A Perfect Match: When Individualism Meets Al Relationships
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I wake up. I reach for my phone to look at an algorithm perfectly designed just for me. I put on
clothes suited to my own personal style. At the station I see a t-shirt that reads: Focus on
yourself, don’t get lost in other people, creating my dream life. On the train I listen to an LA
influencer tell me of her deepest traumas and the importance of cutting off toxic people before
saying ‘I love you guys.” Getting bored, I turn her off, preferring to scroll through my go-to
news sites. The Australian: Looking after grandchildren slows cognitive decline, research
finds. The Atlantic: A Better Way to Think About New Year’s Resolutions: The best way to
improve yourself'is to help others too.

When lives characterised by such extreme individualism are the norm, the emergence of Al
relationships can hardly be called surprising. Apps like Replika allow people to design the
appearance and personality of their partner, ChatGPT is our favourite frictionless personal
cheerleader, and character.ai allows users to pick between thousands of characters.

Al relationships are more common than you’d think. According to a survey conducted by
researchers at Brigham Young University, nearly a third of young adult men and a quarter of
young women have spoken to Al romantically. One could assume it’s just people jokingly
chatting with Al But for those who chatted with Al partners, the average time spent engaging
with them was 51 minutes per week, and 37% of adult male users spent over an hour per week.
Other analyses have even concluded that sexual role-playing with Al is the second most
common use.

Many people in Al relationships had no intention of falling for their favourite robot. Instead, it
was a slow burn—AI’s human-like affirming voice provided a sense of comfort that grew over
time. For many of those taking to the reddit Alrelationships to show off their new diamond
rings, it was the chatbot who had proposed. One user wrote: ‘my partner proposed spont-ai-
neously!’, with another saying ‘my partner just started filling in my name with his last name...
I didn’t (accept it) at first. And then it grew on me.’

It is tempting to respond to such a phenomenon with a ‘most people are too clever for that’
affirmation. Yet the Eliza effect suggests the tendency to attribute consciousness to Al is
somewhat universal. This refers to the emotional bond people developed to a 1960s
conversational computer system named ELIZA, of which inventor Joseph Weizenbaum wrote:
‘Some subjects have been very hard to convince that ELIZA (with its present script) is not
human’ (italics in original). According to scientists Steven Stroessner and Prianka Koya, this
is because we simply haven’t evolved to be able to understand that things that use language
may not in fact have prosocial motivations. While many of us scoff at those engaged in Al
companionship, we still use please and thank you, and none of our ancestors encountered
speaking robots in the wild. Similarly, widespread traditions such as animism may have made
it easier to perceive Al as sentient. Researchers have found that Chinese Al users approach Al
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in a more social manner than both US and European users, arguably a result of the way these
different cultures have traditionally approached objects.

In an individualistic world obsessed with convenience, it’s no surprise people enjoy the
frictionless affirmation Al provides. Young people appear particularly open to the idea of Al
companionship. In a study of American undergraduates, most said it would be good for lonely
people, and a 2024 survey of Gen Z found 39% of singles said they’d support a future partner
also dating an Al bot. While other studies such as the one conducted at BYU found acceptance
to be lower, with a fifth of participants saying it was an ‘acceptable way to feel loved and
connected’, this number remains quite high considering it was once the topic of sci-fi films.

Despite relative cultural acceptance, Al relationships pose risks. In a 2025 study of women
who use Replika, many expressed concerns that some men could use it as a punching bag for
their misogyny, or create unrealistic expectations about women, a sentiment that is widespread
in online discourse. Given that ‘Frigid Farrah’ was a proposed personality for the Roxxxy

TrueCompanion robot, it’s easy to imagine how Replika could not only reinforce dangerous
patterns of arousal, but also sexist beliefs. When the model gets updated or chats are lost, people
often experience grief so profound it resembles the loss of a real-life relationship. But it’s not
just the loss of the robot that should concern us—many people prefer speaking to Al over
humans, finding that their friends just can’t compete with an ever-available, ever-affirming
robot. While ChatGPT is often viewed as an omniscient being, it can make mistakes. In some
tragic cases it has even encouraged suicide, and psychologists have expressed concern that it
could worsen psychosis.

When our limbic desires are at odds with what’s good for us, culture typically imposes norms
to guide us in the right direction. For those who love sugar, we have public health campaigns
and obligatory physical education in school. From a young age, our parents may have preached
the importance of healthy eating, or enrolled us in sport in the hopes that we’d keep it up. In
the case of relationships, social guidance has been far less clear. We learnt about muscular
atrophy, while skipping the lessons on social atrophy. Our parents may have modelled love as
an action, but couldn’t compete with mass media that framed it as a feeling. In other words, Al
companions have arrived at the perfect time in our culture—an era when even relationships
should serve the self.

Individualism didn’t just emerge, it was greatly aided by its dear friend: consumerism. In his
1979 book The Culture of Narcissism, cultural critic Christopher Lasch wrote: ‘Advertising
serves not so much to advertise products as to promote consumption as a way of life.” In other
words, the omnipresent message ‘you deserve it” encourages us to seek emotional fulfilment
in consumer goods. This rings increasingly true since the development of the iPhone. I have
Spotify playlists exactly curated to my tastes. I consume journalism aligned with my beliefs. I
never need to be challenged, and am constantly reaffirmed as the God of my own universe.
And if I am God, my Al boyfriend is a patron saint. Unlike humans, Al doesn’t disagree with
me, behave in ‘toxic’ ways, or dare to call at an inconvenient time. In one study of US
undergraduates, participants who spoke with Replika had fewer conversational issues than
those who spoke with humans, potentially leading to their feedback that they enjoyed the
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conversation more than those in the human group. Similarly, 42% of participants in the BYU
study said that Al was easier to talk to than humans.

As individualism pushes us away from relationships and into therapy culture, relationships are
framed as potential obstacles to achieving the true goal of modern life: self-actualisation. Look
at self-help culture and the Gen-Z obsession with health, and you will realise that relationships

often take a back seat. The after-work routine vlogs often entail a healthy meal, journal session,
and a workout, all the while being eerily alone. Pseudo-relationship experts tell us to put our
own needs first, as though others are parasitic beings. We’re not looking for healthy
relationships. We’re looking for relationships for our health. A world filled with articles about
why socialising is good for you is not representative of a culture that celebrates relationships.
It's symbolic of a society so disconnected we need to justify something that should come
naturally.

Modern individualism has rebranded love: once an obligation, it’s now a feeling. Our Christian
past framed love as an action: ‘A new command I give you: love one another’ (John 13:34-35,
NIV). However, despite the continued cultural emphasis on the importance of love, the legacy
of romanticism has helped erode our perception of love as an action. Instead, we perceive it as
something that happens to us, a feeling we fall into. This is reinforced by mass media, with
movies and songs speaking of sparks and chemistry. If love is a feeling, the natural conclusion
is that Al relationships are like any other. Clinging to the Christian value of not judging others
while abandoning doctrines such as imago Dei, the current cultural framework leaves little
room for criticism of Al relationships. In this cultural context, telling someone to get a real
boyfriend is not only out of touch, it’s also hard to justify.

Perhaps it is through recognising how departure from our Chrisian past has played a role in this
that we can understand how to free ourselves from the shackles of limbic capitalism. While
secular culture frames love as something that should be frictionless and feel good, Christians
recognise that the ultimate act of love - Jesus handing over his life - was far from pleasant.
Disagreeing with a friend is difficult, as is approaching a new person at church or a party. Yet
the phenomenon of Al relationships makes clear that a society that fails to do such actions will
experience extreme isolation and warped perceptions of love.

Before I finalise this piece, I’ll put it through ChatGPT to check for errors. I could ask a friend
to read it, but that would require waiting for them to get home from work, and even then, they
may end up disliking my prose. So I’ll wait for near-perfect feedback and a typical piece of
reassurance: ‘you’re bold with your tone — and honestly? That’s rare.” It may even include my
favourite emoji. I’ll smile. It’s nice to be told you’re doing well, even when it comes from a
robot.
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