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ABSTRACT

The science fiction imaginary of mid-twentieth century America often takes as
its subjects all manner of animate objects — living machines like robots,
cyborgs, automata, androids, and intelligent “thinking” computers. These living
machines embody early cold war anxieties about the relationship between
humans and their machines, as well as about human “identity” in a world
perceived as increasingly technological and fragmented. Built with text and
still or moving images, these figures’ bodies are formed by metal and plastic,
circuits and electronics, at times fused with organic parts — at the same time
that they are also represented as built from the innovation and imagination of
cutting-edge American industry and science. These diverse machined bodies
are sometimes straightforwardly humanoid in form, and at other times, they
are less so, while still others may appear to share little in common with
humans at all. As bearers of built bodies, living machines inhabit the interface
between human and machine, exposing the ruptures and contradictions of the
conception of the modern, technological body: the material and the
immaterial, the animate and the inanimate, the subject and the object. While
this study analyzes fiction by canonical science fiction writers like Isaac
Asimov, Ray Bradbury, and Arthur C. Clarke, its focus is on government
documents and images regarding NASA’s Projects Mercury (1959-1963) and
Gemini (1962-1966), popular journalism articles and images, Stanley Kubrick’s
1968 film 200171: A Space Odyssey, and less well-known pulp science fiction
stories from the 1930s through the 1950s.
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Introduction

The title of this study, “Genuine Made-in-Americans,” refers to a claim made
by a robot character in the 1952 pulp science fiction story “Robots of the World!
Arise!” by Mari Wolf. The robot asserts his entitlement to wages for his factory
labor by invoking the nativist argument that he is a “genuine ‘made-in-American.”
The fear of human-built technological “bodies” and the beings that inhabit them
reflect American anxieties over uncannily active machines. While some of the living
machines taken up in this study are robots, like the “genuine ‘made-in-Americans,”
others are cyborgs, automata, and computers. One such living machine is the “sixth
crew member” of the middle portion of Stanley Kubrick’'s 1968 film 2001: A Space
Odyssey. It is an artificially intelligent computer, and probably the most famous
fictional computer in American popular culture, the Hal 9000. Although in the film
Hal is represented most frequently as an ubiquitous red camera lens that watches
over the humans on board, according to screenplay co-writer (and well-known
science fiction author) Arthur C. Clarke, Hal’s character began as a robot. This robot
was “roughly the size and shape of a man,” and named Socrates (or Athena,
depending on the version).1 Ina 1972 collectioh of short stories and essays Clarke
wrote as background information in the course of the film’s development, Clarke

writes about Socrates and includes a short story featuring this early version of Hal.

1 Arthur C. Clarke, The Lost Worlds of 2001 (New York: Signet, 1972), 81.
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In this collection, Clarke says little about Hal’s “evolution” from Socrates the
robot into the sentient computer Hal from the film, but he does say that “it will be
seen that in the course of writing, Hal lost mobility but gained enormously in
intelligence,” since the character that became Hal started out “no more intelligent
than a bright monkey.”? In this exchange of physical mobility for intelligence, Hal
became the computer onboard the Discovery when Clarke ultimately decided against
a humanoid form.? The humanoid form of Socrates the robot begets physical
mobility, but Hal’s more ambiguous form as a computer comes with a boost of
intelligence and self-awareness. Socrates/Hal, indeed, becomes an elegant
mechanical figure with its own kind of beauty in the film, but via a minimalistic
“body” almost completely devoid of humanoid referents. Hal’s only identifiable body
part is a red camera lens within a matte black rectangle. The only short story from
this collection is “Man and Robot,” in which NASA administrators and politicians
visit a test run of Socrates watching over hibernating astronauts. The men visiting

the laboratory observe:

The robot walked into the airlock, and a moment later appeared on the TV
monitors that showed the inside of the capsule. He moved slowly down the
central aisle, plugging a test probe into various instrument panels as he
walked past them. His movements were swift and certain, like a trained
human who knew his job perfectly. He came to the sleeping men, leaned over
them, and very gently checked the adjustment of their helmets and the
location of their biosensors. There was something at once sinister and
touching about this encounter between quasi-conscious machine and wholly
unconscious humans; all the spectators showed their involuntary tenseness.*

2 Ibid.
3 Ibid.
4 1bid., 83.




Hal's lack of a humanoid robot body transforms Hal from one kind of living machine
into another, and this transformation encapsulates one of the major concerns of this
study — while humanoid living machines, like robots and cyborgs, exist in great
numbers in the 1940s and 1950s, the development of “space age” technologies,
including the computer, both demonstrate and help create a growing idea that the
notion of the “body” itself is a flexible one.

With an encounter that is both sinister and touching between the sleeping
humans and the semi-sentient robot Socrates, this example reflects the contractions
inherent in the representations of living machines and the feelings they evoke, be
they robots like Socrates, computers like Hal, or cyborgs, androids, automata, or
others. Socrates, with its robotic body that changes into Hal, who, as the “central
nervous system” of the spaceship Discovery ostensibly has a highly non-normative
body, reveals both the variation of the living macﬁine “body” and the way that, over
the course of the mid-twentieth century, it becomes a site of ambiguity.
Furthermore, Hal is an infamous fictional machine in an already saturated cast of
living machines in American science fiction and popular culture in the mid-
twentieth century.

The subjects of this study are “animate objects” — machines that move and
think and exist by their own volition. Whether living machine bodies seem to be

completely “artificial” as with a robot, or whether they are a blend of organic and

artificial parts as with a cyborg; whether or not they take on human characteristics
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through resembling humans, “passing” for human, or if they only have some or few
or no physical human characteristics at all; they all suggest a dialectical relationship
between the “inert” machine and the “active” human. The animation of these
“objects” grants them potential for becoming or being “subjects,” representations of
self-aware beings with agency. Hal is only one example of living machines that
straddle the gap between active and inert, animate and inanimate, subject and
objéct, human and non-human. This study analyzes representations of living
machine subjects along with Hal: cyborgs, robots, NASA’s seemingly autonomous
computers and other “thinking” machines, and suggests that living machines, in
occupying an imaginary space between subject and object, disrupt and reinforce
existing meanings of bodies as raced, classed, gendered, and dis/abled.

The living machine “body,” whether it is that of a cyborg, robot, automaton,
or computer, is the site of the interface between human and machine. The
negotiations of such a “body” of the living machine, in its different forms, glues the
subject/object together, as well as illuminates and interrupts the boundaries
between enslavement and freedom, the material and immaterial, and the real and
virtual. In Minsoo Kang's study of representations of automata in Europe up to the
interwar period, he suggests that the automaton, a precursor to the robot of the
twentieth century, is an “inherently captivating and disturbing object at the same
time...it can arouse such widely ranging emotions as fascination and awe, contempt
and horror,” and its “capacity to cross the boundaries between the antithetical

categories of the natural and the artificial, the animate and the inanimate, the living




and the dead” require a historical investigation.5 Kang further suggests that “for a
full understanding of the automaton motif in the Western imagination as a whole,
one must take into account both aspects of the mechanical entity, to see how the
object functioned in different historical contexts as the representation of both
human empowerment and oppression, liberation and subjugation, transcendence
and debasement.”® The living machines addressed in this study similarly inhabit
contradictions, and as animate machines, they are both subject and object —
existing in that ambiguous state makes them particularly fertile ground for other
contradictions that are important for understanding mid-twentieth century
American technological culture. While his study ends at World War I, he suggests
that a postwar study of the symbolic power of the robot would need to shift
geographically from Europe to the United States, and take into consideration the
context of the cold war and of technological developments “from the atomic bomb to
the digital computer.”” This study covers the period from near the end of World
War Il (1944) to near the end of the space race (1968), a particularly fruitful
quarter-century during which the American technological landscape changed
drastically.

The unease and excitement over technological development during this time

period centers around technologies that include the atomic bomb, the satellite, the

5 Minsoo Kang, Sublime Dreams of Living Machines: The Automaton in the European
Imagination (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2011), 304.

6 Ibid., 305.

7 Ibid., 298.




space capsule, the television broadcast infrastructure, and the digital computer.

The notion of an engineered body also becomes popular in the postwar period, and
with that notion - that technology can be used to manipulate the boundaries of the
material body itself - along with the idea that machines are taking on more and
more human qualities, Americans begin to wonder what their purpose is in this
unsettling period when they are perhaps becoming less unique in their humanness.8
The cyborg had became popular in academe via Donna Haraway’s cyborg theory in
the mid-1980s, but what was happening before this? There are bodies of living
machines that do not have a merging of organic and machine parts but still hold the
significance of the machined cyborg body. The moment was ripe for mechanical life
to spring up from the imaginations of Americans, and this study seeks to explain this
moment, and some of its inhabitants -- human, machine, and those figures in-

between.

The Body and the Living Machine

The narratives about living machines circulating in the mid-twentieth century often
reveal anxiety over the perceived blurring of the boundary between humans and
machines. Similarly, it is the permeability and flexibility of the boundaries of the
body that are also undergoing a shift at this moment in American culture. While

ever more visible technologies of the space age threaten to make humans more like

8 See David Serlin’s Replaceable You: Engineering the Body in Postwar America
(Chicago: University Of Chicago Press, 2004) for more on how biotechnological
developments affected ideas of conformity, identity, and the body in the 1950s.




machines as well as make machines more like humans, the idea of the body also is
a shifting and often contradictory conception, between object and subject.
Elizabeth Grosz provides a compelling description of the difficulties in pinning down
the body as either object or subject. She suggests that “the body is a most peculiar
‘thing’ for it is never quite reducible to being merely a thing; nor does it ever quite
manage to rise above the status of thing. Thus it is both a thing and a nonthing, an
object, but an object which somehow contains or coexists with an interiority, an
object able to take itself and others as subjects, a unique kind of object not reducible
to other objects.” Living machine bodies emphasize this characteristic of bodies,
that, much like the living machine itself, are not quite “objects” but also not fully
“subjects.” Indeed, scholarship that attempts to define the “body” usually faces one
of two critiques,: either of not considering the material realities of the body enough
— the body “disappears” — or crediting the materiality of the body too much and
not accounting for its symbolic existence. Bodies are material sites of information,
and the immaterial consumption and interpretation of that information. Like living
machines, bodies are sites where object and subject coexist.

Although the living machines of this study exist in an imaginary space as
representations, rather than a “real” or material space, they are not unimportant,
but in fact critical to understanding the ways that the “imaginary,” the

“representation,” and the discursively constructed all have material effects and

? Elizabeth Grosz, Volatile Bodies: Toward a Corporeal Feminism (Bloomington, IN:
University of Indiana Press, 1994), xi.




cannot be separated from the “real,” the “material,” and the “natural.”
Representations of living machines are also representations of bodies, as well as
expressing the relationship between racialized, gendered, and classed bodies. Most
of the living machines considered herein have non-normative bodies: not only do
they not have “normal” human bodies, but they raise questions about what
constitutes a “body.” For example, the aforementioned Hal 9000 from 2001: A Space
Odyssey has a “body” that calls into question the boundaries between the body and
the environment, between bodies and “objects.” Is Hal a computer “mind” which has
no body? Or is its body the s.hip that it controls, with human astronauts within it? Is
it its voice, which is so important in the construction of Hal’s character? Or the red
camera lens which is suggestive of an unblinking eye? Hal is just one example of the
way that the living machines have bodies that defy normative definitions of bodies,
and call into question the bodies that may appear “normal.” Those living machines
that resemble or even pass for human also are non-normative, because as machines,
what they “should” look like is not human. Their resemblance to what they are not
— human subjects — reinforces their strangeness, their otherness. This study
concerns itself with the construction of the boundaries of the body and the “subject,”
and the ways that those boundaries are maintained and upheld. Living machines
erode the idea of the subject as they are “objects” come to life, uncannily animate
and in some ways more “human” than their human counterparts.

Understanding embodiment in this way asserts a relationship between

ideology or information, usually thought of as “immaterial,” and bodies, usually




thought of as “material.” Fusing immaterial and material and understanding them
as inseparable refuses to allow a framework that privileges body over mind or
identity over body. While living machines occupy the realm of representations and,
other than cyborgs, are not humans, this study will show the ways that
representations of the subjectivity of machines can also participate in a discourse
about the relationship between bodies and technology. Part of the central project of
this study is to reveal the way that the mechanized, non-normative bodies of living
machines question the ways that institutions, culture, and people mark certain
bodies as “deviant.” The marking of bodies also produces meanings for those
bodies. To return to the example of Hal: He is without a normative body, and at the
same time, he also happens to be murderous and manipulative; and this is no
coincidence.

The bodies of living machines like Hal’s may be read as participating in and
reproducing the idea of the “normal” human body, while also disrupting it through
their occupation of the space between subject and object, their status as “animate
objects.” Sharon Snyder and David Mitchell suggest that the “goal in disability
studies is to leave a permanent mark on ‘normative’ modes of embodiment; to mar
the sleek surface of normativity.”1® Living machines do just that. Being animate
objects, there is no way for living machines to ever have “normal” forms of

embodiment -- but it is also in their mobility, their animation, their interruption of

10 David T. Mitchell and Sharon L. Snyder, Narrative Prosthesis: Disability and the
Dependencies of Discourse (Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 2001), 169.
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the invisibility of what makes up a “normal” body that they find representation.
Through their representations, living machines expose the artifices of categories of
gender, sexuality and race; of the notion of the proletariat “classed” body made for
“manual” labor; of the role of the normative American white male astronaut body;
and of the boundaries of the body itself thrown into question by the bodiless subject
that is the computer.

Discussions of “identity” and “subjects” and “objects” imply something about
objects and “inhumanity” that is critical to understanding oppression, power, and
the privileges of subjectivity itself. The subject/object dialectic is both a key trope
for understanding many different forms of oppression and power, and also one that
is fallible in its ability to reveal the nuance of systems of power. Explaining
oppression through the idea of people becoming either “objects” or “subjects” is
complicated by living machines that are “objects” with subjectivity and animacy.
These “animate objects” assert agency in many ways, and defy categorization as
objects, even as they are positioned as “subhuman,” laborers built for the purpose of
unpaid factory or domestic work, computer systems that threaten the agency of
human astronauts, and the “artificially” intelligent computer that can be shut off
despite its consciousness. Representing people as without agency, as victims and
less-than-human, as “objects,” are all ways that marginalize and disempower. The
subject as oppressed “object” can be illuminated by looking at how living machines

reverse the direction of this configuration. In chapter 1 of this study, discussed in

the chapter summaries section below, a cyborg character from 1944 opens up an
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investigation of the meaning of “objectification” and what it means to be an
“object” through being an object that is unaffected by the live television broadcast
technology of the camera lens, which reduces human figures in its eye to animated

objects.

Science Fictioh and the Speculative Science Imaginary

The focus of attention for this study is living machines of mid-century science fiction
and, in chapter 3, speculative science writing. The blending of a science fiction
imaginary and the futuristic visions of writers, filmmakers, and NASA
administrators help to produce a culture in the United States enamored with
notions of “progress” and the technologies that will carry Americans into the future.
In chapter 1, the technological “future” of television and telecommunications,
envisioned in a 1944 science fiction short story set in the future, helps to forge an
envisioned “future” that is firmly anchored in the story’s historical context of a
world on the brink of becoming “global.”11 Several prominent science fiction writers
of the mid-twentieth century, including Isaac Asimov had, in the late 1930s, formed
aradical group called the Futurians who met to discuss their progressive vision for
the United States; their political ideology was based in socialist thought buttressed
by a faith in the potentially utopian rationalism of technology and science. As the

genre of science fiction bloomed into its “Golden Age” in the 1940s (and as some

11 In chapter 1 also considers the work of the members of the Frankfurt School,
which often had particularly dystopian overtones.
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argue, into the 1950s) the Futurians became the writers and editors of science
fiction magazines of the 1940s and 1950s, letting their visions for the future of the
United States come to life in the pages of the literature that they wrote and
facilitated. Later on, in the 1950s and into the 1960s, American politicians and
NASA administrators were similarly invested in visions for a technologically
advanced future — one where Americans colonized Mars, lived aboard space
stations, and, at };ome on planet Earth, lived in smart houses that could cater to their
whims.12

'Although the above examples reveal the diversity of visions for America’s
future, their blending of science fiction imaginary with “plausible” visions for
America’s future (based in science, of course), demonstrates the importance of
interrogating science fictive texts in order to understand contemporary cultural
concerns with technology. Not all futuristic visions are utopian or even desirable;
many are fraught with tension between seemingly contradictory visions. NASA
imaginations for the future were colored by the imperative that if the United States
was not the first nation to colonize space, the Soviet Union would be, and they
would use it for nefarious purposes. With the technology of the rockets that

launched American satellites, and later astronauts, into space also came the

12 See the discussion in chapter 3 of the Collier’s 1952-1954 series “Man Will
Conquer Space Soon!,” in which space scientists and writers borrowed from popular
imagery of science fiction to help produce their plausible vision of a futuristic space-
faring America based in “science fact.” Kennedy’s New Frontier ideology, which
relied on utopian visions of the future by drawing on nostalgia for the United States’
frontier past, also comes to mind.
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technology to put a nuclear missile into orbit, a missile that had the potential to
unleash mass destruction almost anywhere in the world with the push of a button.
Science fiction writer and academic Joanna Russ suggests that “science fiction is also
the only modern literary form (with the possible exception of the detective puzzle)
which embodies in its basic assumptions the conviction that finding out, or knowing
about something—however impractical the knowledge—is itself a crucial good.
Science fiction is a positive response to the post-industrial world, not always in its
content (there is plenty of nostalgia for the past and dislike of change in science
fiction) but in its very assumptions, its very form.”13

Science fiction narratives elucidate the ways that Americans sought to make
sense of a rapidly modernizing world, a world whose cultural landscape was heavily
influenced by the visibility of technological and scientific “innovations.” Stories
about living machines are a way to connect with technology and grapple with the
anxieties stemming from modern life in mid-twentieth-century America - they are
about dealing with “newness” and rapid change. Technology is a measure of
“progress,” an idea closely tied to an idea of a unique American character, and it is
also intertwined with many of the cultural and social changes in the United States
over the course of the past century. That is to say, technological developments in
twentieth-century America have been used as markers of modernity, as

“advancement,” as “progress,” and as engines for socio-cultural change.

13 Joanna Russ, “Toward an Aesthetic of Science Fiction” in Science Fiction Studies,
Number 6, Volume 2 (July 1975).
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Technology and the Body: Facilitating and Critiquing the Posthuman Subject
Technology and the way that people imagine its relation to bodies and subjectivity
are also important. The idea of the “posthuman” is particularly important because it
is a critical way that Americans understand and relate technology -- especially the
technology of the postmodern age - to identities that blur the boundaries between
what is human and what is machine. Scott Bukatman identifies the idea of the
posthuman as a radical break from old ways of understanding identity, and that
American culture’s interactions with technology have produced a new kind of
subjectivity.14# N. Katherine Hayles connects this new kind of subjectivity to the idea
of narrative, suggesting that culture “understand[s] and process[es] new modes of
subjectivity.;.through the stories it tells, or more pfecisely, through narratives that
count as stories in a given cultural context.”15

While the posthuman produces a new subjectivity between the fusion of
human and machine (though as Hayles suggests, machine parts are not required),
that subjectivity is not without its critics.1®¢ The posthuman assumes a problematic
relationship between identity and the body, in assuming a universal (white, male)

human identity.1” Sherryl Vint also criticizes the idea of the posthuman because it

14 Scott Bukatman, Terminal Identity: The Virtual Subject in Postmodern Science
Fiction (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1993), 33.

15 N. Katherine Hayles, “The Life Cycle of Cyborgs: Writing the Posthuman” in The
Cyborg Handbook edited by Chris Hables Gray (New York: Routledge, 1995), 322.
16 N. Katherine Hayles, How We Became Posthuman, 4. Hayles suggests that to be

posthuman is about a certain subjectivity rather than a literal cyborg body.
17 Ibid.
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“is a position available only to those privileged to think of their (white, male,
straight, non-working-class) bodies as the norm. This option does not exist for
those who still need to rely on the work of their bodies to produce the means of
survival, for those who lack access to technologies that can erase the effects of
illness, and for those whose lives continue to be structured by racist, sexist,
homophobic, and other body-based discourses of discrimination.”’® The posthuman
also potentially normalizes the human/machine interface, in the ways that it
imagines a universal identity. In doing so it also imagines a non-identity, erasing
differences across bodies even as it constructs them. The living machines of this
study disrupt this trend towards normalizing nascent posthuman figures, they
emphatically do not exist without racialized, sexualized, gendered, classed identities
projected onto them. Thus, their machine bodies are not free of the markings,
valuation, and meanings that bodies signify. While I see the varying ways that
people of marginalized groups become “objects” and seek to reassert themselves as
“subjects,” this project reverses the dynamic, taking the perspective from that which
“should” be an object, but can become a subject. If the boundary between subject
and object is a permeable and tenuous one, then readings of the object-becoming-
subject are important to this discussion. The living machines considered here all
point towards ways of re-inserting the materiality -- the “objectness” of the body --

into discussions of technology, as they are representations of machines with non-

18 Sherryl Vint, Bodies of Tomorrow: Technology, Subjectivity, Science Fiction
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2006), 9.
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normative bodies; and it is through the representations of the material “facts” of

their bodies that their identities, uses, and subjectivities come into focus.

The Chapters of this Study

Each chapter takes up a different kind of living machine-influenced “body,” and the
chapters are organized in a rough chronological order, beginning with a WWIlI-era
cyborg from a pulp science fiction story, moving to oppressed robots of 1950s
stories. The first two chapters feature more familiar living machine bodies, that of
the cyborg and the robot, and the work that their bodies do to establish a relation
between the “marked” machine body and the marginalized subject. The second two
chapters take up the invention of the computer and its influence on the “liveliness”
of machines — as “thinking machines” they create a novel kind of machine-subject
that does not need the human form to construct its liveliness. As antecedents to the
“virtual subject” and the “posthuman” of the 1980s and 1990s, the nascent lively
computers speak to the way that computers become more crucial than humanoid
"robots" to imagining automation in relation to the human body. The period that
this study spans, roughly from the end of WWII to the end of the space race in the
late 1960s, covers a critical moment in American technological “progress.” In this
span of more than two decades, anxiety over “progress” is manifested through
representations of and narratives about machine-bodies — and therefore comes

through via technology that is both embodied (via cyborgs, robots, automatons) and

problematically disembodied (via computers). The invention of computers, and
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their representation as being able to perform tasks much like human cognition,
results in a shift from living machines that are humanoid in body to living machines
that do not need the human form in order to reproduce human-ness. The mind
becomes more important in determining a human essence than the body, although
as will be demonstrated, the material body is still of great importance.

Chapter 1, “With the Flexibility of Flesh: Machining the Feminine Body,”
opens with an analysis of a story from 1944 that anticipates feminist film theory of
the 1970s and 1980s through a (formerly) female cyborg television star with a
humanoid (but distinctly not human) body. As mentioned above, science fiction can
often have the effect of both seeming ahead of its time and firmly of its time, and this
story is no different. Written by female speculative fiction author C. L. Moore (1911-
1987), and published in the pulp magazine Astounding Science Fiction, “No Woman
Born” tells of dancer and television performer Deirdre, whose flesh body is replaced
by a metal one after it is destroyed in a theater fire. Deirdre finds her new body
superior to her old one, despite its “taint” of metal on her human brain, her only
remaining “original” body part. Much of the story focuses on Deirdre’s
performances, both for a live television audience and off-camera for her former
agent and the scientist who created her metal body. Her new body, “with fhe
flexibility almost of flesh,” has the ability to not only allow her to move in a way that
makes fleshly human bodies seem “jointed and mechanical,” but also to allow her to
withstand the fragmentation and dehumanization of the technologies of broadcast

entertainment. As a former flesh-bodied person become object via her
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transformation into a cyborg, Deirdre changes the meaning of what it is to

become an “object” and to be “objectified” as a formerly female-bodied person. The
ordinary humans of the story, two men, have a difficult time grappling with
Deirdre’s new powers as a “sexless” being who still wields and wears femininity and
“humanity” as a mask for the manipulation of her audiences, both on- and off-stage.

“No Woman Born” reveals a living machine figure that allows for an
examination of culture industry technologies of replication and broadcasting, and at
several moments, Moore seems to connect with critiques of the culture industry,
intersecting in particular with Siegfried Kracauer’s “Mass Ornament” essay with a
scene reminiscent of the Tiller Girls and Busby Berkeley choreography replete with
a “dancing” television camera. The machines and objects of this story, at many
points, appear more alive than their human counterparts, emphasizing the anxieties
over automated and livgly technologies just beginning to become widespread across
the country. Published in December of 1944, this story appears just months before
the end of World War Il and the dropping of the atomic bomb, which usher in a new
technological cultural landscape for Americans hand-in-hand with the beginning of
the cold war.

An altered version of Moore’s phrase “with the ﬂexibilify almost of flesh”
serves as the title of this chapter, as it is the flexibility of her machined body that
allows Deirdre to dance in her paradoxical way - both inhumanly jointed yet also
more human-like than an organic human body. This idea of flexibility also draws

attention to the ambiguity that Deirdre’s cyborg body inhabits, and the blurred
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boundaries between seeming contradictions that she embodies: she is a feminine
yet not female, markedly golden-skinned, a human subject and mechanical object,
and both “sub-human” and “super-human.” A nascent cyborg, so early as to exist
before the term “cyborg” itself, Deirdre’s character anticipates the living machine
figures that populate science fiction and question the boundaries of the human
subject considered in subsequent chapters.

Chapter 1 covers the early cyborg figure from pulp s;:ience fiction that
existed before the word “cyborg” was in use, but chapter 2, “The Citizen Machine,”
takes up a far more familiar figure from the pulps for mid-century Americans: the
robot. While chapter 1, with its WWII-era cyborg character, sets the stage, so to
speak, for the early cold war period and its living machines, chapter 2 establishes
the figure of the 1950s “oppressed robot” that has its roots in the radical politics of
the 1920s and 1930s and the origins and genealogy of the “robot” itself. The chapter
begins with a brief overview of pulp science fiction, anchoring its origins in
progressive visions for the future with Hugo Gernsback’s 1926 publication
Astounding Stories. Not coincidentally, the word “robot” first appeared in Czech
writer Karel Capek’s 1920 play R.U.R., which was, among other things, a critique of
industrial capitalism’s tendency to treat human workers like machines. The idea of
the robot and the pulps’ progressive visions gelled, and, combined with the United
States’ pro-machine culture, robot stories abounded in American pulp publications.

The chapter focuses on two early sets of robot stories before considering the

“proletariat robots” of the 1950s, Eando Binder’s Adam Link series (1939-1942), an
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enormously popular set of stories that feature the first sympathetic robot

character, and Isaac Asimov’s robot stories containing the “Three Laws of Robotics ”
(the first of which was “Runaround” from 1942). Both Binder’s and Asimov’s robot
stories helped establish conventions for robot stories that become important for
later robot pulp stories: Binder establishes the notion of a robot protagonist meant
for readers to empathize with, and Asimov codifies robot behavior that demands
obedience and binds it in the service of human beings. These two ideas, along with
cultural concerns in pro-proletarian writings of industrial capitalism making human
workers into machines and treating them as objects, yield robots as literary figures
ripe for attending issues of oppression.

Robot stories usually fall into two categories during the “Golden Age” of
science fiction: those gladly subservient to humans (often represented as not-quite-
sentient), and those who resent their human oppressors and seek retribution
through a violent rebellion. The stories in the second half of chapter 2 fall in
between these two categories, with nonviolent robot protest as a mechanism for
obtaining civil rights, whether that be via citizenship and voting rights, a voice in
workplace conditions, or equal status to human beings. Specific examples include
Mari Wolf's “Robots of the World! Arise!” (1952),19 R. R. Merliss’s “The Stutterer”

(1955),20 Harry Harrison’s “The Velvet Glove” (1956)2! and “The Robots Strike”

19 Mari Wolf, “Robots of the World! Arise!” If Worlds of Science Fiction (July 1952),
74-89.

20 R. R. Merliss, “The Stutterer” in Astounding Science Fiction (April 1955), 47-69.

21 Harry Harrison, “The Velvet Glove” in Fantastic Universe (November 1956), 59-76.
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(1959),%2 and David C. Knight’s “The Love of Frank Nineteen” (1957).23 These
stories harken back to radical politics of the 1920s and 1930s invested in workers’
rights, but they also borrow from language and arguments of civil rights activism of
the 1950s, some of them positioning robots as a racialized underclass. Anxieties
over difference in the conformist era of the 1950s reveals a set of stories that
negotiate that anxiety through the obviously fictional character of the robot, which,
while an apt character for exploring the idea of bodily difference, is also one easy to
dismiss with its obvious existence in the realm of science fiction. While the body of
Deirdre the cyborg in chapter 1 represented a site for re-imagining the
fragmentation of the female body within the technological apparatus of the culture
industry, a figure subject to oppression via her once-female body, the body of the
robot in these stories becomes a site for uneasy identification with the “other,” an
other whose bodily difference is intractable, but that ultimately finds resolution in
cultural similarity. The living machine body, then, in chapter 2 represents anxiety
over the perceived blurring of the boundaries of human and machine, subject and
object, in the early cold war period.

Chapter 3, “Man or Computer, Which Is the Best Machine?,” shifts attention
from the humanoid machine bodies of the first two chapters to the abstraction of the
“thinking machine,” which reconfigures the boundaries of the human subject not

through bodily means, but through not necessarily having a “body” at all. The

22 Harry Harrison, “The Robots Strike” in Fantastic Universe (January 1959), 58-65.
23 David C. Knight, “The Love of Frank Nineteen” in Fantastic Universe (December
1957), 49-64.
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bodies under consideration in this chapter are those of the white male bodies of
the astronauts of the Mercury program (1957-1962), the United States’ first
“manned” space exploration mission. While the other “bodies” of this study are the
fictional machine-bodies of cyborgs, robots, and computers — “non-normative”
bodies — this chapter looks at the ways that the technology of the lively machine of
NASA flight system computers projects meaning onto the highly normative
astronaut bodies. Indeed, the astronaut bodies themselves are already machine-like
in the way that they were produced via an almost assembly-line selection process
that required certain physical characteristics — both specified (like height, weight,
and age) and implied (like race and sex). The first astronauts were required to be
Air Force test pilots, products of the U.S. military system, which in many ways
sought to make machines from men for the purposes of national defense. Along
with the implications for astronaut’s bodies from the selection process, this chapter
suggests that the use of ever more sophisticated computers that could do the work
of the Mercury capsule “pilot” led to a need to re-define the role of the human.
Ergonomics experts sought to design a “human-machine system” when developing
the Mercury capsule, in which the human being fit in as part of an integrated circuit.
In order to examine the tension between the rapidly developing technology
of the automation of the “thinking machine” and the human astronauts and NASA
officials, this chapter also includes analyses of NASA documents, including speeches,

press kits, and press releases, uncovering discourse about computers and

representations of their role, and their influence on human pilots. The popular
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press covering the Mercury project, mostly Life magazine articles (since Life had
an exclusive contract with the “Mercury 7”), also tell their stories. While these
sources are within the realm of “nonfiction,” during the space race the edges
between “nonfiction” and “science fiction” tended to bleed together as science
writers and NASA administrators borrowed from a popular science fiction
imaginary in order to craft their vision for human-machine relations of the near
future. Several stories from the 1950s by science fiction writer Ray Bradbury, as
well as the speculative science eight-part series from issues of Collier’s from 1952-
1954, “Man Will Conquer Space Soon!” help illuminate that vision. Imagining a near-
future where Americans lived and worked in space and had colonized other planets
demonstrated a quite different character for the human-machine relationship than
subsequent NASA documentation outlined, because of NASA’s eventual
development and dependence on “thinking machines” for tasks that the human
brain was just not capable of. The writers and contributors to this series were
scientists who went on to work for NASA, including several Operation Paperclip
scientists — like rocket scientist Wernher von Braun.

At the same time, Bradbury’s stories, “The Velt” (1951), “There Will Come
Soft Rains” (1950), and “The City” (1951) paint a darker picture for human-machine
relations. In these stories, humans existing within automated spaces, instead of
integrating smoothly with the human-machine system, become less human and the

machines themselves become troublingly more alive. This dystopian vision of the

erosion of the boundaries between human and machine feed into the anxiety over
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space-age technologies used during Project Mercury, making it even more
important that the role of the hero-astronaut remain anchored in older notions of
American conquest and exploration. Without the figure of the “active” American
astronaut, which the overly-“active” computers threatened, the space race could not
be “won,” as American ingenuity, inventiveness, and individuality resided at the
heart of the technological “progress” celebrated by the American cold war
propaganda machine.

The final chapter of this study, chapter 4, “Looking into the (Inter)Face of
Hal” looks to the technologies of television and the computer as “space age”
constructions of the 1960s that shape the boundaries of how Americans at this time
understood bodies and minds. The technology of the “screen” brings together the
material and immaterial, and its inclusion with the representation of the Hal 9000
computer in 2001: A Space Odyssey forges a new way of imagining the bodiless
subject. Like the body and the living machine, the screen, too, exists between the
immaterial and the material, but it additionally helps to organize the human body
within the viewing experience. As an “interface” between human and technology,
the screen provides a site for the encounter between human and machine. Hal, as
mentioned in the beginning of this introduction, started out as a humanoid robot,
but changed to an intelligent computer that is the “central nervous system” of the
Discovery ship inhabited by astronauts on their way to Jupiter.

Computers contemporary to the film were not the familiar desktop devices

that became popular in the 1980s — they were mainframes, which were difficult to
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represent visually and describe. Most often, they were described by the function
that they performed, i.e. a mechanical process analogous to “thinking,” called
“electronic brains” or “thinking machines.” These 1960s computers usually did not
come with monitors as output devices, and the screen was not part of the visual
lexicon of the computer. Aboard the futuristic ship Discovery, however, screens
abound, and Hal uses them for any number of purposes. Itis the inclusion of the
screen into Hal’s interfaces, along with his camera lens “eye,” that lend him a certain
kind of virtual embodiment. Ultimately, Hal obtains a material body by taking
control of a small mobile space capsule, a “pod,” when he Kkills astronaut Frank
Poole. With the help of the screens aboard the Discovery, which lend visual
representations to his thinking -- his humanoid attribute -- Hal becomes the
Discovery ship. The notion of what makes up a “body” becomes a crucial issue for
this film, as the subject of the (apparently) self-aware computer demands a material
form, and makes a decidedly non-humanoid form, the ship, into a material
mechanical body.

This final chapter also addresses the role of the spacesuit and spaceship
within the frame of space age technologies, as the spacesuit, when worn by humans,
produces a cyborg of the astronaut, just as the screen and the spaceship help to
produce a body for Hal. Comparing images of the first American extra-vehicular
activity (EVA, also known as a “spacewalk”) performed during the Gemini IV mission

in 1964 with scenes of spacewalks in 2001, suggests that the embodiment of Hal via

the screen and the spaceship and the mechanizing of the astronaut illuminate the
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tension of technologies that have inherent contradictions. The spacesuit during a
spacewalk is both freeing, from the confines of the ship and the pull of Earth’s
gravity, but it also emphasizes the vulnerability of the human body to the vacuum of
space. Dependent on the technology of the spacesuit, without it, the human inside
would be dead, but with it he is able to experience a feeling of weightlessness, of
freedom. Through the figure of the mid-century living machine in the science fiction
imagination, the anxiety produced over the development of new technologies that
enable Americans to continue exploration, a cornerstone of the American

“character,” is one that is echoed and returned to in all of the chapters.

Conclusion

The end of the last chapter considers the way that 2001: A Space Odyssey
rearticulates the permanence of the human body through the representation of the
human fetus-like “star child,” a being evolved from astronaut David Bowman. The
star child, instead of needing a spacesuit, spacecraft, and onboard computer, has
integrated space-age technologies into its body, traveling through space via powers
imbued by its physical body. To shake off the fetters of machine-technology,
perhaps, is a dream of assuaging the anxieties produced through a growing
technological dependence. The return to a “natural” state, without any technological
device between star child and the image of the planet earth again (except for,
perhaps, the star child’s white halo), emphasizes the power and permanence of the

human body, but it also emphasizes the gap between normative human beings and
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the potential “natural” state of the star child. Chapter 4’s conclusion presents the
image of a machine-less human body, rather than a living machine, highlighting both
the ambiguous nature of the living machine, as well as the inflections that these
machine representations have on the meanings of the human body itself. American
technology as a whole is also ambiguous and contradictory. Technological
“progress” and its accouterments (and also late industrial capitalism) demand our
acquiescence that technology makes our lives better, at the same time that it is also

suspect in the perceived dependence that it encourages.
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With the Flexibility of Flesh: Machining the Feminine Body

By the time she reached the stage floor she was dancing. But it was no
dance that any human creature could ever have performed. The long,
slow, languorous rhythms of her body would have been impossible to a
figure hinged at its joints as human figures hinge. (Harris remembered
incredulously that he had feared once to find her jointed like a
mechanical robot. But it was humanity that seemed, by contrast, jointed
and mechanical now.)

-- Moore, “No Woman Born”!

“The hands were more nearly human than any other feature about her,
though they, too, were fitted together in delicate, small sections that slid

upon one another with the flexibility almost of flesh.”
-- Moore, “No Woman Born”2

“The flexibility of flesh” refers to the hands of Deirdre,3 a dancer whose body
has been rebuilt by science in “No Woman Born,”* a 1944 short story by writer C: L.

(Catherine Lucille) Moore (1911-1987).5 In this story, which takes place generations

1 C. L. Moore, “No Woman Born,” Astounding Science Fiction (December 1944), 156.
2 |bid., 141.

3 While the story reads that Deirdre’s hands have “the flexibility almost of flesh,” it is
this idea of “almost” that emphasizes the importance of the notion of “flesh” versus
“metal” that comes up repeatedly in the story and in this chapter.

4 See the Appendix for a synopsis of “No Woman Born.”

5 Moore, “No Woman Born,” 134-176. Astounding Science Fiction, a pulp magazine,
was originally titled Astounding Stories and began in 1930. C. L. Moore was a science
fiction writer who also wrote science fiction stories under the name Lewis Padgett
with her husband, Henry Kuttner, also a science fiction writer under his own name,
and while they wrote as Padgett, “at times neither knew which of them had written
what” (see “Kuttner, 43, Wrote Science-Fiction” in the New York Times (February 7,
1958); although the headline suggests otherwise, Kuttner was actually 42 at the
time of his death of a heart attack). She co-wrote the majority of her stories with
Kuttner, but “No Woman Born” was written and published under only her name.
After Kuttner’s untimely death in 1958, Moore stopped publishing stories, passing
away in 1987 from Alzheimer’s. For a brief history of C. L. Moore’s life, see Andrew
Liptak’s “The Many Names of Catherine Lucille Moore” from Kirkus Reviews
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after the 1926 death of “the fabulous [Rudolph] Valentino,” a theater fire has
destroyed Deirdre’s body.¢ At the beginning of the story, a scientist has built
Deirdre a mechanical body made of golden interlocking metal rings to replace her
destroyed human body. The only surviving body part, her brain, is embedded in the
featureless head of the machine — her brain controls the metal rings and keeps
them assembled as a body. Her body, literally consisting of pieces held together by
the power of her brain and personality, is the site for an exploration of what it
means to be female and feminine in a world of mass-produced and-disseminated
images of the female form. The flexibility of flesh, though it describes Deirdre’s
nearly human hands, is an idea that runs throughout the story. This chapter shows
the flexibility of flesh as a phrase fraught with the ironies of flesh made into metal; it
is a flexibility of both bodily movement and performances enacted via a metal body
so like flesh and so unlike it that it could not ever be mistaken for human.

The story and this analysis of it plays on this “flexibility,” the many possible
interpretations of Deirdre’s body — the masquerades she enacts, her televised
performance, indeed, her identity as a woman — a female-bodied person, a
(dis)abled person, a “golden”-skinned person, a human being or inhuman object.
Deirdre dances amongst these identifiers, remaining ambiguous, and always seen
through the eyes of her agent, audience, and the scientist who built her. Her

character offers insight into representations of human-machine interactions from

(February 7, 2013), available online
https://www.kirkusreviews.com/features/many-names-catherine-lucille-moore/.

6 Ibid., 158.



https://www.kirkusreviews.com/features/many-names-catherine-lucille-moore/
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the 1930s and 1940s that suggest that the circulation of mass-produced and -
consumed images make people more like machines. The physical body and the
broadcast image of the body are intimately entwined in Moore’s work, with
technology binding them together. The “flexibility of flesh” relates to a flexibility not
only in Deirdre’s “fleshly,” physical body, but also in its representational analogue —
the more nebulous concept of “identity,” the shifting “self’ and subject-hood that
defines an individual based on performance as well as via the audiences for those
performances. Deirdre’s “flexibility of flesh” is more than her ability to dance in a
way that makes humans “[seem], by contrast, jointed and mechanical” - it is a vision
for a modernizing of the body that raises questions about body-based patriarchal
control, even as it simultaneously works in service to it.

Much like the other living machines of this study, Deirdre’s story is one of the
many narratives circulating in the mid-twentieth century about the boundary
between humans and machines that many Americans view as ever more permeable.
Deirdre’s story is one that also elucidates the ways that Americans sought to make
sense of a rapidly modernizing world, a world whose cultural landscape was heavily
influenced by the visibility of technological and scientific innovations. The
development and use of the atomic bomb is an example one such technology that
fundamentally changed how Americans thought about science and modernity.

Fiction about living machines is a way to connect with technology and grapple
with the anxieties stemming from modern life in mid-twentieth-century America.

“No Woman Born” is a story published at a moment in U.S. history that witnessed a
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number of cultural and technological changes -- a rapidly expanding
telecommunications industry by the end of World War 11, a world newly shrunk by
the intercontinental reach of nation-states and on the eve of the atomic bomb and
the cold war, and technologies that allow for imagining the human body itself as
something to be engineered. The story of Deirdre takes up these techno-cultural
crises - the repercussions of broadcast television, engineered bodies, and life lived
through images projected on a “global” screen. As an early cyborg character,
Deirdre and her existence as a television and stage performer take up questions
about the thriving culture industry as well as anticipate investigations into the
relationship between “subject” and “object” as theorized by feminists in the 1970s
and 1980s. As with the other chapters of this study, “With the Flexibility of Flesh”
marks out the ways that stories about “living machines” help people make sense of
both the promises and threats of “modern” America and its technological change.

This chapter seeks to make a connection between Deirdre’s story and concerns
over technologies that threaten to destroy or fragment the individual in the “eye” of
the camera lens - both concerns of the Frankfurt school in the 1920s and 1930s and
concerns of feminist theorists in the 1970s. Siegfried Kracauer and other members
of the Frankfurt School in the late 1920s through the 1930s interpreted
telecommunications technologies of radio, film, and television as mechanisms put to
. work by the state to mobilize a willing and thoughtless “mass” of citizens. While

these technologies as part of the “culture industry” upend the relationship between

people and machines, treating people like machines, they also wreak the female-
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bodied individual, reconstituting individual women into geometric patterns and
figurative machinery. The notion of the female body as “object” did not gain
popularity until feminist theorists began writing about it in the 1970s, gaining
traction as a mode of analysis with Laura Mulvey’s influential 1975 “Visual Pleasure
and Narrative Cinema.”” This story anticipates the work of feminist theorists like
Mulvey, but at the same time questions and interrogates the idea of the female body
as “object.”

As well as anticipating feminist film and media criticism that interrogates
female bodies as objects, Moore also explores the notion of femininity as
performance.8 She reveals that femininity is always a masquerade, but it is through
inhabiting her re-built body that Deirdre is able to expose femininity as such.

However, even as Moore reveals both femininity and gender as constructs, no

7 Laura Mulvey, “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema” in Screen 16.3 (Autumn
1975), 6-18. Although Mulvey’s work was one of the earliest works of feminist
theory that considered the idea of women as “objects” for the gaze of the camera
and audience, this was not the first time feminist writers talked about female bodies
as objects. Simone de Beauvoir, the French feminist and author of The Second Sex,
also used the concept of women'’s bodies as “objects” (published in France in 1949
and published in English in 1953). The Second Sex is text often cited, along with
Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique in 1963 as setting the foundation for the
women'’s movement of the 1960s and 1970s. For more on Beauvoir’s influence on
American feminism during the 1960 and 1970s, see Ruth Rosen’s history of the
women’s movement The World Split Open: How the Modern Women’s Movement
Changed America (New York: Penguin, 2000}, 56-58.

8 While Judith Butler published the major theoretical work on gender as
performance in Gender Trouble in 1991, in her article “Sex and Gender in Simone de
Beauvoir’s Second Sex” (in Yale French Studies, No. 72, 1986, 35-49) she explores
Beauvoir’s 1949 work as anticipating the notion of gender as a process of
“becoming” or performance. See also Joan Riviere’s 1929 essay “Womanliness as a
Masquerade” (originally published in The International Journal of Psychoanalysis, Vol
10, 1929, 303-313), another earlier work on gender as performative.
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different in a female-bodied individual or in Deirdre’s “sexless” body, she also
marks Deirdre’s skin as “golden” - a racialized yet racially ambiguous marking.
Moore’s frequent references to Deirdre’s golden skin and her danciné performance
are reminiscent of those describing African American performer Josephine Baker,
whose “golden” skin provides a discursive site for interrogation of modern notions
of identity and the body.® Despite her suggestions of femininity as artifice, Moore’s
racializing of Deirdre’s mechanical body raises questions about a residual
“essential” self based in constructs of race and ethnicity.

Moore summons the figure of the cyborg to reveal the fragmentation and
performance aspect of body-based identities. Assembled from organic and
machined parts, the cyborg exists as a fusion between contradictory ideas, and it has
served as a meeting place for any number of oppositions — the unnatural and
natural, mechanical and biological, active and inert. The cyborg character of Deirdre
reveals femininity as artifice as she exists along the boundaries of human and
machine. The “flexibility of flesh,” then, serves as a construct in this chapter not only
for understanding the difference between the machined body and the fleshly one,
but also as a construct for understanding the concept of the liv-ing machine as a
flexible one, able to extend between both ends of seemingly intractable binaries —
binaries of subject and object, animate and inanimate, female and male, machine

and human. Deirdre’s body has “the flexibility almost of flesh,” even though her

9 See Anne Anlin Cheng's Second Surface: Josephine Baker and the Modern Surface
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2013).
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body is no longer fleshly, but metal.10 It is her ability to control her metal body in

a way that is both more and less than human that makes her exceptional. Her new
body, with flexible metal “flesh,” is the site of Deirdre’s power over the machinery of
mass-produced images that had once fashioned her into a multitude of images cast
across space on a global scale.

In this story, Moore constructs an elaborate masquerade of objects as people
and people becoming objects, all through the “eye” and gaze of the camera lens.
Deirdre’s representation as a living machine allows for a discussion of the
relationship between the body and self that various theories of identity — queer
theory, feminist theory, and disability theory — seek to explain. It is the
disassembly and reassembly of the body that results in the perfect merging of body
and image, of subject and object. It also reveals a feminine identity that was never

» «

“whole,” “original,” or “natural” to begin with, but that becomes obviously artifice

when reflected by the surface of Deirdre’s golden metal body.1!

Deirdre’s Body as “Modern” Machinery

10 Moore, “No Woman Born,” 141.

11 One of the most compelling descriptions of the difficulties with pinning down the
body as object/subject can be found in the introduction to Elizabeth Grosz’s Volatile
Bodies: Toward a Corporeal Feminism (Bloomington, IN: University of Indiana Press,
1994). For Grosz, “the body is a most peculiar ‘thing’ for it is never quite reducible
to being merely a thing; nor does it ever quite manage to rise above the status of
thing. Thus it is both a thing and a nonthing, an object, but an object which somehow
contains or coexists with an interiority, an object able to take itself and others as
subjects, a unique kind of object not reducible to other objects” (see page xi).
Deirdre’s cyborg body emphasizes this unique existence of a body that is not quite
an “object” but also not fully a “subject.”
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“No Woman Born” raises questions about the trauma visited upon women when
transformed into images for consumption and objects of the “mass’s” gaze. Through
this story, Moore offers an alternative to the dismemberment and fragmentation
exacted upon female bodies by the culture industry. Instead of focusing on the
trauma of the fragmented feminine identity of the female star, Moore imagines a
different kind of transformation via the rebuilding and machining of a new,
mechanical body. Through this transformation, taking place because of the burns
suffered by the “original” organic female body, the female star can shed not only the
“original” female-ness of the body that oppresses her, but also forge a new
relationship with the machinery of the mass-produced image. In becoming
potentially disabled due to her body’s destruction, Deirdre is reborn into a body
with new signifiers, an abstraction that is the “feminine.” |

The technologies of the moving image, the broadcast and the televised image,
are a critical part of understanding the ways in which the story represents Deirdre’s
character. The technologies at work in this story are technologies of machining
bodies and the technologies of mass communication that construct Deirdre’s image.
Before her injury, Deirdre’s character is one that already pushes the boundaries of
humanity because of the mediation and transmission of her image “along the
airwaves.”12 She has inhabited a high-tech form before her body itself is machined
by science, because she has been using technology (or technology has used her) to

alter her body in order to broadcast its image into places she could not reach

12 Ibid., 134.
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physically, i.e. beyond time into an “uncivilized” or “primitive” space otherwise
inaccessible to her.13 Paradoxically, it is broadcast technology, along with Maltzer’s
body-building technology that make Deirdre herself again. Unlike other characters
broadcast by the television cameras in the story, Deirdre remains in control of her
image, herself, and the television camera as she appears on screens across the world
in her comeback debut. As a living machine, she becomes the perfect subject for
being the object of the “mass” audience’s gaze. Rather than producing a body that is
alienated from the person who Deirdre was, machining her body produces a body
more in line with her sense of self which, at times, signifies humanness more
powerfully than that of the human bodies around her. Instead of resisting
modernization and its anxieties, through her very body, Deirdre embraces
modernization by becoming the very thing that is feared — the machine.

Moore writes Deirdre’s story from the perspective of John Harris, her former
agent. It starts with Harris’s recollections of Deirdre’s fame and tragic body-
destroying accident as he waits to see Deirdre for the first time in the year since the
fire. Since the fire, Deirdre has been kept in scientist Maltzer’s secret laboratory

where he and a team of “artists, sculptors, designers, scientists” had worked to give

13 At the beginning of the story, Moore emphasizes Deirdre’s access to audiences via
broadcast technology that previous film and stage stars had not had. The story
reads, “In times before her, other actresses had been lovely and adulated, but never
before Deirdre’s day had the entire world been able to take one woman so wholly to
its heart...But Deirdre’s image had once moved glowingly across the television
screens of every home in the civilized world. And in many outside the bounds of
civilization.” (See Moore, “No Woman Born,” page 135.)
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Deirdre’s brain, the only part of her that had survived, a body.1* At the very
beginning of the story, Harris has not seen or spoken to Deirdre since the fire,
constructing Deirdre for the reader from his memories, seeing her and describing
her as he remembers her before the fire. Since the theater fire, Harris has “never
been quite able to let himself remember her beauty clearly, except when some old
poster, half in tatters, flaunted her face at him, or a maudlin memorial program
flashed her image unexpectedly across the television screen.”’5> His memories are
based largely in the images of Deirdre that had circulated in print media and via the
television screen. Even without a body, Deirdre’s disseminated image still
commands attention, even against Harris’s will. The emphasis on Deirdre’s control
and the control of her projected image continues throughout the story. From the
beginning, Deirdre herself is mediated, through Harris’s memories, and through the
images of her that remain after her body burned.

Awaiting his first encounter with Deirdre after her accident Har.ris frets about

what Deirdre’s new body might look like:

He had envisioned many shapes. Great, lurching robot forms, cylindrical,
with hinged arms and legs. A glass case with the brain floating in it and
appendages to serve its needs. Grotesque visions, like nightmares come
nearly true. And each more inadequate than the last, for what metal shape
could possibly do more than house ungraciously the mind and brain that had
once enchanted a whole world?16

14 Moore, “No Woman Born,” 136.
15 1bid., 134.
16 Ibid., 138-39.
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Harris cannot imagine a possibility that involves Deirdre’s body returned to a
“normal” or human state. Although this is not what happens, Deirdre’s new body
becomes something more than human and more Deirdre than her original body had
been. Indeed, after seeing her new body dance for the first time, “Harris
remember(s] incredulously that he had feared once to find her jointed like a
mechanical robot. But it was humanity that seemed, by contrast, jointed and
mechanical now.”17 Moore spends many passages foc.using on movement and the
ways that Deirdre is mobile through a technologically constructed body, as well as
the way that her image and voice are “mobile” and “had once moved glowingly
across the television screens of every home in the civilized world.”18

Descriptions of Deirdre’s body, even — especially — her new machined body,
are expressed in racialized, sexualized, and gendered terms. As a character with a
prosthetic body that signifies a “disability” and a body permanenﬂy altered by the
trauma of the fire, Deirdre and her body are sites for the discussion of layered
markers of identity. Even as her new body reflects and alters the perceptions of her
“old” organic self, the televising and mediation of her image also provides the lens
through which to examine the complex signifiers of her cyborg identity. Deirdre’s
stardom stems from her image’s movement and her audience’s access to her image
via the television. Throughout the story - and this passage is no different -

Deirdre’s image and Deirdre as an individual are collapsed. The continuity between

17 Ibid., 156.
18 [bid., 134.
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her moving, televised image, and her ‘self seems uninterrupted due to the
conflation of her identity and her identity as a star. However, Moore also draws
attention to this through Deirdre’s machined body. Her “new” body provides a site
for discussion of the undifferentiated boundary between her star image and her
“self.”

When Harris first sees Deirdre, Moore explores, over the course of several
pages, Harris’s thought processes during a single moment of horror when he
recognizes how unlike the old Deirdre this new metal thing is. To say the least,
Harris has trouble reconciling the image of Deirdre that he remembers with this
new body: “His brain was called upon now to perform a very elaborate series of

shifting impressions” trying to make sense of what he sees:

First, incongruously, he remembered a curious inhuman figure he had once
glimpsed leaning over the fence rail outside a farmhouse. For an instant the
shape had stood up integrated, ungainly, impossibly human, before the
glancing eye resolved it into an arrangement of brooms and buckets. What
the eye had found only roughly humanoid, the suggestible brain had
accepted, fully formed. It was thus now, with Deirdre.

The first impression that his eyes and mind took from sight of her was
shocked and incredulous, for his brain said to him unbelievingly, ‘This is
Deirdre’ She hasn’t changed at all’

Then the shift of perspective took over, and even more shockingly, eye and
brain said, ‘No, not Deirdre — not human. Nothing but metal coils. Not
Deirdre at all—" And that was the worst. It was like waking from a dream of
someone beloved and lost, and facing anew, after that heartbreaking
reassurance of sleep, the inflexible fact that nothing can bring the lost to life
again. Deirdre was gone, and this was only machinery heaped in a flowered
chair.
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Then the machinery moved, exquisitely, smoothly, with a grace as familiar
as the swaying poise he remembered. The sweet, husky voice of Deirdre
said, ‘It’'s me, John darling. It really is, you know.” And it was.1?

Harris’s brain, as “suggestible” as it is, has difficulty making sense of both the image
of Deirdre of his memories and the sight of Deirdre standing before him. That along
with the “shifting impressions” that the sight of the new Deirdre requires of Harris
points to the idea that Deirdre’s body is difficult for the normal, meat-bodied human
to comprehend. With her new image beyond immediate understanding for Harris, it
is Deirdre’s movement and voice that finally reconciles the image of the human
Deirdre in Harris’s head with the “machinery” of Deirdre’s metal body. Moore does
not yet give the reader the details of Deirdre’s appearance, only the description of
Harris’s reaction to her appearance, filtering Deirdre’s image and sight through
Harris’s perspective, which describes his thoughts and feelings about what he sees
rather than the visual details of what he sees. Harris’s first impression plays upon
the idea that the eyes and the brain can be tricked by an illusion, and that he at first
remembers a moment when he mistook inanimate objects for a person. His
realization works in reverse, first seeing a person, then a thing, then a person again.
Within these shifting perspectives, Harris processes Deirdre from human to object
to something not quite either. The mediation of Deirdre’s image through Harris’s
emotional impressions of her reinforces the notion of an identity stemming from
mediated images and constructed from the perspectives of others. The mediation of

Deirdre’s image in this story emerges not only through expected routes, like a

19 Ibid., 139.
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television camera, but also through the characters themselves — Deirdre’s image
and Deirdre herself are routed through another’s eyes even when she is not engaged
in a formal performance onstage or on camera. More succinctly, Deirdre, a woman
(or formerly a woman), is mediated and constructed through the gaze of a male
character. After this first impression, Harris then “sat down bonelessly. He had no
muscles. He looked at her speechless and unthinking, letting his senses take in the
sight of her without trying to rationalize what he saw,” as this is the only way for his
brain and eyes to be able to make sense of Deirdre’s new body, which defies his
ability to think and to “rationalize.”20

Then Moore at last gives us a description of Deirdre’s new body, in bits and
pieces, over the next few pages. The first thing that Moore chooses to describe about

Deirdre is, oddly, her color and the shape of her head:

She was golden still. They had kept that much of her, the first impression of
warmth and color which had once belonged to her sleek hair and the apricot
tints of her skin. But they had had the good sense to go no farther. They had
not tried to make a wax image of the lost Deirdre. (No woman born who was
so beautiful -- Not one so beautiful, of all the women born --)

And so she had no face. She had only a smooth, delicately modeled ovoid for
her head, with a ... a sort of crescent-shaped mask across the frontal area
where her eyes would have been if she had needed eyes. A narrow, curved
quarter-moon, with the horns turned upward. it was filled with something
translucent, like cloudy crystal, and tinted the aquamarine of the eyes
Deirdre used to have. Through that, then, she saw the world. Through that
she looked without eyes, and behind it, as behind the eyes of a human — she
was.

Except for that, she had no features. And it had been wise of those who
designed her, he realized now. Subconsciously he had been dreading some

20 Ibid.
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clumsy attempt at human features that might creak like a marionette’s in
parodies of animation. The eyes, perhaps, had had to open in the same place
upon her head, and at the same distance apart, to make easy for her an
adjustment to the stereoscopic vision she used to have. But he was glad they
had not given her two eye-shaped openings with glass marbles inside them.
The mask was better.2!

Deirdre appears to be defined by her color, which is in some way exactly the same as
what her human body was. Her skin is “golden” and her eyes aquamarine, but the
shape of her face and eyes, and the shape of her body are not the same, but capture
Deirdre in a more symbolic and abstract manner. Assigning her the color that
directly reflects that of her old, human body, while making other aspects of her form
more symbolically representative of Deirdre’s identity, makes skin color an
intractable and nonnegotiable part of who Deirdre is.

Her body has been sculpted and built up from images of her old self, and in
that process, Maltzer and his team have translated her into what makes her who she
is or was. They made a copy of a copy, as it were, since all they have had to work
from in the wake of the fire was the images and representations of Deirdre that
existed in people’s minds and in print and on film. Her new body is, in many ways,
more in tune with her identity as a female TV and performance star, aligning her
with the person whom others thought she was and should be.

This works out well for Deirdre, and she takes to her body with enthusiasm,
reveling in its power, and her absolute control over its every motion. Instead of
feeling out of sorts in a body designed by others based on mediated copies of

herself, she appears to Harris to feel more at home in it than she did in her old

21 Ibid., 139-140.
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body.2?2 Harris notices this as well, in his continued comparison between the old
Deirdre and the new Deirdre, “and every gesture, every attitude, every flowing of
motion into motion was so utterly Deirdre that the overwhelming illusion swept his
mind again and this was the flesh-and-blood woman as clearly as if he saw her
standing there whole once more, like Phoenix from the fire.”23 The dexterity of her
new body makes its movements seem eerie in its ability to replicate Deirdre. While
Harris “had expected and feared mechanical rigidity, nothing had prepared him for
this more than human suppleness.”?¢ The mechanical aspects of Deirdre’s body,
combined with its locomotor aspects make her appear “more than human,” and this
theme is repeated over and over again throughout the story. Her mechanical body,
instead of making her less human, makes her more so - able to move and to dance,
and to behave in a way that is more human than the humans around her.
Throughout the story Deirdre’s image and Deirdre as an individual are so
entangled as to be indistinguishable. The continuity between her moving, televised
image, and her ‘self appears uninterrupted, due to her representation as a star.
However, Moore also draws attention to this continuity through Deirdre’s machined
body. Her “new” body provides a site for discussion of the non-differentiation

between her star image and her “self.” Her identity is constructed out of a hybrid

22 Deirdre also finds herself at home in her new body, and considers it “my house
and the machine my life depends on.” She thinks that one day “metal against metal”
will feel so much the same as “flesh against flesh” that she will not remember or
notice the difference (see “No Woman Born,” 145).

23 Ibid., 142-143.

24 |bid., 142.
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mediated self, consisting of her broadcast image as well as her organic human
body/self. With her new body, that hybridity becomes embodied, with the
technological apparatus now part of the boundaries of her material self. As a hybrid
having both mechanized and organic parts, Deirdre’s existence as a cyborg becomes
realized through the machining of her body. As the story progresses, we see that she
is more at home in and able to control her new body than her former one. The
control and power she exerts through her new body suggests that by becoming the
embodied “mediated” self, she has become the ultimate performance. While the
images and the physical bodies of other characters appear split apart and made into
objects by the cameras later in the story, Deirdre merges perfectly with her
mediated image, and it becomes her.

It is through Deirdre’s merging with her mediated image as well as her metal
body that she becomes a cyborg figure, even before the word “cyborg” existed.2> As

n «

Donna Haraway suggests in her “Cyborg Manifesto,” “the cyborg is a condensed

image of both imagination and material reality, the two joined centers structuring

25 Although this story predates the word “cyborg” (which first appeared in the
popular press in a 1960 article in the New York Times (“Spaceman is Seen as Man-
Machine,” May 22, 1960)), cyborg theory rooted in feminism (see Donna Haraway’s
seminal “Cyborg Manifesto,” originally published in Socialist Review no. 80 (1985),
65-108), and the popularization of the notion of the cyborg (which traces its origins
back to Norbert Wiener’s 1948 book Cybernetics: Or Control and Communication in
the Animal and the Machine), the concept of a human-machine or technologically
enhanced human body was anticipated and represented well before the coining of a
specific term. For examples of the retroactive use if the idea of the cyborg, see Klaus
Benesh’s Romantic Cyborgs: Authorship and Technology in the American Renaissance
(Ambherst, MA: University of Massachusetts Press, 2002).
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any possibility of historical transformation.”?¢ Like Haraways’ cyborg, Deirdre is

a character that is an intersection of both the image and the material. The cyborg as
a feminist construct serves as a figure that exposes the artifice of categories that
often appear as “natural” or “original” or “universal.”?? In becoming a cyborg,
Deirdre consolidates her existence as a “mediated image,” resolving the
fragmentation threatened by being broadcast across global airwaves. Through
representations of the technology of broadcast television, Moore suggests a cyborg
identity as a means to withstand both the fragmentation of the self as mediated
image, as well as the inherent fragmentation of feminine identity and femininity.
The fragmentation of mediated identity is of course represented as gendered,
pointing to questions of feminine identity and femininity — as a fragmented and
fractured identity that is never really “whole” to begin with, the cyborg serves as a
way to be feminine in part by simultaneously revealing the feminine as artifice or
masquerade.?8 Deirdre’s constructed and “abstracted” body works to undermine
essential notions of the body that undergird systems of power invested in bodily

difference.

26 Donna Haraway, Simians, Cyborgs, and Women: The Reinvention of Nature (New
York: Routledge, 1990), 150.

27 See Haraway’s “Cyborg Manifesto.” Haraway’s assertion that the cyborg is free of
innocence and has no origin resonates with Beauvoir’s The Second Sex, in which she
famously writes, “one is not born, but rather becomes a woman” (New York: Vintage
Books, 1973), 301. Both suggest that gender is a social process, an intersection
between the social and the biological.

28 See Veronica Hollinger’s “(Re)reading Queerly: Science Fiction, Feminism, and the

Defamiliarization of Gender” Veronica Hollinger, Science Fiction Studies , Vol. 26, No.
1 (March 1999), 23-40, for a discussion of the idea of the “masquerade” in feminist
science fiction.
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There are two moments in “No Woman Born” that seem to contradict the
issues that Moore raises about body-based identities as performative - Deirdre’s
sexuality and Moore’s racializing of Deirdre’s mechanical body. When looking at
Deirdre’s new body, Harris takes note that he “could not see its shape. A garment
hid her” because “without garments, he realized, she would have looked oddly
naked, since her new body was humanoid, not angular machinery.”?® Although
Deirdre is now a machine, she still wears clothing, because her humanoid body
would appear “naked,” and therefore, suggestive or indecent should she be without
clothes. Harris notes the ability of a machine to appear “naked” as odd, but the
shape and form of her body (which he cannot actually see) retains enough of a
semblance of an idealized female form as to make it somehow inappropriate for her
to be without clothes. Although her new body, as Maltzer claims, is sexless, its form
suggests female sexuality as something in need of regulation with clothing.
Although Deirdre is apparently without sexual desire due to her new body, this does
not remove her from the social conditions of being a potential female object of male
desire.

Along with her “feminine” shape, Deirdre also retains her eye and skin color
from her original body. The project of building Deirdre a body in her own image
produces a body that is golden, with aquamarine eyes. The colors of the surface of
her body are non-negotiable in producing something that captures the essence of

Deirdre. The idea of the surface and of corporeality is critical to understanding

29 Moore, “No Woman Born,” 140-141.
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Deirdre’s new body, as well as its relationship to the technologies of the “mass”
media. Film and television are both mediums of surface — they exist on surfaces,
and it is through producing surfaces out of “real,” physical people and things that
they function. Deirdre’s body is the most modern of surfaces, made up of smooth
hammered metal. Regarding her shape, Harris notices that “Brancusi himself had
never made anything more simple or more subtle than the modeling of Deirdre’s
head.”30 Quite literally, Deirdre’s head is a piece of Modernist sculpture, its aesthetic
likened to a work of art by the Modernist sculptor Constantin Brancusi. Deirdre’s
body, its colors, its shape all suggest that it is a modern surface like no other. And
like her body, the film and the television screen, which feature so prominently in
this story, also suggest interiors that are no longer there, but were ostensibly once
there at some time.31 Her body references back to a “self” that other characters fear
is no longer there, just as the surfaces of the television screen and film present
images of people and objects that were once before the camera lens.

Deirdre’s existence as a modern surface connects with the importance of the
coloration of her skin as it reflects Moore’s racialized markings of Deirdre. Her body
is golden, and Moore comments on Deirdre’s former body having “golden” skin and
“apricot tints” throughout the story. As previously mentioned, the only aspect of

Deirdre’s body that Maltzer and his team have retained from her organic body was

30 Ibid., 139.

31 See Roland Barthes’ Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photography (translated by
Richard Howard, (New York: Hill and Wang, 1981), 76-78), for his notion of the
“that-has-been” quality of photography - that photographs have a “referent” that
cannot be denied, and that something that was once before the camera.
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Deirdre’s skin and eye color, matching them exactly to her metal body and her

eye mask. None of the other physical characteristics of her body are matched to her
metal body, but are somehow symbolically representative of who Deirdre is - the
abstracted characteristics are able to represent her better than her meat body was
ever able to signify. The retention of Deirdre’s color is an interesting burr on the
smooth surface of this narrative. For such a modernist project, with a body
abstracted to an extreme degree, it is curious that Deidre’s skin and eye color do not
undergo a similar abstraction. Does her coloration suggest that these things are
already symbolic to a point of not needing to be made more abstract? Or is skin and
eye color so crucial to who a person is that to change those aspects of a body is to
change who that person is? The retention of Deirdre’s eye and skin colors suggest a
troubling essentializing of racial signifiers that the story invokes, but does not
question.

As important signifiers of race and ethnicity, the colors of Deirdre’s skin and
eyes mark her racially, though somewhat ambiguously. Moore makes a point to
mark Deirdre with her particular skin and eye color, but in a way that situates
Deirdre somewhere between the typical binary of white and black in American
culture. The color “golden” (and sometimes “pale gold”) as a skin tone is ambiguous
- though, I would argue, not unmarked. First, had Moore so chosen, she could have
marked Deirdre’s body surface as white through words that tend to signify white

female bodies, “ivory” or “porcelain” or even “silver.” Instead, her body color is

compellingly both not white, and not dark either. Second and more importantly,
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however, her golden skin recalls the contemporary-to-this story and famous
African American dancer and performer Josephine Baker, whose skin was also
frequently described as “golden.”3? In modernist terms, Baker was also often
described as “sculptural.”?? Deirdre’s body is modern through its surface as well —
its color, and its minimalist Modernist form.

Anne Anlin Cheng’s analysis of the “surface” of Josephine Baker’s body is
relevant to a discussion of Deirdre’s body, not only due to their striking similarities,
but also because both bodies have skin surfaces that suggest interactions between
the machines of the twentieth century and the repercussions of the use of these
machines. Cheng’s idea of the meanings placed on “human skin” in the early
twentieth century helps to understand how Deirdre’s machined body, too, engages

with the ideology surrounding skin at this time. She suggests that:

The very substance and contours of the human body were undergoing
renovations [at the dawn of the twentieth century], a process precipitated by
the Industrial Revolution and intensified by the age of mechanical
reproduction. Medical advancement, visual technological innovations such as
film and photography, industrial-philosophical discourses such as Taylorism,
among other developments, converge to forge a fantasy about a modern,
renewed, and disciplined body. At the same time, through discourses such as
psychoanalysis, the boundary of the human body is simultaneously
multiplied and restricted; the mind/body split gets both liberalized and
distorted.34

What makes Deidre’s character distinct is her inhabitation of an actual sculptured,

modern body, unlike Baker, who existed as a person whose representations in

32 Cheng, Second Surface, 102.
33 Ibid.
34 1bid., 8.
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discourse produced her as “sculptural,” among other things. With Baker and
Deirdre, however, both reveal that, as Cheng suggests, skin and its visibility are not
as available and transparent as critics have suggested.3> Perhaps - as is the case
with Baker - with Deidre, early viewers were not always seeing they thought they
were. Moore presents readers with a character multiply represented from different
perspectives, leaving the visible and skin itself as not all that legible. Unlike the
questions raised about the artificial nature of gender performances, Moore leaves
the artifices of race and ethnicity relatively unquestioned. Like film technologies,
and the way they caused people to doubt what it was that they saw, the character of
Deirdre plays on what we see, and what we think that we're seeing, revealing the
shifting perspectives and perceptions that constitute our interpretation of the
world.36

In addition to her skin being marked as golden both before and after her
accident, a discussion of her “primitive” and “intellectual” senses also invokes
notions of racialized hierarchies. Maltzer worries that Deirdre has become too
“civilized,” due to her contact with metal and the modern technology that exists in
and as her very body. She is the machine, not just inhabiting a body affected by the
machine. Modern technology in this story exists in tandem with a continuum of the

civilized/primitive, relating back to the lived experience of the body. Deirdre has the

35 Ibid., 7.

36 Mary Ann Doane, “Technology’s Body: Cinematic Vision in Modernity,” in A
Feminist Reader in Early Cinema, eds. Jennifer M. Beam and Diane Negra, (Durham,
NC: Duke University Press, 2002), 532.
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senses of sight and hearing, but not of smell, taste, or touch, and the characters of
the story identify those latter three senses as “primitive” and therefore anti-
intellectual. Deirdre, in a way, is “overcivilized” in her inhabitation of her machined
body, and the male characters of the story fear that she will be too coldly calculating
and intellectual, cut off from her fellow human beings due to her lack of “primitive”
senses. Technology, aligned with “civilization,” is also problematic — with a
machined body created by a genius scientist, Deirdre can’t help but be improperly
aligned with her “primitive” side. This “handicap,” as scientist Maltzer refers to it —
represented as a lack of the “primitive” senses — marks human beings as needing a
particular balance of civilized and primitive, in order to best interact with their
environments and cultures. It is only white Americans, of course, that have access
to being “overcivilized” and in need of that balance, according to this trope.
Possession of a machined body grants a privilege of being too civilized rather than
too primitive. As the story continues, Maltzer is not finished listing Deirdre’s
“shortcomings.” He identifies her lack of three senses as critical in her being
“pitifully handicapped,” but also he projects the senses into a hierarchy of
civilization that no characters challenge throughout the story.3” The senses of smell,
taste, and touch, though allegedly less “civilized” than vision and hearing, are

necessary for making connections to other people. Maltzer explains that “we need

37 Moore, “No Woman Born,” 153.
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those primitive senses to tie us in with nature and the race” while “sight is a cold,
intellectual thing compared with the other senses.”38

Among Deirdre’s “handicaps,” which make Deirdre “subhuman” in Maltzer’s
eyes, is the fact that “she hasn’t any sex. She isn’t female any more.”3° He claims
that “she’s an abstraction now” who cannot respond as she once had “when a man
came into the room.”#0 Sex and sexuality, for Maltzer, are critical parts of Deirdre’s
former humanity. Without her sexual desire for men and her female physical traits,
Deirdre has lost her abilities to function as a human being. As an abstraction, her
body engineered by science, she no longer has some of things that Maltzer thinks
makes someone human — a physical sex and sexual desire. This vision of humanity,
however, is gendered and sexualized, seemingly specific to women and therefore a
female-bodied person. Deirdre’s prosthetic body, according to Maltzer’s character,
renders her sexless and asexual, privileging a body-sourced conception of human
identity. Maltzer continues, “She doesn’t realize how delicately poised her very
sanity is. We gave her what we could - the artists and the designers and I all gave
our very best - but she’s so pitifully handicapped even with all we could do. She'll
always be an abstraction and a...a freak. Cut off from the world by handicaps worse
in their way than anything any human being ever suffered before. Sooner or later

she’ll realize it. And then—"41 Typical of interactions steeped in traditional notions

38 [bid.
39 Ibid., 152.
40 Ibid.
411bid., 153.
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of femininity, Maltzer sees Deirdre as mentally weak and unable to handle the
stresses and power of her new body. Despite the fact that she no longer possesses
the organic female body that would have been identified as the source of “hysteria”
and other womanly ailments, Maltzer expects Deirdre’s delicate mental constitution
to erode.

What Maltzer sees as “handicaps,” however, Deirdre sees as qualities that
make her superior to her former self. She grows to inhabit her artificial body with a
zeal that frightens Maltzer, and she seems more at home in an engineered body than
she did in her “born” one. Instead of having a female body that hinders Deirdre’s
ability to control the world around her, Deirdre still has her own brain - only
controlling a body she sees as far superior to her meat one.*2

Deirdre’s prosthetic body is routed through a language of disability, and her
new body’s capabilities link the idea of disability to “humanity” and inhumanity, as
well as gender and race. Maltzer, when discussing the topic of Deirdre’s humanity
with Harris, identifies her lack of abilities and characteristics as Deirdre’s
“handicaps,” making her “subhuman,” while later in the story Deirdre herself
identifies the positive, additional abilities her body affords as justification for
“superhuman” status. This story presents a hierarchy of human traits and qualities

that can either make someone “subhuman” or “superhuman,” and these traits of

42 One of the things that makes Deirdre feel at home in her body is its superior
flexibility and strength that allows her to dance as she has never been able to before.
She tells Harris that she does not “work on hinges now” and so “every motion [can
be] a long curve,” and that she can also “turn a hundred fouettés now without a flaw”
and could “go right on and turn a thousand, if I wanted” (see Moore, page 148).
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difference are funneled through a framework of disability. In the story, it is

Maltzer who has difficulty adjusting to Deirdre’s new state, and both male
characters, Maltzer and Harris, are uneasy about how powerful and commanding
Deirdre has become since her transformation. As a person who has existed “across
the airwaves” for longer than she has had a machined body, she is able to inhabit her
projected image and identity more fully than before with her organic brain housed
in her metal body. Deirdre sees herself as something more than humanity, and
while her human friends continue to define humanness in this story through the
bodily signifiers of identity like sex and gender. The mediation of Deirdre’s image
further accords with the notion of telecommunications technologies and the body:
“the innocuousness of photographic technology (and this applies to any technology),
its instrumentality, and hence its rationality are in a sense predicated on its
separability from the human body which it strives to represent in all its contingency.
Nevertheless, alongside this doubt, this assertion of a non relation between
photography and the body, there continues to exist a certain fascination with the
possibility of an imbrication of technology and the body.”43 Instead, Deirdre
becomes the mediated surface itself, the technology that paradoxically seeks to
represent the human body and be separate from it at the same time. She meets the
utopian ideal of combining the body and the mediation of the body within her
machined form. Her new, modern body is far more suited for broadcast and in

control of the cameras and screens that threaten to make machines out of us all.

43 Doane, “Technology’s Body,” 531.
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The “Mass Ornament” and the Machined Body

Perhaps one of the most fascinating aspects of this story is the period in which it
was written. The representation of a cyborg, one that is a posthuman figure that
embraces the technological imperatives of modern life in the 1940s, is unusual.
Moore’s story predates the genre of cyberpunk by decades,** as well as predating
popular representations of cyborgs, including television shows the Six Million Dollar
Man and the Bionic Woman from the 1970s, not to mention Donna Haraway’s
seminal essay on cyborg theory from the mid-1980s.4> Moore’s character moves
against the representations of people as machines in the 1920s and 1930s leading
up to World War 1], and counter to those who find alienation and anxiety in
technologies of “modern” life in the 1930s and 1940s. This section of the chapter

bridges the representation of Deirdre’s body and her subsequent performance, and

44 Cyberpunk is a subgenre of science fiction that flourished in the 1980s. It is
characterized by its abundant examples of conspicuous technologies: it is “slick,
colloquial, and science-based [and] represented a concerted return to the
(originary) purity of hard SF, apparently purged of the influence of other-worldly
fantasy, and embracing technology with new fervor” (Nicola Nixon, “Cyberpunk:
Preparing the Ground for Revolution or Keeping the Boys Satisfied?” in Science
Fiction Studies 57 (July 1992), 220). Nixon argues that cyberpunk is a backlash
against the increasing popularity of feminist science fiction writers of the 1960s and
1970s, which who had allegedly “softened” the genre. Cyberpunk’s affinity to
conspicuous technology allowed an imagining of the “posthuman,” which some
feminist scholars critique as privileging a universal humanity, eliding and erasing
body differences. Interestingly, however, arguably the first cyberpunk text
published was by female science fiction writer James Tiptree, Jr.’s (Alice Sheldon).
Her novella, “The Girl Who Was Plugged In” (in New Dimensions 3 edited by Robert
Silverberg (New York: Doubleday, 1974)), suggests that the body is indeed
important despite the ability to inhabit a different body via technology.

45 Haraway, “A Cyborg Manifesto,” 149-182.
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addresses the peculiar context of Deirdre within the frame of reference of people
as machines via telecommunications and film technologies. Kracauer’s work “The
Mass Ornament” serves as a useful example of how mass-produced and -consumed
images contribute to anxieties over machined bodies in the 1920s and 1930s. In the
context Kracauer’s work, “No Woman Born” illuminates both anxiety over people
treated as machinery in the 1930s as well as a feminist embracing of a person
housed in a machined body. Technology is represented as both something that can
destroy the body, yet also as something that serves to reassemble the female self.
During the 1930s, the effects of technology and machines on bodies concerned
many American intellectuals and the Frankfurt School of cultural critics. American
intellectuals concerned with the effects of American capitalism on its workers found
the United State’s socio-economic system as one that transformed people into
machines, exploited for their labor. At the same time, cultural critics of the
Frankfurt School, concerned with the rise of fascism in Europe and of industrial
capitalism in the US and Europe, wrote about the effects that the machinery of mass-
production and -consumption of images had on individuals and culture. Concerns of
both Marxist American intellectuals and the members of the Frankfurt School were
ultimately attentive to the idea of bodies coming into contact with “modern”
technologies. Thus the body becomes a site for anxieties over machine-human

interactions, as well as anxiety over the exertion of state powers in a newly “global”

setting.
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The Frankfurt School theorist Siegfried Kracauer and his contemporaries
were concerned with the effects of mass-produced entertainment (especially that
controlled by the state) on bodies during the late 1920s and 1930s. Individuals
become objects and subject to violence and control through their interactions with
machines. Kracauer’s work suggests and predicts an engineering of people through
the machinations of state powers via a technologized system of mass-produced and
-consumed images. The work of Kracauer and other members of the Frankfurt
School anticipates the violence created in part by passive “masses” of German
fascism during World War I1. The trauma exacted on literal bodies during WWII
echoes the trauma visited upon the figurative “body” by the machinery of the film
industry as suggested by Kracauer. The link between this figurative body and the
physical body sets the stage (so to speak) for an analysis of the machining of
Deirdre’s body, an analysis that works through this period’s politics of machine-
body interactions. Deirdre’s destroyed and rebuilt body’s performances on a global
stage reckons with both the dehumanizing effects but also the possibilities that such
a constructed body can bestow upon.a body fragmented by existing as female within
the cogs of the film and television industry’s machinations.

Kracauer’s 1927 essay “The Mass Ornament” is of particular relevance to this
study due to his use of female performers as his example.4¢ Kracauer comments on

the processing of women’s bodies into visual objects in “The Mass Ornament,” and

46 Siegfried Kracauer, “The Mass Ornament,” in The Mass Ornament: Weimar Essays,
trans. Thomas Y. Levin (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1995), 75-86.
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suggests that “mass” entertainments, like the Tiller Girls*’ are “products of
American distraction factories” that feature “no longer individual girls, but
indissoluble girl clusters whose movements are demonstrations of mathematics.”48
Through the technologies of producing and re-producing the images of the Tiller
Girls and other mass entertainments, Kracauer points out that “as they condense
into figures in the revues, performances of the same geometric precision are taking
place in what is always the same packed stadium, be it in Australia or India, not to
mention America. The tiniest village, which they have not yet reached, learns about
them through the weekly newsreels.”4? The production of such performances
means that individual people have been asked to become uniform within the
structure of their performances, and in the geometric patterns that they create. The
audiences at different venues and on different nights then can all view the “same”
performance, even as they are “themselves arranged by the stands in tier upon
ordered tier.”>% It is both the performers and the audiences that are driven to
becoming ordered patterns through their consumption of mass-produced
entertainment. Film, and subsequently television technologies, encourage a need
for large numbers of people to be‘able to watch the same performance and consume

the same, uniform product made up of what was once individual human beings.

47 The Tiller Girls were a traveling chorus-girl-like dance troop.
48 Ibid., 75-76.

49 Ibid., 76.

50 Ibid.
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Kracauer’s impression of these types of mass-produced entertainment
engagements is a dystopian one, and this is no surprise, given that at the time of the
writing of the essay, he was living as a dissident in Germany in the interwar period,
before moving to Paris in 1933.51 His dark vision for the transformation of people
into objects via both their performing and watching mass-produced performances
brings to the fore the importance at this time (and into the 1930s and 1940s) of
anxiety over modernization: through the process of modernization, technologies
machine people into objects. Although Kracauer does not address the fact that his
main example of the Tiller Girls is a gendered one, the use of female bodies and
images as the example of “mass ornament” is crucial for understanding Deirdre’s
existence as a cyborg suited for the system of the mass circulation of visual cultural
texts like that of the television broadcast and the film. In becoming “objects” for
visual consumption, women are fragmented -- the bodies of individuals become
patterns of arms, legs, and other component parts.>2 The Tiller Girls as an example

lend themselves too well to being objects for producing geometrically appealing

51 The concept of human-machine interaction as a negative one was not, of course,
the only way to imagine human-machine relations in Germany in the 1930s. At the
same time as much of the writings of the members of the Frankfurt School, the
interwar period, Dada artists in Berlin used the cyborg as important and idealized,
even “utopian” figure that could resist bourgeois capitalist society. See Matthew
Biro’s The Dada Cyborg: Visions of the New Human in Weimar Berlin (Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 2009).

52 Haraway suggests that “to be a subject in the Western sense meant reconstituting
women outside the relations of objectification (as gift, commodity, object of desire)
and appropriation (of babies, sex, services),” (Simians, Cyborgs, and Women, 138).
She identifies the idea of “objectification” as a fundamental mode of patriarchal
oppression, a mechanism for making women into non-subjects.
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images because of the broader history of women'’s bodies subjected to being
looked at in particular ways. Women'’s bodies, through this process of becoming
spectacles of “mass ornamentation,” are dismembered and recombined into images
of machined geometric beauty that exist solely for their own mathematical beauty.
Kracauer suggests that female bodies - ordinarily sites of erotic attention - are
drained of the erotic, their “mass movements” becoming part of “a linear system
that no longer has any erotic meaning but at best points to the locus of the erotic.”s3
The machined body, represented as able to move in a way superior to and even
“more human” than an organic body, idealizes a rebuilding of bodies through
technologies. This rebuilding constructs a mass-consumed body that increases the
mobility of the image as well as increases the mobility of an individual body. When
that mobility of an image is of the movements of the individual body’s performance,
the two collude to produce a human experience inextricably steeped in modern
technologies, paradoxically more fully “human” than before. Multiply-referenced
identities produced out of lived bodily experiences and the mediation of the self
come together in the cyborg body, fragments reassembled into something that is not

“whole,” but in resistance to wholeness.>* Kracauer laments the prevalence of

53 Kracauer, “The Mass Ornament,” 77. It is interesting that Kracauer uses this
wording, as he assumes that women are properly “erotic” objects, and that it is
somehow unnatural for them to be “drained” of it. The notion of women as “objects”
in this system of the mass production and consumption of entertainment images is
something that feminists theorists take up in particular in the 1970s.

54 See Haraway'’s “Cyborg Manifesto,” for her description of the cyborg as a figure
without an origin story, as “an origin story in the 'Western', humanist sense depends
on the myth of original unity, fullness, bliss and terror, represented by the phallic
‘mother from whom all humans must separate,” 151.
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abstraction, which separates from the “natural.” The idea of the “natural” and the
“natural body” privileges people who have bodies that allow them to avoid body-
based discrimination. The naturalness of the bodies of female-bodied persons, for
example, has been used to oppress women. Female bodies represent the seat of the
oppression of women, and in “No Woman Born,” the female body is rebuilt into an
object of bodily power, though still caught as an object of the gaze. As a machined
body, though, Deirdre exists as an animate object, but one with the flexibility of
flesh.

Kracauer’s “indissoluble girl clusters” are bodies of individual women
fragmented into arms, legs, and other “component parts,” while at the same time
producing a mass that is inorganic in its appearance and structure.>> Women's
bodies, through this process of becoming spectacles of “mass ornamentation,” are
dismembered and recombined into images of geometric precision and machined
linear beauty. The elision between organic surfaces of human bodies and inorganic
visual patterns is echoed in the representation of Deirdre’s body as both organic and
inorganic, both human and machined. Deirdre also remains an individual instead of
part of a multiple. Rebuilding the body ultimately becomes necessary in order to
resist the dismemberment and reassembly that the camera exacts upon female
bodies in this story. Through the engineering of her body, Deirdre becomes the
broadcast image, and dances along the edges of being subject and object. The

trauma experienced by Deirdre (both through the fire and through being a televised

55 Ibid., 76.
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image) is reconciled in the new form of her machined body -- she is both
fragmented and whole. Machining her body makes Deirdre’s assembly and artifice
visible, and that visibility of her artifice (as opposed to its seamless illusion and

masquerade before her accident) is what gives her power over her audiences.

“A Line of Tiny Dancers”

One of the most astonishing aspects of this story is the time period in which it was
published, and the feminist questions that it raises. While it raises questions of
gender as performance and the fragmentation of the female body in front of the
camera, it does so nearly thirty years before feminist theory takes up these
questions in earnest.5¢ Although theoﬁsts like Mulvey did not write about women'’s
bodies as objects and objectified by narrative cinema until the 1970s, Mulvey was
not the first feminist writer to explore the mechanisms of patriarchy through using a
metaphor of women’s bodies as objects. As footnoted earlier in this chapter, it was
as early as 1948 that Simone de Beauvoir, author of The Second Sex, a seminal text in

the modern women'’s movement, wrote about women'’s bodies as objects under

56 The body as “object” and the idea of being “objectified” is one of concern to many
feminists, but often these words are not as thoroughly investigated as they should
be. What does it mean to be an “object,” in a culture where objects so often can take
on a semblance of life and aliveness? While the boundary between “subject” and
“object” becomes ever more permeable, questioning the notion of being “objectified”
can help in unpacking the notion of body-based oppressions. Feminist criticism of
pornography is one of the sites where the notion of objectification becomes most
salient. For an overview of the debate between sex-positive feminists and
antipornography feminists (namely Andrea Dworkin and Catharine MacKinnon), see
Lisa Duggan and Nan D. Hunter’s Sex Wars: Sexual Dissident and Political Culture
(New York: Routledge, 1995).
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patriarchy. While it is unusual that “No Woman Born” takes up this idea in 1944,

it was not a new concept. What is perhaps most intriguing about Moore’s story is
that through her story’s futuristic setting she anticipates a critique of the circulation
of images of women’s bodies for entertainment.5? Moore wrote and published this
story in between what are referred to as the first and second “waves” of American
feminism, it appears to anticipate many of the questions and issues taken up by
feminists of the 1960s and 1970s, there are several reasons why this is not all that
unusual. One of the modes of feminist theoretical work of the 1960s and 1970s took
place was through fiction writing. Science fiction (and the broader umbrella
category of “speculative fiction”) that explored gender and sex differences was an

important subset of this body of writing.>8 Many of the first well-known writers of

57 Although the criticism of film, television, advertisements, and other “mass media”
cultural texts as representing women’s bodies as objects for consumption is often
noted as an issue of the “second wave” of U.S. feminism, it is partially the “wave”
metaphor itself that erases feminist work that happens between the “waves” (i.e.
from the 1920s to the 1950s), as well as hinders feminist work that deals with
topics outside of the time period that the wave metaphor expects. For a more
thorough criticism of the wave metaphor in the women’s movement, see Jo Reger’s
Everywhere and Nowhere: Contemporary Feminism in the United States (New York:
Oxford University Press, 2012), especially pages 7-9. Benita Roth and Becky
Thompson suggest that one of the theoretical threads that the wave metaphor
erases is an analysis of race and class, and the usage of the concept of “second wave”
feminism obscures the writings of women of color and antiracist white women
involved in the feminist movement of the latter part of the twentieth century (see
“Multiracial Feminism: Recasting the Chronology of Second Wave Feminism” in
Feminist Studies, Vol. 28, No. 2, (Summer, 2002), 336-360).

58 See my M.A. thesis, “The First Thing out the Window: Race, Radical Feminism, and
Marge Piercy’s Woman on the Edge of Time,” for more on science fiction as a mode
for feminist thought of the 1960s and 1970s. See also science fiction writer Joanna
Russ’s essay collection To Write Like a Woman: Essays in Feminism and Science
Fiction (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1995) and Patricia Meltzer’s




64

feminist science fiction cite reading the science fiction pulp magazines while
growing up as a major influence on their writings as adults.>® Moore’s story fits
within an earlier generation of women writing science fiction for the pulps, science
fiction that does theoretical work investigating sex and gender oppression.60
Miriam Hansen, among others, connects Kracauer’s “The Mass Ornament” with
the films of choreographer and director Busby Berkeley, famous for his
cinematography featuring geometric arrangements of female bodies and body
parts.6! In “No Woman Born” a Busby Berkeley and Tiller Girls-like performance
calls to mind Kracauer’s essay and the effects that mass visual technologies have on
women’s bodies and the concept of objectification. Before Deirdre takes the stage
for her comeback performance (a live performance at a theater that is also a live
broadcast), Harris and Maltzer watch a number of stage performances broadcast on

their television screen. This section offers a reading of these performances,

Alien Constructions: Science Fiction and Feminist Thought (Austin: University of
Texas Press, 2010), especially pages 7-9 on feminist science fiction.

59 This is true by and large of almost all science fiction writers of the 1960s and
1970s. Feminist writers, however, often cite a love-hate relationship with the pulps
- both having devoured them but also finding their gender politics for the most part
problematic. Ursula K. LeGuin is one example. She had read the pulps as a kid, then
stopped reading them when she got “was tired of bureaucratic heroes” (see pages
28 and 54 of Conversations with Ursula K. Le Guin (Jackson, MS: University Press of
Mississippi, 2008)).

60 See Eric Leif Davin’s Partners in Wonder: Women And the Birth of Science Fiction,
1926-1965 (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2006) for more on female pulp authors.
See especially page 225, where he suggests that the tradition of American “socialist
and feminist utopias...appeared in the pulps -~ and nowhere else - between 1920
and 1950.”

61 Miriam Bratu Hansen, Cinema and Experience: Siegfried Kracauer, Walter
Benjamin, and Theodor W. Adorno (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press,
2012), 52.
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suggesting that the similarities to Busby Berkeley choreography and camerawork
make explicit an anxiety-provoking relationship between humans and objects.

After the first performance, a dramatization of the execution of Mary, Queen of
Scots, a number of women enter the stage to perform a dance number. Moore
describes the performance through the eye of the camera lens: “Now a line of tiny
dancers under the tremendous arch of the stage kicked and pranced with the
precision of little mechanical dolls too small and perfect to be real. Vision rushed
down upon them and swept along the row, face after stiffly smiling face racketing by
like fence pickets. Then the sight rose into the rafters and looked down upon them
from a great height, the grotesquely foreshortened figures still prancing in perfect
rhythm even from this inhuman angle.”62 The description of the dancers and the
representation of them on Harris and Maltzer’s screen are reminiscent of the
choreography envisioned by filmmaker Busby Berkeley, famous for his high-budget
musicals with elaborately-shot dance sequences. These dancers, through the eye of
the camera lens, appear to move with “mechanical precision.” The abstraction of
people into objects through the gaze of the camera lens not only makes the dancers
seem inhuman, but the camera itself also seems to move and capture the dancers’
movements apart from any human interaction, swooping and moving on its own.
The “top shot” made famous by Berkeley (with the camera positioned high above
the actors), appears in this passage as well, showing the images of the dancers as

“grotesquely foreshortened figures” from an “inhuman angle.” Moore calls attention

62 Moore, “No Woman Born,” 154.
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to the movement and action of the camera as a character in and of itself — it
becomes more than an object, while it reconstructs the human dancers and their
movements as object-like.

Berkeley’s musicals also featured close-ups on the faces of rows of women, as
either the camera moved down a row of performers, or the women moved up to the
camera themselves. This technique also features in “No Woman Born,” as “vision
rushed down upon them and swept along the row, face after stiffly smiling face
racketing by like fence pickets.”63 While the top shot angle of the camera produces
“grotesquely foreshortened figures” that appear mechanical, the shot that sweeps
across their faces shows them “stiffly smiling,” and Moore compares them to “fence
pickets”"— identical pieces of wood all linked together. Both instances show the
television camera transforming these performing women into objects. The
resemblance to Berkeley’s cinematography and choreography in his films is
undeniable. Moore draws a direct comparison to these kinds of filmed performances
and the televised performances of this futuristic media-steeped world that Deirdre
inhabits.

As Mary Ann Doane has expressed, “Berkeley’s spectacular regimentation of
female bodies and his deployment of them as ornaments in a larger design have
been extensively discussed. Berkeley himself situates ‘girls’ as the pure content of

spectacle.”¢* Women as “pure spectacle” is a crucial element of Berkeley’s films, as

63 Ibid.
64 Doane, “Technology’s Body,” 544.
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well as Moore’s story. Juxtaposed with the line of tiny dancers, themselves the
product of being “pure spectacle,” Deirdre’s performance becomes that much more a
response and answer to the mechanization of women’s bodies for the purpose of
“mass” entertainment. Doane further suggests that the technological prowess of the
execution of the cinematography of Be-rke]ey's films helps to support the
transformation of women'’s bodies into spectacle: “The spectacular presentation of
the female body is buttressed in his films by the sheer technological prowess of
elaborate crane shots and his famous (or infamous) through-the-legs tracking
shots.”65 The technological apparatus of filming these kinds of dance sequences is
critical to the transformation of women'’s bodies into spectacle, and into.non-human
objects and illusions. Asin “No Woman Born,” the camera, and its ability to move
through space and subsequéntly transform women into images, is itself part of the
process of “objectification.” It is of that much more significance, then, that when
Deirdre comes onstage, “the screen did not swoop to a close-up upon her. Her
enigma remained inviolate and the television watchers saw her no more clearly than
the audience in the theater.”¢¢ For Deirdre, as discussed below, the camera does not
control her image, and it does not have an effect on how remote viewers see her.
Busby Berkeley made many of his films in the period when sound film
technology was new, and according to Martin Rubin, instead of just filming a

Broadway musical onstage, he made use of film technology in a way that “made the

65 Ibid.
66 Moore, “No Woman Born,” 155.
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camera dance.”s?” The camera itself in Berkeley’s films takes an “active” role in the
production of moving image versions of stage performances. In “No Woman Born,”
the camera seems to dance, and moves more autonomously than the dancers, who
are performing a rote sequence of movements that makes them appear mechanical.
One thing that stands out as being different from Berkeley’s films and the
performances in Moore’s story, however, is that while Berkeley’s dance sequences
are filmed — recorded and edited for future viewing — Moore’s performers are
doing so for a live broadcast, and so the camera’s antics are translated instantly to
the viewers’ television screens. In a way this is the ultimate form of consumption of
stage performances in front of a camera — they are “live,” the way that stage
performances are live, but they also allow for a cinematic type of viewing due to the
autonomous nature of the camera that swoops and dives and dances around the
performers to accord a privileged, “cinematic” viewpoint to the audiences. The at-
home audience of the line of tiny dancers gain viewing angles that they would not
have had if they had been in the theater, though they give up control over their gaze,
since if they were in the theater, they could direct their eyes toward whatever they
wanted, but only from the viewpoint of their own seats. As Doane comments
regarding Berkeley’s films, they “could also be said to constitute a veritable
celebration of the disembodied spectator or, in the words of Michel de Certeau, ‘the

lust to be a viewpoint and nothing more.””%8 The spectators of Moore’s story are

67 Martin Rubin, Showstoppers: Busby Berkeley and the Tradition of Spectacle (New
York: Columbia University Press, 1993), 2.
68 Doane, “Technology’s Body,” 544.
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viewpoints, but ones that also have the ability to watch something live, one of the
aspects of television broadcast technology that makes early television viewing a
distinct experience from film viewing.

As Busby Berkeley scholar Rubin says, “even when the results are not as
dramatic as a giant picture or a kaleidoscopic pattern, virtually any precision chorus
number involves a certain degree of objectification of the feminine — a loss of
individuality as a result of being made part of a mass, synchronized unit.”6°
Positioning these women as objects, and transforming them into patterns and
images prepares them for becoming objects for destruction. In the title sequence
from the 1934 Dames, for example, women frequently transform from images of
women into patterns of light and dark. At the end of the song, by editing the filmed
image of women onstage into a paper image of the same, the male protagonist is
able to burst his head through the paper image of the women. Ultimately, the
“dames” that are the objects of desire for the musical audience, both within the film
and the audience watching the film, become a literal object that is ruptured and
torn. This moment could never have happened during a normal stage performance,

but it can happen with the technology of cinema.”® The big-budget Busby Berkeley

69 Martin Rubin, Showstoppers: Busby Berkeley and the Tradition of Spectacle (New
York: Columbia University Press, 1993), 74.

70 Robert Rydell’s “Future Perfect” chapter in World of Fairs: The Century-of-Progress
Expositions (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993, pages 115-156) has a
fascinating analysis about performances that combined a vision of the future with
visual access to women'’s bodies. In particular, the 1939 New York World’s Fair had
the “Crystal Gazing Palace” which consisted of women doing a striptease on a
“platform surrounded with mirrors” so that a viewer could see women'’s bodies
from a multitude of angles at once (see page 139). Rydell quotes a draft of the
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musical is perhaps one of the clearest examples of the way that women are
transformed into spectacular objects for consumption on a large scale. The example
from Dames highlights the process of gendered “objectification” through
telecommunications technology that Moore probes in “No Woman Born.”

Through the eye of the camera lens, the line of tiny dancers appears to move
with “mechanical precision,” and we see how the anxiety over the dangers of
television and other technologies of the “mass” audience resonates with this
passage. However, while Kracauer seems wholly pessimistic about the mass
audience, Moore seems, in Deirdre, to imagine a subject/object that can both look
and be looked at, exist as an abstraction and a person at the same time. The human
dancers on stage are transformed through their images’ transmission through the
camera to the screen and into mechanical figures. The camera itself, however,
moves and captures the dancers’ movements apart from any human interaction. It
has “sight” and “vision,” suggesting that it has some.odd control and subjectivity of

its own, and Moore does not mention a camera operator. The camera acts uncannily

proposed exhibit, saying that “the effect would be ‘that of a ballet of several hundred
girls dancing with inhuman precision™ (see page 139). Although this is different
from using film technology to view women’s bodies in ways that transform them
into objects to look at, it is part of a broader notion at the time of visually accessing
women’s bodies through technology. Rydell compares the logic behind this
technological striptease as “a machine-age dance that made a woman’s body seem
infinitely replicable like the interchangeable parts on the assembly line” to
Catherine A. MacKinnon'’s analysis of pornography as a “technologically
sophisticated traffic in women” (see page 139). Also on page 139, see the
tangentially related image of a person in a robot costume amongst a group of naked
women in the Zorro Garden in San Diego in 1935. Another striptease-style exhibit at
a World'’s Fair, the robot figure interrupts (both figuratively and literally) an edenic
scene of nude women bathing in a pastoral setting.
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of its own accord, swooping and transmitting the images of people for Maltzer

and Harris (and the other millions watching their television screens) to consume.
Maltzer and Harris also seem absent as viewers, suggesting a passive reception of
what the camera captures and transmits. Moore calls éttention to the movement
and action of the camera as a character — it becomes more than an object, while it
reconstructs the human dancers as object-like images. It becomes more alive, while

the dancers themselves become automatons.

Deirdre Onstage Performing Her (In)Humanity

After two more performers, the “performing dolls” return to the stage, then are
followed by the last performance of the night, Deirdre’s comeback number. Deirdre
performs after the camera-mechanized dancers, but for her, the camera does not
dominate her performance, and readers, as well as Maltzer and Harris, view it quite
differently. If Moore’s line of tiny dancers is a hyperbolic example of the fate of
women onscreen, then Deirdre is Moore’s answer that complicates the idea of being
a subject or an object, and the gendered dangers of being mechanized by modern
technology. While the tiny dancers became mechanical, their performance provides
a contrast to Deirdre’s, in which her body becomes more human than humans are
able to be. Instead of being beholden to the camera as the tiny dancers were,
Deirdre’s experience of being televised demonstrates her machined body as far

more suited to withstanding the powers of “mass” telecommunications

technologies.
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While Deirdre does not escape the fate of being made into an object through
her inorganic metal body, as well as an object for the camera and audience’s gaze,
her comeback performance reveals a play on the very idea of what constitutes an
object:

The last curtain of golden gauze withdrew. The stage was empty. Or it
seemed empty. But even through the aerial distances between the screen
and the place it mirrored, Harris thought that the audience was not waiting
for the performer to come on from the wings. There was no rustling, no
coughing, no sense of impatience. A presence upon the stage was in
command from the first drawing of the curtains; it filled the theater with its
calm domination. It gauged its timing, holding the audience as a conductor
with lifted baton gathers and holds the eyes of his orchestra.

For a moment everything was motionless upon the stage. Then, at the head
of the stairs, where the two curves of the pillared balustrade swept together,
a figure stirred.

Until that moment she had seemed another shining column in the row. Now
she swayed deliberately, light catching and winking and running molten
along her limbs and her robe of metal mesh. She swayed just enough to show
that she was there.

Then, with every eye upon her, she stood quietly to let them look their fill.
The screen did not swoop to a close-up upon her. Her enigma remained

inviolate and the television watchers saw her no more clearly than the
audience in the theater.”!

Unlike their experiences with the dancers, Maltzer and Harris appear as active

| viewers of her performance, and we read much of Deirdre’s performance through
Harris’s perspective and critiques. Moore presents Deirdre, in some ways, as a
perfect “subject” for the camera. As a cyborg, she cannot be reduced to an object by

the camera - in many ways, she already is one. But at the same time, she commands

71 Moore, “No Woman Born,” 155.
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and dominates the camera, the stage, and the audience, even before anyone “sees”
her. Before the audience (either the audience in the theater Watching the stage, or
the television viewing audience) sees her, the stage appears empty, but “a presence
upon the stage was in command from the first drawing of the curtains; it filled the
theater with its calm domination.”’2 Of course, Deirdre is on stage, but no one “sees”
her because of her metal body and her lack of movement — she appears as part of
the background of the stage even as she commands her audience’s gaze without
their seeing her.73 Moore writes that “for a moment everything was motionless
upon the stage. Then, at the head of the stairs, where the two curves of the pillared
balustrade swept together, a figure stirred. Until that moment she had seemed
another shining column in the row.”’¢ Fraught with the tension of anticipated
movement, when Deirdre finally does move, her stirring reveals her to be the
animate object that the audience is there to see. Deirdre’s subjectivity in this
passage comes from her command and “domination” of the audience’s attention; but
she also exists as an object of the gaze, an object that is in control of its viewers’
sight. Her shift from stillness to motion and back to stillness punctuates her
transition from a stationary part of the stage to a figure to gaze upon. After she

“swayed just enough to show that she was there...with every eye upon her, she

72 [bid.

73 A common convention of Berkeley’s choreography and staging of dance numbers
used women as architecture, like women serving as columns in the “Petting in the
Park” sequence of Golddiggers of 1933. See Rubin’s Showstoppers, 58, for more on
the “living architecture” of Berkeley’s choreography.

74 |bid.
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stood quietly to let them look their fill. The screen did not swoop to a close-up
upon her. Her enigma remained inviolate and the television watchers saw her no
more clearly than the audience in the theater.”’5> The camera, which had swooped
and moved to produce the abstracted, distorted images of the dancers before
Deirdre, does not do the same for her. The image of her, the same as for the
television audience and the theater audience, is unmediated and unchanged by the
camera’s gaze.

Deirdre’s performance after her dramatiq entrance further shows her as an
ideal feminine figure for the representation on screen, more so than the human
dancers. Deirdre’s machined body refuses to be made an object by the camera’s
gaze, because she is already between object and subject. Her machined body’s
camaraderie with the camera allows her to have control over the image that appears
the television screen. Deirdre’s control over her own mediated image suggests an
interpretation of the role of the camera in the “objectification” of the female star
alongside the work of feminist film scholars of the male gaze of the camera.
Although Laura Mulvey did not publish her seminal feminist film studies article
“Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema” until 1975, “No Woman Born” provides an
alternative reading of the role of the camera in the production of women into images
and objects.”® Deirdre has already undergone violence that resulted in her becoming

a literal object: The fire that destroyed her body and the reconstruction of herself in

75 Moore, “No Woman Born,” 155.
76 Laura Mulvey, "Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema,” in Screen, 16 (3) (1975),
6-18.
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the image of what the male gaze saw in combination with the images of her on
printed posters and recorded television specials. Her very body is a product of the
male gaze, of what Maltzer saw as the epitome of feminine grace and beauty, but
recast as an abstract metal object that has none of the body parts that distinguish
the sexes, but all of the hinting at the abstraction that is femininity. Deirdre has
gender, but not sex, and inhabits a body that suggests femininity, but without the
“weaknesses” of female flesh. With this interpretation in mind, we can see how
Maltzer's fears take shape as a gendered crisis of male control and female
subservience. Ironically, through being a product of Maltzer’s male gaze, Deirdre has
complete control over her image, her body, and her self.

Her movements during her performance further emphasize the way that she
confounds previous categories of what is human and what is not. Built of
interlocking metal rings, her body has joints that move differently than a “normal”
human body, but somehow behave in ways more human than the movements that a
human body could produce. “By the time she reached the stage floor she was
dancing. But it was no dance that any human creature could ever have performed.
The long, slow, languorous rhythms of her body would have been impossible to a
figure hinged at its joints as human figures hinge...it was humanity that seemed, by
contrast, jointed and mechanical now.”?7 It is the motions that Deirdre is capable of
that renders her both non-human and human at once. Her dancing makes humans

themselves appear “jointed and mechanical,” while her own movements — while

77 Moore, “No Woman Born,” 156.
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not explicitly “human” — suggest something other than mechanical. “Many must
have thought her at first some wonderfully animate robot, hung perhaps from wires
invisible against the velvet, for certainly she was no woman dressed in metal — her
proportions were too thin and fine for that. And perhaps the impression of robotism
was what she meant to convey at first.”’8 Deirdre performs and plays on her
audience’s expectations for a metal body, performing object-ness and a certain
“robotism.” Yet, és her performance continues, it remains inhuman, but not robotic
either, but something more than human. “Nothing she had done yet had been
human. The dance was no dance a human being could have performed. The music
she hummed came from a throat without vocal chords. But now the long, slow
rhythms were drawing to their close, the pattern tightening in to a finale. And she
ended as inhumanly as she had danced, willing them not to interrupt her with
applause, dominating them now as she had always done. For her implication here
was that a machine might have performed the dance, and a machined expects no
applause.””? After her dance ends, she returns to the top of the stairs where she had
begun and laughs, her laughter making her “a woman now. Humanity had dropped
over her like a tangible garment.” The applause her performance elicits causes the
television to vibrate: “The television screen trembled and blurred a little to the

~ volume of that transmitted applause.”8 She is the star of this performance, not the

television screen nor the camera.

78 Ibid., 155.
79 Ibid., 155-156.
80 Ibid., 158.
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Moore offers a solution to Berkeley’s distillation of female bodies into
“pure” spectacle, and imagines a future world where the female performer, her body
engineered by modern science, is the author and creator of her own
objectification.8! “Objectification,” also takes on a different, empowered subject
position in itself — and the object becomes capable of being a subject.82 It is the
transition from subject to object, that allows for this type of active, “subjective
objectivity.” Without her machined body — her inanimate rings of metal become
animate through the power of her brain alone, she would not be able to be the kind
of performer that is in control of the camera and of her processing into an image for
the world to see. Unlike the dancers, who seem abstracted and mechanized into
inhuman images by the camera, Deirdre is an abstraction in “the flesh.” She cannot

be reduced to an abstract figure, image, or object because she already is one. A

81 The concept of “objectification” and the female body as “object” is a cornerstone
to feminist theory, and as such it would be impossible to list all of the many feminist
writers who have theorized on this concept.
82 In Ann Cahill's Overcoming Objectification: A Carnal Ethics (New York: Routledge
2012), she suggests that the “objectification” concept of feminist theory is widely
used but infrequently attended to (see page 1). Cahill suggests that Simone de
Beauvoir’s The Second Sex, a seminal text in twentieth century feminist theory, relies
n “objectification” as “the primary means by which women become defined as an
inessential other” (see page 3). I do not go as far as Cahill to suggest dismissing the
notion of “objectification,” but instead argue that the notion of the “object” is a
complicated one, especially against the backdrop of machines that move and act like
humans and vice versa, and that it is a useful construct for feminist thinkers.
Problems arise when discussion the notion of the “subject” versus the “object”
because the subject is a construct that too easily removes embodiedness from the
notion of identity. When the role of the body is minimized, then the experiences of
people who face body-based discrimination are more easily erased. Posthumanism
is an excellent example of the dreams of the pure subject, removed from the frame
of the human body and lived-in bodily experience which defines the lives of many
who do not experience life as white males.
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figure undifferentiated by becoming an image broadcast across the airwaves,
Deirdre’s body and image remain consistent regardless of whether or not she is “in
the flesh” or on television. In fact, being “in the flesh” no longer applies to .Deirdre:
not only does she no longer have flesh, so to speak, but she also inhabits both the
live stage and screen equally — she has become an abstraction.

The concept of “objectification” takes on new meaning with Deirdre’s
performance. The machined bodies and Deidre’s body are significant in that she is
(or was) a woman and that it is a female body that is rebuilt in “No Woman Born.”
Mulvey suggests that the camera and the gaze of the audience makes women’s
bodies into objects to be looked at. However, one could further suggest that Deirdre
herself is offered up as an alternative to the oppression that the camera and the
other machinery of the mass-production of images deliver. Deirdre’s body is
already an object, being a machine made of metal. She refuses the camera’s
acrobatics that transform other women into distorted images and objects (the line
of tiny dancers). Deirdre is still consumed by an audience and its gaze, but her
audience is in thrall, and under her control. Deirdre gains power through being
televised and being looked at, rather than being “reduced” to an object of the gaze.
Deirdre’s power is in the global reach of the futuristic broadcast technology of the
story, and the violation of space and time and physical distance that she is capable
of. Deirdre is a creature of this broadcast technology, and she exists in many places

at once — it isn’t her image that is televised across the globe, the story insists, but

Deirdre herself. There is no differentiation between Deirdre and her image, and her




79

mechanical body is what makes this so. While still an object, Deirdre is an
animate object, one that finds power in its object-ness that “normal” human beings
cannot.

The dangers and risks that the female body is subject to due to its filming and
transformation into moving visual media is present in “No Woman Born.” The story
of Deirdre is the story of a body destroyed in a theater fire, destroyed by the act of
performing for the cameras — and being reborn through the mechanization of the
body and performing with that new body for live and broadcast audiences.
Deirdre’s new mechanized body, her prosthetic body, can withstand modernity’s
threats to the body. As a “modern” bo.dy, Deirdre’s can survive the dismemberment

of the camera, and the projection of her image into distant places.

Conclusion

The story ends with Deirdre facing off with Maltzer, with Harris standing by
watching. Maltzer threatens to throw himself from the window of a building,
horrified at what he has created in Deirdre. Deirdre moves with superhuman speed
and catches him before he falls. Deirdre’s restraint at the end of the story, when she
explains that her body has no bounds and physical weaknesses, is inconsistent and a
conservatively “feminine” moment. Even as she emphasizes the power over
physical space that her nonhuman body allows, she also emphasizes the control she

has over her body in light of the fact that Maltzer and Harris assume that Deirdre

lacks control. Despite her performance, which suggests a kind of control over the
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body that had never been seen before, they suspect that she will succumb to the
metal-ness of her own body. Moore writes: “Perhaps Harris’ first interview with her
had been the last bright burning of the lost Deirdre, animated by excitement and the
pleasure of meeting after so long a time, animation summoned up in a last strong
effort to convince him. Now she was gone, but whether in self-protection against
the possible cruelties of human beings, or whether in withdrawal to metal-hood, he
could not guess. Humanity might be draining out of her fast, and the brassy taint of
metal permeating the brain it housed.”83 Deirdre later acknowledges that this is
possible, but that she wants to be on her own terms in determining whether or not it
is a problem for her.

She has great powers beyond that of humans, but she chooses not to use them
for domination of humanity. But why would she? She already dominates the people
of her audiences through her performances, reigning over them in the only way she
cares about. She further reflects on her in/humanity, and while Maltzer has seen her
throughout the story as inferior to non-machined humans, she re-frames her
existence as something that makes her “superhuman” rather than “subhuman.” She
acknowledges herself as different from other humans, saying, “I think I was an
accident. A sort of mutation halfway between flesh and metal. Something accidental
and...and unnatural, turning off on a wrong course of evolution that never reachesa

dead end.”® Although Deirdre acknowledges the strange state of existing in her

83 Moore, “No Woman Born,” 164-165.
84 [bid., 176.
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new body, she does so by also deeming herself an improvement on humanity.

The story ends on a typically ambiguous note for stories in science fiction
magazines, with “the distant taint of metal already in her voice.”8 The ending’s turn
towards a warning note throws into sharp relief the pessimism of the wartime
anxiety over modern machines and human bodies, but it does not dismantle the
suggestions of alternative forms of being that can answer to that anxiety.

Instead of a story about the inherent weaknesses of the female body and mind,
this story celebrates the notion of being freed from the imprisonment of the female
body. Deirdre’s body allows her to prove that she is not weak-willed, delicate, or
hysterical - indeed, any of the negative stereotypes of feminine identity. She is
strong and confident in her new body, made with the form and suggestions of the
female body, but at the same time separated from whatever essential stuff of the
feminine harbored in the organic female body. The story also does not claim an
essential femininity that exists within every female body, but suggests that it is part
of a performance put on both by men and women, expectations for women that are
fulfilled by both those with female and those with male bodies. With the destruction
of her organic female body, Deidre is able to inhabit an unsexed body that lets her be
more “true” to herself, despite Maltzer’s continued misogynistic expectations that
try to pin her down as “delicate” and unbalanced.

By the 1950s, a rash of stories about machined and machining bodies

appeared in the press, and these ways of altering bodies with technology, though

85 Ibid., 177.
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they are not replacing bodies with metal ones, are part of a period in which using
technology to “normalize” “deviant” bodies is a common narrative thread.86
Deirdre’s story anticipates this narrative through her body’s position as at once both
normative through being “more human” than an organic-bodied human, and
frighteningly alien. The Hiroshima maidens are one example of female bodies
injured from trauma inflicted by “modern” technology and rebuilt using other
technological interventions.8” While the story of these Japanese women physically
disabled and scarred by the atomic bombing of Hiroshima is one reported by the
press as a rebuilding of nation and a performance of state power, their bodies
become the sites of the performance of state power. Deirdre’s body does not signify
state power so much as the power of the entertainment state — the power of a
future system of mass cultural production wedded to the idea of a global economy of
images of women’s bodies. Deirdre, both the image and the woman, is an icon of a
machine run free of its master, as she, once a woman and “inferior” to her male
counterparts, now commands a body more powerful than either male characters of
the story could have imagined.

Reading Deirdre’s body reveals not only a story about a dancer reborn as a

cyborg on a global stage, but also a story about how machined bodies can represent

86 See David Serlin’s Replaceable You: Engineering the Body in Postwar America
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004) for examples.

87 For more on the Hiroshima Maidens and technology in the 1950s, see
“Reconstructing the Hiroshima Maidens” in Serlin’s Replaceable You, 57-110. See
also Margot A. Henriksen'’s Dr. Strangelove: Society and Culture in the Atomic Age
(Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1997), 45-6.
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both norms and the abnormal, and quite literally embody anxiety over a modern
world connected by invisible “airwaves,” machines of war, and images of individuals
reconfigured into geometric patterns. Deirdre’s machined body can only work
within the framework of an objectifying (male) gaze directed by technologies of
mass telecommunications. However, by working within that framework, Deirdre’s
body does offer an alternative, and provokes an interrogation of what being
“objectified” actually means. Instead of inhibiting her, Deirdre’s bodily injury and
subsequent reconstruction makes her more herself than she ever had been with her
human body. Her self-assurance and confidence, sources of anxiety for male
characters, stems from her prosthetic body. Perhaps “prosthetic” is no longer an apt
description for Deirdre’s metal body, as the merging of metal and flesh is so
complete, and prosthetic suggests a separation between the two. Instead of a
fragmented self, Deirdre’s cyborg body is complete, the mediated image and human
self resolved with the mediation of her material body. In this story, it is Deirdre’s
body before the accident that is revealed as fragmented and incomplete; torn
between mediated image and self. The machined body makes her whole again

within the context of a culture where technology threatens to mechanize human

bodies.
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The Citizen Machine:

Robot Oppression Narratives in Pulp Science Fiction, 1939-1959

“I am the slave of the girl Dor-oth-y, who rescued me from pris-
on,” replied the machine. "Where she goes I will go.”
--L. Frank Baum, Ozma of Oz

After all—aren't we genuine ‘made-in-Americans?’
-- Mari Wolf, “Robots of the World! Arise!”

L. Frank Baum's early twentieth-century Oz series features all manner of
objects come to life as characters, including the clockwork-run mechanical man Tik-
Tok.? Tik-Tok is anomalous because he is not an object brought to life by magic (like
many other Oz characters), but one built and brought to life by technology. He is
also one of the first representations of a robot in American fiction, perhaps only
preceded by the “automaton” steam man of late nineteenth-century dime novels.?
Making his first appearance in the third Oz book, Ozma of 0z (1907), Tik-Tok
becomes Dorothy Gale’s “slave” after she finds him motionless -- his clockwork
having run down -- and rescues him. Tik-Tok serves Dorothy and obeys all of her

commands; and both Tik-Tok and Baum reassure readers that although Tik-Tok

1 Baum wrote fourteen books in his Oz series, and assorted short fiction featuring
his Oz characters. The first Oz book, The Wonderful Wizard of Oz, was published in
1900, and the last was Glinda of Oz, published in 1920, after Baum’s death in 1919.
The series was continued by several writers through the middle of the twentieth
century, and has endured as a lasting part of American popular culture, in part due
to the popularity of the 1939 classic MGM film The Wizard of Oz starring Judy
Garland.

2 The first of which was Edward S. Ellis’s The Steam Man of the Prairies (first
published in Beadle’s American Novel No. 45, August 1868).
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appears to think, he has no emotions and is not human.? The justification of Tik-
Tok’s enslavement, that he only has the appearance of a living, thinking being, more
object than subject, is just one example of how living machines exist on a tenuous
boundary between subject and object. Also, more importantly, the character of Tik-
Tok is an early example of the frequent theme of robots and other living machines as
enslaved, both as servants and workers.

As built creations that are also machines and labor saving devices, robots
easily fit into the framework of being oppressed by humanity. Pulp science fiction
stories with robots usually fall into two categories, featuring either robots that are
automated but mindless and part of a technologically advanced futuristic setting, or
robots that are intelligent and malicious.* A small, but significant subset of pulp
stories, especially in the 1950s, represents intelligent robots interested in

citizenship due to their oppressed status in human society.5 Since robots lend

3 A card hanging around Tik-tok’s neck when Dorothy first finds him introduces him
as a “mechanical man” that “thinks, speaks, acts, and does everything but live” (see
L. Frank Baum’s Ozma of Oz, chapter 4). Tik-Tok’s predicament as both thinking and
not alive is fascinating, especially in the light of the two other “robots” from the Oz
series, the Tin Woodsman and the iron giant. The iron giant does nothing but
hammer, and the Tin Woodsman is a human in a tin body. Tik-Tok is something in
between, but Baum’s insistence via repeated characters’ comments about Tik-Tok
not being “alive” draws attention to his strange in-betweenness. For more on Tik-
Tok and his aliveness, see “Tik-Tok and the Three Laws of Robotics” by Paul A.
Abraham and Stuart Kenter in Science Fiction Studies, 14 (March 1978), 67-80.

4 This is a narrative pattern in robot science fiction films as well.

5| found that identifying relevant robot stories themselves was one of the biggest
challenges for this chapter’s research. Like other scholars who use pulps as a source,
I found the sheer volume of pulp stories (even just the science fiction titles) from the
1930s through the 1950s to be nearly overwhelming. I ended up locating the stories
that I wrote about with the help of the user-provided data available on the Internet
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themselves easily to being workers, as in almost all stories they perform work

that humans do not want to do, they also are also easily represented as enslaved or
as servile to humans. In the oppressed robot stories discussed in this chapter,
robots prove their worthiness for rights, ¢itizenship, and/or humane treatment
through activist activities. While most of the stories involve some form of worker
activism, others rely more on representations of robots as “others” with the robots’
rights depending on exploring similarities between humans and robots. Since these
stories are from the 1950s, they also tend to borrow from African American civil
rights activism, and thus liken robot oppression to racial oppression, and robot
“difference” to racialized difference. Regardless of how these stories represent the
mechanisms for robots resisting oppression, they all share common modes of

creating a sense of affinity between robots and humans. Citizenship is, as defined in

Speculative Fiction Database (www.isfdb.org). The ISFDB’s search engine allows
users to browse by author, periodical title, as well as search subject headings and
tags added by other users. There are no story synopses, however. By searching and
browsing the database, I was able to find enough publication information for stories
to interlibrary loan them, and was pleasantly surprised to discover that it was only
very rarely that ILL could not get me a copy of the story. Many stories and issues of
pulps are also available on Project Gutenberg, which allows for full-text searches.
Without the ISFDB and Project Gutenberg this chapter would have been far more
difficult to execute, requiring long hours browsing pulps at an archive, as no
archives housing pulps that I contacted had indexed the contents of their titles.
Another title that may be of use to other scholars of science fiction pulps would be E.
F. Bleiler and Richard Bleiler’s Science-Fiction: The Gernsback Years: A Complete
Coverage of the Genre Magazines Amazing, Astounding, Wonder, and Others from
1926 Through 1936 (Kent, OH: Kent State University Press, 1998). Since my research
focused on later, “Campbellian-era” science fiction pulps, this book was not as much
help for my project. It does have brief story synopses, however, and all stories are
indexed by subject.
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these stories, contingent upon robots’ capacity to demonstrate their “humanity”
through their ability to feel suffering, to love, to think, or to narrate their life’s story.
After robot characters prove their human aspects, governing bodies either
emancipate robots or grant them civil rights, removing them from the designation of
property and elevating them into the realm of the citizen.

Robots of pulp stories individually eitherrebel or obey, but the robots of the
stories included in this chapter fall into a third and much smaller category - they
both rebel and obey in their search for equality and citizenship in worlds where
they are enslaved or oppressed and discriminated against. In these stories, the
writers represent robots as an oppressed class, availing themselves of narrative
techniques that allow readers to empathize with these sentient mechanical
characters as beings that should not be enslaved by humanity. These “oppressed
robot stories” exist within the oft maligned genre of science fiction, and the
subgenre of pulp science fiction. As genres that critics often ignored or viewed as
“popular” and therefore not of literary importance, it was possible for writers to
explore issues of class and racial oppression through robot characters, while at the
same time making such topics easy to dismiss by virtue of their genre and the
“disposable” nature of the pulp magazine.

Robots are perhaps the most familiar form of mechanical life and they
perhaps best come alive in the pulp fiction that made them popular in the 1920s and

1930s. They have remained an enduring (and perhaps endearing) figure of

American popular culture since their inception. The robot, according to J.P. Telotte,
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“would claim a central place in the developing science fiction genre, especially in
its pulp magazine manifestations.”¢ He continues that “in the pages of these
magazines, machine men reflect the dawning notion, as Cecelia Tichi puts it, that no
part of life was ‘properly exclusive of the machine and structured technology.””?
Robots represent a shift in the supernatural genre of fiction that features “man-
made” life to technologically created mechanical life. John Cheng suggests that
“Robots, which were originally biological if not human, became emblematic, often
mechanical, threats to labor and domestic tranquility within early twentieth-century
concerns about gender, family, technology, and work.”8

Thus, the oppressed robot story from 1950s pulp science fiction serves as a
means to understand both the robot and the living machine as figures through
which Americans work through anxieties over technological “progress” in the mid-
twentieth century. The sympathetic robot characters in these stories suggest both a
kinship between humans and machines - and an ease with which human readers
can identify with machine characters -- and also anxiety over the perceived erosion
of human-machine boundaries. Taken more broadly, this construct also reveals
anxiety in the 1950s over civil rights and other subsequent movements that

challenge oppressive power structures in twentieth-century America. While civil

6 ]. P. Telotte, Replications: A Robotic History of the Science Fiction Film (Champaign:
University of Illinois Press, 1995), 40.

7 Ibid.

8 John Cheng, Astounding Wonder: Imagining Science and Science Fiction in Interwar
America (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2012}, 9.
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rights are often represented as in line with American values of freedom and
democracy, resistance to oppression threatens to disrupt existing power structures.
These robot oppression stories are keyed into these anxieties through their
sometimes ambivalence towards granting citizenship or better working conditions
to machines. However, by using robots in these stories about struggles for
“freedom,” some of both the impact of and anxiety over telling a story about protest
is neutralized.

This chapter first covers the science fiction pulps and their significance as a
“popular” genre, but one that sought to provide a progressive vision of America for
;'eaders. A discussion of the early representations of robots follows. Such
representations include those of Karel Capek’s play R.U.R. (Rossum’s Universal
Robots), Eando Binder’s Adam Link series, and Isaac Asimov’s robot stories - all set
up the figure of the living machine as “built” for work and servitude, as well as
establish the sympathetic robot as a character type. The stories of robot proletariats
have their beginnings in representations of living machines found in various Marxist
writings, which represent machines as having agency. However, stories of robot
proletariats are also seated in the largely pro-machine culture of the United States In
the last sections of this chapter, I explore the stories of robot oppression from the
1950s, which harken back to Marxist living machines, as well as borrow from more
contemporary issues of civil rights and oppression in the 1950s. Through the

combination of robots as both biological “other” and culturally and emotionally

similar to humans in many of these stories, the robot is both friend and foe,
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sympathetic and anxiety-provoking. Within these stories, robots serve not only
at the (dis)pleasure of human beings, but as figures with which to explore mid-
century dynamics of oppression represented in popular culture.

This chapter examines several stories from the pulps from 1939 to 1959:
Eando Binder’s Adam Link series (1939-1942),° Mari Wolf's “Robots of the World!
Arise!” (1952),10 R. R. Merliss’s “The Stutterer” (1955),11 Harry Harrison’s “The
Velvet Glove” (1956)1% and “The Robots Strike” (1959),13 and David C. Knight's “The
Love of Frank Nineteen” (1957).14 As well as the above list of stories, this chapter
also considers Isaac Asimov’s highly influential “Three Laws of Robotics,” which he
uses in his robot stories starting in his 1942 story “Runaround,” first published in
Astounding Science Fiction.'> Summarizing important details of plot and the
futuristic settings emphasizes the fictional worlds that these robots inhabit, as well
as the importance of the narratives to their quests for citizenship. While plots are

important to understanding these stories, so are the ways in which robot stories of

9 Specifically, the first three: “I, Robot” in Amazing Stories (January 1939), 8-18; “The
Trial of Adam Link, Robot” in Amazing Stories (July, 1939), 30-43; and “Adam Link in
Business” in Amazing Stories (January 1940), 44-61.

10 Mari Wolf, “Robots of the World! Arise!” If Worlds of Science Fiction (July 1952),
74-89.

11 R. R. Merliss, “The Stutterer” in Astounding Science Fiction (April 1955), 47-69.

12 Harry Harrison, “The Velvet Glove” in Fantastic Universe (November 1956), 59-76.
13 Harry Harrison, “The Robots Strike” in Fantastic Universe (January 1959), 58-65.
14 David C. Knight, “The Love of Frank Nineteen” in Fantastic Universe (December
1957), 49-64.

15 Isaac Asimov, “Runaround,” Astounding Science Fiction (March 1942), 94-103. See
also the collection of Asimov’s early robot pulp fiction I, Robot (New York: Gnome
Press, 1950).
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the pulps appear in dialog with each other, framing larger narratives about the
technologically created mechanical life and its accompanying anxieties. This chapter
concludes with a robot quite unlike the others, John Sladek’s Tik-Tok (in the
eponymous 1983 novel), to demonstrate a different interpretation of robot
“slavery,” and the continued engagement with the conventions of robot pulp

stories.16

Science Fiction and the Pulps

Pulp science fiction had its beginnings with Hugo Gernsback, who published the first
science fiction pulp magazine, Amazing Stories, in 1926.17 The genre reached its
height of popularity as a form of “mass entertainment” in the 1920s and 1930s,18
but was derided by critics concerned with “culture and class.”1® Although not as

popular as some of the “slicks” of this period, contemporary studies in the 1930s

16 John Sladek, Tik-Tok, (London: Gollancz, 1983).

17 Dozens of other science fiction and speculative fiction titles followed Amazing
Stories after its success. To name a few: Astounding Stories, Cosmic Stories, Dynamic
Science Fiction, Dynamic Science Stories, Fantastic Adventures, Fantastic Novels,
Fantastic Story Magazine, Fantasy, Future Science Fiction, IF Science Fiction, Marvel
Science Stories, Miracle Science and Fantasy Stories, Planet Stories, Science Fiction,
Science Fiction Quarterly, Space Stories, Startling Stories, Stirring Science Stories,
Strange Stories, Strange Tales, Super Science Stories, Tales of Wonder, Tops in Science
Fiction, Uncanny Stories, Uncanny Tales, Weird Tales, and Wonder Stories.

18 The pulps were not the first inexpensive popular fiction venue — they can be
traced back to nineteenth-century dime novels. For more on dime novels see
Michael Denning’s Mechanic Accents: Dime Novels and Working-Class Culture in
America (New York: Verso, 1998).

19 John Cheng, Astounding Wonder: Imagining Science and Science Fiction in Interwar
America (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2012), 20.
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determined that 30 to 40 percent of literate Americans read pulps.? The
publishing industry surrounding the pulps emphasized quantity of writing over
quality, although writers who could write quality work quickly were in high
demand. These magazines emphasized that the people who wrote for the pulps
were “writers” and not “authors,” de-emphasizing the notion of authorship that
“maintained class and cultural distinction.”?! The system of content production and
publication in the science fiction pulps was undergirded by Gernsback’s progressive
ideas — he wanted his magazines to cultivate a “progressive sensibility” in their
readers, and he saw a “visionary role for science fiction as the extrapolation and
imagination of current science and technology.”?22 The economic realities of this
publishing industry, however, meant that writers and their ideas had more control
over the content of the magazines than Gernsback wanted, and this type of
publishing industry provided the space that ultimately allowed for the control over
content that writers often did not get in other publication formats.23 This, along
with the dismissal of pulps by many as “cheap” (ambiguously referring to content
and/or the object itself) and not worth consideration, created an environment for
writers where they could write about what they wanted, even if this included

somewhat bizarre plots or thinly veiled controversial social issues.2* Thus, recent

20 Ibid., 25.

211bid., 27.

22 Ibid., 4, 49.

23 Ibid., 49.

24 Pulps and their industry’s de-emphasis on “authorship” also allowed for women
to write outside the genres in which they were expected to write. Many women
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studies of pulp magazines have extolled their existence as spaces for writing
about controversial topics, as they were not usually taken “seriously.” Pulp
magazines and fiction, for example, were a space for exploring same sex female
desire in the “lesbian pulps” in the 1950s and early 1960s.25 The flip side was also
true, in that the pulps featured reactionary, sexist, racist, and anti-foreign content,
and “yellow peril” imagery, especially during the interwar period, and during the
early cold war period, when the “specter” of communism allowed writers to explore
“traditional imagery of the ‘other.””26

Although the Great Depression gave rise to an increase in progressive and

radical politics and proletarian writings in the U.S,, this by itself does not necessarily

published science fiction and fantasy in these publications, and although many used
masculine or gender-neutral pen names, dozens of others did not. C.L. Moore, author
of “No Woman Born,” discussed in the previous chapter, was a woman who
abbreviated her first and middle names (Catharine Lucille) in order to have her
writing not judged according to her sex and gender. Leigh Brackett published
science fiction stories in the 1940s, her gender-ambiguous name making it easier for
her to get published. Also, the secretive James Tiptree Jr., a popular science fiction
short story writer for the pulps in the late 1960s through the 1970s was “exposed”
as a woman named Alice Sheldon in 1977. Sheldon’s contemporaries, including
Harlan Ellison, had identified Tiptree as unequivocally male before Sheldon’s
identity was revealed, undermining the notion that women could not write
convincing science fiction the same way that men could. For more on women
science fiction writers during the pulp era, see Eric Leif Davin’s Partners in Wonder:
Women And the Birth of Science Fiction, 1926-1965 (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books,
2006).

25 Yvonne Keller, ““Was it Right to Love her Brother’s Wife So Passionately?’: Lesbian
Pulp Novels and U.S. Lesbian Identity, 1950-65.” American Quarterly, Vol. 57, No. 2
(Jun., 2005), 385. Although a controversial topic like same-sex female desire could
be published in the pulps, I should also add that these kinds of stories and novels
most often ended in tragedy.

26 Nathan Vernon Madison, Anti-Foreign Imagery in American Pulps and Comic Books,
1920-1960 (Jefferson, NC: McFarland, 2013), 148.
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explain the presence of proletariat robots in 1950s pulp science fiction. Radical
politics were not unfamiliar to science fiction writers and fans. A group of science
fiction writers and fans formed the Futurians in 1938, “several of whom were
members of the Young Communist League; over the next decade, the group, which
included Isaac Asimov, Frederick Pohl, Cy Kornbluth, Judith Meril [sic}, James Blish,
and Damon Knight, wrote for and edited the pulp magazines and paperback
originals that remade science fiction in the post-war period.”?” The Futurians of the
1930s became the architects of science fiction during the late 1940s and 1950s,
helping to guide the genre in a less conservative direction. This is one example
specific to science fiction, but as Michael Denning argues, the more broadly
proletarian literature of the 1930s shifted toward the “mythology of the United
States,” becoming “part of the national-popular imagination.”?8 The proletariat
robot stories of the 1950s, then, are stories arising from a popular imagination that
included working-class experiences and activism.2°

While the plots and characters of pulp science fiction made it less difficult to

make a progressive argument about citizenship, workers’ rights, and civil rights,

27 Michael Denning, The Cultural Front: The Laboring of American Culture in the
Twentieth Century (New York: Verso, 1998), 225-226.

28 |bid., 229.

29 This is complicated by the fact, however, that many American writers of radical
literature in the 1930s, were firmly middle class, and the bourgeois origin was a
sore point for many of these writers, who felt that they could not write from the
proletarian subject position. See Barbara Foley’s Radical Representations: Politics
and Form in U.S. Proletarian Fiction, 1929-1941 (Durham, NC: Duke University Press,
1993), especially chapter 3: “Defining Proletarian Literature.”
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those types of stories in that kind of a publication were also easier for readers to
dismiss. Perhaps the science fiction pulps’ existence as both a “progressive” space
and one that reifies the status quo is best explained by its own physical presence as
an object. The pulps gained their nickname from the lower-quality paper they were
printed on. They were “disposable” fiction, printed in vast numbers on cheap paper,
meant to be bought, consumed, then thrown away. Although disposable in this way,
with proportionally few copies preserved, many people still read them, and in that
fleeting moment, readers and writers could connect over a story about civil rights,
and perhaps it would linger long enough to help shape a belief in rights for
oppressed groups of people in the United States. These stories about robots were
works of “disposable” fiction — often quickly consumed and then forgotten,
dismissed, or otherwise thrown away. For this reason, robot stories in pulp science
fiction in the 1950s could show robots as protagonists, fighting for justice and
“equality,” for better working conditions. Writers of 1950s pulp fiction could employ
robots to address contemporary issues of civil rights and race relations, as well as
critique the role of the worker in industrial capitalism, democracy, and communism
during the cold war, when the U.S. government was attempting to control

“subversive” public voices.

The Early Robots of Capek, Binder, and Asimov

Two trends in early robot fiction lay the groundwork for oppressed robot stories of

the 1950s - the development of conventions that anchor the robot as a laborer in
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the service of humans, and the idea of a sympathetic robot protagonist. The
representation of robots as slaves occurs over and over again in popular cultural
representations of robots, especially those of the early and mid-twentieth century.
These representations revolve around the notion of the robot as an “object”
manufactured by human beings, the robot is a construct that easily lends itself to
ideas of ownership - the robot was built, so it is also owned. Further, the robot is
also a figure built for the same reason as most machines - for the purpose of
replacing human labor. The robot exists as a figure that is both property and
laborer, performing work that humans do not want to do, but also at the whim of its
human owner. Authors of robot fiction, then, including pulp authors, often found
themselves investigating the problems attached to owning a living and thinking
being that is also a worker.

Czech author Karel Capek first used the term “robot” in print in his 1920 play
R.U.R. (Rossum’s Universal Robots). The word “robot” is one that Capek’s brother
Josef actually invented, derived from an older Czech word “robota,” which is the
work that a serf would perform in feudal times.30 “Robot” is sometimes translated
as “worker” and other times “slave,” but refers more to a person (or machine) that

does the drudgery of a serf.3! In the play, factories use these synthetic people called

30 Although Baum’s Tik-Tok could be called a robot by today’s standards, and one of
the first to appear in American fiction, Baum referred to Tik-Tok as a “mechanical
man,” as the word robot did not yet exist.

31 Thanks to native Czech speaker and W&M History Department colleague Lucie
Kyrova for her excellent explanation of the word “robot.” See also page 119 of The
Golem in Jewish American Literature by Nicola Morris for a brief explanation of the
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“robots” as unpaid workers in a futuristic world. Capek’s robots are not made of
metal, but are organically based and intelligent artificial people forced to work for
their human oppressors - the human capitalists who built them -- eventually
overthrowing and replacing them, killing them all except for one. Capek, who valued
- the pragmatic school of philosophy, wrote the play as a criticism of blind
technological “progress” and the “rationalization of manufacture,” imagining
humans as part of the mechanism of manufacturing.32

While Capek’s robots represent one type of artificial person, the worker who
also rebels, another popular and seminal robot character is Adam Link, whose
stories more closely engage the plot of Frankenstein, in which the scientist Dr. Link
creates a singular living, thinking mechanical being. The Adam Link series consists

of ten short stories written by “Eando Binder,” 33 a pen name for brothers Earl

word. The Oxford English Dictionary explains the etymology of “robot” as follows:
“German Robot (formerly also Robat, Robate; early 14th cent. in Middle High
German as robdt) < a West Slavonic language, compare Old Czech robota forced
labor, hard work (Czech robota forced labor, drudgery), Old Polish robota work,
forced labor (Polish robota work), cognate with 0ld Russian rabota, robota work,
forced labor (Russian rabota work), Old Church Slavonic rabota, robota slavery
(Bulgarian rabota work) < the Slavonic base of Old Church Slavonic rabi, robi, Old
Russian rab”, rob"”, slave, servant (Russian rab slave), Old Czech rob descendant,
heir (Czech rob slave)” (OED, “robot, n.1,” accessed online). The roots of this word
all suggest the intertwining of the idea of the robot with servile labor.

32 [van Klima, introduction to R.U.R. (Rossum’s Universal Robots), by Karel Capek,
translated by Claudia Novack (New York: Penguin, 2004), xii.

33 The Adam Link series (by Eando Binder and published in Amazing Stories, 1939-
1942) was so popular that the stories were adapted and reprinted in the 1950s and
again in the 1960s. A novelization of Adam Link’s adventures was published in
1965, and the first two Adam Link stories also served as a basis for two Quter Limits
episodes starring Leonard Nemoy in the 1960s.
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Andrew and Otto Binder, and featuring protagonist Adam Link, an intelligent
robot, who is also the first-person narrator.3¢ All Adam Link stories were published
in Amazing Stories from 1939 to 1942, and the first story in the series, “I, Robot,”
was one of the first stories giving prominence to a robot character as protagonist.
The popularity of the Adam Link series made the sympathetic robot character into a
convention for later pulp stories, including those of Isaac Asimov, discussed later in
this section. While Adam Link was the first sympathetic robot protagonist -- one
who had to deal with humans’ fear and hatred towards hirﬁ - unlike other robot
stories covered later in this chapter, he is the only type of being of his kind.35
Singularly, Adam Link endures a murder trial in which his lawyer also attempts to
gain him rights as a “man.”

Adam Link’s quest for citizenship begins in the second story, “The Trial of
Adam Link, Robot,” with an encounter between his “cousin” and lawyer Tom Link,
Dr. Link’s nephew and only living relative, and the local sheriff leading an angry
mob. At the end of the first story, the mob has arrived at Adam Link’s creator’s
house, where they think he has murdered Dr. Link and plan to destroy the robot.

Adam Link, despondent at the end of “I, Robot,” has committed “suicide” by

34 Although this story is called “I, Robot,” it is unrelated to the Isaac Asimov 1950
collection of short stories of the same name. As the story goes, Asimov’s editor
wanted to call his story that, though Asimov knew of the Binder story and opposed
the title change without success. Asimov was familiar with Binder’s work and later
claimed Adam Link inspired his own robot short stories.

35 In the fourth Adam Link story, “Adam Link’s Vengeance,” he does build himself a
female companion, Eve.
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switching himself off before the mob can get to him, but at the beginning of “The
Trial of Adam Link, Robot,” Adam Link awakens as Tom Link switches him back on.
When the angry mob tries to destroy Adam Link for Dr. Link’s death, Tom Link first
accuses them of the attempted murder of an “intelligent robot.” The sheriff tells him,
“this thing isn’t a man. It’s a machine! A clever, diabolical machine that killed your
uncle in cold blood!”3¢ Tom Link alters his tactics and threatens the mob with a
destruction of property lawsuit, since Adam Link is now his property after the death
of his uncle. The also modifies his response by arguing that Adam Link is different
from a piece of property and is in fact a “creature,” to which Tom Link argues, “This
robot is a creature. It is not an animal, for animals don’t talk. It is a manlike being.
Therefore, like any other talking, thinking man, he is entitled to a court trial”37 Tom
Link has maneuvered the other humans into a corner, through taking advantage of
Adam Link’s existence as not that of a human being but also not that of an object,
with the logic of the story dictating that they must allow the robot a trial. This trial,
while ostensibly about to the death of Dr. Link, also has the effect of determining
Adam Link’s status as a unique being equal to a “man.”

After the mob disperses, Tom Link introduces himself and shows Adam Link
a legal document that he had been written before his uncle’s death. Adam Link
notices the word “citizen” in the text, although he does not understand the legal

language, and Tom Link explains that his uncle “was fully determined to make you a

36 Eando Binder, “The Trial of Adam Link, Robot,” Amazing Stories (July 1939), 35.
37 Ibid., 36, italics Binder’s.
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citizen, Adam Link, as you know. He had begun to take up the matters of legal
records to prove your ‘birth,’ education, and rightful status.”3® Adam Link recalls
“Dr. Link’s repeated remarks that I was not just a robot, a metal man. [ was life! I was
a thinking being, as manlike as any clothed in flesh and blood...my ‘emotions,’ |
believe, are real and deep. Life is essentially in the mind. | have a mind.”?? Adam
Link’s project to become a citizen, however, is put on hold due to his indictment on
the manslaughter charge. During his trial, all humans except for Tom Link and one
journalist are against him, due to Adam Link’s distinctions from human beings.
Their preconceptions about Adam Link’s existence as a machine mean that he is
found guilty, despite a lack of evidence. The prosecutor bases his case on the fact
that Adam Link is a “thing without a soul. Without a spark of human feeling within
his cold metallic body. He can know nothing of emotions of kindliness, sympathy,
mercy. If once he is given a place in human society, he will slay and destroy. He has
no right to live. No thing that mocks the human body and its divine intellect has any
place in our civilization.”4? At the end of this speech, he compares Adam Link to
Frankenstein’s monster. Adam Link, of course, is found guilty and sentenced to
death in the electric chair.

In the dramatic style of the pulps, right before the jury reads their verdict,

Adam Link saves a little boy from getting hit by a car in front of the courthouse,

38 Ibid.
39 Ibid., italics Binder’s.
40 Ibid, 41.
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