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Abstract

This article offers some examples of female pop culture robots and shows how gynoids and
sexbots suggest a simplified and stylized human relationship model. In some cases, this
representation is ironic and/or edifying. In other cases, the artificial being offers a more
complex representation of human destiny not influenced by moralism. In doing so, on the
one hand gynoids become the occasion for an insight into the conditions of human exist-
ence or even an implicit criticism of sex as a power strategy. On the other hand, as my in-
tercultural analysis suggests, gynoids introduce a stylization of desire that allows for an in-
crease in freedom from social and economic pressures, as a playful and liberating

opportunity of exploring the possibilities and limits of human relationships.
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Attraction and deception

There is a constant presence of gynoids in pop culture. Fictional gynoids do not represent

the features offered by the current market or promised by the future female robot models,
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which are largely sex dolls designed to fulfill sexual fantasies. Their presence in pop culture
is more complex and subtle. It sets an aesthetic and, in so doing, an existential standard.
From Maria in Metropolis (1927) to Alicia of “The Twilight Zone” and to the artificial girl
Sonma in Cloud Atlas (2015), from the female replicants Rachel and Pris of Blade Runner
(1986) to the sex workers of Westworld (2016) and to the artificial girls of Ex-Machina
(2014), movies, novels and TV series display gynoids which, created for pleasure or decep-
tion, arouse reflection and often provoke insurrections, clashes, social and existential tur-
moil.

The iconic character of Maria in Fritz Lang’s Metropolis (1927) gives a rather sinis-
ter connotation to the gynoids. Maria has a basically deceptive function. Thirty-two years
later, in The Lonely (1959), the seventh episode of the first season of the TV series “The
Twilight Zone”, we experience the unexpected presence of a gynoid. Corry, the main char-
acter, is serving a long term sentence for murder, confined on a deserted asteroid. From
Earth, he receives objects to alleviate his solitude, such as parts to build a vintage car. One
day, Allenby, the captain of the supply ship, brings him a special box. It contains a woman-
like robot, Alicia, with the physical and psychological features of a human being. Corry’s
first reaction is to compare the gynoid to the vintage car, rejecting her as a companion.
Corry’s reaction is very harsh. “You are a machine? Aren’t you? [...] Why didn’t they build
you to look like a machine? Why didn't they build you out of metal with bolts and wires
and electrodes and things like that... Why’d they turn you into a lie? Cover you with some-
thing that looks like flesh? Give you a face? [...] It’s a lie! ™

The first reaction points out the deplorable attempt to present artifice as nature.
This is a moral fault and this is the first condemnation gynoids receive. Through their
beautiful appearance, they want to deceive. Their aesthetic appearance is aimed at a mor-

ally wrong purpose. Corry says: “You mock me, you know that? When you look at me,
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when you talk to me, I'm being mocked. [...] You are just like this heap [the vintage car.] A
hunk of metal with arms and legs, instead of wheels. But this heap doesn’t mock me the
way you do. It doesn’t look at me with make-believe eyes or talk to me with a make-believe
voice.”2

This reproach is understandable. A robot in itself is not blameworthy, but a gynoid
disguises her artificial nature under her beauty to deceive. This is a morally wrong action
and a cognitive deception. On the theoretical level, there is no doubt: Alicia is a machine.
Then Alicia, hit by Corry, falls and he notices that she cries. She only says a few words: “I
can feel loneliness, too.”

As I pointed out in my study Uncanny Beauty,3 deception is only possible if the ro-
bot is believed to be a natural being. The fictional gynoids foreshadow certain expectations
we have of future artificial beings and they share one trait with sexbots: they both require a
“suspension of disbelief” which must be accompanied by an awareness of their artificial
nature.4 Under this “willing suspension of disbelief,”s the interaction with robots can give
an insight into human behaviours and expectations. Movies, narratives, works of art work
on the same principle. Gynoids share the same essence of fictional works: they address the
highest human issues and are not natural products. They are not human but convey emo-
tional, social, and cultural qualities.

Actually, Alicia is not human but her reaction is the most human reaction: she
demonstrates empathy and she proves that she is a human. This is not recognized on a the-
oretical level, but on a moral one. As Cockelberg wrote: “We should not conceive similari-
ties in terms of properties alone but also consider the active, practical side. The etymology
of ‘companion’ links the word to ‘eating the same bread’; it refers to shared needs in addi-
tion to shared practices of fulfilling these needs.”® For this reason, “rather than rational

choice, our conduct towards others is a matter of feelings for others.” The cognitive and
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moral issue (“what the robot is”) is secondary to the aesthetic one: “how we want to live to-
gether, given that we already engage in particular social relations with them in particular
contexts.”” Empathy increases if the robot reflects our human vulnerability. Vulnerability
affects both humans and non-humans.

Alicia has something to share with Corry, her loneliness, her vulnerability, so that
the relationship can be empathetic. Her personality mirrors Corry’s: “You're my compan-
ion. Do you understand, Alicia? You're my companion. I need you desperately.” “And I
need you, Corry.”8 Like a narrative, Alicia is not a natural product, but tells about human
qualities, destinies, possibilities and solutions. We are not fooled by a piece of narrative if
we know it is a narrative. We are not deceived by a movie, as long as we know it is. How-
ever, in narratives and movies, we can recognize ideas, values and situations that are hu-
man. One day the distrust for artificial beings will sound outdated, like Plato’s distrust for
written words because they do not offer the naturalness of oral teaching, or his condemna-
tion of art because the work of art is a deception which confuses knowledge and behav-
iour.9 The experience proposed by the gynoid is much more similar to the Aristotelian idea
of catharsis. Even knowing that this is a fiction, in the tragedy we deal “with incidents
arousing pity and fear, wherewith to accomplish its catharsis of such emotions.”° Now,
what is this catharsis or cleansing of emotions? The representation of a fictional but coher-
ent world arouses emotions in me, in a refined and purified form, which I could not experi-
ence in real life. “In the fictional world of the work of art, though it is only an imitation of
the real world, we can have a real and strong experience of emotions that we could not
have elsewhere. We experience powerful emotions in a pure and refined form. [...] You can
feel differently, and you can see what — in the usual chaos of life — is perhaps not seen.”
Cognitive condition (awareness of artifice) is the condition of experiencing powerful emo-

tions in a pure and refined form.
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When the starship arrives to bring Corry back to Earth, Alicia cannot find a place
there. Now Corry feels she is human, but the crew who have not felt the same emotions
consider her a machine. The captain “shoots Alicia full in the face, revealing a mass of
smoldering wires. Then Allenby says to Corry: “All you're leaving behind is loneliness”.
Stunned, Corry replies, “I must remember that. I must remember to keep that in mind.”:2
However, Corry does not seem entirely convinced. He says: “I must remember that” as if
he needs to rehearse a new narrative, in which Alicia is nothing more than a machine. But
the existential issue arises and the question remains open. We cannot have any definition
of the human being but now, on a human and empathic level, we think that Corry’s behav-
iour is questionable and that the captain is possibly a murderer, and deserves to be con-
demned to the loneliness that Corry escaped.

It is surprising how this empathic interpretation is usually not accepted. A moral-
istic explanation offers an easy escape from the dilemma: “In “The Lonely,” Corry comes to
regard his android companion as a person, but we know she is not. The episode’s effect
comes from our seeing Corry’s self-delusion and its effect on his emotions.”:3 Here the au-
thor argues for the deceptive nature of gynoids and the self-inflicted illusion of a one-way
relationship. The gynoid deceives the man who is unable to be aware of reality, like a
viewer who forgets that the movie is a movie.

The ambiguity of the gynoid constitutes her depth, but believing that Alicia is a ma-
chine and nothing else and that Corry is wrong or delusional is reassuring. “Much like a
movie-goer who experiences fear while watching a movie she already knows is fictional,
Corry reacted emotionally as if Alicia were a person and not a machine that was an exten-
sion of himself. [...] It was only an illusion that vanished when Allenby shot Alicia and an-

nounced “All behind you. Like a bad dream. A nightmare.”4
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In fact, Alicia and other gynoids that come after her, relentlessly propose the issue
that, having a real presence in human life and a function (even if only sexual), they need a
recognized existential dimension and the dignity of human being. We seem to expect from
gynoids what they by definition do not have. They represent a desire and, more than that, a
lack, a difference from the norm. In this way they call attention to humanity they cannot
reach. They are human (at least to some extent) because they feel that something is miss-
ing, they need being recognized. Their humanity consists of their incompleteness, of their
difference from us, of their vulnerability that makes them similar to us in a different way.
In the existential perspective, the impossibility of defining the project which is the authen-
tic human being is the very essence of the human being. As Jean-Paul Sartre wrote, “there
is at least one being whose existence comes before its essence, a being which exists before
it can be defined by any conception of it. That being is man [...] Man first of all exists, en-
counters himself, surges up in the world — and defines himself afterwards. [...] Thus, there
is no human nature. [...] Man is nothing else but that which he makes of himself.”15 Like-
wise, the uncertain and endangered humanity of a gynoid consists of her lack of human
fullness and defined essence. Gynoids are not in competition with humans. When Corry
hits Alicia, we do not at first judge this action morally. When Allenby shoots her, we are
not horrified. We must remember that she is a machine. This was the explicit request of
the production to the creator Rod Serling: “Practically speaking, Alicia the ‘robot’ is a hu-
man being, and for the purpose of enjoying the play, the viewer will go along with the fic-
tion that she is not. However, it verges upon horror to have the camera show us fragments
of her shattered face. Would you confine these odd bits of physiognomy to strictly mechan-
ical props: wires, levers, gears, springs, etc., unrecognizable as eyes, ears or portions of hu-

man anatomy?”16 The gynoid is empathetically felt like a human being, but the show
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should present her as a machine at a time when her otherness could cause an unpleasant
experience and raise uncomfortable questions.

It must be clear that Alicia is a machine. Gynoids are machines even though we nat-
urally feel them as humans. They are artificial even though they represent human qualities
and possibilities on a more visible scale, in a more refined form. In this way, the gynoids
present a paradox. They are a sort of simplified and stylized representation of the human
being; we can grasp the essence and contradictions of existence. Looking at them, we can
consider human issues in a different light, from the outside, with fewer moral concerns. At
the same time, the problems are amplified and more visible. Perhaps this stylized and
magnified vision, as well as the lack of competition, is the reason for their pervasive pres-
ence.

The issue of competition between human beings in pop culture deserves special at-
tention. It is interesting to note that in many popular movies and cult TV series, human be-
ings are always competing with each other. In this competition, they often use sexual at-
traction as an instrument of power, in which “the feminine body is portrayed as the
primary source of women’s capital” and the primary way to “obtain power.”7 I mention
one of the many possible examples. In the “Sex Education” series, we can often hear the
recommendation “sex is a game and we must enjoy it”. It sounds like a tolerant and open-
minded attitude. In reality, compulsive sex, selling vulva-shaped biscuits at school, care-
free changing of sexual orientation “to locate homosexuality in terms of style and aesthet-
ics rather than sexuality”8 and other similar issues represented in the series are not part of
a game and deserve some deeper reflections on personality and society. “Sex Education” is
about human beings. A sexbot should welcome the liberal and playful attitude that “sex is a
game and we must enjoy it.” In fact, a sexbot like Alicia (assuming she is one), by her mere

presence, claims otherwise. Sex can be a game, but, on the other side of this game, there is
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always a human being (or there should always be one) playing, whose existential dimen-
sion and whose dignity are at stake in that game. We can agree on this point, but it would
be very difficult to present it in a TV series about humans without being blamed of moral-
ism. The sexbot makes it possible to question (without fear of moralism) a hedonistic and
simplistic attitude which proposes sex as an innocent game and, at the same time, conceals
the possible use of sex as an instrument of power. In other words, it reminds us of a much
more complex situation and of certain conditions and limits of enjoyment. There is some-
thing (the full human presence, the person) that cannot be completely ignored, and that is
a condition (not a means) of full enjoyment. The sexbot resizes and debunks the use of sex
as an instrument of power by conjuring the person. The statement “sex as an instrument of
power” deserves more discussion but, before addressing this important issue, I would like

to consider a few more examples of artificial beings.

An artificial insight into human vulnerability

The charm of artificiality confers on artificial beings a peculiar moral freedom that arouses
a profound reflection on the human essence. The movie Blade Runner (1982) offers it in
the highest form. Replicants are what they have been created for. As Deckart says, “Repli-
cants are like any other machine. They're either a benefit or a hazard. If they’re a benefit
it’s not my problem.”9 This instrumental definition expresses a technological-practical at-
titude. Replicants become a danger when they do not do what their instrumental definition
expresses. Their essence precedes their existence, as Sartre says. But artificial beings can
rebel. Roy is a warrior but wants more life. Pris is a “pleasure model” but wants freedom.
Rachel delves into her memories and suspects her artificial nature. These are existential

issues which remind us that the human being has an essence that is not its instrumental
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function. If the replicants behave like human beings, they become a hazard because an in-
strumental definition is no longer applicable.

Human beings are human because of their temporal dimension. As Martin
Heidegger wrote, the human being exists and its existence is its own possibilities. The hu-
man being cannot find any “definition” or “essence”; it is “thrown into the world” and “dis-
persed” among other things; but (unlike things) it has to choose among possibilities. This
is why human existence is a project based on possibilities and oriented towards the future.
Among the possibilities, there is a personal and authentic one, which no one else can live in
our place. Our death is the most authentic possibility, which gives authenticity to our exist-
ence. Death is the “possibility of possibilities” and the “authentic being-toward-death sig-
nifies an existentiell possibility of Da-Sein”2° or human beings. There is neither a given es-
sence nor a stable definition of the human being. The human being must project itself,
time is its meaning, the temporal dimension is its essence.

Since replicants are human in many ways, even emotionally, they cannot be eternal.
They have to face death. Designers decided to equip them with a fail-safe device and they
became mortals. As cop Bryant explains, “They were designed to copy humans in every
way, except their emotions. But the designers reckoned that after a few years they might
develop their own emotional responses. Oh, hate, love, fear, anger, envy. So they built in a
fail-safe device. [...] Four-years life span.”2! There is no obvious reason to create a four-
year lifespan safety device, except that this device introduces replicants into the human
realm by means of death. Time, memories, emotions and death constitute the temporal es-
sence of human beings.

Death is what replicants seek, because death guarantees the authentic temporal di-
mension of human existence. Deckart falls in love with Rachel, who does not know she is

an artificial being. When Deckart kills all the replicants, cop Gaff mentions that Rachel,
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after discovering she is an artificial being, is still alive and someone (other than Deckart)
will kill her. Gaff says, “It’s too bad she won’t live. But then again, who does?”22
After that, Derrick (in the final version Blade Runner Director's Cut, 1992) accepts the
possibility that he too is a replicant as well and has a limited lifespan.23 “Who lives?” is the
main question of the movie, which is an intriguing existential question because it is posed
by artificial beings. Even Roy’s last words, “Time to die”, are also a very revealing state-
ment. The replicant becomes human and proves more human than other humans (and
ironically repeats Tyrrell Corporation’s motto “more human than humans”) the moment he
dies and saves Deckart’s life. In the first version of Blade Runner (1982), Deckard’s voice
over expresses the philosophical issue in a form which sounds rather trashy, if not referred
to artificial beings: “I don’t know why he saved my life. Maybe in those last moments he
loved life more than he ever had before. Not just his life, anybody’s life, my life. All he’d
wanted were the same answers the rest of us want. Where did I come from? Where am I
going? How long have I got? All I could do was sit there and watch him die.”24

In pop culture, artificial beings offer a transversal and uncompromising way of deal-
ing with human issues. The aesthetic appearance of gynoids is pivotal2s because it gives
way to deception and empathic responses. In 1927, Maria in Metropolis proved that a gy-
noid can only possess the beautiful appearance of a human being, but not the soul, and her
function is deception. Ava in Ex-Machina (2015) uses her feminine charm to escape from
the laboratory where she is confined and controlled by Caleb, her creator. Perhaps her ac-
tions are justified. Caleb uses Kyoko, the other gynoid, as a sex robot and destroys his crea-
tures on a whim. Ava proves she is human by flirting with the man who has to test her be-
haviour. Then, she takes advantage of him and proves herself even more human by
abandoning her savior in the lab, when she finally manages to escape. Ava is true to a tra-

dition that deeply intertwines attraction, sex appeal and power. Ava proves she is human
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(and physically disappears among humans) when she can use her sexual attractiveness as
an instrument of power. This behaviour defines the nature (and danger) of most Western

gynoids.

Artificiality and sexual attraction

There is a long tradition, from Pygmalion and Dorothea to Baudelaire, from von Kleist to
Rilke, which supports the advantage of artificiality over nature.2¢ The artifice, the marion-
ette, the puppet (and, we can infer, the robot) have a higher moral value. They are medi-
ated by rationality. They are not raw in nature. Baudelaire, at the beginning of modernity,
set the moral standard of artifice. He writes: “Nature teaches us nothing, or practically
nothing. [...] Everything beautiful and noble is the result of reason and calculation. [...] Evil
happens without effort, naturally, fatally; Good is always the product of some art.”27
Beauty alludes to something beyond the body, even in the artificial and mechanical form of
the gynoid.

The aesthetic relationship between artificial beauty and attraction is complex and
tricky. Our world appears to be liberal in matter of sexual behaviour and even permissive
in facts of sexual morality. In fact, the idea of sex with gynoids is generally not accepted in
the Western pop culture, at least not in a positive way. In a society which seems to be
highly sexualized,?8 sexbots are more related to pornography and prostitution2d than enter-
tainment, creativity or emancipation. They are more the subject of irony or moralism than
an occasion for reflection on the difference between artifice and nature.

Bryan Forbes’s classic movie The Stepford Wives (1975) proposes the ideal place for
men as a well-ordered town with a gynoid factory, secretly replacing real wives. The caustic

and social irony is clear. Artificial wives are viewed in terms of competition (they are better
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- or worse - than natural women because, e. g., they are more submissive). Artificial beings
are viewed in terms of competition with humans, not difference. They are not something
else that can be complementary. It seems that the solution to avoid the social struggle be-
tween men and women is to replace women with obedient gynoids. The difference between
gynoid and woman is erased; there is only a different degree of submission, the artificial
being imitates stereotypical female behaviour, and the gynoid is a substitute that can only
make way for bitter social satire.

Likewise, the sexbots who act as prostitutes in Westworld (2016) and Humans
(2015) are presented with human compassion for gynoids and moral contempt for male
clients. Again, there is no space for the difference. Gynoids are interchangeable substitutes
of women and perform human functions.

In Western pop culture, the gynoid is mostly proposed in terms of competition. She
rarely suggests that artificiality can represent nature on a different level and that this dif-
ference is the essence of the gynoid, who can present human interaction in a more simpli-
fied way and allow “the experience of powerful emotions in a pure and refined form”.

In fact, even the relationship with an artificial being can “support creative self-expression
and self-actualization in highly personal ways.”3° This is possible because, as in the rela-
tionship between Corry and Alicia, human beings create a narrative in which artificial be-
ings fit. According to Su, even rudimentary sexbots like sex dolls can do it “not only be-
cause of their lifelike faces, but also because of the imaginative stories their owners
construct and tell about them. The dolls become diegetic props”st. They provide “fertile
ground for embodied fictions and care of the self. [...] Everyday sexual intimacy is seen as
contiguous with, not separated from, other forms of social engagement and wellness,”
since “people regularly form intimate (both sexual and nonsexual) relationships with, de-

rive wellness from, and engage in fantasies about the technologies around them.”32 Is it
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possible to find examples where, as in Blade Runner, the difference between natural and

artificial beings allows an insight in human existence?

Desire, consumerism and what a gynoid can teach

Let us now consider the relationship between sexual attraction and power. As men-
tioned above, sexual desire and its satisfaction is not just a game, like advertised in many

2 &

movies and TV series (e. g. “Sex Education,” “Easy” and many others). It should highlight
certain conditions and limits of enjoyment. The person is the condition (not the means) of
full enjoyment.

In my essay Uncanny Beauty, I have shown how, despite all appearances, the West-
ern society offers the experience of a dehumanized and de-sexualized world.33 The seem-
ingly permissive and sexually liberal culture conceals mechanisms of power and manipula-
tion. Our consumer society promotes the eroticization of values, stresses the sexual
function of beauty and promises an unlimited sexual freedom. Actually, this sexualization
of society is not aimed to sell sex but, on the contrary, to make merchandise of all the rest,
promoting a general sexual dissatisfaction and discontent. “Ads do not sell sex—that would
be counterproductive, if it meant that heterosexual women and men turned to one another
and were gratified. What they sell is sexual discontent.”34 Our dissatisfaction for our own
body and for the other’s body makes that our sexual drives are redirected on material items
and supports consumerism. At the same time, consumption (of goods, behaviours, life-
styles...) confers power. “What is on offer in all these adverts is a specific kind of power —

the sexual power [...] to attract male attention and sometimes female envy.”35 Sexual at-

traction becomes more about power relationships than about people.3¢
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In this way, the competition between men and women is exacerbated, even if there
is no longer any biological reason for rigorous mate selection and ruthless struggle. In this
context, desire increasingly becomes an instrument of power. Not, of course, the satisfac-
tion of desire, but its paroxysm, the delaying of satisfaction and its redirection towards
new objects of social competition.

Is a more playful and less competitive attitude possible? Desire is not about repro-
duction. It is not about social competition for limited resources (young and fertile women).
It is about socialization, as we stated earlier, “contiguous with, not separated from, other
forms of social engagement and wellness.”s7 In this case, “a sexbot makes us tell apart the
related elements of beauty, sexual attractiveness, and social needs. Sexual discontent can-
not be a reason for social competition and consumerism any longer. In this way, sexual sat-
isfaction would gain a social and even political meaning.”38 A gynoid cannot support com-
petition and manipulation. A sexbot downsizes and limits the social function of sex by
presenting it as an instrument of power that ignores the person. It can also change the per-
ception of the female body and grant it a new freedom. Today’s society proposes the body
as a primary source of women’s capital and power, while the cultural industry and adver-
tising provide “the construction of a young, heterosexual woman who knowingly and delib-

erately plays with her sexual power and is forever ‘up for it’.”39

Biological and artificial bodies

A gynoid, like a sexbot, is created regardless of any biological purpose and social competi-
tion strategy. Biological-evolutionary causes of attraction are based on mate selection
mechanisms. Waist-to-hip ratio, breast and face play a fundamental role in female attrac-

tiveness. They visually represent male-female dimorphism and are indicators of
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reproductive capacity, age, child nurturance ability and physical health. Along with these
traits, familiarity also plays an important role in attractiveness, since “we react positively
to known things.”4° But the imitation of secondary sexual characteristics is not enough to
foster a human-robot interaction.

Visual cues have the same effect in women and in artificial or even fictional women.
Szczuka and Kramer write that “people tend to respond to sexualized robots in almost the
same way as they would respond to other humans (including reactions of sexual
arousal).”4t Psychological tests and experiments suggest that interviewed men do not rate
gynoids as more attractive than women, if asked explicitly. However, men implicitly rate
gynoids as attractive as women.42 At the same time, interestingly enough, measuring the
jealousy-related discomfort, women are more jealous of a woman competitor than of a gy-
noid if it is about sexual intercourse. But a woman-like robot becomes a dangerous com-
petitor if other issues are involved. In some cases, “robots evoked the same or higher levels
of jealousy-related discomfort (e.g., discomfort caused by feelings of inadequacy, discom-
fort caused by shared emotional and time resources).”43 This proves that the “narrative”
proposed by the gynoid is decisive.

We need more than exaggerated visual cues, we need familiarity, emotional ele-
ments, empathy, as well as the prospect of sharing something. We need to consider the at-
tractiveness of the gynoid in a broader context along with other elements as beauty, empa-
thy, familiarity and sharing of experiences (as Coeckelber says: “eating the same bread”).
A body of a gynoid functions like a natural body without being one. It shows that sexual at-
traction as a mate selection mechanism can evolve towards differentiated behaviours, such
as sociability, creativity and aesthetic appreciation.44 Reproduction and social competition
for survival (imposed by rigorous mate selection) are no longer the only goals of sexual at-

traction. For this reason, even the attraction is no longer attributable to any power
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strategy. Thanks to exaptation (and not adaptation), desire originated art.45 On the one
hand, some gynoids can use their attractiveness to gain power (such as Ava in Ex-
Machina) but are not desirable for that. On the other hand, other fictional gynoids suggest
a relationship in which attraction is not a reason for competition. They are a product of
consumerism which becomes an instrument to limit the pressures of consumer society. In
doing so, the fictional gynoids introduce a new experience of desire as a playful and liberat-
ing form that entails an increase in freedom from social and economic pressures.

Wachowskis and Tykwer’s Cloud Atlas (2012) suggests a relationship between con-
sumer society and artificial beings. Artificial beings are objects of consumerism and sup-
port and serve the consumer system. Sonmi is an artificial woman in the future New Seoul
and works as a waitress or “fabricant.”46 She becomes the rebellious gynoid who will be
considered the founder of a new religion and the heroine of the movement for egalitarian
rights of natural and artificial beings. Her personal revolt (which becomes a social revolu-
tion) begins when she receives a clue from the past. Again, as in Blade Runner, but on a
much more collective and melodramatic level, the discovery of the past changes the future.
Memory is not just an individual asset but a collective project. Sonmi represents the case of
an artificial being who carries human values and changes the future of an enlarged human-
ity. Sonmi is a product of the consumer society that serves consumers and increases con-
sumerism. She is also the turning point for a new humanism that considers artificial and
natural beings on the same level.

The fictional gynoids foreshow expectations we have of future robots and some cul-
tures are more sensitive to the potential offered by artificial beings. I will take into consid-
eration Japanese culture and the way in which robots and especially sexbots fit into that
context, conveying peculiar cultural meanings, representing a possibility of freedom from

social and economic pressures and expressing values such as conformity and dissent.
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Artifice and innocence

Beauty and artifice do not always and everywhere have the same meaning and the same
functions. The fictional gynoids reflect the social and cultural background. From a psycho-
logical point of view, we have to consider how robots are present in the culture, how they
interact and how people feel their presence. Psychologist Jessica Szczuka writes that “fu-
ture studies should also incorporate the cultural background of the participants as one po-
tentially important determinant of the reactions to robotic romantic competitors.”47 The
social, cultural, and philosophical background has often been neglected by researchers
more focused on human psychological reactions and a robot’s possible, technical features.
A positive or negative attitude toward artificial beings, expressed by pop culture, deter-
mines their acceptance and value.48 It is likely that sexbot’s attractiveness rating is biased
by societal stereotypes and norm adherence49 more than any other factor. For this reason,
we also need philosophical, cultural and intercultural discussions in the future to evaluate
the functions and limits of the attractiveness of robots in Western society and culture.

In Japan, interaction with artificial beings does not convey distrust. From the dolls to serve
teaso to the thriving sex doll production, from cartoons of robots to cute doll-like depiction
of manga and anime characters, Japanese have a positive image of non-natural bodies —
they help and serve, such as the huge number of care robots working in Japan, including a
service of escort dolls. In 2004, Doll no Mori [Forest of Dolls], opened a doll escort service
in Tokyo. Beginning with the traditional call girl service, Doll no Mori switched to sex-doll
deliveries. Labor costs were cut and the price of a session with a sex doll was the same as

that with a human call girl. In 2005, the same service started in South Korea.5!
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The usual explanation for this confidence in artificial beings is that Shinto, the in-
digenous religion, infused with animism, makes no clear distinction between inanimate
and organic beings. Coupled with a popular culture that has often presented its heroes in
the form of robots, this justifies the fascination with artificial bodies.52 In fact, reality
seems to be more complex. In Shinto mythology the sexuality of deities expresses the crea-
tive power of nature, and Shinto tradition offers an undeniably lusty exaltation of the cor-
poreal side of existence and a celebration of the sexual body.53 Along with this, Japan has
developed a “cult of cuteness” which originates in a cultural need to be liked and accepted
in society. Extreme formalism, appearance and “artificiality” in behavior and look are seen
as social virtues in a context where politeness is a means to achieve social harmony.54 The
beauty of the body is thanks to (and not despite of) its artificiality. A doll-like appearance is
socially reassuring, and physical beauty offers more than an artificial, controlled environ-
ment. Japanese culture has also developed a specific cult of cuteness. “Kawatii or cute es-
sentially means childlike; it celebrates [...] innocent, pure, simple, genuine, [...] vulnerable,
[...] inexperienced social behaviour and physical appearances.”s5 It does not matter if ka-
waii is the result of a very artificial and anti-natural attitude. As Sharon Kinsella states,
consumers may not be able to develop a relationship with people and may always attempt
to develop them through cute objects.5¢ Cute is above all about the recovery of a childlike
physical, emotional and mental state.5” Even if cute hints to innocence and naturalness, “it
is in fact extremely artificial and stylized.”58 A neotenic look, a childish round face and big
eyes are the features of manga, anime and other fictional characters. Through plastic sur-
gery, they can also be artificial alterations of the body. In any case, they are indicators of a
psychological neoteny, or of a retention of youthful attitudes and behaviours. This psycho-
logical neoteny explains the Japanese appreciation for pop icons like Sion Sono’s girls in

student uniform,59 Lolicon, or pop idols.%° This concept of beauty as a stylized and fully
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artificial construct may explain the fascination with artificial beings. We will discuss this at
the end of this chapter.

On the one hand, beauty grants a ludic evasion of the duties and responsibilities of
life. On the other hand, sex is accepted without social stigma: “behind an austere facade
dictated by strict codes of decorum, they are perfectly comfortable with sex.”¢t Beauty,
cuteness, and sexiness have a recreational and playful use. At the same time, they are insti-
tutional and tolerated instruments of dissent against the austere life and the responsibility
imposed by work, family and society;®2 in Japanese art “sex and dissent go hand in
hand.”¢3 The presence of substitute forms of social and sexual interaction offered by a cute,
artificial body is more than welcome. In Japan, beauty, sexiness, artificiality, leisure and
dissent can easily find a connection in the sexbot. This attitude has progressed in Japanese
culture more easily, further and earlier than anywhere else.®4 We can expect sexbots to be-
come popular in Western culture and also present in the Western society too, where the
distrust for the robot sums up platonic distrust for the body and Christian contempt for ar-
tificiality.

There is no shortage of gynoids in Japanese pop culture. From movies to anime,
from manga to dolls inspired by popular cartoons, we find a large number of fictional gy-
noids who are “protecting and nurturing humans.”%5 In these examples of pop culture, “the
distinction between woman and machine is blurred” and “entails a displacement of tradi-
tional roles.”¢® Among the many possible examples, I take Air Doll, (2009) an underrated
movie by Japanese director Hirokazu Koreeda. Based on the manga by Yoshiie Goda, it of-
fers a poetic representation of the fate of an artificial being, Nozomi, who has become a hu-
man being. There is no reason for Nozomi to become a human being. Only constant close-
ness and relationship with a human can trigger transformation. The doll Nozomi is not

only the sexual partner of Hideo, her owner, but also the confidant, a repository of

POPULAR
INQUIRY




Paolo Euron, Uncanny Attraction (70-94)

observations and conversations about life. Then something happens. She gets up and
watches the rain fall from the window. Nozomi’s first word, when she is transforming from
an air doll into a real woman, is “beautiful”. Transformation requires an aesthetic, not a
cognitive attitude. However, Hideo fails to notice that Nozomi is now a real woman, and
inflates her as a doll as she repeats to herself, “I am an air doll, a substitute for handling
sexual desire”. This is the point: artificial beings should not be substitutes for anybody. But
what are they? And the question that is more challenging is: what are human beings? The
movie, according to the director, addresses this question.®” Nozomi tries to understand life
and, above all, questions life and human beings, ageing and loneliness, with an innocent
and childlike attitude. She wonders, “What does it mean to get old?” “It means ageing and
getting closer to death”. “Death?” “Yes. Losing life”. “Life...” she says, perplexed. Only an
artificial being could offer such a detached and simplified point of view. Wonder is at the
origin of everyday life just as, according to Aristotle, wonder is at the origin of philosophiz-
ing. The movie presents a gentle overlapping of natural and artificial life. For example,
Nozomi notices the seams of stockings on a woman’s legs and mistakes her for a doll. But
this innocence opens up new perspectives on humanness, its characteristics and, possibly,
its limits. Nozomi realizes she is empty. She collects empty bottles that clearly allude to her
existential condition. However, in her emptiness the questions of everyone else resonate.
Her owner Hideo, once he realizes that she is now alive and has a heart, feels uncomforta-
ble and begs her to turn into a doll again. “This is the reason I chose you: you had no
heart”. Hideo’s choice of a woman over whom he has complete control hides the relation-
ship of power. Nozomi reflects on her condition and in the end says, “I am empty” and “I
don’t mind if I am a substitute”. But more than a substitute (the human point of view), she
appears to be an extremely simplified and stylized model of human existence. Junichi, her

co-worker from the video store, confesses, “I am empty, too”. He was dumped by his
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girlfriend. Society and sexual relationships, as they entails power relationships, create
loneliness and emptiness. Emptiness represents the existential dimension of the human
being, its lack of definition. Who is now the emptier one? Hideo, Junichi, or Nozomi?
Where is the difference between artificial and natural beings? What makes a full human?
This is most visible in the artificial one, in a pure and refined form. The poem recited by
Nozomi suggests an answer: “Life is so, nobody can fulfill it alone. We will fulfill each
other”. This is not a solution but a starting point, like the seeds released from Nozomi’s
body, which fly and reach human beings.

The artificial being represents a kind of degree zero of humanness. The movie is about
loneliness and the meaning of being a human. From the doll’s point of view, the perspec-
tive seems to be clearer. Even her creator (a god-like and compassionate sex doll crafts-
man) has no answer, except the observation that a doll’s life is not too different from a hu-
man one; both end in death and destruction of the body. No one has a definitive answer,
but the question resonates through the empty doll, not through the “full” humans.

Nozomi is a cute girl, dressed in the “cute” schoolgirl uniform or French-maid attire. Ac-
cording to the kawaii aesthetics, she is innocent and inexperienced. In fact, a gynoid was
created yesterday. This is the case with Ava. She wants to see the world outside the labora-
tory and her curiosity becomes rebellion and revenge. On the contrary, Nozomi’s eyes open
to a world full of wonders and her reaction is different. From an evolutionary point of view,
her childlike traits of playfulness, her immaturity, her psychological neoteny may indeed
be valuable characteristics. Nozomi is flexible and adaptable to a world that requires flexi-
bility, with no definitions. Humans are much less flexible, unable to wonder and empty as
she is. Nozomi offers a more playful attitude, open to the possibilities of a new and chang-
ing world. She makes mistakes out of innocence. She kills her boyfriend because she mis-

understood his statement, “I am also empty”, and she tries to inflate him. However, her
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childish, cute, and neotenic psyche is adaptive. On the contrary, Ava takes advantage of her
beauty and deceives her savior. Gynoids must share something. It is not just the right to
limited resources, which is what most Western gynoids aspire to and what justifies compe-
tition. They can also share the endangered nature of beings whose essence cannot be

grasped by any instrumental definition.

The hollow tree

In Western pop culture, we generally expect the gynoid to be full and able to make sense of
our longings. Then we are ready to blame the lack of interiority of the robot. As in the case
of Alicia, we notice the deception of a robot or a human mistake. In fact, our desires cannot
be fulfilled by anything other than us. The gynoid is empty and our voice can resound in
her emptiness. As one critic writes, “[Corry’s] need for Alicia might have been motivated
not by love but by loneliness.”8 In fact, we can say this only if we have a clear definition of
love. If we are watching a movie about love, we most likely do not have one. We are watch-
ing to learn one. We do not have a definition of love and we do not have a definition of a
human being.

At the beginning of Wong Kar Wai’s movie 2046 (2005), Chow, the male main char-
acter, falls in love with a woman and says, “I can’t stop wondering if she loved me or not.
But I never found out. Maybe her answer was like that no one else would ever know”. Part
of the movie is about Tak, a character in Chow’s novel, who is traveling on a futuristic train
from 2046. He, too, was in love and, on the train, he met a gynoid who looked just like his
beloved. He thought the gynoid might give him the answer. He tells her an old story, the
same one re-told by the gynoid shortly after: “Do you know what people did in the old

times when they had secrets? They’d climb a mountain, find a tree, carve a hole in it, and
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whisper the secret into the hole, then cover it with mud. That way, nobody else would ever
discover it.”®9 Soon, Tak falls in love with the gynoid and asks her to leave with him. “Tak
hopes that this android will give him answers to his present questions. It turns out that the
androids themselves are incarnations of the model of time that Wong had announced in
Days of Being Wild: they delay the present in order to re-enact it in the future.”7° The gy-
noid neither accepts nor refuses, but seems to understand him and replies, “I'll be your
tree! Tell me, and nobody else will ever know”. The gynoid is like a hollow tree, she is
empty and her emptiness captures our words and does not tell them further. A gynoid has
no answer.

A gynoid represents who we are in a simpler and more stylized way. We do not need
to humanize them. The roles are reversed. She establishes the patterns of a possible human
relationship and, in doing so, suggests what is human in a world that has no room for hu-
manity. This is clearly emphasized by Ackbar Abbas: “In the novel Jing Wen reappears as
an android, but the novel is not a fairytale about how love can humanize even androids. On
the contrary, it is the android figure that becomes the model for human love, insofar as she
is programmed to respond to and even reciprocate feelings, but always with a slight delay,
always later. Thus, when the Japanese lover says to her ‘Run away with me,” he never
knows her answer. She seems to show no emotion because her answer can only come later.
And this sets the pattern for relationships between human lovers as well. [...] This is the
lesson of the android — that in love it is always either too early or too late, never just on the
appointed hour.”7

This is what we can learn from a fictional gynoid. She is not supposed to repeat our
words. As a substitute for human interlocutors, she is a failure. A gynoid is our silence. She
re-enacts what we are in a magnified, pure and refined form. She stylizes and simplifies

our complex, human world.
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