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EMBODIMENT AND QUEER IDENTITY IN FRANKISSSTEIN

THE LIFECYCLE OF SOFTWARE OBJECTS 
 

Pratyasha Basu1   

The queer body contains multiple identities which cannot be limited to fixed identity markers and 
binary opposites. The humanist privileging of the mind has seeped into postmodernist discourses and 
cybernetic theories which see the body being constructed through discourse and information being 
separable from embodiment, respectively. This paper will analyse Jeanette Winterson’s novel 

and Ted Chiang’s novella The Lifecycle of Software Objects to understand the role of 
alization of queer identity. It will argue that Hayles's posthumanist 

theorization of embodiment in informatics can not only encapsulate the plurality of the queer identity 
but also draw the focus on the body in queer theorizations. It will also look at the discourses around 
sex robots to understand the complications of sexual identity, acceptable sexual behavior, and 
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The word “queer” defies being defined. To define is to limit, and queer contains multitude and 
plurality. Western philosophy being embedded in the humanist tradition of anthropocentrism and 
binary thinking cannot escape the tyranny of duality. Often in LGBTQIA+ discourses the obsession 
with labelling and limiting sexuality leads to exclusion and marginalization of certain sexualities and 
their intersection with other marginalized identities. This paper will argue that Hayles's posthumanist 
theorization of embodiment in informatics can not only encapsulate the plurality of the queer identity 
but also draw the focus on the body in queer theorizations which enables us to both embrace plurality 
and engage in acknowledging differences and individuality. 

This paper is arranged as follows: First, it will look at the existing scholarship which 
highlights the inadequacies of postmodern and poststructuralist theories in conceptualising the non-
normative body. By using Hayles’s theorization of embodiment of informatics, this paper looks at 
how the two texts – Jeanette Winterson’s novel Frankissstein: A Love Story and Ted Chiang’s novella 
The Lifecycle of Software Objects – challenge the liberal humanist notions of the body and subjectivity 
and pave a way for a new imagining of identity that is not fixed, that values embodiment and 
contains multiplicities. Thus, it is argued that posthuman thinking can give us new tools to 
understand queer identity. Next, by looking at the discourse around sex robots, it is argued that a 
queer–feminist understanding of sex robots can challenge the pre-existing ideas of sex and sexuality. 
Finally, this paper examines if this posthumanist theorization can liberate us in a market-driven late 
capitalist economy.  

Postmodernism is based on, among other things, dismantling humanist ideas of 
anthropocentrism, duality, and grand narratives. But Braidotti reminds us that it is not free from the 
spectre of humanism. Antihumanist thought still believes in an emancipatory and progressive politics 
which Braidotti sees as an intrinsic contradiction (Braidotti 29). Referencing Derrida and Peterson’s 
work, Braidotti says that any declaration of the end of humanism assumes human volition and 
agency which is a humanist idea (Braidotti30). Hayles criticizes postmodernism for formulating the 
body as a discursive and linguistic construction. Even researchers and theorists who theorised on the 
significance of materiality (like Foucault) assigned the body’s materiality a secondary position 
compared to the logical or semiotic structures it encodes. (Hayles 192) Foucault’s theorization on the 
body and disciplinary power have been criticized by feminists for failing to specify the kind of bodies 
which imply that he thinks that gender has no impact on power structures (King 33). Foucault also 
falls into the trap of humanist universalization by not focussing on embodiment. Hayles says that in 
Foucault’s account of the panopticon, the bodies do not disappear, but “the specificities of their 
corporalities fade into the technology”, thus becoming a universalized singular body acted upon 
uniformly by the system. (Hayles 194) 

Braidotti acknowledges anti-humanism’s contribution in bringing down humanist constructs, 
but she finds it lacking and looks to posthumanism to bring an alternative mode of thinking. For 
Braidotti, posthumanism offers the constructive solution to the demolition done by anti-humanism. 
“The posthumanist perspective rests on the assumption of the historical decline of Humanism but 
goes further in exploring alternatives, without sinking into the rhetoric or the crisis of Man.” 
(Braidotti 37)  
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Badmington states that whereas antihumanists theorise to declare the end of 
anthropocentrism, posthumanism takes humanism’s disappearance as a given (Badmington 2006, 
240–41). However, it is important to remember that these labels as theoretical and cultural markers 
are not rigid and have no boundaries as such. Hayles says that posthumanism need not be 
antihumanist or apocalyptic. It declares the end of a certain form of man. Critical posthumanism is 
about rebuilding and learning to accommodate the Other, the nonhuman and machines. It is about 
what Donna Haraway would call making kinship “Make Kin Not Babies!” (Haraway 162) 

Hayles talks about how information is conceptualised as a disembodied entity. Cybernetic 
posthumanism, according to her, is transhumanist in nature and tech-utopianist. She criticizes 
cybernetic theorists like Norbert Weiner, Marvin Minsky, and Hans Moravec for believing that the 
human is made up of patterns of information for which the body is the original prosthesis. Thus, like 
the character of Victor Stein in Winterson’s novel Frankissstein, these early cybernetic theorists 
believed that the human mind could be uploaded on a system and then downloaded on a new 
system, as if the Cartesian split is a proven reality. “…the posthuman view thinks of the body as the 
original prosthesis we all learn to manipulate, so that extending or replacing the body with other 
prostheses becomes a continuation of a process that began before we were born.” Research in 
neuroscience and genetics have shown that consciousness, or certain elements of it can be located as 
physical processes or informational patterns which can be mapped (Pepperell). On the other hand, 
philosophers of mind like Nagel argue that consciousness cannot be explained as purely physical or 
purely phenomenological. Hayles believes that even if consciousness can be mapped, it is not possible 
that it will remain unchanged in a different medium. (Hayles 1).   

In Winterson’s novel, Frankissstein, Victor Stein is an artificial intelligence (AI) scientist who 
believes that the human mind can be scanned and uploaded on a computer which can then be given 
any material form. He believes that by freeing consciousness from the body, human beings can get rid 
of all binaries and oppression and will “learn to share the planet with non-biological life form.” This 
is an uncritical belief in the transcendental power of technology. He blames inequality and oppression 
on the limits of the body without considering the social, economic, and political factors. He talks of a 
harmonious existence with non-biological life forms when we have failed to coexist with biological 
nonhuman life forms and even with humans who are seen as the “other.” Ry is a nonbinary character 
who has undergone upper body surgery. Victor is fascinated by Ry because he believes that Ry has 
transcended their bodily limits.i Victor says that Ry’s sex change is an intervention in one’s evolution. 
He sees this possibility of body modification as a harbinger of the future, which he sees as a 
disembodied existence. Despite Victor’s insistence on the insignificance of the body, he invalidates 
Ry’s identity by saying that he is fine with having sex with Ry because they do not have a penis and 
are therefore not a man. He does not care that both Ry’s identity and their material reality do not 
provide the opportunity for binary classification. Ry says,  

When I look in the mirror I see someone I recognise, or rather, I see at least two people I 
recognise. That is why I have chosen not to have lower surgery. I am what I am, but what I am 
is not one thing, not one gender. I live with doubleness. (Winterson 89)   

This double, fluid gender identity is what is incomprehensible to all the characters in the story. Claire 
who is a devout Christian believes that one should not tamper with what God has given us and 
disapproves of Ry’s sex change. Ron Lord, the sex robot manufacturer who sees gender in terms of 
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sex organs continuously misgenders and misnames Ry. Ry has an outer physical appearance of a 
conventional male. Therefore, Ron calls Ry “Ryan” and addresses them as “he.” Both misgendering 
come from opposing worldviews: Victor’s transcendental disembodied view of humans and Ron’s 
strictly material view of them. Ry’s identity poses a threat to all their worldviews because it does not 
fit into a definition. It is not restricted. Ry’s assertion of their duality renders them vulnerable to both 
physical and mental violence by people who cannot comprehend them. They become the victim of 
sexual assault when a drunk man in a washroom realizes that they have neither breasts nor a penis. 
Victor’s act of delegitimizing Ry’s identity is not only ignorant but also an act of violence against an 
identity that has to fight at every moment to be recognized. It could be argued that Victor feels 
threatened by Ry’s assertion of their identity because embodiment plays a huge role in the formation 
of that identity. Ry willingly did not undergo lower surgery because they wanted their body to reflect 
the double identity they assert. Victor had interpreted the sex change to reflect his own idea of the 
body as nothing more than a carrier that can be dismantled or changed. But Ry’s insistence that their 
physical body is just as important to them as their mental image of their identity challenges Victor’s 
theory. It could also be the case that despite Victor’s insistence that in the disembodied existence sex 
and gender would not matter, his internalized queerphobia resurfaces because he has never dealt 
with the critical questions of sex and gender. His idea of the body is universal. He ignores what 
Hayles calls embodiment which is “contextual, enmeshed within the specifics of place, time, 
physiology, and culture, which together compose enactment” (Hayles 196). Hayles writes, “Whereas 
the body is an idealized form that gestures toward a Platonic reality, embodiment is the specific 
instantiation generated from the noise of difference” (Hayles 196).  

Winterson gives a parallel fictional account of Mary Shelley and others in the summer of 1816 
near Lake Geneva where Mary Shelley came up with her story Frankenstein. Winterson draws 
similarities in the view of the mind/body split between the Romantic poets, Byron and Shelley, and 
the transhumanist character Victor Stein. Shelley believes that the body is “not the truth of what we 
are” and believes that the mind/spirit is immortal. While Shelley portrays the body as insignificant, 
Mary talks about loving his body and says that she cannot divide him between the body and the 
mind. They form a whole of who he is. They carry his essence. While Byron talks about the 
purification of the soul through its suffering, Mary talks about both the physical and mental suffering 
of losing her child. Mary also does not see a clear binary between men and machines, “I saw that the 
wretched creatures enslaved to the machines were as repetitive in their movements as machines. They 
were distinguished only by their unhappiness.” (Winterson 59) This positioning stems from the fact 
that the Cartesian cogito was the privilege of the masculine gender. Hayles argues that the erasure of 
embodiment is a common feature of both the humanist subject and the cybernetic posthuman. “Only 
because the body is not identified with the self is it possible to claim for the liberal subject its 
notorious universality, a claim that depends on erasing markers of bodily difference, including sex, 
race, and ethnicity.” (Hayles 4–5) 

Ted Chiang’s novella The Lifecycle of Software Objects further complicates the question of 
embodiment. It uses virtual creatures known as digients to explore questions about subjectivity, 
sexuality, and obsolescence. The digients illustrate the materiality of information and the importance 
of embodiment. The digients are virtual creatures given the form of cute animals in a virtual 
environment called Data Earth and are owned by a company called Blue Gamma. They are 
programmed in a way that they develop through experiential learning. The creators believe that 



 

    Consortium: An International Journal of Literary and Cultural Studies; Vol. 1, Issue 2, December 2021 48 
 

 

“complex minds can’t develop on their own.” So, they are trained by trainers and customers who use 
the platform. The materiality of the code is highlighted when a new virtual platform called Real Space 
comes up and the Data Earth platform becomes obsolete. The digients in this environment ran on a 
genome called Neuroblast and since Blue Gama folded before the new platform of Real Space was 
introduced, there is no Real Space version of the Neuroblast genome. The story reminds us of the 
vulnerability and obsolescence of software and other technological items like a cassette, VCR, CD, etc. 
As new technologies come up and market demands change, older ones become obsolete, rendering 
the data within them vulnerable. Ana and the others who take care of the digients even after Blue 
Gama folded, need to quickly gather enough money to transfer the digients to the new platform. The 
digients develop and evolve through their interaction with the people, the environment, and other 
digients. Sunyoung Ahn points out that in Chiang’s narrative “subjectivity is the result and process of 
material, social, and technological mediations that are themselves the material expressions of (human) 
bias, desire, and power” (Ahn85). Chiang also shows how the digients interact with the environment 
when they are given a physical avatar. Jax, a digient, is given a robot body but is restricted from 
public spaces, and his social life on Data Earth has gone almost obsolete because the digients with 
other genomes have migrated to Real Space, and the other Neuroblast digients have been terminated. 
It is only a few Neuroblast enthusiasts  who have kept their digients running. Ana tried to make Jax 
use the robot body to log into Real Space, but he does not like it and finds the mouse and keyboard 
controls as poor substitutes for being the avatar and actually being there. Ana describes it “as 
unsatisfying as a jungle video game would be to a chimpanzee taken from the Congo.” Everything, 
whether physical or virtual, is influenced by embodiment. Embodiment also plays an important role 
when we talk about queer identities where often the discourses focus on how one is born queer and 
how one identifies as a certain gender (Lemke 20, Dastagir) Identification implies actions happening 
in the mind which stand in opposition to physical  reality. It creates a dichotomy between gender and 
sex, and privileges one over the other. Butler asks if sex has a history and if it is also culturally 
constituted. Sex, in its distinction from gender, is dependent on the body and anatomy, which is 
culturally constructed through discourse throughout history. Butler asks if the naturality of sex and 
its duality is constructed through scientific discourses in the service of other political and social 
interests (Butler 9) 

When it comes to robots, the gender they are assigned is completely influenced by culture. 
Their gender is marked based on their role and what they are perceived as by society. The gendering 
of robots shows the artificiality of gender. Sex robots complicate the ideas of sexuality and consent. 
There are a lot of criticisms about sex robots including a campaign against sex robots by Kathleen 
Richardson, Kate Davis, Erik Billing and others. While concerns about objectification of women’s 
bodies, rise in child abuse, and other ethical concerns arise from the increasingly more 
anthropomorphic creations of sex robots, there are scholars who argue for the advantages of sex 
robots and look at them from a feminist perspective. Tanja Kubes argues that sex robots need not be a 
pornographic mimicry and be seen as equivalent to prostitution or male dominance over women. 
Kubes offers a queer perspective and believes that sex robots can usher in a sex-positive future and 
argues that the debate surrounding sex robots is similar to the one surrounding the anti-pornography 
movement. It can be seen as an opportunity to seize agency in the discourse surrounding human–
machine interaction. Giving the example of currently available sex toys on the market, Kubes says 
that now vibrators come in different shapes and sizes, and they do not necessarily resemble their 
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 human counterpart. This has led to “new forms of female self-determined pleasure” which was not 
possible before when the design and engineering was left completely to male engineers. (Kubes 223–
24). Thus, sexual aids need not be completely anthropomorphic. Sex dolls and robots that are 
available on the market claim to be anatomically accurate which according to Kubes are exaggerated 
versions of male fantasies. In Frankissstein, Ron Lord sees the essence of his sex robots in the presence 
of three vibrating orifices. Ron argues that his sex dolls provide comfort to lonely men. Sex dolls have 
been criticized for perpetuating gendered stereotypes and violence. It is not about violence being 
perpetuated against a material object. It is about what that act represents and what is validated when 
the manufacture and consumption of such objects is encouraged. The sex robot is a silent female. The 
ones currently available have pre-programmed recorded voices. Scholars have equated it with 
perpetuating rape-culture and even necrophilia (Moran 39). In Frankissstein, Ron talks about the 
various kinds of violence that customers perpetuate on the sex robots. It can be argued that one 
cannot form intimacy with Ron’s robots because there is no real interaction with the robot and 
therefore, they are not perceived as conscious beings and are treated as objects that can be discarded. 
On the other hand, it can also be argued that the violence against the sex robot is perpetuated 
precisely because it is perceived as a female being who cannot resist and against whom violence can 
be perpetuated without any consequence.  

In The Lifecycle of Software Objects, the whole debate around the ethics of sex robots revolves 
around anthropocentric ideas of sex and morality. While there are some genuine concerns about the 
safety of the digients, Ana and the others have trouble accepting the possibility that the digients 
might have the ability and authority to consent to being used as sex robots. Because digients grow 
like children, slowly learning through experience, Ana and the others tend to infantilize the digients. 
This is similar to what Haraway calls the tendency to infantilize dogs and the refusal to honor 
difference (Haraway 39). The ethical discourse problematizes the very idea of consent because in the 
digient’s case, sexual desire is programmed. Marco argues with Derek that all his likes and dislikes 
are based on what Blue Gamma chose and programmed. Derek says that Blue Gamma chose that 
digients would like food, but they did not choose the kind of food they would like. He believes that 
when Binary Desire makes the digients sexual beings, they would not have an actual choice in that 
because they have no prior experience of intimacy and idea about sex. Marco wants to argue that 
there is no difference between making the digients like food and making the digients like sex. Ana 
wants the digients to have some experience of a romantic relationship before making the shift 
permanent with the intention of selling them. Ana also wonders if the digients could understand the 
vulnerabilities that came with being naked and if it can be intimate if there are no vulnerabilities and 
barriers to overcome. This exchange between the two makes one wonder if the concerns that Derek, 
Ana, and the others have, originate from their own sexual inhibitions and morality that come with 
being a human. The feeling of vulnerability with nakedness is a purely human issue. Is it possible for 
humans to conceptualise the sexual ethics for nonhuman beings? It can also be argued that what we 
consider as acceptable sexual behavior is not universal even for humans, and it changes and evolves 
over time.  

As a techno-capitalist creation, sex dolls are influenced by patriarchy. Apart from the 
sex/gender they are programmed or modelled after, the object itself in its present form is a 
masculinist creation. Market forces determine the kind of sex robots that will be manufactured. There 
are also sex dolls modelled after children available in Japan. These are instances where ethical 
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concerns arise. Thus, even though one might argue that sex dolls are just material objects unmarked 
by culture, or as Ron Lord in Frankissstein sees them as holes with masturbatory function, they are 
influenced by culture and their embodiment influences the culture in return. The digients are 
influenced by market forces, and their very existence is under threat because of digital obsolescence 
and market demands. Like Ana, one could argue that digients will be forced to turn to prostitution 
because of this. This is also one of the arguments against sex robots, which sees the existence of sex 
robots as the prostitution of machines (Richardson 292). But this thinking also denies agency to those 
who engage in sex work. Derek has a hard time coming to terms with the fact that Marco is willing to 
consent. But what does consent mean for a program? The digients are computer programs, but they 
grow on their own. Are not sexual acts that humans engage in and the consent that they give also 
programmed by one’s culture? How much of that consent is free from the influence of culture? 
Chiang’s discourses do not offer a straightforward solution. His objective is to challenge our notions 
of sex, sexuality, and consent.  

Haraway’s cyborg identity has been criticized because even though it appears to embrace 
plurality, it tends to universalize that plural amalgamation that she sees in the cyborg (Schueller 65). 
Focussing on embodiment will allow us to recognise plurality while respecting difference. 
Embodiment, as Hayles describes, is “the specific instantiation generated from the noise of 
difference.” (Hayles 196) Recognising embodiment shows the possibilities of being. This is what we 
need to understand about queer identities where the objective should not be to define categories and 
try to fit a varied spectrum into separate boxes. Recognizing the individuality of bodies and systems 
is what will allow embracing plurality.   
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Note:  

                                                             
i As per the author’s knowledge, Jeanette Winterson does not use any pronoun to identify the character of Ry. 
Therefore, the gender-neutral singular pronoun “they” is used to address this character in this paper.  


