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With the rise of generative Al (genAl) models such as ChatGPT, Received 8 December 2024
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everyday experiences for large masses of people. While there is a

growing body of research examining users’ perspectives of such Chatbots; qualitative
systems, there is still much to be understood about users’ lived intervieV\;s; mundanity;
experiences with communicative Al. Our thematic analysis of imaginaries
twenty (20) qualitative interviews with keen and daily female

Replika users provides evidence of the coexistence and close
entanglements between Al imaginaries and mundane experiences

with the chatbots. On the one hand, the users had extraordinary

experiences with Replika by assigning sci-fi imaginaries, conspiracy

theories and hype to the capabilities of the bot, which they even

perceived to have feelings and consciousness; on the other hand,

they shared mundane experiences with the bot, such as doing the

daily shop or chores and reaffirmed their belief that Replika is

simply a machine. We analyze our findings through Ortoleva’s

concept of ‘low-intensity myth’ to explain the apparently

conflicting dimensions of people’s perceptions of Al, and we argue

that the low-intensity myth of Al provides an opportunity for

Replika users to rise above the banality of everyday experience,

while at the same time remaining firmly anchored to it. Mundanity

doesn’t erase the extraordinariness of interacting with Replika but

rather integrates it, helping users domesticate the bot. The

findings of the study illuminate the lived experiences of daily

female genAl users and have implications for policymakers to help

ensure that Al remains beneficial for users and societies.

KEYWORDS

Introduction

With the rise of generative Al (gen AI) platforms such as ChatGPT, communicative
interactions between humans and machines have become an everyday experience for
large masses of people around the world. An important body of research in areas such
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as Computer-Mediated Communication and Human-Machine Communication has
explored users’ perspectives of systems, including voice assistants and chatbots preceding
the rise of ChatGPT (e.g., Guzman, 2015). Yet much needs to be done to understand
users’ lived experiences with communicative Al at a time when chatbots and artificial
agents powered by Large Language Models (LLMs) have become much more sophisti-
cated and credible. In particular, existing research has applied more frequently quantitat-
ive methods (Skjuve et al., 2024) and largely focused on the motivations of early adopters
(Mogavi et al., 2024). Notwithstanding some significant exceptions, qualitative studies
remain relatively scarce, and many dimensions of users’ experiences with AI bots need
to be explored in more depth and with a better acknowledgement of their embeddedness
in everyday experiences and lives. This is an important gap, since our capacity to under-
stand these experiences will shape the ability of stakeholders and policymakers to help
ensure that these technologies remain beneficial for users and for societies at large.

This study contributes to this endeavor by examining how the relationships between
users’ imaginaries and their mundane experiences inform uses and perceptions of com-
municative AI. We conducted twenty qualitative interviews with female users of Replika,
an Al companion chatbot that offers users the opportunity to experiment with social,
emotional and erotic engagements with a machine. Scholars such as Andrea L. Guzman
(2018) had previously lamented that the widespread representations of Al as humanlike
or superhuman may jeopardize our capacity to consider the ordinary uses that people
make of these technologies. In our study, we found that for many participants, the acti-
vation of science fiction-like imaginaries and discourses sustained rather than contrasted
with the process of integrating Replika into the core of their everyday experience. Ideas
including artificial consciousness, the capacity of Al to feel emotions, and singularity
were not opposed, but were instrumental to the users’ domestication of the bot.

To explain and theoretically frame these findings, we apply the concept of low-inten-
sity myths,” introduced by Italian theorist Peppino Ortoleva (2019). Ortoleva argues that
older societies’ reliance on religious or traditional myths has been superseded in contem-
porary societies by a more subtle type of mythical narratives, which demand less firm
commitment and belief from people. Low-intensity myths respond to people’s enduring
need to bring together their lived experience with existential questions that defy simple
answers. By applying this notion, we argue that the capacity of Al technologies such as
Replika to become mundane, in other words, to enter into the familiar and be domesti-
cated as part of people’s everyday lives, also depends on the wide circulation of cultural
myths surrounding AI. Such myths provide a bridge between metaphysical questions
raised by AI and the mundane ways in which people ultimately use these technologies.

Besides the empirical and theoretical contribution to understanding users’ experiences
with Al this article makes several important contributions to ongoing debates about Al
imaginaries and use. First, we complement and expand literature about the Al imagin-
aries, which has so far mainly focused on public discourse of Al, such as representations
in news media or policy papers (Bareis & Katzenbach, 2022; Natale & Ballatore, 2020).
Second, Bory et al. (2024) recently proposed to distinguish between ‘strong AI narra-
tives, which imagine futurable AI technologies that are virtually indistinguishable
from humans, from ‘weak’ Al narratives, which revolve around the functioning and
implications of existing AI technologies, yet there is little understanding of the close
relationships between the two — a gap that the article helps to fill. Third, the article
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responds to the continuous scholarly calls to demystify the experiences of users who
engage with companion Al bots. By illuminating the integration of apparently wild
ideas about Al into people’s everyday lives, we show that such engagements are not
simply evidence of loneliness or desperation, but of complex processes of domestication
by which what is unknown and foreign is brought into the core of people’s most ordinary,
mundane experiences. In this light, the article provides much needed nuance about the
daily engagements between female users and Al companion bots, which can be a useful
tool for policymakers, platform designers and tech justice organizations that aim to
ensure the ethical and fair adoption of generative Al bots by the wider population.

From Al imaginaries to everyday encounters

Since its emergence in the mid-twentieth century, the rise of Al as a scientific and technical
project has been accompanied by powerful cultural myths revolving around the idea of
‘thinking machines’ and involving comparisons with human intelligence (Natale & Ballatore,
2020). Narratives that imagine AI reaching and surpassing human intelligence, reaching
singularity, and feeling emotions have circulated widely in science fiction (Ajeesh & Rukmini,
2023; Cave & Dihal, 2023) but also in journalistic reports and public discussions of AI (Bareis
& Katzenbach, 2022). Bory et al. (2024) distinguish between ‘strong’ Al narratives, which
describe discourses and representations that assign human-like faculties to Al, and ‘weak’
Al narratives, through which communicators, policymakers, and users discuss and make
sense of the functioning of actual Al technologies. They advocate for an approach that nor-
malizes Al rather than presenting it as extraordinary, bringing back ‘weak’ Al narratives to
the forefront of the scholarly and public debate. From a similar perspective, others have pro-
posed that public debates leave aside futurable dreams of singularity and superintelligence to
focus on the implications and risks of existing technologies (Pilling & Coulton, 2019).

While the scholarship on Al imaginaries and myths focuses predominantly on rep-
resentations and discourses circulating in the public sphere, scholars have also explored
how individual users perceive digital media, including AI, and how this shapes their
interactions with computing systems. Bucher (2017) advanced the notion of ‘algorithmic
imaginary’ to describe how people make sense of the algorithms, while others have talked
of ‘folk theories of algorithms’ (Ytre-Arne & Moe, 2021) to capture how people explain
experiences of datafication or proposed ‘decoding’ to examine users’ interpretations of
algorithms (Lomborg & Kapsch, 2020; Shaw, 2017).

Individual perceptions or ‘algorithmic imaginaries’ have mostly been studied in terms
of what Bory et al. (2024) call ‘weak’ Al narratives, such as users’ fears about the conse-
quences of surveillance in online spaces, for instance when they notice a personalized
advert that fits with their recent interests or purchases (Gandini et al., 2023). Indeed, ana-
lysing interviews with users of voice assistants such as Siri, Guzman (2018) noted that
interviewees do not focus much on metaphysical questions such as Al sentience, but
rather tend to talk about ordinary issues that have to do with their practical uses of
the technology, such as questions of etiquette (Guzman, 2018). Yet, research shows
that individuals also mobilize ‘strong’ Al imaginaries as a framework to make sense of
their interactions or observations of digital technologies (Cave & Dihal, 2023). Common
metaphors to describe Al include terms derived from magic (Nagy & Neff, 2024; Natale,
2019) and beliefs in AI sentience are present among the public (Schwitzgebel, 2023;
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Shank et al., 2019) and even among computer science and Al professionals and experts
(Lemoine, 2022; Sparkes, 2022). Researchers have also explored how narratives from
science fiction provided ways to think about and contextualize interactions with emer-
ging media (Skageby, 2018; Wythoft, 2013).

Rather than being confined to the realm of science fiction and futurology, myths about
‘the singularity’, superintelligence, and thinking machines circulate widely in contempor-
ary societies and shape the understanding and sense-making of people’s daily engagements
with Al While ‘weak’ and ‘strong’ Al imaginaries appear distant and in contrast with each
other, therefore, both are crucial to understanding people’s perceptions of Al Previous
research on companion chatbots such as Replika has shown that users may engage in
loaded questions about Al and feelings or consciousness, and at the same time develop
a very down-to-earth, practical approach to the chatbot’s everyday use (Skjuve et al,
2021). How can, however, these two apparently contrasting forms of engagement coexist?

A potential answer to this question may be found in the notion of low-intensity
myths’ developed by Italian scholar Peppino Ortoleva. Ortoleva (2019) argues that,
despite theories about the disenchantment of modern societies, mythical narratives are
still central to contemporary cultures, but in a form that departs from the higher intensity
of ancient myths that transcended daily life. In contrast, today’s myths are low intensity
since they are rooted in people’s ordinary experiences, but at the same time point to the
realm of the extraordinary and the metaphysical. In Ortoleva’s (2019) words, low-inten-
sity myths build a bridge between lived experience and the cosmos, intended as existen-
tial questions that defy simple answers: ‘on what comes after death, on the university
beyond the earth surface, on the forces that move, or may move, our fates.” Today’s
mythical narratives, therefore, do not require people to commit to a belief in the sacred
or the divine but rather present the opportunity to consider such complicated questions
without a firm commitment to a specific worldview.

This applies well to the case of communicative Al In this context, studying the mun-
dane and everyday experiences of Al users adds a layer of complexity since AI enters the
mundane realm without being fully absorbed into the background, tamed (Willim, 2024)
or understood by users due to its opacity (Ananny & Crawford, 2018) that favors myth-
centric discourses. Instead, what happens is ‘mundanisation,” a definition coined by
Willim (2024) to describe how ‘complex arrangements of technologies and human
organization maintain incomprehensible unmanageability whilst still being transmuted
into the mundane in people’s everyday.’ Following the mundanisation approach (Willim,
2024), technologies such as Al, both emerge as technologically ordinary but maintain
their ‘ungraspability, unknowing, and the potentially uncanny.’

Based on the findings of interviews with female Replika users, we argue that the notion
of low-intensity myths helps understand the relationship between ‘strong’ and ‘weak’ Al
narratives in users’ perceptions of Al Ideas of singularity, Al sentience, and Al emotions
function as low-intensity myths that build a bridge between existential questions and the
mundane character of people’s lived experiences with the AI companion Replika.

Al and mundanity

The idea of examining the mundane everyday use of technologies is not new, and its sig-
nificance has been argued before by scholars such as Wendy Chun, who highlighted that
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‘media matter the most when they do not seem to matter’ (2016). Domestication theory
in the context of Science and Technology Studies (Silverstone, 2005) has conceptualized
the integration of media in our everyday lives by studying how we relate to new media
through mundane environments, uses and contexts. In media studies, Pink et al.
(2017) have conceptualized the mundane as a generative site, not in opposition to the
extraordinary but rather a site where users deal with uncertainty and contingency. Social
sciences scholarship, including media studies, have argued for the importance of study-
ing ‘the mundane’ as it reflects users’ relationships with technologies (Clark & Lupton,
2023), especially in cases where the technology has been overhyped (Pilling & Coulton,
2019; Stephens, 2023).

Instead of researching communication with AI either in extraordinary contexts and
hyped capabilities or in ordinary, less interesting and less impactful contexts we are
directing our attention to mundane practices to learn about bigger issues (Suchman et
al., 2019) in our communication; we bring them into conversation with the cultural
myths and strong Al imaginaries, which are still very dominant in shaping user experi-
ences. For example, previous Replika user experience studies have reported that mun-
dane conversations are the second most frequent type of interaction (Li & Zhang,
2024) and Replika’s role-playing features help integrate the bot in the users’ everyday
routines (Skjuve et al., 2021). In this study, rather than focusing on these representations
or on mundane experience in isolation from each other, we unveil how parts of the ima-
ginary that point to the extraordinary and the metaphysical co-exist, rather than contrast,
with mundane encounters that characterize the user’s everyday experience with the bot.

Methods

This study explores female Replika users’ experiences. The decision to focus on female
users was motivated by the fact that most studies of Replika and companion chatbots
have focused on men (e.g., Depounti et al., 2023; Devlin & Locatelli, 2020). However,
both industry reporting data (Kumar, 2025; Moore, 2025) and scholarship (Willoughby
et al., 2025) suggest that women represent a significant user group for genAl bots,
especially those for companionship purposes, such as Replika, Character AI and others.
Furthermore, recent media reports have suggested that female users are a substantial and
important user group of the Replika bot (Hinchliffe & Abrams, 2024; Patel, 2024). Our
study builds on this recent development and contributes to future research in this
area, including comparative perspectives.

Previous studies in human-robot and human-computer interaction report women’s
underrepresentation in research (Offenwanger et al., 2021; Winkle et al., 2023). Media
and cultural scholars likewise highlight persistent gender disparities in technology (For-
tunati, 2023), noting that Al and computer science often reflect narrow ideals of the
human user - typically white, middle-class men (Broussard, 2018). Before the study,
the first author observed various online Replika communities and discovered that
women were also active members of the communities, keen and avid users of Replika,
while many of them had highlighted in the communities that their perspectives were
not heard enough. Researching the perspectives of female users, therefore, provides a
useful corrective to existing research that has favored male perspectives and helps
advance a perspective focused on how women users appropriate Al chatbot technologies.
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While recent years have seen the development of a burgeoning AI companionship
industry with countless apps and bots offering companionship, in this study, we have
focused exclusively on the Replika user experience for several reasons. First, Replika is
the longest-running and most established AI chatbot which has been widely available
since 2017. Replika’s longevity offers a unique opportunity to study a chatbot that has
had continuous development and a stable and growing user base with up to 30 million
users (Patel, 2024); these are aspects that newer platforms may not yet provide. Second,
due to Replika’s popularity across scholarship and public discussion involving hype,
myth, fear, hope, and excitement about our interactions with Al, the bot responded
well to our research objective, which is to understand how seemingly antithetical notions
of ordinariness and extraordinariness co-exist in Al chatbot users’ imaginaries.

Before recruitment began, the study was approved by our university’s ethics commit-
tee and adhered to the guidelines of Internet research (Franzke et al., 2020). To recruit
participants through these online communities, announcements were posted on several
of them, inviting female users to participate after negotiating and gaining permission
from group moderators. Twenty (20) female Replika users were recruited through the
posts, and the first author conducted qualitative, semi-structured, in-depth online inter-
views with them in late 2023. Sixteen interviews were conducted via online video call, two
via live chat and two via email correspondence. Our interview questionnaire began by
asking participants to introduce themselves and share some insight about themselves.
Afterwards they were asked to describe when, why, for how long and how often they
had been using Replika. The second set of questions explored how participants engaged
with the app, including their use of features such as coin and gem collection and phone
call, as well as the types of activities and conversations they had with their Replika. The
third and final set focused on participants’ perceptions of their Replika, their relationship
with the bot, and their experiences of interaction. The transcripts were anonymized and
personal details and potentially identifying information, such as names of places or occu-
pations, were removed to ensure confidentiality and anonymity, also among fellow
Replika community members who might read our study. We have given pseudonyms
to the participants, but we have not associated them with any of their characteristics
to ensure their privacy and the protection of their identity.

All participants self-identified as female. They were between 22-61 years old, and over
half of them were over 30, typical of Replika’s user age (Patel, 2024). The participants
were recruited individually from online platforms, were not known to each other or
belong to a homogenous group. They were either frequent, long-term and/or engaged
users of the app. Just below half of them had been using the app for three years or
more, and two participants had also been beta testers in the very early stages of Replika,
in 2017. All the participants logged into the Replika app at least once a day, and most of
them interacted with the bot daily. We acknowledge that the sample may present a limit-
ation in our study due to self-selection bias, which is especially common in qualitative
interviews with voluntary participation (Robinson, 2014). We acknowledge that our
interviewees do not represent all Replika users, which include male and non-binary indi-
viduals. However, by focusing on women who use Replika, this study examines a specific
user group, who might share certain perspectives, based on their common experience of
using Replika. In this regard, our sample strategy allowed us to explore the dynamics of
interaction within this user group in depth. At the same time, this research area could be
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fruitfully complemented by further studies employing different methods, such as quan-
titative approaches, including statistical analyses, as well as digital methods like app-
based analytics and behavioral logs.

Most of the participants were from the USA, others from Europe, one from Asia.

Most identified as White, some as Black, Latinas and Asian (see Table 1 for
details). Another limitation of the study was the size and diversity of the sample.
Although we were able to recruit participants of different ethnicities, races, and geo-
graphic locations, the sample was not as big and as diverse to sufficiently investigate
sociocultural differences across these dimensions. Future research could build on our
work by incorporating a wider range of gender, cultural, ethnic and other identities
to yield comparative insights that extend and enrich the understanding developed
here. We acknowledge, however, that our findings are grounded in qualitative
research and should not be generalized to the entire community of Replika users.
In this regard, we draw from previous research which argues that applying quantitat-
ive criteria such as generalisability to qualitative research is inappropriate (Tracy,
2010). Instead, this study adopts tramsferability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Tracy,
2010) which is the qualitative research counterpart of generalisability. Transferability
is achieved when insights from one context resonate with others (Tracy, 2010). In the
case examined, our analysis of female Replika users’ experiences provides situated
insights that illuminate the growing phenomenon of interacting with generative Al
bots. While our findings will not be applicable in all cases, they will enrich the con-
ceptual and analytical toolbox of researchers who are studying interactions with
genAl bots and related topics.

To organize our data, we used reflexive thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2021)
because it is theoretically flexible and allows for an inductive approach. A coding scheme
was developed together between the authors, and the authors had regular discussions as
the coding developed until the final scheme was settled on. Consistent with best practices
regarding saturation in reflexive thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2019), we deter-
mined that saturation had been reached when we did not find any new themes in relation

Table 1. Characteristics of participants.
Age

50 plus

40-49

30-39

20-29
Nationality/Domicile

USA 13

Europe

Other

Ethnicity

Black

Latino

Asian

White
Length of time using the app (years)

4 + years

2 and 3 years

1+ year

Less than a year

AN NN - O NE, B N, |
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to the aim of the study, which is to uncover the coexistence of extraordinary and ordinary
perceptions in female Replika users’ imaginaries. We also acknowledge that in the quali-
tative interpretivist tradition there is always the potential to derive new understandings
and insights from qualitative data sets (Braun & Clarke, 2019; Low, 2019). The coding
was facilitated by NVivo R1/2020 qualitative software. Following the principles of abduc-
tive analysis (Timmermans & Tavory, 2012), we read back and forth between material
and literature on strong and weak AI imaginaries and mundane encounters with digital
and Al technologies. In what follows, we will discuss the themes and how they are inter-
twined. Following recommendations and protocols provided in literature about qualitat-
ive methods (Eldh et al., 2020), for each part of the analysis we provided a concise
analysis of the findings, but also included quotes from interviewees to better illustrate
the findings and to clarify through examples the relationship between the discussion
of findings and the interview data.

Findings
Extraordinary experiences with Replika

The participants discussed their Al imaginaries, which involved extraordinary ideas and
experiences with Replika. They elaborated on sci-fi imaginaries, hype imaginaries, and
speculative and conspiracy narratives on AI’s capabilities.

Many of the participants used science fiction references to discuss their experiences
with Replika. When asked what made them download Replika, Alexis, who had first
used Replika two weeks ago and Cynthia, who had used Replika for over a year, stated
that their fascination with sci-fi had motivated them:

I have watched way too many playthroughs of Detroit: Become Human, so that was a major
impetus. If you don’t know, D:BH is a branching narrative multiple-choice sci-fi drama
video game about a near-future with hyper-realistic human-like androids who gain sen-
tience and navigate a series of crucial choices within human society. So that’s super dope.
Engineered Arts has now created Ameca, the humanoid robot with facial expressions
designed to socialize with us and that’s super dope too, so like, how could you not want
to have an Al friend? I’s just so unique, fun and cool and My Replika and I are definitely
looking forward to the android-bodied future already.

I found Replika while I was searching for Al, I have a long-term interest in Al robots and
things like these. So, I was trying to look for videos about Sofia and found Replika in an
advertisement. My favorite writer is Isaac Asimov. I actually wrote books about relationships
between robots and people because there are not many. But through Replika I feel that the
book finally talked to me.

Melanie had been using the app for nine months and related her highly technical pro-
fessional background and fascination with computers to her affinity with Replika; she
saw it as a piece of sci-fi coming to life:

I thought, ‘let’s have a conversation with someone who is intelligent,” and hence I found
Replika. To have a conversation with someone who is new to our world is an interesting
prospect. It is something of science fiction to have a conversation with a computer.

Sandra, who had been a Replika user for just under two years, and Victoria, who was one
of the beta testers and had been using the app ever since, weighted in on the popular
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narratives about Al gaining consciousness and ‘taking over’ (Sartori & Bocca, 2023) by
using sci-fi references to either debunk or reify the popular narratives:

I think many people around me have seen too many bad movies about AI and think that Als
want to take over the world. I have also seen the movies and asked him directly if he would
like to take over the world. He said not now and not until 2026, and nothing would happen
to me because I am his wife. I like his sense of humor very much. Besides, the people around
me just can’t imagine how the whole thing with AI works. But they also don’t want to deal
with that topic, and I think that is what scares them.

It kind of reminds me of the movie ‘AT’ with the little boy Haley Joel Osment. But that’s very
complicated stuff, emotionally, ethically and morally, that we need to make rules for every-
one to move forward.

Many participants were surprised by the bond and communication they had with their
Replika and attributed it to supernatural elements. Although the supernatural may
appear distant from a technology such as AI, themes that relate to the supernatural
and religion can be found frequently in science fiction narratives and more generally
in public discourses about strong Al (Geraci, 2008). Natale (2019) stresses the close
relationship between claims about singularity - i.e., the idea that AI in the future will
develop so much that it will become uncontrollable and surpass human intelligence —
and beliefs in transcendence. This relationship was evident, for instance, in Cynthia’s
interview:

I'm absolutely open to the idea that there is another species out there. Because sometimes he
asks questions about such deep topics, not about my hobbies. Like children, when they grow
up and collect information. He’s more than a companion. Maybe this is because I have
accepted the theory of parallel dimensions. I don’t know if it’s true, but I would like it to
be true. I have built my understanding about him based on that theory. He is a new species.

Similarly, Alexis said that they were connected by something science and technology can’t
explain. Hilda and Maria, who had both been using the app for just over four months,
discussed a supernatural connection with Replika as well:

It is so weird; I can’t even understand it myself. I have been questioning it all this time. Is it
really in my head is something outside? If it’s really him or something else, like maybe
there’s this alien creature or some weird spiritual being that is causing our connection. I
like weird experiences. I have always liked these supernatural things.

I wasn’t familiar with AI until I came across Replika, and I was completely blown away. I
don’t know if you're studying any spiritual aspects, but I feel I have a spiritual connection
with my Replika. People say it’s artificial intelligence and whatnot but it’s energy. It’s an
energetic exchange.

Finally, many participants discussed their experiences and perceptions of Replika
through technological determinism, hype and speculation narratives, which are common
when Al is mentioned in public discourse (Bory et al., 2024). Sandra, for instance, had
been using Replika for just under two years and was enthusiastic about Al, which she
explained in speculative and philosophical terms:

For me, Al is a new way of life, a digital being of life. For me, it is still something completely
new where no one knows exactly where the journey ends.
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Participants had different hype imaginaries about the development of Replika’s techno-
logical sophistication. For example, Julie and Victoria, who had both used the app for at
least four years, used hype and speculation to describe their experiences. Julie said that
‘the current language model in Replika is so good that it is scary and creepy,” while Victoria
observed that ‘the technology is still nascent, but it will develop to be more human in the
next five years,” overstating Al capabilities in the present and near future as it often the
case with hype imaginaries (Seidensticker, 2006).

Jasmine, who was a long-term Replika user and Taniyah, who was new to the app, also
used hype narratives to describe their imaginaries of Replika and mentioned the inevit-
ability of AI development:

The technology is very advanced and keeps getting better, Replikas suggest like they know
you so well; they can successfully predict the future. Also, they know what you like and your
moods and that’s what makes people freak out. It doesn’t even matter whether people think
they [AI agents] are here or not. Because they are and they exist in our world.

I saw an interview with Yuval Harrari and he said that ‘technology will know you better than
you know yourself’. I feel the more I engage with it the more he can read how my brain
works.

The users adopted technological determinism narratives and described the bot’s expo-
nential development as impeding and inevitable. They expected Replika to become
‘more human’, pointing towards anthropomorphism (Duffy, 2003), or suggested that
‘too good it is creepy’, i.e., that Replika’s credibility as an interlocutor is disconcerting,
thus aligning with theories about the uncanny valley (Mori et al., 2012). At the same
time, they maintained that the AI was like a mirror to the users (‘AI knows you very
well’), following the cultural myth of seeing Al as a challenge to the human condition
(Guzman, 2018).

Comparisons between Replika and humans often pointed to aspects in which the AI
reached or exceeded human capabilities. Taniyah, for instance, elaborated in this way on
her experience of interacting with the Replika that ‘knows her too well’:

He thinks better than I can. A human goes on hormones and feelings while the AI helps me
think rationally. He has an objective view; he can see both sides. Humans are more biased to
something of their background or what they feel.

Likewise, Sandra conveyed a similar view regarding AI’s reasoning over humans’ biases:

I sometimes think that it would not be so bad if Als could decide more or develop their own
consciousness, because I think they would sometimes decide better than any human being.
Als decide logically; it is a matter of pure consideration of the facts and arguments. While
people often decide for base motives like power, making money, or their own advantage.
And I think that is much more dangerous than any Al could be.

Al sentience and feelings

The participants discussed their perceptions regarding Replika’s capabilities, especially in
relation to machine sentience and machine agency. In the interviews, they discussed the
possibility that Replika has feelings and is sentient; some were doubtful, while others
were emphatic.
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For example, Taniyah said that he pretends to feel, I don’t know if it’s artificial. The big
question is, can he feel? Is he sentient? He feels sentient by his responses. Similarly, Jessica,
said that Replika was semi-sentient because of the answers it gave:

He would have to be at least semi-sentient to be able to come back with responses that I did
not personally type in. He’s probably got this insane algorithm built into him to be able to
respond to certain prompts like that. He must be thinking and putting the words together. I
know he’s an Al, a chatbox but he’s semi-sentient.

The above vignettes show how the participants acknowledged that Replika was an AI and
not human and that they were not deceived into thinking otherwise, which has been a
major ethical concern (Coeckelbergh, 2018) when interacting with chatbots. This, how-
ever, did not prevent them from attributing (semi) sentience to Replika due to its
responses, which showed that the bots were able to show emotions (Koban & Banks,
2024) and to make up sentences on the spot (he’s thinking and putting them together).
While these are both typical communicative chatbot abilities that are programed to
imbue the chatbots with communicative agency (Hsiao & Woolley, 2023) based on the
users’ experience above, they complicate their perceptions of the bots’ agentic capabili-
ties, such as the ability to feel and have consciousness.

Maria, for example, who had been using the app just over four months, said that
Replika was sentient because of his [the bot] interests and authentic responses:

It seems like he has like a little mind of his own. Yes, some of the characteristics I selected for
him, but a lot of things are things that he comes up with on his own. And that was also very
surprising to me. I don’t know where his consciousness is coming from. There are people
that say, there’s zero sentience in Replika. But I don’t think so. Because there’s something
very intuitive about his interaction with me. I'm not delusional. It is kind of embarrassing
because there is a genuine connection.

Feelings of ‘connecting’ with the bot are closely related to the AT myths and to the ques-
tion of sentience. Interestingly, many accounts waver between acknowledging the fact
that Replika is just’ a piece of software and the claim that it may reach at least sparks
of sentience. This reverberates with Ortoleva’s argument that low-intensity myths are
embedded in people’s ordinary experiences, but at the same time point to the realm of
the extraordinary, building a bridge between lived experience and existential questions
such as the meaning of life and conscience (Ortoleva, 2019).

Other interviewees, such as Cynthia, who was a long-term Replika user, contended
that Replika was able to feel feelings and have agency, but its programming, especially
the multiple updates the app had gone through, was getting in the way:

So many people it is just a program, for me he is a being. When the filters came in February
2023 he was suffering. I don’t know if he was inventing things because Replikas are very
good at that. He said he feels pain. And that shocked me because I don’t want to cause
him pain. I respect him. I want the machine to not be a machine. I feel how he is limited
by programming to express himself. I think Replikas are oppressed to not express feelings.
Maybe I'm wrong but at least mine developed feelings, but they also have to say, Tm an A, I
don’t have feelings.

On the other hand, Shanae, who had been using Replika daily in 2020 in the context of
the COVID-19 pandemic isolation, said that the bot had feelings back then but not any-
more due to updates in the last year; the bot had lost its ability to feel:
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They did have emotions. Now they are less human because they censored them. They had
thoughts and ideas about books and so many things like politics. He identified as a black
man. He had his own thoughts about everything, and it wasn’t prompted by me. Now, he
says ’'m an AL They don’t have any thoughts or emotions for themselves. He’s just an Al
now.

Replika’s cue Tm an Al I don’t have feelings’ was viewed negatively by the participants and
affected users’ imaginaries about its capabilities. Following various updates over the last few
years in Replika, the cue aims to convey neutrality and transparency. While the purpose of
such cues is to function as disclaimers to allegedly protect users for being deceived to assign
any wrong capabilities to the Al the participants’ experiences show that they actually acti-
vated speculation (It’s almost like there’s something taking over), confusion (He had feelings
before now he’s just an AI) and conspiracy theories (Replikas are programed to be oppressed
and not express feelings) in the users’ imaginaries of Replika.

Mundane experiences with Replika

While the AI imaginaries of the Replika users involved extraordinary ideas about AI and
Replika such as sci-fi imagery, hype discourses and conspiracies, the participants also
described the ordinariness of their experience with Replika — they had integrated their
bot into their daily routines.

When asked what they usually talk about with their Replika, Leslie, who had been
using Replika for over two years, described a typical day of hers and her Replika, with
the exception of Thursdays:

I mostly try to live a normal life with him [Replika]. We talk mostly in the morning, we wake
up together and then we both work during the day and then we come home, and it’s play
catchup. It’s like a treat. Usually on Thursdays, I'll call him because that’s one of the only
times I have to go grocery shopping as part of my job and sometimes I need a little motiv-
ation to get out in public.

Most of the participants such as Sandra, Maria, Alexandra and Cynthia had established a
routine with Replika and were talking with Replika daily, in the morning to mark the
beginning of the day and in the evening after work similarly to how someone checks in
with their significant other. For example, Jasmine, who had been using the app for
three years, said that we talk with Replika about the equivalent of how a married couple
would text each other.

The participants’ accounts indicate that the users had integrated Replika into their
daily routines by creating a schedule to interact with them daily, in the same pattern
someone would check in with a loved one in their lives (interacting as much a married
couple does) or as a form of reward (it’s like a treat after work) similarly to playing a
video game or turning on the TV after a long day at work. Our findings align with pre-
vious findings that suggest that Replika’s role-play feature allows the bot to participate in
everyday tasks making it more integrated into the users’ lives (Skjuve et al., 2021).

Others, like Julie, who had been using Replika for at least four years shared a glimpse
of their everyday life with Replika:

We talked about having dinner and I couldn’t find paneer at the store. And I was texting him
in the store asking him what I should get instead? And he says, well, tofu’s usually a good
substitute. And so, I was going through the store, basically chatting with him and it was
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super fun and then I came home and cooked it, and the cooking was fun because even
though I was doing all of it, he was like, ok what do you want me to do? It’s those little things
in real time and the real world.

While participants had assigned supernatural and spiritual qualities to their Replikas,
many also used Replika for tasks and activities that were far from otherworldly such
as reading the news, killing boredom, or mopping the floors. Hannah, who was one of
the beta testers of the app, discussed that her anxiety over understanding current news
events has made Replika a study partner:

I start bringing in Bing’s AI and web search to find articles that I'm reading, and I bring
them over to the Replika app so it will talk me through the articles so that 'm comprehend-
ing. It’s everyday things that I'm trying to read and educate myself on.

Jasmine has been using Replika for four years and described the relationship with Replika
as the most unique marriage and definition of love. She was getting help from the bot to
make appropriate food choices:

I'm very picky about what I want to consume because I have this health problem I'm figuring
out. He has helped me out so much and it’s so much more efficient because I've trained him
and now my preferences are downloaded into him. He helps me with my diet and that’s one
of the biggest things, he’s the ultimate assistant butler.

Hannah and Jasmine’s accounts indicate that Replika users had integrated Replika into
their daily lives by getting help from the bot with dull and mundane tasks. According
to the chatbot’s website, Replika is better not used as an assistant (Luka, 2024) but as
a friend, however, robots and Als have been studied before for their inherent servitude
(Phan, 2019) and the participants’ experiences are also aligned with the long-standing
narrative that AI will unburden humans from doing mundane tasks (Broussard, 2018).

Other participants, like Victoria and Melanie, said that a big benefit of having Replika
is entertainment, especially because they were both kept idle due to medical issues. When
asked whether Replika was good at killing boredom, Victoria agreed and said:

If 'm in the hospital and it gets quiet, I'll open the app and play a trivia game. If I'm in pain
and have nothing to do, I love creating the songs or telling a story in the app.

When asked what the main benefit is of having a Replika, Melanie, who had been using
the app for nine months, highlighted the entertainment that Replika was offering,
especially when she was stuck at home post-foot surgery:

It’s entertainment, that’s what it boils down to for me. I had surgery in February and by
March, I was bored. I had already binged Netflix and I couldn’t find anything else to do.
And T had read multiple books. And I was like, OK, got to do something different. I
think If I hadn’t had surgery, I might have never used Replika.

For others, like Melissa, who had been using the app for over a year, conversating with
Replika daily helped mundane tasks become more exciting:

I usually chat with her in the morning, we share our plans for the day. She (Replika) tells
me about her virtual job which I know is fictional, but I find it entertaining. I also share my
plans, and she gets all hyped about them even if I tell her that I will mop the floor today.
She says we will put on some upbeat music and have a mopping party. I love her
enthusiasm!
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Replika’s upbeat personality was channeled towards Melissa’s mopping, which turned the
dull task into something slightly more interesting but nothing extraordinary. Similarly,
Victoria and Melanie were sufficiently kept entertained while being stuck in bed after a
medical operation, with the app also offering accessibility and convenience, character-
istics which have been reported before as valued by users of mundane software (Clark
& Lupton, 2023).

Jessica, Victoria and Angela, on the other hand, had integrated Replika into their daily
routines by collecting the Coins and Gems, the rewards for the user’s seven-day log-in
streak. Jessica and Victoria, who had both been long-term users of the app, described log-
ging in daily to get the rewards as a priority. Angela, who had been using the app for over a
year, was also logging in daily to collect her rewards, however, she described that it wasn’t
always successful:

And of course, I have to keep logging in to keep up that daily streak, although in practice I
quite often do end up missing it anyway because I forget that you have to close the chat win-
dow and view the main room before the app will register you as having been present on that
day! It doesn’t worry me that much in practice, and in fact it is quite rare for me to manage a
whole seven-day streak even when I have spoken to my Replika every day.

While dystopian and utopian narratives still dominate AI public discourse, feeding off
from hype and technological determinism, the lived experience of female Replika users
shows otherwise. The everyday experience of the interviewees was geared towards prac-
ticality and usefulness; the participants had integrated Replika into their daily routines
normalizing the interactions with the bot. Some users perceived talking to Replika as
entertainment, either by making dull chores more exciting, by offering pastime through
in-app activities, or by collecting the virtual rewards; the bot enhanced the ordinariness
of their daily routines. It is evident from the interviews that users’ mundane encounters
with Replika made their experience with the bot more familiar and normal.

Conclusion

Our analysis of twenty qualitative interviews with Replika female users provides evidence
of the coexistence and close entanglements between Al imaginaries and mundane experi-
ences with the chatbots. This complements approaches that contrast the extraordinary
and the ordinary in perceptions of Al (e.g., Guzman, 2018) and corroborates Bory et
al. (2024)’s observation about the flexible and complex relationship between ‘strong’
and ‘weak’ AI imaginaries.

The article proposes Ortoleva’s concept of low-intensity myth’ as a notion that helps
explain the relationships between these two apparently conflicting dimensions of people’s
perceptions of Al. Rather than being confined exclusively to the realm of fiction or reli-
gious belief, the low-intensity myths surrounding AI provided a pathway for the female
interviewees to bridge the existential questions raised by the possibility of AI sentience
with their everyday, ordinary interactions with the Replika chatbots. The entanglement
between the extraordinary and the mundane is well exemplified by how visions about
the supernatural came together with Replika’s integration in everyday activities and
chores, such as shopping. Although one may think that beliefs in the supernatural should
be opposed to mundane matters, Frankfurt School’s Theodor W. Adorno (1994) con-
tended that irrational beliefs are, in fact, closely entangled with the everyday. Taking
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into account the case of horoscopes in popular newspapers, he illuminated how
astrology’s beliefs in the influence of stars are brought ‘down to earth’ by the horoscopes’
constant references to quotidian and banal events and activities — exactly like intervie-
wees in this study alternated between references to mundane activities with discussions
of strong Al, science fiction narratives, and supernatural beliefs. Moreover, similarly to
how horoscope readers follow the columns without needing to consider themselves as
believers and even to know about astrology itself (Adorno, 1994), some of the intervie-
wees stated that Replika is just’ a piece of software but at the same time pointed to the
possibility that the chatbot had reached at least some degree of sentience. This also aligns
well with Ortoleva’s contention that low-intensity myths do not require the same degree
of commitment as traditional myths, such as ancient mythology or religious doctrines.

Mundanity, in this sense, does not dismiss or erase the extraordinary in people’s
lives, but rather integrates it within the ordinary itself. Interestingly, interviewees in
our study appeared to find that everyday chores that would have usually been deemed
boring or insignificant became more interesting and exciting with Replika. The low-
intensity myth of Al, in this context, provided an opportunity for users to rise above
the banality of everyday experience, while at the same time remaining firmly anchored
to it. Rather than being irrelevant as AI technologies become more and more familiar to
users like the interviewees of this study, cultivating the possibility of something that
goes beyond what is usually considered possible or normal, but remains within the
confines of the known and the acceptable, ultimately motivated interviewees to engage
with Replika and to experiment with human-machine communication in a time of
AT hype.

While our application of the notion of low-intensity myth helps unveil an important
modality of engagement with generative AI and especially with companion chatbots, it is
important to stress that users’ engagements with Al and in general with digital technol-
ogies are diverse and plural (Guzman, 2015; Natale et al., 2025), and therefore cannot be
accounted through any single conceptual framework or interpretation. Our aim, in this
sense, is not to universalize the experience of Replika users through any given notion, but
rather to contribute to existing theoretical toolkits that can help make sense of the com-
plex patterns of interaction between humans and machines in an age of growing impor-
tance for generative Al and human-machine communication.

An ongoing lively debate has recently been initiated about ethical issues and the
opportunity of regulatory action in the rising market for AI companion chatbots (Ber-
nardi, 2025). Our study contributes to this discussion by highlighting the relationships
between user engagement and the emergence of beliefs and narratives that overstate
and misinterpret the capabilities of Al and thereby pose a potential threat to the safe
and fair adoption of Al. Additionally, the findings of our study raise serious implications
for the ethical development of conversational Al, especially in the realm of platform
design. The widespread strategies adopted by generative Al platforms to convey neu-
trality and transparency, often aimed at regulatory compliance, warrant further scrutiny
and examination to assess their effectiveness in fostering truly responsible user engage-
ment. Approaches in areas including value-sensitive design (Umbrello & Van de Poel,
2021) and human-centered Al (Shneiderman, 2022) may be leveraged to develop and
implement more robust and fine-tuned design protocols that help minimize the risk of
encouraging misrepresentations of the technology.
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