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'Something Like a Fiction': Speculative
Intersections of Sexuality and

Technology

Veronica Hollinger

If gender is the social construction of sex, and if there is no access to
this 'sex' except by means of its construction, then it appears not only
that sex is absorbed by gender, but that 'sex' becomes something like a
fiction, perhaps a fantasy...

— Judith Butler, Bodies That Matter 5

Alas! those who were shocked at my making love that way to a man are
now shocked at my making love to a machine; you can't win.

— Joanna Russ, The Female Man 200

In his recent cultural history of the genre, Roger Luckhurst astutely
describes the project of science fiction as 'speculation on the diverse results
of the conjuncture of technology and subjectivity' (222). In the past two
decades or so, Anglo-American sf has undertaken this kind of specula-
tive project in the most literal of ways - the concretization of metaphor
being a particularly favoured sf strategy - whether exploring the impact
of technoculture on the human subject as such in its many cyborg stories
or attempting to trace the ontological features of our artificial progeny in
stories about robots and other forms of artificial intelligences. Since the
mid-1980s in particular, especially in response to the cyberpunk phenom-
enon, sf has almost obsessively (re)imagined the post-human subject at a
variety of 'conjunctures' with the technological.1

But the post-human has a history, and so I will focus this discussion
on pre-cyberpunk science fiction in order to examine some of sf's earn*1

literalizations of our increasingly intimate relations with/in the culture-
of technology. In part I want to draw attention to the complex interplay
between pre-cyberpunk fiction and some of sf's more recent representa-
tions of the post-human. In part I want to acknowledge the historica

influence of earlier sf, especially queer/feminist sf, on cyberpunk and
later science fictions about the subjects of technoculture.2

We can only ever know 'sex' in so far as it is implied in and expressed
through the performances of gender, argues Judith Butler, so that, as she
concludes, '"sex" becomes something like a fiction, perhaps a fantasy'.
Sometimes, as I will argue in turn, it also becomes something like a
science fiction, as fantasies of sex/gender become literalized in the discur-
sive constructions of sf narratives. My discussion first reads several science
fictions that address, with varying degrees of directness, some of the
crises faced by the subject of technoculture at the intersections of sex and
technology. My second section focuses in some detail on Joanna Russ's
great postmodern-lesbian-feminist-utopian-satire, The Female Man (1975),
reading it as representative of a queerly efficacious analysis and critique of
some of the complexities of our (sexual) relations with technology.

1. Conjunctures of Sexuality and Technology

I want to take advantage of Andrew Feenberg's critical-philosophical
work in Transforming Technology: A Critical Theory Revisited (2002) to outline
briefly and in very broad strokes some of the quite different roles which
technology can play in both theory and fiction in their various consider-
ations of the conjunctures of subjectivities and technologies. According
to Feenberg, instrumental theory 'offers the most widely accepted view of
technology. It is based on the commonsense idea that technologies are
"tools", standing ready to serve the purposes of their users' (5) .3 When
this view is introduced into sf stories, it tends to result in fictions about
technology as neutral prosthesis, as product and/or tool extending our
physical reach into the material world - faster, farther, stronger - without
any consequential impact on the subjects who use these tools.

Among the more appealing features of the instrumental position is the
way in which it envisages technology as a straightforward supplement to
human being in the world and its concomitant commitment to a view of
human nature as authentic, coherent, and, above all, natural.4 Consider
the Utopian sexual 'conjuncture' of human man and technological woman
that takes place in Lester del Rev's early story, 'Helen O'Loy' (1938), a
Pulp classic of Golden Age sf and a cheerfully sexist fantasy about the
creation of an ideal robot-woman; in my reading, del Rey's story exempli-
"es the instrumentalist view.

Programmed to perform femininity to perfection, Helen falls in love
ith one of her creators; he soon forgets she is not a 'natural' woman and

*
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they marry and live happily ever after until his death in old age - at vvh' u
point she arranges for her own ending: 'Acid will burn out metal as well
as flesh, and I'll be dead with Dave' (73). In 'Helen O'Loy', technoscience
constructs the ultimate sexual prosthesis in a fantasy about 'woman'
the literal creation of masculinist science. As Helen insists to one of he
creators, obliquely referencing her capacity to perform sexuality, Tm a
woman. And you know how perfectly I'm made to imitate a real woman'
(71).

It is not a 'real woman' that Helen imitates, of course, but rather the
fantasy of 'woman' so dear to the hearts of the two techno-nerds who
have transformed a rather ordinary household robot into their ideal of
domestic femininity. And her imitation is completely successful: while she
will never be a 'real' woman in any biological sense, she has nevertheless
achieved a kind of metaphysical 'womanhood' in her perfect citation of
gender. In the terms of Butler's observation about the 'fantastic' nature
of sex, Helen's perfect expression of (hetero)sexuality - contrary to what
common sense tells us - is the consequence rather than the impetus of (a
prior performance of) gender. In 'Helen O'Loy', 'sex' is indeed a fiction,
both the artificial performance of an artificial woman and the gendered
fantasy of heterosexualized science fiction. Robot-Helen is 'woman' in a
way that no human woman can ever aspire to be(come): the wonderful
paradox in del Rey's story is that Helen is the real thing - that is, she is a
real woman - exactly because she has been constructed as pure represen-
tation. In this view, the phrase 'artificial woman' is a redundancy.

Because it does not threaten the category of the human in any conse-
quential way, technology can function in 'Helen O'Loy' as a figure for
something else - in this instance, as a key element in an allegory about
the construction of sexual difference. The story takes literally the notion
of the construction of the gendered subject. In Butler's terms, it demon-
strates very concretely the processes through which social and discursive
technologies of regulation work to 'materialize sexual difference in t e
service of the consolidation of the heterosexual imperative' (Bodies TW
Matter 2). This is apparent from the very first words of del Rey's na"a*° '
'I am an old man now, and I can still see Helen as Dave unpacked M*
and still hear him gasp as he looked her over... She was beautiful,
dream in spun plastics and metals' (62). 'Helen O'Loy' narrates an appa
ently unproblematical dream - at once a fiction and a fantasy - abou
construction of the perfect artificial woman, a dream in which ̂ an
(hetero)sexuality is the mark of Helen's authenticity as a 'real'
At the same time, her performance is an imitation made possible
the wonders of future technoscience.5

ontrast to instrumental theories, as Feenberg explains, substantive
° 'es of technology assume that the technoscientific project necessarily

16 k subjectivity (usually for the worse), that it simultaneously subjec-
1 • s and subjugates the human, enforcing a redefinition of the human

U 'thin its own 'enframing' logic (to recall Heidegger's classic theorization
• The Question Concerning Technology'). As Feenberg explains,

fslubstantive theory...argues that technology constitutes a new cultural
system that restructures the entire social world as an object of control...
The issue is not that machines have 'taken over/ but that in choosing
to use them we make many unwitting commitments. Technology is
not simply a means but has become an environment and a way of life.
(6-8)6

To express the experience of this 'way of life' has been the particular goal
of cyberpunk, which emphasizes the impact of technological transforma-
tion on its human characters as the subjects of technoculture: cyberpunk
starts from the assumption that technoculture is exactly our currently
all-encompassing 'way of life'. Arguably, what sets cyberpunk apart from
much earlier science fiction is its relatively neutral, and sometimes even
celebratory, acceptance of the ways in which technology has come to
over-write innumerable features of the natural world, including human
sexuality. In 'Helen O'Loy', nature is still capable of absorbing technology,
but in cyberpunk it is technology that gathers both the natural world
and the organic human subject into itself. We see this in the well-known
metaphor with which William Gibson's exemplary novel, Neuromancer
(1984), opens: The sky above the port was the color of television, tuned
to a dead channel' (3). As for human sexuality, it is no coincidence - as
Graham Murphy also notes elsewhere in this collection - that Gibson's
console-cowboy protagonist, Case, is referred to as a 'virgin' specifically
in reference to his body's almost complete lack of technological prostheses
and/or enhancements: 'Some cheap dental work, is all' (Neuromancer 49).
At the same time, Neuromancer's female lead, Molly Millions, a technolog-
ica ly wired 'street samurai', has paid for her many prosthetic enhance-

ents by working as a 'meat puppet', a prostitute whose mind is equipped
he r , a ,cut~out chiP' so that she remains unaware of the uses to which

^ ody is put while she is '[r]enting the goods' to her customers (147).
deni t H^K1 n°te *e comPlexly gendered nature of the fictional 'sex'
inirnedi Ugh Neurom^cer's technological filters. What is of more

13te interest to me here is that the representation of sexuality -
ly Valorized for its associations with organic and embodied

- has also become absorbed into the discourse of technoscience.
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Even Case's 'virgin' body is discursively framed by techno-rnetaph •
during sex with Molly, we read that his orgasm 'flar[es] blue in a tirrM ̂
space, a vastness like the matrix' (33); there is no human subjecte ̂
outside the technological frame which encompasses both the mat^
and the virtual worlds of Neuromancer. a

Sf writers who espouse substantive positions have issued many warnin
about the dire consequences of burgeoning technoscience on the huma^
subject. In fact, there has always been a strand of sf committed to this
particular version of substantive theory. It would not be too far a stretch
to consider that Mary Shelley's progenitor text, Frankenstein (1818) is
'about' the inevitability with which technoscience will come to enframe
the subject who isolates himself from affective human relationships. It is
unlikely to be a coincidence in Shelley's plot that the Creature takes his
ultimate revenge by strangling Frankenstein's new bride on their wedding
night, so that the fact of death replaces the physical promise of Elizabeth's
body, and the product of Victor's own laboratory displaces all human
warmth in his life. And early in the last century, E. M. Forster published
his well-known fictional nightmare about totalizing technological media-
tion, 'The Machine Stops' (1909); this story both enacts an impassioned
warning about the deadening effects of technoscience and demonstrates a
fierce nostalgia for an authentically human way of life free of technology,
not least in the area of sexuality:

Cannot you see...that it is we who are dying, and that down here the
only thing that really lives is the Machine? We created the Machine, to
do our will, but we cannot make it do our will now. It has robbed us of
the sense of space and of the sense of touch, it has blurred every human

„ relation and narrowed down love to a carnal act, it has paralysed our bodies
and our wills, and now it compels us to worship it... [If] it could work
without us, it would let us die. (54; my emphasis)

Stories with an instrumentalist orientation tend to support a fairly
unproblematic distinction between the human and the technological,
especially where issues related to sexuality are concerned - human beings
are human beings, and the products of technoscience are merely tools,
is exactly this distinction, significantly, which is so often threatened wit
dissolution in stories about the substantive impact of 'technique' on t
natural/human world, so that these stories as well remain committed o
an ideal of the natural and the human. Often such stories, even if ony
through implication, call for a renewed authenticity in sexual relations,
understood as a particularly 'natural' expression of the human, w
should remain free from technological mediation and/or intervention.

tainly recognize this in the desperate desire of Forster's character
can C f Of the Machine, to return to fully present and affectively
meaningful human relations.

Stories about the threat posed by technology to the unique and
tic expression of human sexuality can sometimes (often?) be

aU d as displacements of a prior anxiety, however repressed it might be.
This is the (heterosexualized) apprehension that the supposedly clear-

commonsensical, and 'natural' differentiations of sex, gender, and
exual orientation may not, in fact, be so clear-cut or so natural after all.

Not for nothing are they monitored, in Brian Attebery's ironic words,
•with the special vigilance reserved for instilling what a culture believes
to be natural' (130). We might consider how 'vigilant' is del Rey's 'Helen
O'Loy', a story in which sex, gender, and sexual desire are represented as
naturally aligned in the interests of normative heterosexuality; technolo-
gy's function is simply to support and replicate the natural order of things.
Helen is the perfect artificial woman because her programming works
exactly in this way; it seems impossible that anything might threaten such
a coherent matrix of sexed bodies, genders, and sexualities.8

Not surprisingly, especially in the 1940s and 1950s which saw the initial
developments of cybernetics as a theoretical field, it is more common to
find stories about how technology poses a radical threat to (the fantasy of)
normative sexuality. Many stories are structured according to an opposi-
tion between 'normal' sexuality (an essential human activity and expres-
sion) and technology (the product of instrumental reason, associated with
artifice, outside the pale of nature).9 This opposition is dramatically staged
in Cordwainer Smith's early story 'Scanners Live in Vain' (1948), in which
Mattel the male protagonist, is literally penetrated by technology and so
rendered numb, untouchable, and physically grotesque. It is only with the
removal of his loathsome prostheses that Smith's protagonist regains his
infl humanity, significantly figured as the renewal of his sexual capacity.
n the cyberpunk future of Neuromancer, Case's technological virginity is a

source of mild contempt, but in Smith's much earlier story, the penetra-
a'°n of the bodY by technology is figured as radically dehumanizing. Only

d"1 t0 °r8anic 'PuritV' can assure a return to full humanity. Martel
perately to exPlain this to his wife: 'Can't you understand what it

m a n 5 t0 "̂  T° 8Ct °Ut °f this horrible Prison in my own head? To be a
'S T°/<?e/again ~ ' (354; emphasis in original).

Va'n is an anxious narrative about the erasure of
Onslau8ht of technology. Humanity is figured here

mea
"5

Scanne
human't"
as the o'/
as invasi 8ar"C mtegration of mind and body, while technology is figured

c on, mutilation, and dehumanization. In this story's far future, the
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Scanners are an elite space-faring guild of cyborgs whose bodies have b
redesigned to withstand 'the pain of space'.10 Their transformation i
Scanners involves cutting off the body's sensory input to the mind a d
incorporating monitoring equipment directly into the flesh in cornpens
tion. Scanners must use this equipment constantly to scan their physical
bodies for damage and to keep their emotions at equilibrium: except for
rare occasions when they are 'cranched' - temporarily returned to direct
communication with their own bodies - they can feel neither pain nor
pleasure, they have lost touch and taste and hearing; in Scanner-mode
all that is left to them is sight. Not coincidentally, perhaps, in their loss
of human physicality and emotion, in their reduction to mind and sight,
Smith's Scanners - all of whom are male - are perfect (and parodic?)
cyborg representations of Western Man, that figure whose privileged
features are also rational mind and controlling sight.

As I have already implied, 'Scanners Live in Vain' dramatizes a singu-
larly (doubled) masculine anxiety. Given that the Scanners are an
all-male guild, it is not surprising that Smith figures the severance of
body from mind as a kind of castration, his text referring to 'the profes-
sional requirements of [the Scanners'] mutilation' (371). Concomitantly,
the text suggests that the Scanners have become feminized through the
penetration of their bodies by their despised prostheses. The story directly
links Mattel's sense that he is no longer human, that he is 'a man turned
into a machine' (360), to his conviction that he is no longer a real man
because he cannot perform sexually with his wife. In the end, Martel and
the other Scanners are restored to full (masculine) humanity, as Smith
resolves his story through the discovery of a scientific breakthrough that
renders their sacrifice no longer necessary. The direct link between body
and technology - the link that has both unmanned and dehumanized the
Scanners - is broken; mind and organic body are appropriately reinte-
grated. In the resolution of Smith's deeply humanist parable, identity
returns to the (masculine) self through the self's reunification with the
natural/sexual body and its renewed capacity to penetrate an appropri-
ately feminine body.

A rather more complex cyborg subjectivity is dramatized in C. L. MoO!
well-known proto-feminist story, 'No Woman Born' (1944). This is an
origin story about a new technosubjectivity, an asexual hybrid of wo*a
and machine who is also a consummate performer of 'woman' (to re>-
my reading of 'Helen O'Loy'). The story's obsessive focus is the mvst^
rious nature of the cyborg Deirdre, whose (techno)body can no lon£
ground her ontological status as a woman, at the same time as it gives
an almost superhuman ability to perform femininity to perfection.

way that readers of Judith Butler's writings on gender performances
A eer sexualities will recognize, Deirdre's performances for her adoring

an s confer on her a 'womanliness' that is certainly no less authentic
** that which inheres in any organic body. The 'sex' implied by and

ssed in her gendered performances, however, is most definitely a
fi tion In marked contrast to Smith's Martel, Deirdre's gleaming metallic

dv is described as impenetrable, and, therefore, as necessarily removed
, tne unequal sexual relations of power that fix individual women and
men As if to emphasize her displacement from the heterosexual economy,
she is described in terms that suggest an armoured masculinity: her head
is like a 'visored golden helmet' and, considering her metallic robe, her
manager remarks on her 'odd likeness to knighthood' (263). At the
same time, Moore's text raises the question of Deirdre's humanity, as her
manager fears that 'Deirdre was gone, and this was only machinery' (242).
'Real' women are (hetero) sexually available to 'real' men; since Deirdre
is no longer a sexually available body, the text worries obsessively about
her status as 'woman' and, by extension, her status as 'human'. Moore's
story is a demonstration, decades avant la lettre, of Butler's observations
about cultural 'intelligibility': 'the uncontested status of "sex" within the
heterosexual dyad secures the workings of certain symbolic orders, and ...
its contestation calls into question where and how the limits of symbolic
intelligibility are set' (Bodies That Matter 16).

As Butler has argued in detail, sexuality often functions metonymi-
cally as a marker of the 'human' as an intelligible category, especially
when sexuality is conceived as natural, organic, expressive of the inner
truth of the subject, associated with the natural body, unprogrammed
and spontaneous. Technology often serves as its foil, figured in contrast
as unnatural, programmed, inauthentic, and unoriginal. What differen-
tiates Moore's story from Smith's is its refusal to reject the technobody
out f hand, in spite of the anxieties it raises: as many readers will know,

ore's text ends on a note of irresolution that leaves her plot radically
open: '"I wonder," [Deirdre] repeated, the distant taint of metal already

^ r voice' (288). 'No Woman Born' does not dream of a return to

bod006"^' t0 the restored Vir8inity of a pre-technological natural human
»H u nStCad' U looks foward to the technological future with intermin-

gled hope and trepidation.11

Perhaps' we find a variation on Smith's techno-repul-
DIck'S n°Vel Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? (1968),

S 3 SUDStantive-theory revision of the fantasy of
h Satisfaction that structures 'Helen O'Loy'. '2 A long happy
between scientist and artificial woman resolves the conflict in del

techn
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Rey's story. Significantly, it is not a conflict about technology, but about
sexuality, as the tension in the story circulates around Helen's increasingly
desperate passion for Dave and his own inability to admit his love for her.
In contrast. Androids appears to be much more conflicted about the eroti-
cization and/or sexualization of the machine. While the novel famously
identifies empathy as the definitive human quality, demonstrated most
directly in its concern for the untenable enslavement of the androids, it
also expresses real distaste for the kind of sexualized relationship between
human and machine that is so lightly treated in 'Helen O'Loy'.

In the first instance, sex with (female) androids, which is illegal in Dick's
fictional world, is associated with the repulsive bounty hunter, Phil Resch,
who is so void of anything like human feeling that it is easy to suspect him
of being an android himself. As he insists to Rick Deckard, Dick's bounty-
hunter protagonist, 'If it's love toward a woman or an android imitation,
it's sex... Don't kill [a female android]...and then feel physically attracted.
Do it the other way' (126). Later, when the android Rachael seduces
Deckard in order to prevent him from killing the escaped androids whom
he must track down and 'retire', sexuality is once again associated with the
machine. The reader has already been prepared to find the scene at least
vaguely distasteful and the reader is not disappointed: as he undresses
Rachael, Deckard 'expose[s] her pale, cold loins' and, in a passion of self-
abjection, she insists before they have sex that 'I'm not alive! You're not
going to bed with a woman' (169). When Deckard decides to continue
hunting the escaped androids after all, Rachael takes her vengeance by
pushing his 'alive' goat off the roof of his apartment building.

In the world of Androids, human beings are becoming indistinguishable
from machines in their coldness and lack of affectivity; but while there is
some indication - in Roy Baty's anguish at his wife's death, for instance -
that machines are also becoming more like human beings in their capacity
for empathy, this recognition does not extend to an acceptance of human/
android sexuality. In spite of Deckard's final almost-mystical vision recog-
nizing the claim to 'life' of even mechanical creatures - The electric things
have their lives, too. Paltry as those lives are' (214) - Dick's novel does not
appear to extend that 'life' to the arena of techno-sexuality.

Although Androids is a novel that famously problematizes any too-easy
distinction between human beings and their artificial offspring, it figures
the technological corruption of authentic sexuality through the character
of the android Rachael.n This is, of course, more than appropriate in the
text's own terms, given the process of rampant commodification that
both defines and confines Rachael - in contrast to the domestic happy
ending granted to del Rey's Helen - to the role of technoscientific product.
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Notably, del Rey's text constructs Helen as unique in her fictional world
- if nothing else, she enjoys a certain Benjaminian aura. There was only
one Helen O'Loy' (73), as the narrator rather poignantly tells us, implying
why it is that he has never married. In contrast, Rachael is a kind of
simulacrum, one of a series of identical Nexus-Six models (so that she
and Pris Stratton are physically indistinguishable), and so, ultimately, she
has no identity of her own to anchor her as a subject. She is nothing
more than a disposable Baudrillardian simulation, easily and endlessly
replicable, the very antithesis of authentic subjectivity: '"It's an illusion
that I - I personally - really exist; I'm just representative of a type." She
shuddered' (165).

Dick's text seems to support the idea that to be human is not something
that one automatically is; rather the human is constituted through an
individual's ongoing ethical behaviour. It is, in effect, a performative
process that can potentially also include androids. But the novel concludes
with a scene of conventionally human/gendered warmth and tranquillity
that seems to erase the androids altogether, as Deckard, watched over
by his wife, Iran, sleeps after his harrowing efforts to retire the Nexus-6
escapees - all of whom are dead by now. Iran, who begins the novel as
cold and unfeeling as the android Rachael, is redeemed into full humanity
through her renewed concern for her husband. His sleep is 'natural',
unaided by the supplementary 'mood organs' that Dick's human charac-
ters have come to rely on in the midst of the vast social depression that
pervades Androids' grey and infertile future. For the moment, at least,
Dick's characters have managed to escape the 'taint' of technology that
overlays this future.

2. When It Changed14

In Transforming Technology, Feenberg recommends a position that is neither
instrumental nor substantive, but takes account of both: a critical theory of
technology - broadly speaking - recognizes the ineluctable shaping power
of Western technoscience on human life while remaining committed to
the possibilities of human political agency. In Feenberg's description,
which owes much to the work of Frankfurt School theorists such as
Adorno and Marcuse,

[critical] theory recognizes that part of the human actor which overflows
any particular network involvement and provides a basis for criticizing
the construction of networks. It retains the commonsense notion that
human actors have unique reflexive capacities. These capacities make it
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possible for humans to represent the networks in which th
and to measure them against unrealized potentialities Y emer8e'
thought. (34) in

Although Feenberg distances his own position from Donna Haraw '
cyborg theory and distinguishes his own ideas from 'various forms ^ f
postmodernism and posthumanism' (27-33), it is certainly possible to
read Haraway's 'Cyborg Manifesto' (1985; rev. 1991) as a (theoretical)
allegory of the post-human subject of technoculture who is at the same
time the self-reflexive (techno)subject - at once agent and object - of
cultural critique. As Feenberg explains, echoing what I understand to be
Haraway's position as well, '[on] this view, technology is not a destiny
but a scene of struggle' (15) . In its role as metaphor and figure for critical
technocultural hybridity, Haraway's cyborg is also the scene of an inves-
tigation: it is a theoretical object of intense interest as the new (post-
human) subject of technology, one with little investment in idealized
categories such as 'natural' and 'human'; it is intensely politicized.

Like 'sex', 'theory' is a kind of fantasy: for all its appeal to real differ-
ences, real bodies, real performances, and real subjectivities, queer theory
is also a critical fantasy par excellence. It shapes its Utopian dreams in
theoretical abstractions and embodies them experimentally in stories -
stories of the future are particularly appropriate, since the subjects, bodies,
and worlds that queer theory models have yet to be materialized. Queer
theories shape stories and queer stories embody the dreams of a future
'not fully determined in advance' (Butler, Undoing Gender 191) either by
the abstractions of theory or in the activities of present-world politics. It is
in this sense that story and theory sustain each other. To borrow an obser-
vation of Butler's - only somewhat out of context - theory 'takes place
every time a possibility is imagined' (Undoing Gender 176).

This is how I understand what Haraway has in mind when she identi-
fies writers such as Joanna Russ and Samuel R. Delany as 'theorists for
cyborgs' ('Cyborg Manifesto'173). These and other sf writers, many of
them active in the 1970s, already look forward to some of the possibilities
of the (Harawayan) cyborg figure in stories that engage how we live our
lives in technoculture, that explore new subjectivities at the technologica
interface. These are stories about how the 'supplement' of technology «
inevitably constitutive of the (post-)humanity which it supplements.

At the same time, these writers also suggest a variety of answers
even if only in the imaginary resolutions of fiction - to the challet rL

posed by Butler's queer theory: 'is there a way to break out of this arc
whereby heterosexuality institutes monolithic culture and mono
culture reinstitutes and renaturalizes heterosexuality?' (Undoing Gert>~
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rlassic stories such as Delany's'Aye, and Gomorrah...' (1967), Russ's
12 h It Changed' (1972), Vonda N. Mclntyre's 'Of Mist, and Grass, and

,, /1973), and James Tiptree, Jr's The Girl Who Was Plugged In'
Q731 mark these writers as also theorists for queer/feminists. And Judith

1 r in turn can be read as a theorist of speculative futurity: 'To assume
^ponsibility for a future,' she writes, 'is not to know its direction fully-
advance, since the future, especially the future with and for others,

ires a certain openness and unknowingness; it implies becoming
art of a process the outcome of which no one subject can surely predict'

{Undoing Gender 39).

Before turning my focus to The Female Man, I will just briefly note how
interesting it is to read Delany's 'Aye, and Gomorrah...' as a queer revision
of Smith's 'Scanners Live in Vain'. Delany's story is about bodies, technol-
ogies, and sexual perversion. In the story's future world, this perver-
sion has appeared in the wake of the exigencies of space travel, recalling
the agonizing 'pain of space' which necessitates the Scanners' sacrifice.
The bodies of the 'spacers' in Delany's story have been altered so that
they become both physically ungendered and - like Smith's Scanners -
sexually neutered. Rather than longing for a return to the 'natural' body,
however, Delany's story focuses on the 'plasticity' of human desire, an
idea central also to The Female Man (as I discuss below). Inevitably, the
story implies, a subculture of 'frelks' arises, individuals who are helplessly
- and hopelessly - erotically attracted to the sexless spacers. As one of
them explains to Delany's spacer narrator:

You have no perversions at all. You're free of the whole business... My
love starts with the fear of love. Isn't that beautiful? ... I want you
because you can't want me. That's the pleasure. If someone had a sexual
reaction to us, we'd be scared away. (540-41; emphasis in original)

Delany's frelks never have to test the validity of their fantasies of sex,
since their desires are fulfilled only in the deferral of fulfilment - Delany's
perversion is an ideal response to the notion that 'sex' is a fantasy repre-
sented m the performances of gender. The spacers are of indeterminate
gender - 'You look as though you may once have been a man' (534);
you look like you were once a woman, no?' (535) - and so they can

embody the erotic fantasies of any individual frelk who desires them.
^ e any's story tells us that desire will continually seek out new subjects/
vJf0!5 through which to attain its (temporary) satisfactions. And there

^always be desire that seeks elsewhere for its fulfilment.
On 'Aye- and Gomorrah...', The Female Man, one of the first and still
g , °' tne most challenging critical fictions ever written about feminism

echnoscience, is a particuarly appealing and effective example of
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cyborg fiction/theory. It is a novel about conjunctures, intersectio
sexual encounters that are monstrous, hybrid, and - inevitably - poij^'
It is also a speculative response to one of the most politically pervers
all conjunctures: 'You can't unite woman and human any more than °
can unite matter and anti-matter', Russ's narrator Joanna explains to th
reader; 'they are designed not to be stable together and they make just as
big an explosion inside the head of the unfortunate girl who believes ir
both' (151 ) .

The Female Man represents a critical turn away from both instrumentalist
and substantive theories of technology and towards the kind of critically
self-reflexive position championed by Feenberg. It is also exemplary of a
queer turn that highlights the deeply unnatural relations among human
sex, gender, and sexual orientation. At the centre of my reading of The
Female Man is the novel's 'primal scene', in which the cyborg assassin Jael
(also known as Alice Reasoner) fucks her toy-boy Davy, a scene witnessed
with shock by her other selves, Joanna, Jeannine, and Janet Evason. What
they think they are seeing, however, is not what is in fact occurring. As
I will discuss in more detail below, the truth is even more perverse than
the appearance: Russ's cyborg is fucking (with) technology and the stage
is set for yet another fiction about 'sex'.

The character of Jael works exactly to disrupt the naturalized relations
among sexed bodies, sexual desires, and gendered behaviours which
maintain heterosexuality's psychological and social hegemony. As Susana
S. Martins points out in her discussion of the novel,

[technology] does not lend itself always and only to narratives of inevi-
tability [the stuff of substantive theory], or to naturalized tales of evolu-
tion and progress [the stuff of instrumental theory]. Sometimes we find
a completely unnatural tale of revolution and reversal... Technology
can interrupt the natural and the normalized; it can make us think
historically and futuristically. (419)

The main characters in The Female Man are four versions of the same
genome who inhabit parallel worlds. Each of these worlds is quite
different from the others, and so the four women - each of whom has a
name beginning with T - are also quite different from each other. As Jael
explains their differences to the other three women:

We ought to think alike and feel alike and act alike, but of course we don t.
So plastic is humankind! ... Between our dress, and our opinions, an
our habits, and our beliefs, and our values, and our mannerisms, and o J

nners, and our expressions, and our ages, and our experience, eve
hardly believe that I am looking at three other myselves. (162)

manners,
can
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T ,Hirh Butler puts it, even 'Nature has a history' {Bodies That MatterOr, as J U U K - -

rh' perspective on humanity as 'unnatural' links Russ's fiction to a
of constructivist models of the human subject, including queer-

r>! retical models developed in the decades since her novel's original
arance, and earlier studies such as the influential preliminary work

Hertaken by Michel Foucault in his histories of sexuality. Russ depicts
ariations in the four Js that clearly also incorporate sexual orientation,

although she simultaneously disrupts any straightforward understanding
of this concept. Jael, for example, considers herself heterosexual - 'Nor
do I have love affairs with other women; in some things...I am a very
old-fashioned girl' (192) -but, as I will return to below, sex with machines
is not a form of heterosexuality that would be recognized by any moral
majority. Janet Evason, on the other hand, inhabits the all-women Utopia
of Whileaway. In the absence of any possibility of heterosexuality, does
the category 'lesbian' still retain its commonsense meaning? For Russ, as
for Butler, the counterintuitive position is the more accurate one: culture
produces nature, just as gender produces sex.

Unlike in 'Helen O'Loy', and as we might expect from Russ's admoni-
tions about technology as a 'non-subject', technology does not function
solely as a figure for sexual difference in The Female Man. Considering
the dismal fate of the surgically altered youths in Manland, for example,
Martins notes how '[technology] can not only produce subjectivities and
bodies, but also exclude, foreclose, and violently transform bodies and
social identities' (411). The Female Man tells more than one story about
technology, in other words, and therefore more than one story about (the
fiction of) sexuality. For example: in Jael's world, Manland, as its name
suggests, is an all-male society; 'the Changed' are those who have been
surgically altered to function as the 'wives' and 'mistresses' of 'real men'.
The Womanlanders give the Manlanders the specifications for making
'real' women, but, as Jael tells the reader, 'I doubt if even the sex surgeons
know what a real woman looks like. The specifications we send them
every year grow wilder and wilder and there isn't a murmur of protest'
(!69). The 'women' of Manland are literal fictions of sexual difference,
j»ntasies of the 'real men' constructed in their hopeless attempts to live
JP to the increasingly impossible ideals of appropriate heterosexuality.16

sh ac' has called her sisters together to support the epic conflict in which
in h'S en§ased' the Ongoin8 war between 'the haves' and the 'have-nots'
first" W°rld'that is' between 'the men and the women' (165).17 When she
and a?Pears' sne is described in terms that construct her as both grotesque

ghostly: 'her teeth seem to be one fused ribbon of steel' (158); 'her
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eyes are silver, most unnatural'; 'the ends of her fingers (she says)
once caught in a press and are growing cancerous'; '[she] has
shaped scars under her ears'; when she laughs, it is 'as if some mechumi i
vulture on a gigantic garbage heap on the surface of the moon were givjn

one forced shriek for the death of all organic life' (159). These satirical]8

over-the-top features call attention to Jael's technological enhancements
most notorious of which are the murderous blades inset into her finger-
tips (weapons borrowed by William Gibson to arm Neuromancer's Mollv
Millions ) .

Jael's lover is Davy, 'the most beautiful man in the world' (185). Jael
gives readers a detailed first-person account of one of her sexual encoun-
ters with him, a rather unexpected scene given the importance of lesbian
sexuality in the novel and of the Utopian vision of an all-woman future
on Whileaway. As noted above, for all her hatred of the Manlanders Jael
presents herself as 'a very old-fashioned girl' (192) who does not have
affairs with women. There is a punch-line, of course: it turns out that she
does not have affairs with men either. Jael informs her genomic sisters
that Davy, whom she refers to as her 'monster-pet' (197), is not human at
all. He is an almost completely artificial construction more or less lacking
in consciousness, 'a lovely limb of [Jael's automated] house'; his 'original
germ-plasm was chimpanzee' (199). So horrified are the other Js by her
sex with Davy that Jael is driven to her ironic lament: 'Alas! those who
were shocked at my making love that way to a man are now shocked
at my making love to a machine; you can't win' (200). This particular
sexual activity - the female cyborg fucking her automated/subhuman
lover - falls outside the Butlerian arena of cultural intelligibility. It cannot
be categorized as simply and straightforwardly heterosexual; but nor it is
anything like homosexuality. Retrospectively, Jael's sexuality can most
easily be located within the spacious non-category of queer. And what is
most notable in Russ's construction of Jael is how technology - so often
figured in science fiction as anathema to human/natural sexuality - is
here what enhances and supports sexuality. Not, as in 'Helen O'Loy', in
a way that aspires to 'nature', but something non-normative and 'unnat-
ural', exactly what cannot be permitted to invade most of the imagined
worlds of science fiction.

In the figure of the cyborg Jael, Russ constructs a technobody that rejecb
sf's conventional anxiety about sexuality and technology. Russ takes up
this anxiety and emphasizes it, exaggerates it, re-evalutes it, and makes n
play a different role. The cheerful presentation of Jael's 'perverse' sexu*
relations with Davy is Russ's affirmation that technology might inde*
throw (hetero) sexuality into crisis, and readers are invited to iden
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he scandalized reactions of the other Js at the same time as they
W1 'ted through Jael's own point of view, to appreciate the potential

for queerness opened up at the human/technological interface. In
• ne this old sf plot, Russ is doing something with what Luckhurst

'the materials of genre'; he describes The Female Man as 'a novel that
atizefs] the struggle to rearticulate generic elements for feminist

ends'(181).18

Central to Russ's re-telling of this familiar plot is Jael's absolute refusal
f any identity imposed upon her by conventional constructions of

-woman'. What is being refused here is 'woman' as both identity and
subject position and it recalls other feminist refusals such as Julia Kriste-
va's in 'Woman Can Never Be Defined' (1974), published almost contem-
poraneously with The Female Man: 'a woman cannot "be"; it is something
which does not even belong in the order of being. It follows that a feminist
practice can only be negative, at odds with what already exists so that
we may say "that's not it" and "that's still not it"' (137). Or, as we have
already been informed by Joanna, 'You can't unite woman and human
any more than you can unite matter and anti-matter' (151).

Under the circumstances, it is appropriate that Jael is at first an invis-
ible presence in the novel who watches the movements of the other Js
- Joanna, the author's stand-in; Jeannine, the 'feminine' J who initially
wants nothing more than the rewards promised to those who successfully
perform femininity (husband, children, security); and Janet Evason, the
'complete' female individual from Utopian Whileaway. For Jael, all extant
definitions of 'woman' are 'not it' and 'still not it': 'Look! Do you see me?
I, I, I. Repeat it like magic. That is not me. I am not that. Luther crying
out in the choir like one possessed: NON SUM, NON SUM, NON SUM!'
(195; emphasis in original). Jael has no identity except her repudiation
of identity. This same refusal is echoed by the beautifully named young
lesbian, Laura Rose Wilding, who '[says] .over and over to herself Non
Sum, Non Sum, which means either I don't exist or I'm not that, according
to how you feel it' (59; emphasis in original).

Jael's very first words in the text emphasize her invisibility and her
unreadability: 'Who am I? I know who I am, but what's my brand name?'
< 9K a question she repeats several times during the course of the novel.
eanne Corteil reads Jael's question as indicative of her limitations: she

es not know what she is on the way to becoming - perhaps Janet
^vason, the lucky one who inhabits the future Utopia, although that

ms unlikely. Jael is a cyborg and, as such, she remains poised between
<ate °r8anic and the machinic; in N. Katherine Hayles's words, she stands

e tnreshhold separating the human from the posthuman' ('Life Cycle



156 DISORDERING DESIRES

of Cyborgs' 153). As a textual figure designed to support Russ's satirical
critique of compulsory heterosexuality, she is a transitional subjectiv-
itity pointing the reader toward a queer understanding of the social/
cultural interpellations that shape bodies and desires. Jael's question -
'what's my brand name?' - can also be read as a challenge to the other
Js, and through them to the reader as well, to think outside the conven-
tional categories that define/confine 'woman' and 'man' and 'human', to
imagine different possibilities for being in the world. Given queer theory's
'claim to be opposed to the unwanted legislation of identity', as Butler
explains it (Undoing Gender 7), Jael's refusal of a 'brand name' seems more
than compatible with queer subjectivity.

In the 'final' analysis, Russ's novel encourages readers to imagine more
than one story about (post-)human ways of being in the world, including
stories about how technology - so often demonized in the theories and
fictions of sf writers - might support the kind of complex transformation
called for in Russ's title. The Female Man calls ironic attention to the powers
and privileges inherent in the position 'man' and the simultaneous disad-
vantages of the position 'woman'. The social and political constructions of
gender - whether as representation or as relation - are, after all, prior to
our 'fantastic' constructions of 'sex'. Russ's narrator Joanna very sensibly
decides that she will occupy the more powerful of the two (gender) roles;
she will become 'the female man':

there is one and only one way to possess that in which we are defective,
therefore that which we need, therefore that which we want.

Become it.
... I think I am a Man; I think you had better call me a Man; I think

that you will write about me as a Man from now on and speak of me as
a Man and employ me as a Man and recognize child-rearing as a Man's
business; you will think of me as a Man and treat me as a Man until it
enters your...head that I am a man. (And you are a woman.)...

If you don't, by God and all the Saints, /'// break your neck. (139-40;
emphasis in original)19

Science fiction is, at least potentially, a 'literature of change' and,
arguably, it can be a potent expression of the political imagination in
its dramatizations of the technosubject.20 The theoretical foundations of
queer theory sometimes look a lot like the critical speculations of science
fiction, especially in so far as they too are at work on a future 'not fully
determined in advance', to recall Butler's words. In A Genealogy of Queer
Theory, William B. Turner cites Foucault's conviction that 'what must be
produced is not man identical to himself, exactly as nature would have
designed him or according to his essence; on the contrary, we must
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oduce something that doesn't yet exist and about which we cannot
know how and what it will be' (qtd. in Turner 56). And Butler insists that

certain departure Irom the human...takes place in order to start the
process of remaking the human' (Undoing Gender 3-4). The fantasies of
'sex' in critical sf speculations such as The Female Man, like the fantasies of
queer theory, are at once textual and material, products of the imagina-
tion that suggest the potentialities of an undetermined future.

If we can only ever know sex as it is implied in and expressed through
the performances of gender, then"'sex" becomes something like a fiction,
perhaps a fantasy' (Butler, Bodies That Matter 5). And sometimes it becomes
something like a science fiction.21

Notes

1. Academic scholarship has responded with some very good recent studies such
as Thomas Foster's The Souls of Cyberfolk: Posthumanism as Vernacular Theory
(2005) and Sherryl Vint's Bodies of Tomorrow: Technology, Subjectivity, Science
Fiction (2007).

2. I have in mind here Takayuki Tatsumi's much quoted 1988 interview with
Samuel R. Delany, one of American si's most accomplished and influential
writers. Referring to himself as 'a favorite faggot "uncle" who's always looked
out for mom', Delany called cyberpunk to task for forgetting its history, for
trying to erase its debts to its 'real mothers' - writers such as Joanna Russ,
Ursula K. Le Guin, and Vonda Mclntyre: 'It's interesting that the feminist
explosion - which obviously infiltrates the cyberpunk writers so much - is
the one they seem to be the least comfortable with, even though it's one
that, much more than the New Wave, has influenced them most strongly...
Cyberpunk is, at basis, a bastard form of writing... What it's got are mothers.
A whole set of them - who, in literary terms, were so promiscuous that their
cyberpunk offspring will simply never be able to settle down, sure of a certain
daddy' (Tatsumi, 'Some Real Mothers' 9).

• Feenberg identifies the instrumental view as 'the dominant view of modern
4 j>overnments and the policy sciences on which they rely' ( 5 ) .

will just note here Jacques Derrida's deconstructive arguments for supple-
5 mentarity as constitutive of what requires supplementation.

ui see Dominick Grace's 'Rereading Lester del Rey's "Helen O'Loy"' for a
rare complex view of artificiality and performance in the story; in Grace's

thp c?8' 'artificial' features come to be associated with the humans in
6 Fee h 3S Wdl 3S W'th the 8endered machine. .

(1954? ̂  SU88eStS Martin Heidegger's The Question Concerning Technology'
neaati •" exernP'arV of this particular conviction about technoculture's
is also 'mPaCt °n thC human' Jaci}ues Ellul's The Technological Society (1954)
hurna Pertlnent here- ar8uing as it does that 'technique' inevitably forces the

7. At fias" lrjto the shaPe of its own demanding internal logic.
glance, 'Helen O'Loy' appears to be something of an exception in
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its easy acceptance of Helen as the consummate (hetero)sexual partner. But
the acceptance is not of Helen's machinic artificiality, that is, of her robot
ontology. Like her human husband, the text can embrace her because (a
certain kind of) artificiality is what in fact identifies her as a 'real' woman:
both characters and readers are allowed to forget her problematic ontological
status because she so perfectly represents and she so accurately performs
her creators' idealization of domestic femininity. Del Key's story is a fantasy
about the technoscientific replication of a human sexuality that remains
authentic and unspoiled in spite of such replication. All that is required to
'naturalize' the artificial woman is a determined act of forgetting - 'I practi-
cally forgot, myself, del Key's narrator tells us, that Helen 'wasn't human'
(72) - which also serves to erase any suspicion that human beings as well
might be 'programmed' into their performances of sex and gender.

8. At the same time/Helen O'Loy' seems to support, as if in spite of itself, some of
the arguments developed by Judith Halberstam in her discussion of the Turing
Test, an imaginary imitation game devised by computer pioneer Alan Turing to
test whether machines can think. Halberstam concludes that '[gender]... like
computer intelligence, is a learned imitative behavior that can be processed so
well that it comes to look natural. Indeed, the work of culture in the former
and of science in the latter is perhaps to transform the artificial into a function
so smooth that it seems organic. In other words, gender, like intelligence, has
a technology' ('Automating Gender' 443). More recently, Foster has discussed
Turing as 'as a queer theorist before the letter' (113).

9. Note how convincingly this opposition replicates the heterosexual binary:
sexuality here takes on the features of the feminine (it is natural, affective,
embodied), while technoscience takes on the features of the masculine (it is
rational, unemotional, disembodied).

10. In her detailed and incisive discussion of the career of this very original writer,
Carol McGuirk points out that '[the] first uses of the word "cyborg" date
from I960...; even the parent-term "cybernetics," coined by Norbert Weiner
in 1948, entered the language after the writing of "Scanners." Smith sees
something of the future in his emphasis on Mattel's conjoining of mechanical
and biological identity' (171). McGuirk also notes Mattel's 'virtual castration'
(176).

11. In his introduction to the 1975 collection. The Best ofC. L. Moore, editor Lester
del Key describes 'No Woman Born' as the 'portrait of a great artist and
marvelously feminine woman struggling to be true to her inner self (xiii). In
a postmodern view of the subject, del Key's reading expresses a naively essen-
tialist ideology of authentic selfhood. (Re)read as proto-queer cyberfiction,
Moore's story is the opening act of a cyborg Bildungsroman, the first scene in
the story of an emergent technosubject sutured together out of differences.

12. This reading concerns Dick's novel; the way in which these issues are
developed and resolved in its film version, Blade Runner (1982), is rather
different.

13. N. Katherine Hayles reads Rachael as both the sympathetic 'dark-haired
girl' who appears in a range of Dick's stories and a machine-woman who
coldly destroys a living animal. Hayles writes that 'her characterization oscil-
lates wildly between a desirable, empathic partner and a cold, calculating
manipulator' (How We Became Posthuman 172). Whether deliberately or not,
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Dick's female android points us back to Fritz Lang's robot-Maria in the film
Metropolis (1927), the evil female robot who seduces men and nearly destroys
the city through her highly charged performances of sexuality. Andreas
Huyssen's 'The Vamp and the Machine', a cultural-historical reading of Lang's
film, provides as relevant a critical framework for Dick's novel as it does for
Metropolis.

14. This is a reference to Russ's most celebrated sf story, 'When It Changed'
(1972), one of the first and one of the most powerful manifestos for lesbian-
feminist separatism. Russ's story is about a planet of women whose centuries-
old way of life is threatened with destruction by the arrival of male astronauts
from Earth. Intriguingly, in Gibson's third novel, Mono Lisa Overdrive (1988),
'When It Changed' is the phrase used by 'the old cowboys' (127) to refer
to the techno-transcendent coming-into-being of mysterious intelligences
in cyberspace. While this can be read as Gibson's affirmation of his literary
debts to Russ, it is not necessarily so. See Delany's remarks about cyberpunk's
conflicted relationship with its 'mothers' in n. 2 above; see also Graham
Murphy's reading of Gibson's use of 'When It Changed' elsewhere in this
collection.

15. In 1978, Russ published 'SF and Technology as Mystification', in which she
referred to technology as 'a non-subject': '"technology"...is a consolation for
and an obfuscation of something else' (27; emphasis in original). She argued
that 'what is being discussed when most people say "technology"...[is]
capitalism in its advanced industrial phase' (36), and that '[the] technology-
obsessed must give up talking about technology when it is economics and
politics that are at issue' (39). Little critical attention has been paid to the
'economics and polities' of technoscience in The Female Man, but see Susana
S. Marlins's 'Revising the Future in The Female Man' for a substantial discus-
sion of the various functions of technology in the novel.

16. Analogous to the way in which 'lesbian' is disrupted as a category in the
all-women Utopia of Whileaway, 'homosexual' is not particularly useful as a
category term for the sexual relationships in Manland's all-male society ('gay'
seems even less appropriate). Manlanders on the whole remain absurdly
committed to the institutions of their 'fantastic' versions of heterosexuality.

17. This war plays out a particularly malevolent version of heterosexual entrap-
ment, with each sex trying to destroy the other, each one defined by the
other who is also the ultimate enemy. As Jeanne Corteil notes in her full-
length study of Russ's writing, Jael 'is the product of the very system of
oppression that she fights, capitalist patriarchy' (85). While my focus in this
discussion is on the more empowering features of Jael's role in Russ's text,
she is neither a completely positive nor a completely coherent presence (see
Corteil, esp. 81-87). See also n. 9 above, which remarks on the ease with
which the heterosexual binary comes to function as a way of dividing up the
world.

18. For example, Russ rewrites sfs drearily conventional 'battle of the sexes'
plot in her account of Jael's 'war' against Manland. She also offers a cogent
critique of this particular plot in her 1980 article, 'Amor Vincent Foeminam: The
Battle of the Sexes in Science Fiction'.

19. In Haraway's terms, Russ's title figure, 'the female man', is one of a variety of
efficacious figures - the cyborg is another - through which we can begin to
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imagine and explore new roles for ourselves in the world. For Haraway, the
female man 'is as much a disruption of the story of the universal Female as
of the universal Man. Therefore, s/he is a good participant in the nonmodern
conversations we need to have about figuration and worldly practice in
technoscience' (Modest_Witness 70).

20. 'Literature of change' is a very popular understanding of science fiction.
Brooks Landon, for example, opens his history of twentieth-century sf by
elaborating upon exactly this idea: 'More precisely, science fiction is the
kind of literature that most explicitly and self-consciously takes change as its
subject and its teleology' (x i i .

21. An account of the queer 'conjunctures' of sexuality and technology in more
recent science fiction might include readings of Pat Cadigan's 'Pretty Boy
Crossover' (1986); Candas Jane Dorsey's '(Learning about) Machine Sex'
(1988); Gwyneth Jones's White Queen (1991); Marge Piercy's He, She and It
(1992); Richard Ca\der's Dead Girls H992); Amy Thomson's Virtual Girl (1993);
William Gibson's Idoru (1996); Shariann Lewitt's 'A Real Girl' (1998); Nalo
Hopkinson's 'Ganger (Ball Lightning)' (2000); Maureen McHugh's Nekropolif
(2001); Greg Egan's Schild's Ladder (2003); Geoff Ryman's Air, or. Have Not
Have (2004); Tanith Lee's Metallic Love (2005), and Charles Stress's Glasshouse
(2006).

'And How Many Souls Do You Have?':
Technologies of Perverse Desire and
Queer Sex in Science Fiction Erotica

Patricia Melzer

I'm not asking that you change what you find sexually attractive; only
that you experimentally discard the requirement for compatible fantasy
when reading about sex. Remember, it's just a book. And if you do
occasionally find yourself responding - well, that's educational, too.

— Ray Davis, 'Delany's Dirt' 165

Visiting a world where the most intriguing gender of all is 'I'm not
telling'... Boys, girls, both, neither, licking, kissing, liking, loving. It
doesn't matter whether you, reader, are boy, girl, straight, all or none of
the above, I think you'll get along just fine.

— Cecilia Tan, Genderflex 8

Perverse Sexualities as Queer Transgressions

Working on the fantastic in the arts means occasional trips to strange
(imaginary) places. The science fiction erotica published by Cecilia Tan,
and the 'pleasure' of researching queer science fiction pornography, took
my experience to a new level. Tucked away on back shelves of indepen-
dent science fiction bookstores and alternative erotica shops, these books
are intended to be consumed in bed or while stretched out on the living
room couch during an afternoon alone at home. They evoke a flushed
reading satisfaction and a slight sense of guilt because they decadently
provide nothing but pleasure. Reading them for 'research' earns the
dedicated academic raised eyebrows from colleagues and produces slightly
awkward moments at the photocopier. Literary critics do not usually regard
pleasure as an analytical variable. The concept of pleasure that underlies
these narratives, however, is central to queer theory, which addresses the
navigations of bodies and desires in relation to subjectivity. My reading


