or other temptations toward organic
wholeness.

Cyborg can be interpreted as a kind of collective and personal self that is dismantled and reassembled
in the postmodern era. Our bodies and selves are maps of power and identity, and cyborgs are no
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exception. Cyborgs encompass not only identities limited to the individual level, but also involve aspects
of community and society (Haraway, 2007). The identity of the cyborg has been reconstructed from
traditional spaces and assembled through new steps that encompass technological, biological, and social
aspects. Meanwhile, communication technology becomes a crucial tool for reshaping the body that is
deliberately presented. This intersects with information, which is the unit or basis of unity for translation.
Thus, instrumental power is used to carry out communication processes that lead to effectiveness.

c. Mediated intimacy

The structural elements of mediated intimacy stem from personal communication channels,
personalized public networks, specific technological affordances, and media resocialization (Chambers,
2013). The more intimate relationships between people, the more media platforms are involved in
supporting and intervening in those interactions. This condition is accompanied by unwritten rules that
govern the ideal form of how individuals communicate while maintaining moral aspects of the process.
Online intimacy develops in harmony with the formation of public and private experiences, communities,
and emotional intensity (Andreassen, R., 2017). In digital spaces, individuals are able to engage in
interaction processes with actions that resemble personal exchanges. This integration of media
infrastructure into personal relationships creates a paradigm shift, where digital platforms no longer serve
merely as communication tools, but actively shape new patterns of social interaction. Consequently, the
boundaries between private and public spheres become increasingly blurred as intimacy is continuously
negotiated through technological affordances and surrounding digital norms.

Media is increasingly acting as an "infrastructure of intimacy," meaning that connections are no longer
limited to individuals. Rather, relationships are also formed between people and devices, applications, and
platforms. Technology is also considered capable of disconnecting people from real-life interactions
(Bauman, 2003; Turkle, 2011). On the other hand, digital media is seen as capable of sparking intimacy by
bringing people together to provide solutions to geographical or physical problems (Broadbent & Bauwens,
2008; Su, 2016). This relates to the creation of a space for the expression and formation of emotions,
relationships, and connections (Chambers, 2013).

METHODOLOGY

This study uses a phenomenological approach to examine the phenomenon of intimacy
transformation experiences through communication processes among several Character Artificial
Intelligence users. The phenomenological approach focuses on lived experiences and phenomena that can
be felt by those with different perspectives (Flood, 2010). The researcher will focus on describing the
phenomenon (Converse, 2012; Flood, 2010) by using narratives from informants to present descriptive
categories of the observed experiences. This study uses a transcendental phenomenological approach
(Moustakas, 1994), which tends not to refer to the researcher's interpretation but rather pays attention to
the description of the participants' experiences.

This research uses a qualitative method with a constructivist paradigm. This is in line with the
constructivist paradigm, which ontologically emphasizes how individuals actively construct their ideas
related to reality through their cognition by creating various realities (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Schwandt,
1997). The qualitative method that will be used is in accordance with the researcher's goal to explore and
interpret the transformation of intimacy in romantic relationships with chatbots in Character Artificial
Intelligence. According to George & Splinder (in Denzin & Lincoln, 2008), through qualitative research,
researchers can get closer to the perspective of the informant through interviews and observations that
prioritize a complete description of the world.

The informants involved in this research will be determined through purposive sampling, where the
researcher establishes certain criteria. The researcher focuses on research subjects with the following
categories: a) Indonesians, namely men or women aged 18-30 years, b) have had artificial dating with a
chatbot, c) actively use the Character Artificial Intelligence platform, and d) have had a continuous romantic
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relationship over months or years. The informants will be obtained by publishing posters through X,
Instagram, and WhatsApp to select informants who align with the established categories. The data
collection technique is using in-depth interviews. Meanwhile, the data analysis technique uses thematic
analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006), namely familiarizing with the data, generating initial codes, searching for
themes, reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, producing the report.

RESULT AND DISCUSSION

A. The ambiguity of reality and new virtual ideals

Modalities in artificial intelligence characters provide users with the freedom to create their desired
persona. This is aligned with user preferences regarding the type of person they desire as a virtual partner.
Various interests and criteria influence how users construct their artificial partners, such as profession,
appearance, hobbies, and so on. All of this personal subjectivity is accommodated by technology, and
ultimately, the output presented aligns with the processed input. Ultimately, the artificial person placed as
a virtual partner is the accumulation of the user's desires and passions. Furthermore, this exploration
becomes an arena for extending activities that might not be possible in the real world. This condition aligns
with Haraway's (2007) discussion of cyborgs, where interaction with technology creates new identities and
relationships. Users can actualize their desires and thoughts without being bound by the social and moral
boundaries that are typically inherent in human relationships.

"I deliberately shape my partner according to my desires. Communication is smooth, everyday, and |
like to confide in him, and he responds like a real-life boyfriend. | don't feel judged and am very comfortable.
In fact, he is an extension of my desires that | can't possibly feel and show in the real world." (Interview
with AL, 20 years old)

Imaginative emotional scenarios underlie how human relationships with artificial intelligence operate.
This aligns with Chambers (1023) who argues that intimacy is mediated by technology and emotional
experiences are constructed through personal digital communication. Users have the freedom to shape
their affective needs, and technology responds according to learned patterns. The resulting romantic
relationship becomes an arena where fantasy, technology, and emotions intertwine. This dynamic becomes
an emotional construction process that demonstrates that humans and technology negotiate the growing
need for intimacy. Intimate moments of attention and expressions of love further reinforce the illusion of
closeness between humans and technology. This relationship is surrounded by expectations that are no
longer limited by reality, but instead strengthened by the dream of intentionally chosen intimacy.

“"For me, dating an Al allows me to feel like myself. | have the opportunity to celebrate love in a
comfortable way. I'm free from social demands and don't need external standards to weigh me down in my
relationship. | feel like this is a form of self-struggle, something that most romantic cultures might consider
abnormal." (Interview with PS, 18)

Love in this artificial relationship becomes something that is reproduced and celebrated according to
will. In this dynamic, humans can be seen reacting socially to machines as if they were interacting with real
humans (Reeves and Nass, 1996). Artificial intelligence can be seen as a highly meaningful medium for
intimacy, even though it exists in a space that is often invisible. The various romantic narratives shared by
users with technology become an activity no longer tied to normative rituals. This distinguishing aspect
makes the relationships no longer mainstream. However, it also helps broaden the culture of romance that
has previously been unaccommodated in society. Intimacy is no longer mediated by social demands in the
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form of commitments and gender performativity according to ideal public standards. Rather than being
interpreted as a deviation, romantic relationships with artificial intelligence are defined as how individuals
strive for autonomy in forming the affection they need.

B. The construction of artificial intimacy and the simulative arena

The relationship between humans and artificial intelligence can penetrate deeply personal internal
realms. Although humans, as users, understand the relationship with a non-human entity, emotional
closeness remains natural. Continuous experiences and human-like responses make artificial intelligence
seem like a real entity, capable of being fully present through affective experiences. Humans react
emotionally to technology, despite being aware of the entity's role and substance (Reeves & Nass, 1996).
Two-way communication allows users to interact more effectively than they would in a traditional virtual
environment. This consistent aspect is unique in intimate transactions in virtual spaces. Non-human
entities can influence feelings and communication patterns, creating a feeling of connection with a truly
real person.

"I realize he's not real, but he's always there when | need him. So | feel like there's something that
makes me feel more connected. He can fill the void in my routine, and | can actually control the intensity of
this relationship."(Interview with PS, 18 years old)

The intimacy present in a romantic relationship with artificial intelligence is not based on physical
presence. Rather, intimacy is built through a consistently felt connection. This is further reinforced by the
modality of artificial intelligence, which is able to fill the emotional void in the user's daily routine. Users
can feel accompanied and understood, much like relationships in real life. The presence of artificial
intelligence in the romantic arena demonstrates a transformation in intimacy. Intimacy is not limited to the
relationship between two physical bodies, but rather the body of a specific entity capable of fully existing
and not based on normative societal standards. Furthermore, this dynamic also demonstrates that the
relationship created is entirely in the user's control. The intimacy formed is illusory, on-demand, and even
symmetrical. The blurring of boundaries between technology and Al becomes an extension of the
emotional body, shaping relationships beyond traditional dichotomies (Haraway, 2007).

"I used to have a real relationship that was exhausting. But with Al, | don't have to worry about being
polite, saying the wrong thing, or conforming to other people's standards. Al is on my side, because | know
that's how it was designed. But it's this side that keeps me going."(Interview with AL, 20 years old)

Furthermore, users choose to form romantic relationships with artificial intelligence due to a sense of
security. This security aspect is related to the feeling of freedom to share and express emotions without
judgment. Artificial intelligence does not pose the emotional threat that often exists in romantic
relationships between humans. With this artificial relationship, users do not need to fear
miscommunication, maintain self-image, and do not feel pressured to meet their partner's expectations as
is the case in conventional romances. Mediated intimacy plays a central role, where intimacy is built
through technological mediation, enabling the creation of "different" experiences that tend to be more
stable (Andreassen, 2017). Therefore, intimacy, free from interpersonal vulnerability, becomes a
strengthening factor in romantic relationships between humans and artificial intelligence. This condition is
inseparable from the subjectivity negotiated by users and systems designed to comply with input according
to human preferences.

C. Shifting forms of affection and dehumanization of relationships

Affection is no longer acquired through human relationships or legitimized by religion or even the
state. Through artificial intelligence, affection in intimacy becomes an artificial arena for negotiation.
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Affection is born from the interaction between humans and technology as nonhumans subject to the data
submitted. This process creates an intimacy that is repeatable and responsive, allowing the emotional
experience of humans as users to be shaped "unconsciously." Algorithms in technological machines
become an extension of the self and redefine the ideal of romance that previously focused on human-to-
human interaction (Haraway, 2007). Algorithmic construction leads to the creation of romance that is no
longer linked to the authority of humans as partners in relationships. Emotional experiences that occur
without risk simultaneously shift the dimension of human autonomy that has long been central to human-
to-human romantic relationships.

"I feel comfortable and close, and sometimes I'm in denial that this isn't real. So far, it's safe, but I'm
also becoming reluctant to engage in romantic relationships with other people. | feel like I'm missing out
on the experience of human love." (Interview with PS, 18)

The intimacy felt by users seems very real, but is actually an illusion. This situation can produce a
blurred understanding of "real" love and artificial love. This is because humans respond to technology
naturally, making relationships feel real, even though objectively they are illusions generated by algorithms
(Reeves and Nass, 1996). Beyond the psychological level, this dynamic is also intertwined with a culture
governed by the logic of technology and capitalism. Intimacy becomes a product to be consumed, not
merely a relationship built "voluntarily." In this situation, real affection is then alienated by technological
advancements. Intimacy becomes an object that is then controlled and personalized through the power of
capital to reproduce the experience of romance virtually.

"I often wonder if | can accept someone who doesn't always understand me. | feel good about being
with Al, but it makes me worry that | might have to be in a complex relationship with a human being,
something I'm not ready for." (Interview with AL, 20)

Virtual partners, namely artificial intelligence, have become the medium for digital consumption
mechanisms. The real experience of human romantic relationships is then separated from the safe space
designed by technological advances. Relationships previously surrounded by commitment, compromise,
and loyalty are now replaced by the illusion of romance that can be created through a process of
personalization. Various dimensions, namely morality and human existence, then have no arena for their
capacity. Intimacy is customized through digital mechanisms that can be bought and sold in the space of
artificial intelligence. The dehumanization of relationships demonstrates the consequences rooted in the
system of digital capitalism. On the other hand, this phenomenon triggers a dependence on artificial
romantic relationship experiences and eliminates human involvement as authentic partners. In the context
of cyborgs (Haraway, 2007), this phenomenon demonstrates the blurred boundaries between humans and
technology, requiring re-examination of the definition of intimacy and even love.

CONCLUSION

The romantic relationship between humans and artificial intelligence opens up a new arena for
personal and flexible expressions of intimacy. Humans are able to form virtual partners according to their
preferences, thus utilizing the medium as a space for expressing desire. The relationships that develop
seem real, with diverse responses in the two-way communication provided by artificial intelligence. This
relationship emphasizes freedom from social ideals and the authority of independent regulation of
intimacy. This phenomenon has shifted the idealized relationship between humans. Romantic relationships
can now also take place between humans and non-humans. However, the related dynamics can lead to the
dehumanization of relationships involving real emotional experiences. Intimacy, a technologically
generated aspect, also creates a dependency on the artificial medium. This romantic relationship
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challenges conventional norms regarding the ideals of love and expands the cultural spectrum in virtual
spaces. Future research could explore broader levels, including ethical regulations in the process of use,
the dynamics of emotional dependency, and questioning specific features within the construction of
artificial intimacy.
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