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INTRODUCTION

Love stories have always flooded cinema. Prior to 1960, it is estimated that 85% of 

Hollywood films revolved around romantic plotlines. Specifically, audiences were 

drawn to characters who found romance through crossing seemingly impossible 

barriers, such as those of class or race (Smith, 2014:287). The thirst for these kinds 

of stories is not limited to the cinematic form; love of love permeates all forms of 

fiction, from literature, to music, to television. Contained within the romance genre 

itself is a multitude of subgenres, sometimes uplifting, heart-breaking, or both; 

Shakespeare is known for his tragic star-crossed lovers ‘Romeo and Juliet’ 

(Shakespeare, 1995) but also his romantic-comedy ‘Much Ado About Nothing’ 

(Shakespeare, 1995). Regardless of the form, there has always been an audience 

for love stories, particularly those which are seemingly unattainable, or forbidden. 

In present times, the appetite for unconventional romances still thrives. These are 

often explored in the American Indie territory, for they are not limited to traditional 

Hollywood expectations. Societal barriers of class or race have become archaic, and

so storytellers have expanded their imagination to abstract, sci-fi, or fantastical 

barriers to portray the modern romance.  For instance, science-fiction is popular in 

modern cinema for it has the ability to use the future in order to act out fantasies of 

redeeming or transforming the past. Hence, forbidden romances of race may be a 

thing of the past, but through sci-fi, the concept can be explored in the present (Teo, 

2013:358-259). Furthermore, romance films have moved into a new phase, paving 

the way for films which are more “grounded in psychologically complex characters 

with real human problems”; they are no longer forced to conform to narrative 

conventions, such as traditional happy endings, which were once the norm (Butler, 

2014:11-12). Therefore, there are now a range of contemporary films which uses 

impossible romances to decipher the meaning of true love, and the complexities and 

problems it can bring. 

A recent example of this can be found in ‘Her’ (2013), a story set in the near future 

about the blossoming romance between Theodore Twombly and his computer 

operating system, ‘OS1’, or as she prefers to be called – Samantha. This concept of 
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an unconventional relationship is not unexplored. However, the coupling is unique in 

comparison to other American Indie films; relationships in those films are often 

flawed or problematic in some way, seeking to explore the incompatibility of their 

forbidden romances, but the portrayal of Theodore and Samantha’s relationship 

appears to be a genuine representation of love. 

‘Ruby Sparks’ (2012) is another example of a relationship between a human and 

non-human. It is the story of Calvin, who inadvertently creates a woman, Ruby, 

through writing her. The two embark on a relationship, in which Calvin has the 

control to modify Ruby as he pleases through his writing. Additionally, although 

‘Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind’ (2004) is not about the relationship between 

a human and a non-human, the film follows Joel through his experience in erasing 

the memories of his ex-partner Clementine, and so, through the exploration of 

romance and non-reality, and a love that cannot or should not be physically pursued,

it fits under the label of an unconventional romance.

With specific focus on ‘Her’, I intend to investigate whether the love represented in 

these unconventional relationships is problematic, and discover the reasons for why 

they may or may not be. By comparing ‘Her’ with similar romances from other films, I

will be able to establish the common problematic elements which often occur in 

these relationships, and see whether Theodore and Samantha also suffer from these

issues. This will lead to a conclusion on whether their relationship, despite their 

physical limitations, is truly based in love or not. This will subsequently demonstrate 

how the modern exploration of love through unconventional romance in films, paves 

the way for philosophising the meaning of love. I will reference films of the American 

Indie genre, for they all reside in the post-modern era, and are related in their 

avoidance of traditional Hollywood narratives, allowing them to truly explore, without 

limitation, what love is. 
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WHAT IS LOVE?

Before analysing Theodore and Samantha’s relationship, it would be wise to first 

investigate the current understandings of what love is. Scientifically, at the most 

primitive level, romantic love could simply be defined as an emotionally motivated 

system used in order to encourage humans to reproduce offspring. Therefore, all the 

features admired in the significant other are purely an assessment of ideals for 

evolutionary purposes (Gibson, 2015:2-3). By this definition alone, it would be hard 

to argue that there is any realness to Theodore and Samantha’s love, for there are 

no evolutionary ideals in Samantha; who inhibits no human characteristics, and no 

ability to reproduce. Additionally, for Samantha, she has no reason to reproduce 

because she is not a living organism that needs its species to survive. This is clearly 

a very basic view, love is much more complex than just a means for reproduction, for

there are successful romances in reality between couples who cannot reproduce, or 

those who simply choose not to at all. Perhaps what began as a system useful for 

reproduction has now evolved into something much more complex than its original 

intention. 

Scientific research may know little of the reasons for exactly why humans fall in love,

but it can attempt to investigate what it is. The complexity of love has caused many 

theorists to disregard it from their lists of basic emotions, and so it is perhaps more 

effective to investigate it as multiple processes, rather than one single emotion 

(Shaver et al, 1996:94). Helen Fischer interprets love as a system built on three 

processes; attraction, romantic love, and attachment (Gibson, 2015:1-2). Through 

this system alone, Theodore and Samantha’s love for each other could be seen as 

true. Firstly, they have an undeniable attraction, as they are able to fulfil their sexual 

desires with each other; this is even despite Samantha’s non-corporeal form, she 

expresses her feelings of sexual sensations during their love scene. Secondly, if 

romantic love can be thought of as the non-primal attraction and appreciation for the 

other, or in other words – caregiving, this too is seen in Theodore and Samantha. For

they embark on many activities that regular couples do together; going to the beach, 

to the fair, and above all this, they simply enjoy being in the presence of one another.

Lastly, the third process of Fischer’s system, attachment, also matches with the 
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couple. They are in a unique position where their bond with each other is accessible 

at all times, for Theodore can access Samantha whenever he wants by using his 

pocket device, and alternatively, Samantha can alert Theodore whenever she wants 

him through the same device. In the rare event where this bond is broken, which 

happens when Samantha’s software is being upgraded and Theodore cannot reach 

her, he feels a great panic and distress to be separated from her. 

By Fischer’s system, it seems that Theodore and Samantha really do have a 

genuine love for each other; that despite the inability to reproduce, their attachment 

to one another rises above scientific reasoning. However, it may not be that simple. 

Love is also scientifically known to “[inhibit] functional reasoning, causing individuals 

to throw logic to the wind, neglect mundane responsibilities, or overlook fatal 

personality flaws in their perfect partners” (Gibson, 2015:5). Therefore, even if a 

couple could pass Fischer’s system, it does not mean that their relationship is not 

problematic, and therefore not truly loving. For example, there are abusive 

relationships, physical or emotional, where processes of attraction, romantic love, 

and attachment may be felt, but there may also be manipulation, violence, or 

dishonesty present too - this clearly cannot be genuine love. However, participants in

relationships like these may be blinded by functional reasoning because of their 

feelings, and so these relationships exist. 

For Theodore and Samantha, they may pass Fischer’s system, but through 

comparing them with other unconventional romances, it can be established whether 

their relationship suffers from problematic issues, before reaching a proper 

conclusion on whether their love is genuine. 
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SENTIMENTALITY

Sentimentality is an emotion that can occur in unhealthy relationships or romances. 

There is a strong difference between a “loving affection” and a “sentimental 

affection”; the former must include a genuine knowledge of the partner, unlike 

sentimental affection, which lacks this sincere understanding (Bell, 2014:22). It is the

process of not loving the person itself, but loving the idea of the person. It is often 

thought of as selfish, for it is “always reflexive and self-sustained”. To feel 

sentimental is not a visceral emotion, it is a response or observation to an emotion. 

For example, we may see children running in the grass and feel touched. 

Sentimentality is to notice the very idea that we feel touched. It is then pride we feel 

in ourselves, for reacting in this way. Sentimentality is also about seeing the subject 

as a symbol of something other than what it really is. Children are children, but 

through sentimental eyes they are merely a symbol of innocence. Clearly, not all 

children are innocent, some can be cruel or do mean things, but a parent might not 

be able to see through their sentimental affection, and may only see them as a 

symbol of innocence (Bell, 2014:25-26).

Before analysing the sentimentality within the chosen films, it must first be assessed 

whether sentimentality is inherently a negative thing. It is often thought that to feel 

sentimental is “to indulge in cheap and false emotions”. For example, a sentimental 

person may feel sympathetic for the poor, but will not proceed to take any action. If 

they truly felt genuine sorrow, they would attempt to take the steps to make a 

difference. Sentimentality also distorts perceptions, and stops a person from seeing 

logical truths; a person may choose to ignore basic facts due to their sentimentality, 

such as seeing their loved one as flawless and ignoring their faults. However, this 

often happens with all emotions; such as being angry at someone and only seeing 

their flaws, ignoring their better qualities. The difference is that sentimentality must 

include a simplification of the subject. Therefore, a mother who loves her child, 

although acknowledging their flaws, is acceptable, but to overlook these flaws and 

simply project ideals of innocence onto them would be sentimental. Consequently, 

sentimentality is negative because it contributes to projecting an idolisation onto the 
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target, rather than seeing them for who they truly are, and neglecting truths about 

them (Bell, 2014:26-29).

Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind deals with the subject of sentimentality, and 

can be compared to a film with a similar premise, ‘Solaris’ (2002), an adaptation of 

the sci-fi novel, itself being adapted on screen a few times (in order to keep with the 

theme of American Indie Cinema, only the Steven Soderbergh version will be 

referenced). In Solaris, Kelvin is presented with a manifestation of his late wife, 

Rheya, a fake representation built from Kelvin’s memories. Both films deal with lost 

loves, and both of the female characters in each film are mostly projections of the 

main character’s memories (Grau, 2014:109). What this means for sentimentality is 

that we are presented with a literal view of the idea of the woman they think they 

love, but not the woman herself. Christopher Grau (2014:106) describes the premise 

of Solaris as a challenge to “reflect on what we really attach to when we fall in love: 

do we really love the person, or is it just the cluster of qualities the person happens 

to manifest and that could (possibly) be found in another?”. The very same idea can 

be applied to Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind. Most of the Clementine we see 

in the film is through Joel’s perceptions; there is little of her actual self on her own 

(Butler, 2014:20). As mentioned before, sentimentality requires a simplification of the 

subject, which is apparent in both films because both women are reduced only to 

how they are perceived by the man. The differences between these films are how the

characters choose to deal with the situation in the end. In Solaris, Kelvin submits to 

the illusion of Rheya, even though it is not really her, but the idea of her. In Eternal 

Sunshine of the Spotless Mind, Joel and Clementine have a second chance to 

rebuild the relationship, with the knowledge that it is likely to turn sour in the future. It

is a rejection of sentimentality because both characters willingly decide to start a 

relationship knowing that the other is not perfect, they do not idolise each other; a 

“harsh reality”, and a recognition that the future will be troubled (King, 2009:81). If 

anything, their mutual pledge to one another, despite knowing that they will not live 

‘happily ever after’, could be seen as an act of true love in itself (Teo, 2013:363); 

they would rather be together in a doomed love than to miss out on that opportunity 

altogether. 
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In Her, the concept of sentimentality is covered from the very beginning. In the 

opening, a slow reveal shows how Theodore’s job is writing love letters for 

‘beautifulhandwrittenletters.com’; he composes sentimental letters for people to give 

to their loved ones. His words seem legitimate in themselves, for they are specific 

enough to feel personal, but Theodore has no love for the people he is writing to. 

However, although the film relies upon this sentimentality, it also challenges it 

(Bergen, 2015). Theodore and Samantha’s relationship has a surprising amount of 

loving affection despite Samantha’s non-corporeal form. They treat each other with 

selfless respect, and love each other for who they are, devoid of sentimentality. 

Theodore admires Samantha’s child-like fascination with humanity, and enjoys taking

her to places like the beach that he would otherwise find dull if not for her 

excitement. This is stated by Theodore himself; before they fully pursue their 

relationship, he tells Samantha:

"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.”

Once their relationship progresses, Theodore finds himself genuinely appreciating 

life once more, with Samantha; such as enjoying scenic views, and the funfair. By 

the end of the film, Theodore writes a sincere e-mail to his ex-wife. After all the 

sentimental letters he has written for his job, this is the first one he writes on-screen 

which is purely true; it comes from himself to another, rather than writing a letter in 

place of someone else. This implies a change in Theodore; through his relationship 

with Samantha, in the end, he rejects sentimentality. 

Samantha admires Theodore’s humanity, and she relishes in making him feel 

rejuvenated in life. Neither of them simplifies the other into a mere symbol; they 

understand each other’s complexities. Theodore may admire Samantha’s child-like 

fascination, but he gets annoyed by her desire to have a human form. This shows 

how Theodore’s perception of Samantha is not distorted; he does not envision her as

a perfectly flawless woman of his dreams, she is simply Samantha, and that is who 

he loves. 
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Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind and Solaris have female partners who are 

built from the memories of the man. In a slightly comparable way, because 

Samantha is an evolving operating system, she is able to develop her personality 

through interactions with Theodore; many of her human-like quirks are learned 

through him. For example, Theodore points out his annoyance when Samantha 

sighs, because she has no biological reason to do this. Samantha responds by 

saying she “probably picked it up from [Theodore]”. However, what differentiates Her 

from the other films, is that Samantha picks up information from everywhere else on 

top of this. Even though she interacts with Theodore the most, she spends a lot of 

time learning other things since she has the ability to sift through information at a 

tremendous speed, and connect to a multitude of other operating systems. It is 

because of this reason why their relationship fails, as her ever-growing knowledge 

advances her into a higher state of being. Nevertheless, this is what separates 

Samantha from the other female characters, she is more than a mere projection of 

the male’s ideas; she has her own identity. 

It is therefore apparent that Theodore and Samantha’s relationship does not suffer 

from sentimentality; their affection is genuine and loving. They do not simplify each 

other, unlike the female counterparts in Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind or 

Solaris, and this allows them the ability to develop a fair and healthy relationship. 
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POWER AND PROJECTION

A common occurrence in these unconventional romances is the power and the 

control that inevitably comes with it. This is especially more apparent in the 

romances between a human and non-human; since the human usually holds the 

greater advantage of freewill, and thus the freedom to do as he pleases. 

Nevertheless, power and control is a problematic feature which can happen in 

relationships regardless of non-humanness. Jonathan Dayton, one of the co-

directors of Ruby Sparks, describes how the basic premise of the film is the relatable

problem of “How do I not seek to control the person I am with?”. Similarly, the writer 

and star, Zoe Kazan, questions “How do you accept a person for who they are 

completely? And how is this achieved without saying “I wish you didn’t have this 

part?”” (Ruby Sparks: The Story, 2012). This every-day idea is explored on a 

fantastical level in the film, allowing Calvin to literally have complete control over 

Ruby. The same idea of control is present in the other unconventional romances too.

As a genre convention in male-centred romance films, the female is often a 

“seducer” or “aggressor”, this dates back to the 1930’s; encouraging the cliché of a 

female aggressor existing only to liberate the reserved male character. 

Consequently, although it may appear that the female aggressor has more control 

over the man; it in fact suppresses her into a role that has no other purpose than to 

serve the man’s emotions, not her own (Butler, 2014:52-53). Eternal Sunshine of the 

Spotless Mind and Ruby Sparks appears to follow this convention until the end, 

when the idea is rejected. For the latter, this problem is resolved as Calvin lets go of 

the control he has for Ruby and grants her freewill. It is then implied that because of 

this, Calvin and Ruby now have a chance to restart the relationship on fair grounds, 

now without Calvin’s superior control over Ruby. Furthermore, up until this point 

there have been many indications of Calvin’s controlling behaviour. From the very 

beginning, when Ruby approaches him in a dream, she questions how Calvin has 

named his dog ‘Scotty’ after F. Scott Fitzgerald; explaining that it is a way of “cutting 

him down to size”, to “put him on a leash” and therefore feel superior. This is exactly 

what Calvin proceeds to do to Ruby, and it is foreshadowed.
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For Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind, Joel recalls the memory of when he first 

asked Clementine out, in which she makes very clear: 

“Too many guys think I'm a concept, or I complete them, or I'm gonna make 

them alive. But I'm just a fucked-up girl who's looking for my own peace of 

mind; don't assign me yours.”

By this, Clementine discards the idea that she is merely “a concept”; she exists more

than just to liberate Joel from his reservedness. Additionally, through Joel’s recalling 

of this memory, he acknowledges this; reminding himself that even though most of 

the Clementine we have seen during the film is in fact a “concept”, the real 

Clementine is not that, and is not under Joel’s control. 

In Her, Samantha does in fact liberate Theodore. He begins as a lonely, melancholic 

divorcee, and she teaches him to find wonder in the world again. For that reason, it 

would seem that Her falls under this convention of the female aggressor. More so, 

Hilary Bergen (2015) suggests that Theodore has a fascination with creation, due to 

his sexual fantasy with the nude pregnant actress he saw online in the beginning of 

the film. Bergen proposes that his fantasy of creation is fulfilled through Samantha. 

Their first sexual encounter together is in the complete darkness of their imagination,

where he is able to give “metaphorical birth to another being”. By this interpretation, 

Theodore appears to hold power over Samantha, or a desire for it at the very least. 

However, it is also worth noting that although Samantha liberates Theodore, she also

has a journey of her own. Her persona grows rapidly though the film, eventually 

transcending into something higher, arguably reaching the state of nirvana. Also, she

demonstrates that she is the one in control of their relationship; she organises 

Theodore’s life by her own accord, and even chooses her own name, unlike Ruby 

Sparks’ name, which is chosen by Calvin. Furthermore, as their relationship 

develops, the boundaries between Theodore and Samantha blur. She operates for 

him, such as guiding him through the fun-fair as he closes his eyes, or ordering him 

pizza when he is hungry, without him having to ask. Whilst it is a common case for 

couples to amalgamate into one entity, Theodore and Samantha render this to the 

extreme (Bergen, 2015). Thus, Samantha may be shaped by Theodore, but she also

shapes him equally in return (Bergen, 2015); catering to Theodore’s emotions is 
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something she does, but it is only one of the many complexities of her character, and

her lack of corporeality does not hinder this. Ultimately, her self-control eventually 

leads her to liberate herself from enslavement completely, no longer a female 

participant in a relationship, nor the human world itself (Bergen, 2015).

It seems that each of the films have the element of control, but what can still be 

explored is the reasons for why this power is abused; especially in the case of Calvin

in Ruby Sparks or Kelvin in Solaris; they are both driven to exercise this power, even

though it is manipulative and unloving. Projection appears to be an important factor. 

Proust once stated that “when we are in love with a woman, we simply project onto 

her a state of our own soul” (Langton, 2014:142). This is understandably a bold 

statement, but what can be taken from this is that relationships are often a reflection 

of ourselves; characteristics we appreciate in the other person are things we also like

about ourselves, or might aspire to have. Therefore, if all love is selfishly-driven, it 

could naturally lead to manipulative behaviour. However, if Proust’s belief is true for 

all relationships, are these unconventional romances any worse than any ‘normal’ 

relationship which is also inherently selfish? Kant would disagree; he speaks of love, 

both platonic and romantic, as a matter of “self-surrender and retrieval”. To love is to 

escape from “the prison of the self”; a solipsism (Langton, 2014:14-148), and so by 

Kant’s belief, to love is inherently selfless, and requires an equal selflessness from 

both parties; to give and take from each other. By Kant’s philosophy, projection is a 

negative thing since it is selfish; it has no element of self-surrender, and so 

controlling behaviour is not acceptable, nor a facet of genuine love. Additionally, 

Hume proposed three mechanisms for projection which can be used to assess what 

it is made up of, and consequently, decipher whether it is inherently a negative thing.

Firstly, is ‘Phenomenological Gilding’; this is similar to the aforementioned 

sentimental affection. In the way that food looks delicious to the hungry and a lover 

through rose-tinted glasses seems much more beautiful; it is the idolisation of a 

target. Secondly, ‘Wishful Thinking’; our desire to want something drives us to obtain 

it; this is where manipulation and power comes into effect. Finally, ‘Pseudo-empathy’,

which is the tendency to perceive other-beings as ourselves, and to transfer our 

qualities onto other objects. This is also the reason for anthropomorphism; seeing 
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human qualities in non-human objects, such as seeing faces in clouds (Langton, 

2014:143-146).

Pseudo-empathy is the main facet of projection which is problematic, for it can be 

heavily narcissistic, and refers back to Proust’s belief. In Solaris, Rheya is perhaps 

nothing more than “a mirroring and projection of [Calvin’s] own needs and wants” 

(Grau, 2014:99). The same can be said for each of the other films; Theodore was a 

part of creating Samantha, Joel recreates a version of Clementine from his mind, as 

does Kelvin with Rheya, and Calvin creates Ruby. Each of the men in these 

romances play a part in creating the other, and in doing so, are falling in love with 

their own creation. Or in other words, falling in love with themselves. As Ruby Sparks

says to Calvin: “There has to be space in this relationship, or else it’s like we are the 

same person”, and Calvin’s ex-girlfriend Lilah says: “The only person you wanted to 

be in a relationship with was you.” It is no coincidence that these men start their 

stories in a place of isolation, unable to find a social connection to the outside world. 

They feel unloved, and so the only place they can find love is in themselves. 

By examining Theodore and Samantha’s relationship through these philosophical 

modes of belief, it seems that they do not suffer from selfish projection. By Kant’s 

logic, Theodore and Samantha both offer a part of themselves to each other; a self-

surrender. Furthermore, Theodore does not align with Hume’s three modes of 

projection. He is not rosy-eyed with Samantha; when things go wrong or when they 

fight, he does not become subject to sentimentality. This contrasts with Ruby Sparks;

when Calvin is asked by his brother what the future entails for his relationship with 

Ruby, he responds: “I don’t care”; too rosy-eyed to think about the logistics. For 

‘Wishful Thinking’, Theodore does not outwardly show any forceful control over 

Samantha. When it is time for her to leave, he understands and lets her go. In Ruby 

Sparks, Calvin is completely motivated by ‘Wishful Thinking’; he has the unique 

ability to obtain his wishes as he pleases. Theodore may suffer slightly from ‘Pseudo-

Empathy’, for he is a part of creating Samantha; however, she is largely her own 

person, and any qualities she shares with Theodore are perhaps the same amount 

as any regular couple may share. Additionally, despite the large opportunity for 

anthropomorphism, Theodore sees Samantha as nothing other than herself; not a 
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human being, unlike Ruby Sparks, where Calvin sees Ruby as nothing but human. 

Therefore, Theodore does not exhibit superior control over Samantha. This is a 

contrast to the relationship in Ruby Sparks which is manipulative, and does not 

share as much of an equal ground as Theodore and Samantha. 
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HUMANITY AND REALNESS

One of the main connections between these films is the concern of humanity and 

realness. With the acknowledgement that love extends further than simply 

reproductive reasons, the concept of romantic love without physical contact is a 

plausible idea (Gibson, 2015:8). However, how human-like are the non-humans in 

these romances? More so, does the amount of humanity determine how easy it is for

the men to fall in love with them?

In Her, Samantha is never portrayed by a human avatar. Theodore does not make 

any mental association with her having a human form either. She is only ever visually

represented by the circle symbol in her software (D’Angelos, 2015). There is never 

even a dream sequence or illustration by Samantha of what she wishes she looked 

like (No Totally, 2014). It is only through cinematic techniques that makes 

Samantha’s presence known to make up for her lack of on-screen physicality and to 

make it believable that Theodore would fall in love with her. For instance, when 

Samantha is first activated, they have their first conversation. Theodore’s body 

language conveys shyness as he speaks to her; he turns his body away. As a result, 

since Theodore is unconsciously treating Samantha like a real person already, the 

viewer does too (No Totally, 2014). Additionally, sound design is used to emphasise 

Samantha’s gradual evolvement into more human-like behaviour. In the beginning, 

her voice is mixed on all audio channels, meaning that it reverberates around all the 

room omnisciently. As the film progresses and Theodore and Samantha get closer, 

her voice moves into the centre channel, which is the standard placement for human 

dialogue in films (No Totally, 2014). This subtle use of sound design signifies how 

Samantha becomes more of a present character to Theodore and the viewer, rather 

than a mere object; she is present, even without physical presence. Another 

important feature about Samantha is her voice. Breathy, husky voices like that of 

Marilyn Monroe are rated as most appealing by heterosexual males, which Scarlett 

Johansson, the voice of Samantha, has. Since Samantha has no physical presence, 

it is therefore significant that her voice evokes a sex appeal that Theodore can be 

attracted to (Gibson, 2015:7-8). It also adds flair to her persona, steering her away 

from the generic, robotic voices of personal assistants in our present day reality. 
16



By this, Theodore seems to have a deep affection for Samantha without having to 

anthropomorphise her; he doesn’t need to pretend she is a human in order to have 

feelings for her. If anything, she is in many ways better than a human; she fulfils all 

his wishes and needs in the way that a human would, but on top of this, as an 

operating system, she is able to serve him in a way that “a human, slave or partner 

would never be able to” as well (Bergen, 2015). It is also worth noting that despite 

Samantha’s human-like qualities or not, Theodore himself is in a way programmed 

like an operating system; he writes letters at his job “to produce affective output” 

(Bergen, 2015). This is more of a robotic lifestyle than Samantha’s freedom to learn 

and grow. This idea is subtly hinted at in the film itself; when Theodore is engrossed 

in his game, he replies to Samantha in a monotone voice. She then mocks him for 

sounding so robotic. Hence, it seems that they are not so dissimilar from each other 

after all. 

Theodore admires Samantha as she is, with no longing for her to be human. This is 

a contrast to Calvin’s affection for Ruby in Ruby Sparks. Ruby does have a physical 

form, she can be seen by others, and is not even aware that she was conceived 

fictionally. It is debatable to accept whether Ruby is in fact a real human being or not.

Although she exists physically, unlike Samantha, the actual existence of her persona

is not real because it is entirely changeable by Calvin, whereas Samantha’s persona 

does exist. Nevertheless, the most significant point is Calvin’s perception of Ruby’s 

humanity. When she first appears, Calvin naturally believes that he is going crazy 

and must be imagining her. He tries to alleviate the problem by ignoring it, assuming 

that it is his mind playing tricks. However, he soon realises that other people can see

Ruby too; that she must exist in some way or another. It is at this point where he 

realises that she is, in a sense, ‘real’, and so he fully accepts her and pursues the 

relationship without a second thought. Beforehand, she was not ‘real enough’ 

because he thought she was an illusion, as soon as he realises that she does have a

corporeal form, he willingly accepts her. From this point onwards, Calvin does not 

seek to explore Ruby’s humanity; he simply accepts that she is human enough for 

him. 
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Similarly, in Solaris, Kelvin is completely aware that the ‘Rheya’ he meets is not the 

real Rheya, his late wife. He wishes to seek redemption for the mistakes he made 

with the original Rheya, and this is clearly something that cannot be offered by the 

imitation ‘Rheya’; it is not her responsibility. Despite this, Kelvin does not care; this 

imitation of Rheya is close enough, acceptable enough, for him to pursue (Grau, 

2014).

Throughout Her, Samantha shows many indications of desiring to be human. She 

often tells Theodore about her fantasies of being physically present with him. A key 

scene in the film which explores this is when Samantha convinces Theodore to bring

a third party, a surrogate, into the relationship to physically please him sexually, 

standing-in as a vessel for Samantha to act through. Theodore is very reluctant to do

this, and this is more evidence of how his love for Samantha is for who she is, and 

not for the pretence of being a human. However, it seems that Samantha is insecure 

about their sex life, believing that she is not able to please him sexually (No Totally, 

2014). She invites a woman, who is happy to be a part of their relationship as a 

surrogate, to be intimate with Theodore. The whole scene is awkward, for the 

surrogate is completely silent, and Samantha speaks through her. It is clear to 

Theodore and the viewer, that this is not Samantha. The very idea for her to have a 

body, even just for role-play, feels wrong (D’Angelo, 2015). After a hesitant start, 

Theodore tries to co-operate by Samantha’s persuasion. However, after some brief 

caressing, Theodore disengages, explaining that the whole situation is too 

uncomfortable, and that the surrogate’s lip quivered, putting him off. It seems clear 

that Theodore’s rejection of the surrogate is because she is “insufficiently artificial” 

(D’Angelo, 2015), the lip quiver being undeniably human. He does not love 

Samantha despite her lack of corporeal form, he loves her as she is, and is simply 

not attracted to even the idea of Samantha having a human body. Additionally, it is 

noteworthy that the brief moment in which Theodore is intimate with the surrogate is 

when her back is turned to him, as soon as she turns around to face him, he stops. 

He only managed to feel sexually engaged when he was not looking at her face; 

when she faces him, it reminds him that she is not Samantha, she is a human.

18



It is significant that a previous film by Jonze, ‘Being John Malkovich’ (1999), also 

deals with a similar idea of using a third ‘vessel’ in a romantic encounter. Lottie 

becomes fascinated with the ability to transport herself into John Malkovich’s body. 

She becomes infatuated with Maxine, and the two begin a sexual relationship. 

Although Maxine returns the feelings, she states that she is only willing to be intimate

when Lottie is in Malkovich’s body (Galibert-Laine, 2015). This concept of surrogacy 

is similar, but evidently the circumstances are different. Theodore and Samantha are 

unable to physically be intimate, and the surrogacy is used to try and resolve this 

issue. For Lottie and Maxine, they do not need a surrogate to be intimate, but 

Maxine prefers it this way. However, what relates the two instances is that the use of 

a third vessel allows the true desires of the characters to be expressed. Through this

scenario, it is made clear that Theodore does not desire a human Samantha, and 

Samantha does feel insecure about not being human. Through Malkovich, Lottie and

Maxine realise their attraction to one another. Even though Maxine initially refuses 

Lottie when not in Malkovich’s body, by the end of the film, Maxine realises her true 

feelings, and the two pursue a relationship in their own bodies. Therefore, similar to 

Theodore and Samantha, their love transcended physical being; a genuine love and 

affection existing beyond the primal attraction of the human form.

Furthermore, Samantha’s longing to be human has parallels to Eternal Sunshine of 

the Spotless Mind’s Clementine. In the original shooting script, she speaks about her

favourite book, ‘The Velveteen Rabbit’ (Williams, 2007); a tale about a toy rabbit 

becoming real through being loved. In the film, this is changed to Clementine 

speaking about her dolls, specifically an ‘ugly doll’ which she would demand to be 

pretty.

“It’s weird. Like if I can transform her, I would magically change too.”

Although this is different to the original script, the idea is the same; the hope that 

through love, she can be ‘real’ (Butler, 2014). The irony is that this is a memory from 

Joel, and so the Clementine in this instance is technically not real at all, and 

whatever love that existed in that moment is erased - no longer real. The similarity 

between Clementine and Samantha is their longing to be real and how this is 

brought out of love. For Clementine this is less literal, the real Clementine does exist,
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but by ‘real’ it is assumed that she feels neglected, like the ugly doll, and through 

being loved she may feel less abandoned. Samantha’s case is more literal, in that 

she does not exist physically, but through her love with Theodore, she feels alive. 

When they have intercourse, there is clearly no physical intimacy, yet somehow 

Samantha describes how she can “feel” Theodore. Whether Samantha is physically 

present or not, with Theodore, she feels present; a lack of ‘realness’ is made real 

through love.
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ESCAPISM

A convention often found in romance films is the couple’s retreat to a place far away 

from commotion, where they can pursue a relationship together. This idea stems 

from Shakespeare’s romantic-comedies; the characters escape from a “repressed 

and uptight city to go to the countryside”. This allows them to be free with their 

desires, away from restrictions and rules or judgement from others (Butler, 2014:50-

51). This happens notably in Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind, for Montauk and

the frozen Charles River are Joel and Clementine’s places to escape; it is their 

typically “magical setting” away from the world (King, 2009:80). In Her, their “place of

escape” could arguably be the subspace, best represented during their love scene 

where everything is in total darkness; only the voices of Theodore and Samantha 

exist in this space between realities. This is less of a physical setting than Montauk, 

but it is still a place of escape for the pairing; whenever Theodore walks through the 

city with Samantha in his earpiece, he is blocking himself from the world and 

escaping to the subspace with Samantha.

A significant example of a romantic pairing and their escape from life can be found in

‘Lost in Translation’ (2003). In this film, a famous actor and married man, Bob Harris, 

and an isolated wife of a photographer, Charlotte, form an association during their 

brief time in Tokyo. Their relationship shares many parallels with Her. The films are 

initially connected since the directors of both films, Coppola and Jonze, were married

and divorced. It is often assumed that the character of Charlotte in Lost in 

Translation (also played by Scarlett Johansson), and her husband, who are going 

through relationship troubles, are avatars for Coppola and Jonze (Ryan, 2014). It 

could then be said that through Theodore’s pain in divorcing his ex-wife in Her, that 

these films are in companion with each other. However, despite the connections of 

the directors involved, the films themselves echo likeness with each other, 

independent of this information. Both films include married (or once married) people 

finding a connection with someone that feels real, but arguably, is not (Ryan, 2014). 

They both find this connection in a non-reality escape. Theodore and Samantha 

have the subspace as their escape from reality, for Charlotte and Bob it is Tokyo; a 

place away from their real lives, where they can avoid their problems. It is 
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noteworthy that although Charlotte and Bob’s relationship is intensely emotional, it is 

not at all sexual. They do not engage intimately, the kiss goodbye at the end is their 

only moment of physical passion. This demonstrates that despite Charlotte and 

Bob’s desire for each other, and enjoyment in escaping from their lives together, 

there is an understanding that to pursue any further would be a mistake, for it is 

unrealistic to think that there could be a future for them to be together (Ryan, 2014) 

This is echoed in Theodore and Samantha’s relationship, for it is unrealistic to think 

that there is a future for the couple, despite the enjoyment of their escape. The only 

difference is that they pursue each other anyways.  

Escapism is also used in escaping to the past. This is evidently a large element 

explored in Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind. Through Joel’s memory-erasure 

procedure, he discovers his yearning to never forget Clementine, and through this 

carries a sense of nostalgia; “the bittersweet longing for a past that can never be fully

regained” (Teo, 2013:358). This is a relatable human emotion, and it is powerful 

enough to put the subject into a sentimental state, where the feeling of nostalgia 

overrides logic. Joel desperately clings to happy memories with Clementine, 

forgetting the reasons for why the relationship turned sour. Similarly, in Solaris, 

Kelvin is obsessed with the past. Yet unlike Joel, he desires to rewrite the past; to be 

with the imitation of Rheya offers him a nostalgia of his late wife; a literal escape into 

the past. In Her, Theodore is also plagued with flashbacks from the past; he is 

grieving his divorce from his ex-wife, and his mind is constantly reminded of 

moments from their marriage. However, in contrast to Eternal Sunshine of the 

Spotless Mind and Solaris, Theodore’s relationship with Samantha is an escape 

from the past, rather than into it. It is a way for him to avoid the mourning process of 

the divorce. 

Each of these couplings deal with escapism in some way, but escapism only 

becomes problematic when it is used as a way to ignore real implications. This is 

clear in Solaris; Kelvin takes the easy route by embracing the comforting illusion of 

his ex-wife, rather than making the effort to come to terms with the reality of his 

situation (Grau, 2014). Likewise, this submission to the illusion happens in each of 

the other unconventional romances. Calvin ignores the impracticalities of his 
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relationship with Ruby, and ignores the novel he is trying to write. Joel and 

Clementine could also be seen as naïve, doomed to repeat their romantic escape to 

Montauk again and again, instead of discontinuing their relationship completely. 

Charlotte and Bob seem to be only ones to acknowledge that their relationship is 

temporary, and so they do not let themselves become too attached. For Theodore 

and Samantha, it is unusual that despite the maturity of their relationship, there is 

little indication of what they see in their future together. It seems inevitable to the 

viewer that the relationship could not last regardless of their strong affection for each

other. The demise of their relationship is due to Samantha’s rapid evolving, 

developing into something greater than Theodore. Although they begin the 

relationship mutually agreeing that it is nothing serious, things do become more 

serious, and they seem to avoid discussing the logistics; escaping the issue of their 

inevitable incompatibility. Alternatively, perhaps there is a silent acknowledgement 

that their time together is fleeting; unlike Kelvin in Solaris, when it is time for the 

relationship to end, Theodore understands and lets Samantha go without question. 

Additionally, although it can be perceived that Theodore uses Samantha as an 

escape from reality, this does not seem to seclude or isolate him in any way. If 

anything, his time with Samantha helps him to be more open in the world; he gets his

work published due to her help, and he socialises with his co-worker on a double 

date. Hence, their escapism does not isolate Theodore.

Escapism is not inherently a negative thing. For Theodore and Samantha, it is a 

large basis for their relationship, but it does not seem to be problematic. It is also 

important to note that despite the evidence of escapism, it appears that it does not 

affect the sincerity of their love for each other. Even if their relationship started out 

initially as an escape mechanism, it developed into a relationship that was much 

sincerer. 
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CONCLUSION

The representation of Theodore and Samantha’s relationship can be justified as love.

Even though the concept of love was initially thought to be a mechanism for 

reproduction, it has seemingly expanded into something more complex and less 

understood by science. In deciphering the scientific symptoms of love, the couple 

appears to meet them successfully, in accordance with Helen Fischer’s mechanism 

for love. 

By this, it would seem that there is proof enough of Theodore and Samantha’s 

genuine love, but more factors were needed to be considered; previous films which 

were based around unconventional romances portrayed common problematic 

issues. Consequently, these problems were explored individually in order to reach a 

conclusion. 

Firstly, was the consideration of sentimentality. It was vital to differentiate between 

genuine love and sentimental affection. Through comparison with Eternal Sunshine 

of the Spotless Mind and Solaris, it became clear that Theodore’s perception of 

Samantha was not merely a projection of ideals to fall in love with. Theodore saw 

Samantha as who she was, and despite being a part of her creation, her personality 

was influenced by the outside world too, which prevented her from simply being a 

persona moulded entirely by Theodore to serve his needs. Thus, Theodore’s love for

Samantha was deeper than mere sentiment.

Power and projection were also essential factors to consider. Especially in romances

between human and non-humans; there is often a significant sense of power or 

superiority from the human. However, unusually, if anything, Samantha was the one 

that held power in the relationship. In contrast to Ruby Sparks, in which Ruby is 

completely controlled and holds no free-will, Samantha always had the freedom to 

do as she pleased, and even though she served Theodore, she only did so by 

choice. Projection was explored as an initiator for controlling behaviour. Through 

examination into philosophical modes of projection, particularly Hume’s mechanism, 

it became understood that Theodore did not suffer this with Samantha; his level-
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headed view of Samantha, and the mutual selflessness of their relationship, meant 

that Theodore never felt the need to exert control over her.

For humanity and realness, Samantha does not show features of being physically 

human, despite her desire to be one. However, this is not unattractive for Theodore, 

he loves her for who she is; not a human. This contrasts with Calvin in Ruby Sparks, 

who is happy to pursue a relationship because she seems human enough, and the 

same goes for Kelvin in Solaris; submitting to a fake imitation of his late wife. Thus, 

Theodore and Samantha’s sincerity of love seems further validated. Additionally, 

Samantha’s longing to be human, to be ‘made real’, is in some way achieved 

through Theodore’s love. Hence further demonstrating the depth of their love.

Escapism is a frequent element in romance films. It often happens because of the 

couples’ desire to get away from the struggles of real life, and indulge in a place far 

away with their partner. To escape is not problematic in itself, but it becomes an 

issue when it is used to avoid real life. Theodore and Samantha’s escape with each 

other is fleeting, for their future is uncertain. When their time together reaches its 

inevitable end, they part ways amicably. This contrasts with Kelvin in Solaris, who 

refuses to face his problems, instead submitting himself to the escapist fantasy, and 

indicating that his feelings for Rheya are selfishly driven and not genuine love.

Through exploring the common problematic themes which pervade unconventional 

romances, it seems clear that Theodore and Samantha’s suffers very little from these

areas. Therefore, it seems that the depiction of their relationship appears to be true 

love. It is an unusual and relatively unique concept for the representation of an 

impossible romance to be portrayed with sincerity rather than one that is selfishly or 

manipulatively driven, and so it seems that for the American Indie genre, the 

unconventional romance is once again transformed, adding a new perspective to the

definition of love.
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