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Through a framework of contemporary surveillance studies and literary theories of
narrative form, in this dissertation | argue that works of speculative fiction engage in and expose
complex issues of body production that impact an understanding of our current white, capitalist,
heteropatriarchal surveillance society—issues that include the role of history, labor, and
representation—and that the authors of these texts utilize the conventions of speculative fiction
to portray or expose means of resistance to oppressive state surveillance practices and
assemblages.

Interrelated theories of these surveillance practices and narrative theory work together in
this project to create an intersectional feminist lens through which | view the systematic,
embodied implications of surveillant oppression as they are presented in works of fiction.
Applying the scholarship of such theorists as Michel Foucault, Gilles Deleuze, Judith Butler,

Jasbir K. Puar, and Rachel Hall, I examine speculative fiction texts from a variety of genres that



are situated in surveillance states symbolic of our own and that, | argue, center on issues of
docile body production that arise from their constructedness from within those states.

Ficton by Junot Diaz, Neal Stephenson, Kelly Sue DeConnick, Alex Rivera, Greg Egan,
and Anne McCaffrey (among others) engages the systemic violence that oppressive state
surveillance practices commits, particularly on those it deems Other. And in addressing this
violence, each author locates the role of the body, as fabricated through and performing for
surveillance assemblages, in tension with the state. The authors in this project deploy various
discursive and narrative tactics against the bodily oppressions that non-normative, non-docile
bodies within our contemporary society face in order to articulate a body in contradiction to, and

critically disruptive of, their worlds’ respective surveillance societies.
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Introduction

If you have nothing to hide you have nothing to fear.

—The Welcome Sign at the Entrance of the Utah Data Center Administration Building.

In the rebooted television series Battlestar Galactica and its prequel, Caprica, the
Cylons, short for Cybernetic Lifeform Nodes, are entities originally manufactured by humans to
serve as frontline soldiers and menial laborers. Of them, their creator Daniel Greystone states:
“This is our future...It’s more than a machine, this Cylon will become a tireless worker, it won’t
need to be paid, it won’t retire or get sick, it won’t have rights or objections or complaints, it will
do anything and everything we ask of it without question.” The implicit query of the scenario—
“what could possibly go wrong?”—is a common concern regarding technology in science fiction
and is answered rather quickly in Caprica. Within only a few years of their implementation, the
Cylons rise up against their human masters and begin a devastating war that concludes with only
a few spaceships worth of plucky human beings surviving and fighting against the extinction of
their species. What is so relevant to this dissertation is not so much the Cylons as machines,
however, but instead how the Cylons come into their sentience—and thereby begin their robot
revolution—in the first place.

Caprica introduces us to the intelligent, headstrong, young Zoe Graystone. Zoe, the
daughter of the Cylons’ creator, composes a holographic avatar of herself through uploading
around 100 terabytes of personal information to an object-oriented database from a myriad of
different sources. From medical records including physicals scans and DNA profiles to security

camera images, shopping and restaurant receipts, music playlists, and so on, Zoe seeks to



transform information and data into memory, personality, and being. In the series, Zoe the
human is killed but her avatar’s program lives on and, eventually and through a series of
complicated scifi plotlines, becomes integrated in the Cylons’ “meta-cognitive processor” (their
Artificial Intelligence). Through this integration, Zoe-A gains physical form and provides the
basis of Cylon consciousness. In the following passage, Zoe-A explains her creation:
The human brain contains roughly 300 megabytes of information. Not much when you
get right down to it. The question isn’t how to store it. It’s how to access it. You can’t
download a personality. There’s no way to translate the data. But the information being
held in our heads is available in other databases. People leave more than footprints as
they travel through life. Medical scans, DNA profiles, psych evaluations, school records,
e-mails, recording video/audio, CAT scans, genetic typing, synaptic records, security
cameras, test results, shopping records, talent shows, ball games, traffic tickets, restaurant
bills, phone records, music lists, movie tickets, tv shows. Even prescriptions for birth
control...
Zoe-A, as the avatar is called in Caprica, is called, is not so much the “curated self” that
psychotherapist Mike Langlois writes about or the traditional notion of the avatar as the “screen
saver of the ego” or the “decoy” of one’s drive proposed by Laetitia Wilson. Unlike a blog,
forum, Facebook, Instagram, or Tumblr page where we might carefully craft an image of
ourselves, Zoe-A is an attempt to better represent her human counterpart through Zoe’s
incorporation of accidental and ubiquitous information generated through her interactions with
digital surveillance technologies. At once predictive and unpredictable, embodied and yet
immaterial, Zoe-A as a body operates as a point of departure for this project. Zoe-A is a very

tangible and very literal example of what I refer to throughout this dissertation as a “data body”:



a body materialized by our contemporary surveillant assemblages’ increasingly comprehensive
insight into our information, behavior, movement, and visibility. And in this dissertation | will
examine the construction of the data body, paying particular attention to the ways that it is
narratively formed for specific purposes by surveillant practices. Drawing from current and past
theories of the body as discursively produced and reading works of fiction by Greg Egan, Anne
MccCaffrey, Junot Diaz, Kelly Sue DeConnick, Neal Stephenson, and Alex Rivera that imagine
the formation of the data body within a surveillant society, | present a practice for examining the
structures and systems of seeing bodies in our current information age.!

The bodies in this dissertation’s fictions each, in their own way, either are or are preceded
by data bodies that work to re-visualize, control, and redistribute them. Imagining data bodies
through various means (including, but not limited to biometric mirrors, becoming spaceships,
physically embodying memories, embodied historical compilations, and the intentional coding of
human biochemistry and physics to create digital copies of human bodies) the texts these bodies
exist within grapple with questions of surveillance that go beyond our current cultural emphasis
on ethics and privacy. Instead, they provide rich critiques of these bodies and the societies that
create them, frequently centering on the critical disruption and revolutionary potential of them.
What connects this dissertation’s texts and their worlds, that is, are the ways that their authors
imagine bodies materializing under the weight of surveillance’s gaze, negotiating their
relationship with systems that discursively produce them. Their narratives of bodily becoming

are, as such, often ambivalent, contested, and inconsistent. Providing compelling arguments

! The information age, also commonly called the digital age or the computer age, refers to the period in our history
dominated by the shift from industrial, factory labor and manufacturing to one based on computerized information,
marketing, and social media. Largely fueled by the development and popularization of the internet and information
storage, the information age has been granted numerous start dates—from the mid-1990s all the way back to the
advent of the printing press. For the sake of this project, | link the information age to the shift not only to digital
data collection but to the shifts in our surveillant practices and mechanisms of social control. These shifts, then,
largely accompany the economic shifts in the Western world (e.g. the move from factory labor to corporate service).
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about both resistance to their societies of control and modes of visibility in them, they prompt us
to envision the downfall of the surveillance state. Other texts herein may simply script these
surveillant worlds and data bodies to demonstrate each’s potential to thrive and become in
predominantly white, capitalist, heteropatriarchal societies. These latter texts provide a basis
from which to examine the normative assumptions in them and allow comparison to their more
subversive speculative sister texts. In this dissertation I argue that the works of speculative
fiction in this project engage in and expose complex issues of body production that impact an
understanding of our current surveillance society and that the authors of these texts frequently
utilize the conventions of speculative and genre fiction to portray or expose means of resistance
to the oppressive conventions of social or state surveillance practices and assemblages. That is,
each major text herein speculates about the consequences of surveillance; reading both the form
and the content of these texts provides critical insight into real life surveillance practices.

The concept of the data body originates from several overlapping studies. In Felix
Stalder’s 2002 “Privacy is not the Antidote to Surveillance,” Stalder suggests the term data body
to describe the collections of data that surround us. He then argues that these entities do not
simply accompany us, but precede us, drawing from work done by Bogard and Gandy to
conclude that “upon [our] arrival [following the data body], we're treated according to whatever
criteria have been connected to the profile that represents us” (120). Using the example of how
our insurance premiums are based on widely-available health information, Stalder reminds us
how little control we have over the information that is generated about us and, consequently,
how we are preceded. Jasbir Puar picks up on Stalder’s data body, extending it into her reading
of race, terrorism and queerness in her 2007 Terrorist Assemblages: Homonationalism in Queer

Times. Invested in the preceding nature of these data bodies, Puar argues that they and the



technological assemblages that produce them create a “sameness of population” through
democratic monitoring “at the same time they enable and solidify hierarchies” via racial profiling
(155-6). Prior to Puar’s targeted discussion of how the data body is used as a mechanism of
social control and state production, in their 2000 “The Surveillant Assemblage” Kevin Haggerty
and Richard Ericson focus on the formation of the data body (“data double). Haggerty and
Ericson observe that data from the body or triggered by the body through surveillance
technologies is abstracted from its “territorial setting” to be “reassembled in different settings
through a series of data flows” (611). These doubles, or data bodies, follow the goals of
transforming the body into pure information for processing, mobility, and comparative ease by
both state and corporate entities. And one other, perhaps more romantically narrated,
foundational theory of the data body comes from Arthur and Marilouise Kroker:
The data body is the recombinant body: cloned by the bio-tech industry, spliced by
artificial skin. Digital nerves, and networked intelligence, resequenced by the liquid signs
of brand name consumer advertising. Simultaneously the targeted axis of the interfacing
of digital reality and bio-technology and the site of future political struggle where flesh
rubs against the will to virtuality, the data body is, for better and for worse, the spearhead
of technoculture. (69)
This latter reading, distanced some from the surveillant origins of Puar, Haggerty and Ericson,
and Stalder, still takes into account the constructed nature of the data body while indicating the
tense relationship of the material and the real, the flesh and the virtual.
But, as Kaye Mitchell rightly questions, haven’t we always been data bodies? And
haven’t our bodies always been “viewed as a locus for information and identity” (112)? Indeed

the data body, a concept that came crawling out of the dying embers of the disembodied 1990s,



speaks to both the longer practices of seeing the body throughout history and the more
immediate concern of the body performing in a newly surveillant world.?

That longer history includes our still-unfolding view of the body as socially and
culturally constructed—that is, that the matter or material of the body is not separable from its
construction. For example, Elizabeth Groz writes that bodies cannot be understood as natural,
ahistorical, or precultural objects (she writes, “they are not only inscribed, marked, engraved, by
special pressures external to them but are the products...of the very social constitution of nature
itself”) to claim that there is no real body (qtd. Mitchell 115). Groz further concludes that the
“representations and cultural inscriptions [on the body] quite literally constitute bodies and help
to produce them as such” (qtd. Mitchell 115). And of course we cannot forget Judith Butler’s
work in both Gender Trouble and (in particular) Bodies that Matter. In Gender Trouble, Butler
criticizes feminist impulses to liberate the body from patriarchal power, arguing that there is no
natural past or originary state to which women can return; in Bodies that Matter she further
challenges the material underpinnings of bodies, arguing that materiality itself is a sort of
construction. Bodies that Matter’s exposition that the category of “sex” is materialized through
time and repetition—as part of a Foucauldian regulatory practice—produces “matter” not as a

site or location but rather as a boundary. To this, Butler writes that the process of materialization

2 By the “disembodied 1990s” I refer to the common popular concern that we were slowly losing our society to
machines and the common academic concerns of posthumanism and transcendence through digital and
biotechnological means (to which many critics responded with both optimism and practicality). The 1990s were,
after all, the era of N. Katherine Hayles, Donna Haraway, and Chris Hables Gray. We also see the disembodied
1990s in the fiction of the time, most notably in the rise of postcyberpunk fiction by such authors as Neal
Stephenson and Greg Egan (both of whom are featured in this dissertation) along with Elizabeth Bear, Pat Cardigan,
and Christopher Rowe. Eschewing the paranoia and dystopia of digital technology in the late 1970s and 1980s, the
1990s postmodern approach to digital technologies created a culture of tentative embracement and possibility. For
specific reading, I reccommend N. Katherine Hayle’s 1999 How We Became Posthuman (where she claims that
“embodiment has been systematically downplayed or erased in the construction of the posthuman.” (113)) and
Haraway’s “A Cyborg Manifesto,” published in her 1991 Simians, Cyborgs and Women.
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“stabilizes over time to produce the effect of boundary, fixity, and surface we call matter”; this
materialization is produced through regulatory norms (9-10).

Finally, we might also remember that the body in Foucault’s archaeologies is an object of
knowledge both socially and discursively produced.® In Discipline and Punish Foucault maps
the recentering of punishment to discipline in the transition from the 18" to 19" century. In this
recentering, Foucault demonstrates, we see a proliferation of disciplinary practices unfold and
dominate daily life throughout prison, military, and civilian populations. These practices, in
turn, form a “policy of coercions” that act on the body, causing it to “enter a machinery of power
that explores it, breaks it down and rearranges it” (138).* Foucault’s examination of the
production of docile bodies through disciplinary measures provides the foundation not only for
understanding the discursively produced body but also provides a departure point from which
almost all discussion of modern surveillance occurs.

So in response to Mitchell’s question above—haven’t we always been data bodies—I
argue that certainly we have, though the goals of and means by which bodily materialization has
taken place have changed between the 19" century and now.® And further, | argue that change is
(in part) due to the change in surveillant structures: in particular, in the shift from Foucault’s
panoptic society to what Haggerty and Ericson coin the “surveillant assemblage” and in the shift
from a disciplinary society to what Deleuze calls a society of control. Each of these changes, as
we will see, directly affects how the body is produced and organized in what many have called

the information age. | will discuss these shifts in the following pages before I turn to discuss

3 With whom both Butler and Groz appropriate and challenge. For example, in Gender Trouble Butler argues that
Foucault erroneously sees the body as a blank site prior to inscription (94-95).

4 This passage may remind us of Haggerty and Ericson’s definition of the data body: that it is abstracted from its
context to be reassembled for purpose by the surveillant apparatus that first broke it down.

5> Mitchell uses her question as a springboard into a discussion of the boundaries of the body.
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another discursive body—that of narrative—and present my thesis for this dissertation: namely,
that by reading works of fiction alongside narrative theories of speculative and genre fiction we
might gain insight into how we see and construct bodies in our current surveillant, informational
era.

Throughout my project | use the term surveillance in conjunction with other terms—
studies, practices, paradigms, technologies, assemblages—indicating it is a piece of a much
larger system. But at its most basic definition, surveillance is “seeing” bodies and, more recently
in history, algorithmic data compilation that breaks down the body to know it.° Its root word is
French, surveiller, which means “to watch over”—granting the word its connotations as both
secretive and undercover and as daily and pedestrian. As a practice, it is productive—it produces
things and states—and as such even the most forward looking studies of surveillance must at
some point grapple with Foucault’s observations, primarily within Discipline and Punish.
Namely, Foucault’s proposition that surveillance is a means by which the state produces
disciplined, docile bodies as these bodies internalize its technologies. And it is from Foucault’s
discussion of Jeremy Bentham’s Panopticon where we get what is perhaps the dominant
metaphor of surveillance that continues today (that is, the Panopticon and panopticism).

The Panopticon is, of course, the (in)famous prison designed by Bentham in the mid-
1800s and is notable for what Foucault describes as its unique effect: “to induce in the inmate a
state of consciousness and permanent visibility that assures the automatic functioning of power”

(201). That is to say, panoptic surveillance induces in the objects of its gaze an internalized,

6 Rachel Dubrofsky and Shoshana Amielle Magnet define surveillance as “a systematic and focused manner of
observing” in “Introduction: Feminist Surveillance Studies Critical Interventions” (1). (Feminist Surveillance
Studies. Durham: Duke University Press, 2015.) For David Lyon, surveillance is about seeing things and, more
particularly, about seeing people. (Lyon, David. Surveillance Studies: An Overview. Cambridge: Polity Press,
2007).



disciplinary, self-regulatory mechanism. Architecturally, the Panopticon is an annular, backlit
building with a central tower designed so that an individual in the tower may observe those in the
prison’s cells without being seen themself.” Reversing the principle of the dungeon, which
functions on light deprivation and hiddenness, the Panopticon places the prisoner on constant
display and in immediate and continuous visibility. However, despite panoptic surveillance’s
omnipresence in surveillance studies, recent theorists have pointed out its limitations and, well,
its datedness in several ways.

In “The Surveillant Assemblage,” Haggerty and Ericson consider Deleuze and Guattari’s
notion of the assemblage in relation to emerging surveillance systems and technologies.®
Reshaping the notion of surveillance as an “interface of technology and corporeality,” Haggerty
and Ericson are concerned with how surveillance practices have changed—from the sort of “cye
of Sauron,” or “Big Brother” top-down all seeing panoptic model to one that is decentralized,
based on data flows, information transference, and networked systems. And for Haggerty and
Ericson, the surveillant assemblage is a convergence of formerly discrete technologies that
abstracts bodies from their context and reassembles them. Flexible, modular, and converging
systems (or assemblages) work to secure these flows by making visible what has previously been

“opaque,” unseen, or unperceived (612). The notion of surveillant assemblages is crucial in the

" In the absence of specified gender, | employ gender neutral terms throughout this project.

8 The assemblage, for Deleuze and Guattari, is part of the state form, which should be separated from longstanding
notions of governmental rule. Instead, for them (and for Haggerty and Ericson) the state is characteristically as set
of operations that “create[s] bounded physical and cognitive spaces” and “introduces processes designed to capture
flows” (Haggerty and Ericson 608). These flows, imagined in the texts of this project as roadways, rivers, the
internet, prison corridors, and connective wires, among other symbolic spaces, are monitored and regulated by a
number of once divergent, now converging systems—including but not limited to panoptic ones. Flexible, modular,
and converging systems (or assemblages) work to secure these flows by making visible what has previously been
opague, unseen, or unperceived (612).



formation of the data body as it is these assemblages which enable the construction of the data
bodies in the first place.’

One concrete example of a surveillant assemblage is, to Haggerty and Ericson, the
convergence of social, health, and police workers and educators to assess “at risk” individuals;
the cumulative knowledge formed from the involved surveillance systems in that assessment
shapes the surveillant assemblage and forms the data body of the at risk person (610-11). In this
example we might also speculate on the ways that what was once unseen comes into visibility
(or, perhaps, hypervisibility) as innumerable factors including patient and criminal history,
medical records, brain scans, and neurochemical maps are supposed to provide a better picture of
the individual in question. Of note in the shift to a surveillant assemblage model is that
regulation or discipline is not directed at the body, necessarily (or at least initially): instead the
body must first be broken down and known. Haggerty and Ericson write:

To [know the body] it is broken down into a series of discrete signifying flows.

Surveillance commences with the creation of a space of comparison and the introduction

of breaks in the flows that emanate from, or circulate within, the human body. For

example, drug testing striates flows of chemicals, photography captures flows of reflected
lightwaves, and lie detectors align and compare assorted flows of respiration, pulse and
electricity. The body is itself, then, an assemblage comprised of myriad component parts

and processes which are broken down for purposes of observation. (613)

% To extend my reading of Zoe-A and Caprica, the discrete systems that converge into the surveillant assemblage
that creates her are the medical databases that hold her scans, profiles, and prescriptions, the school databases that
hold her grades, the bank databases that hold her spending records, the databases of security camera images and
recordings that trace her activities, and so on. On their own, they are simply individual systems designed for a
particular purpose and exist within a singular context—but together they paint a picture, so to speak, of Zoe.
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In this process the disciplined body, transformed into one under control, is moderated through
being restricted from access and information and through eliminating its ability to “disappear”
from view of the surveillant eye (620).

The second crucial departure from Foucault’s model of disciplinary surveillance takes
note of the shifting nature of discipline and regulation in surveillance societies--this leads us to
the concept of the society of control. Of this concept, Puar notes, for example, that “unlike an
older ‘masculinism as protection’ model of surveillance...self-regulation becomes less of an
internalization of norms and more about constant monitoring of oneself and others, watching,
waiting, listening, ordering, positioning, calculating” (156). At once gesturing toward the
common post-9/11 slogan “see something, say something,” her observations primarily follow
those of Deleuze who, in “Postscript on the Societies of Control” argued that panopticism’s
reliance on enclosure (again—Dbuildings: prisons, factories, schools, hospitals) in order to
discipline gave way to new, modulating control mechanisms that Deleuze likens to a “self-
deforming cast that will continuously change from one moment to another, or like a sieve whose
mesh will transmute from point to point” (4). In marking this change, Deleuze centers on the
spaces of surveillance, the machinery of those spaces, and the mutations of capitalism (i.e., the
shift from product to marketing that has occurred since the industrial era). ° Each of these
shifts, he argues, decentralizes the individual from disciplinary enclosures and places them in

constant “orbit, in a continuous network™ (6).

10 Crucial in Deleuze’s formulation of the society of control is the shift from the factory to the corporation. I have
mentioned above that the breakdown of the factory’s enclosed spaces contributes to the shift from discipline to
control; this breakdown occurs alongside the shift from manufacturing to marketing. This is significant to Deleuze,
as he argues it creates a system where we (as a public) now exist in debt. Deleuze writes: “The operation of
markets is now the instrument of social control and forms the impudent breed of our masters. Control is short-term
and of rapid rates of turnover, but also continuous and without limit, while discipline was of long duration, infinite,
and discontinuous” (6).
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Societies of control offer illusions of freedom by eliminating the enclosed structures that
panoptic apparatuses rely on but diffuses restrictive mechanisms throughout our day to day
lives.!! So, for example, while we might be freed from the restrictive and regulatory
environments and enclosures of the school and the factory to work or study at home, on our own
time we now find ourselves in a world where we are always expected to be in reach through
email, voice mail, social media, and digital classroom management systems. Always in reach,
our work and personal lives bleed together, leading to the spread of control into spaces once
thought of as outside the spaces of disciplinary power.

The shifts that | have mapped above—the decentralizing of the panoptic eye into a
flexible, modulating assemblage and the reconfiguration of the aims of surveillance from the
production of a docile body to producing variable, diffused control mechanisms—direct us to
new modes of seeing and knowing a body that has always been a collection of information,
materialized over time through the repetition of norms.2 But the digital data body that now
precedes us is articulated through new structures and is shaped in new ways. Studies of
surveillance, emerging from the rise of the Western security states, have centered on these
structures of seeing and controlling. Further, creating an interdisciplinary and often activist
examinations of them, such studies draw from situated understandings of systems and theories of

embodiment and seeing.!® So, for example, we follow David Lyon’s lead and find new and

1 Deleuze uses the example of the highway in his 1987 lecture, “What is the Creative Act?”: We suffer the illusion
of freedom while traveling on the highway but cannot move from the highway and are subject to particular social
rules as we travel along it (322). And David Lyon reminds us that surveillance practices are not relegated to state
and corporate action alone, but have embedded themselves into all aspects of our modern life; in his 2007 Overview
of surveillance studies he cites such examples as parents’ uses of nannycams that monitor how paid caregivers treat
their charges and GPS and apps that track their children’s movements both online and in meatspace, and even
grocery store loyalty cards that profile and classify shoppers to bolster his claims (13-14).

2 While these shifts, too, situate us in a unique era of human history: of information, certainly, but one of
surveillance as well.

13 Surveillance studies, as a discipline, is relatively new despite surveillance being an ancient and worldwide
practice. Surveillance studies theorists have proposed two main reasons for its creation. The first is, according to

12



insightful examinations of surveillance in geography’s insight into space, health sciences’ look
into biotechnologies and biometrics, or criminology’s interest in the surveillance work of
policing (22-23). In the humanities, we might uncover Garrett Stewart’s 2014 Closed Circuits:
Screening Narrative Surveillance and Catherine Zimmer’s even more recent Surveillance
Cinema—both extended investigations of surveillance and narrative logic in film—or Monica
Chiu’s Scrutinized! Surveillance in Asian North American Literature.

But despite fiction’s long interest in surveillance, literary criticism’s examinations—and,
in particular, literary criticism’s examinations of the body under surveillance—have been slow to
come. Considering that surveillance studies seemed to break out on its own between 2000 and
2010 (when the first round of readers and anthologies on the subject seem to have been
produced), that many examinations of surveillance in fiction yet rely on readings of Orwellian
tactics or differing visions of surveillant dystopias and utopias demonstrates the field’s potential
for further critical intervention.’* Specifically, | argue that we may turn to an intersectional
feminist narrative theory in order to examine the structural changes of surveillance in the
information age and to examine the interplay between surveillance and the body.

Narrative theorists study narrative’s distinctiveness in order to examine the deep
structures we use to make sense of our world and argue that narratives work as both texts and

strategies for circumnavigating human experience. That is, narrative theorists argue that stories

Lyon, Haggerty, and Ball, the rise of computerized recordkeeping—shifting from localized, physical files kept under
limited access to global, sharable, searchable digital files granted room for surveillance practices and capacities to
grow. But beginning with the 9/11 attacks in the U.S., and furthered by successive terrorist acts in Europe,
surveillance has been seen hand in hand with state declarations of security and purity and with questions and
concerns of privacy. Following the link between state security programs and national purity, for example, in “The
Globalization of Homeland Security” Kelly Gates argues that homeland security operates less as a government
program and more as an ideology or paradigm that depends on “a politics of inclusion and exclusion” to discern
“who belongs to the ‘homeland’ and who does not” (295).

1% For example, Lyon’s Surveillance Studies: An Overview, Hier and Greenberg’s The Surveillance Studies Reader,
and Haggerty and Ericson’s The New Politics of Surveillance and Visibility.
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do not just contain thematic meanings for us to deduce but “multilevel” elements that work
together to create change.’® Feminist narrative theorists take to task the body of texts and central
understandings that compose narrative theory’s insights. Realizing that both the foundational
narratives and referential universes of narrative theory have been largely crafted through a white
male framework for understanding, feminist narratology (spearheaded by Susan Lanser, Robyn
Warhol, and others) challenges narrative theorists to recognize the situatedness (to appropriate
Donna Haraway) of narrative understandings, structures, elements, and concerns.!® In pointing
to the predominant masculinist academic formation of narratology, feminist narrative theorists
similarly point to the gaps and invisibilities that remain in traditional readings, but, as Robyn
Warhol points out in “A Feminist Approach to Narrative,” the process to uncover those gaps and
invisibilities “contradicts the formalist stance of classical narratology” (9). Or, as Susan Lanser
writes, in place of narratology’s “desire for a precise, scientific description of discourse” (which
disguises itself through coming into being through an “unmarked” white male practice), feminist
narratology recognizes the “dual structure” of narrative: both the semiotic elements and the
representational ones (200).

An intersectional feminist narrative theory, then, draws from feminist narrative theory’s

push to destabilize the practice from its masculine “conquering gaze” (again with a nod to

15 In Narrative Theory: Core Concepts and Critical Debates, Phelan and Rabinowitz write that the narrative is an
event: “a multidimensional purposive communication from a teller to an audience. The focus on narrative as
purposive means that we are interested in the ways in which the elements of any narrative...are shaped in the service
of larger ends. The focus on narrative as a multileveled communication means that we are interested not simply in
the meaning of narrative but also in the experience of it” (3).

16 In “Situated Knowledges: The Science Question in Feminism and the Privilege of Partial Perspective,” Donna
Haraway critiques the notion of scientific objectivity. Demonstrating our reliance on “primate vision” and
technological advancements of that vision, she highlights the embodied practice of seeing to argue that objective
scientific knowledge production is a ruse, a “god-trick.” In place of the objective, disembodied (white male) view of
knowledge and understanding, Haraway proposes what she calls “situated knowledges” and to “reclaim the sensory
system that has been used to signify a leap out of the marked body and into a conquering gaze from nowhere” (581).
Situated knowledges, then, are understandings of the world that rely on, not mask, our own localized viewpoints and
embodiments.
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Haraway) while also recognizing the fallacy of a totalizing feminist ideology. Taking into
account Kimberl¢ Crenshaw’s seminal discussions of intersectionality—which demonstrates how
race, gender, sexuality, normative physical ability, and conceptions of neurotypicality, for
example, intersect and shape multidimensional lives—intersectional feminist narratology moves
to a locational (or situated) experience that not only refutes a dominating masculine gaze, but
argues away from a psychoanalytic one, too.!” Crucial in the formulation of intersectional
feminist narratology (and especially the move from psychoanalytic theory to an anthropological
or socio-historical approach) is Susan Stanford Friedman’s 1998 Mappings: Feminism and the
Cultural Geographies of Encounter. In that study, Friedman works outward from narrative in
order to explore geopolitical aspects of identity. Laying the groundwork for a temporally and
spatially situated feminist narrative theory in the borderlands (drawing from Anzaldua),
Friedman further unfettered the practice from binary oppositions. Placing these women in
conversation with one another, we find that, as a field of study, intersectional feminist narrative
theorists practice their craft along several generalizations. They look for ways that the text
deconstructs binary oppositions, identify contradictions without attempting to fix them, and, of
course, look for the position that the text takes on gender, class, colonialism, sexuality, and the
myriad of other elements that produce intersectional identities (Warhol 11). In this project, |
come to narrative theory through an intersectional feminist framework, recognizing the above

generalizations and following what I consider to be three central tenets:

e That, drawing from D.A. Miller, theme is always manifest in form.8

7 Crenshaw’s work began by recognizing the multiple and overlapping oppressions that Black women face, arguing
that Black women’s lives cannot be understood by looking at race or gender separately. In “Mapping the Margins:
Intersectionality, Identity Politics, and Violence Against Women of Color,” she writes: “feminist efforts to
politicize experiences of women and antiracist efforts to politicize experiences of people of color have frequently
proceeded as though the issues and experiences they each detail occur on mutually exclusive terrains” (1242).

18 This proposition is evident throughout his work, but is most prominent in his Jane Austen, or The Secret of Style.

15



e That, drawing from Warhol, texts are representations of reality (not
reproductions) and, as such, may be searched for attitudes (not facts) about our
current reality (13).

o (And that we may search these attitudes for weak points to either exploit
or bolster in our current reality)

e That literature has its own social impact, and that texts can work to constitute real

people’s behaviors and assumptions as much as reflect them.

But of course all of this discussion may beg the question: why (intersectional feminist)
narrative theory at all? What do we gain by examining narratives alongside issues and theories
of surveillance? Simply put, the more we understand about narrative’s role in the construction of
bodies, the more we understand about surveillance’s role in the construction of bodies.
Examining our narratives’ content, form, structure, and genre provides insight into the
discursively produced body, or the body as it exists in systems. And we may make these
connections because the production of the body both in fiction and surveillance occurs through a
similar interplay. For fiction, this interplay is between the reader and the author, an act that
creates a text, and for surveillance it is the interplay between the subject and object of
surveillance that creates a data body.

Of the relationship between the body and narrative, in Narrative Bodies: Toward a
Corporeal Narratology David Punday argues that our understanding of the body shapes how we
construct our narratives. He writes: “When we examine our ways of telling and talking about
stories....we discover very specific and regular patterns in the ways that the body manifests itself
in narratives. In other words, far from being an irrepressibly individual ‘other’ to narrative

representation, the body is constantly given meaning and used as a part of textual representation”
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(viii). Examining the interplay between the body and the narrative—in a practice of what he
calls corporeal narratology—and arguing through a new historicist framework, Punday locates
two separate paths of inquiry: how the body is used as a component of stories and how the body
contributes to our ways of theorizing narratives. Relevant to this project is, of course, Punday’s
exploration of the overlay between body and narrative, certainly, but perhaps most important is
his understanding that:

Narrative is corporeal not simply because it needs to use character bodies as a natural part

of the stories that it tells, but also because the very ways in which we think about

narrative reflect the paradoxes of the body—its ability to give rise to and resist pattern, its

position in the world and outside of it. (15)

If there are shifts in how we see, articulate, and produce bodies in our current surveillant,
information age, they are reflected in our stories. And examining these stories—these
narratives—for both their thematic content and narrative elements may provide insight into
modes of resistance, strategies of visibility or invisibility within surveillant systems, and gaps
and cracks in seeing that are produced by the paradoxes of the body.

These gaps and cracks may already exist. In Theorizing Surveillance, David Lyon takes
note of Maria Los’ discussion of the ethical stakes of surveillance; she argues that surveillance
displaces morality by preferring the data image to the “real” of personal narrative. However,
Lyon argues, her argument relies on an evenly-applied and absolute system, one that can be
everywhere and see everything. “What if the surveillance system is less than it is perceived to
be,” he asks, drawing on Deleuze, and asks us, what if we rethink the spaces of surveillance:

In the Panopticon, which is a ‘machinic’ assemblage, material flows are joined and

separated. But in enunciative assemblages, words are attached to things by relations of
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power. The soul-training of the Panopticon with its moulded subjects gives way to

flexibly modulated hybrid subjects, suited to varying circumstances. But lines of flight

within these latter systems include...anti-surveillance strategies. Does this mean...that

there may be ‘safety in the machine’? (13)

Lyon’s answer, further drawing on a discussion of Guattari, Heidegger, and Bogard, is a
“qualified” yes. Bodies, as narrative theory and surveillance studies both indicate, are part and
parcel with the systems that survey, organize, and construct them. And because of this, we might
read them to locate our own lines of flight in the social realities of works of fiction.

In addition to the two logistical criteria I discuss below, Deleuze’s notion of the lines of
flight—energy that can break (or leak) through systems of control to reveal open (or smooth)
spaces beyond what already exist—can serve as a central metaphor that connects each of the
texts | explore within this dissertaion. The concept, used to explain rhizomic thinking in A
Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia, explains pathways of escape from state
mechanisms of control or capture; lines of flight are acts of deterritorialization.!® As spatially
situated along the lines and flows of the capitalist state, lines of flight signify the possibility of
spaces where surveillance might be disrupted, obscured, or stepped out of.2° In each of the
primary texts | read in this project, the thematic and structural elements of the stories work
together to indicate these lines of flight and the spaces in which they occur.?! To locate these

lines of flight, in this dissertation I read works of fiction that meet two primary criteria. These

9 In Anti-Oedipus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia, Deleuze and Guattari present deterritorialization as the fluid,
dissipated nature of human subjectivity in capitalist societies. There, they argue that capitalism deterritorializes (or
delocalizes) both bodies and products of labor to reconstruct (or reterritorialize) them elsewhere and to capitalism’s
aims.

20 But never escaped forever: Deleuze and Guattari note in Thousand Plateaus: There is a rupture in the rhizome
wherever segmentary lines explode into a line of flight, but the line of flight is part of the rhizome. These lines
always tie back to one another” (9).

2L As the book is its own sort of line of flight. In Thousand Plateaus, Deleuze and Guattari note that the “book is not
an image of the world. It forms a rhizome with the world” (11).
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two criteria are that the texts: 1) are speculative, genre fictions, 2) feature bodies that are
constructed as or are preceded by regulatory data bodies due to their setting in worlds
characterized by their surveillant assemblages.

Speculative fiction blurs the distinctions between discursive life, materialized bodies,
master narratives, and individual resistance stories and the production, development, and
narration of its genre’s grand tales. Additionally, speculative fiction literalizes—it makes
tangible and real embodied concepts, truths, ideologies, and systems of power as it presents us
with both complicated and simple metaphors.?? As Sherryl Vint points out, we live in a time
when the speculative and material are entwined (161).2 However, speculative fiction is also a
hotly contested term among genre writers, artists, and developers, and the geeks that read, view,
or play their work. Firstly, the term is often perhaps erroneously considered to be a “blanket”
term, vague, or unnecessary. For example, Jamie Todd Rubin writes that the term, speculative,
itself is a misnomer in application to literature: “to speculate means to form a theory or
conjecture without firm evidence. But any fiction is speculative in that sense.” Further Rubin,
like fellow writer Catherynne M. Valente finds the term “pretentious” and “sneaky”—especially
when it has been appropriated by authors (notably, Margaret Atwood) to differentiate “good”

science fiction from “bad.”?* But speculative fiction did not always carry the baggage of the

22 The term “literalized” in relation to science fiction and cyberpunk fiction’s tendency to script concepts and
practices as tangible, embodied, or formal realities also appears in the Cambridge Introduction to Postmodernism’s
chapter on cyberpunk fiction (Brian McHale), in An Introduction to Cybercultures (David Bell), The Bloomsbury
Introduction to Popular Fiction (Christine Berberich), and in Edging Into the Future: Science Fiction and
Contemporary Cultural Transformation (Ed. By Veronica Hollinger and Joan Gordon) among many others.

23 For example, the hashtag #iftheygunnedmedown turns to focus on the media’s use of imagery (via photo bias) to
present a particular narrative about the police violence—one that constructs a victimized police officer and a
thuggish, violent perpetrator.

24 Atwood has made a successful career over decrying science fiction and insisting she, instead, writes speculative
fiction. Famously, she dismissively wrote science that fiction was “talking squids in outer space” before she was
pressed to clarify her terms by the science fiction community (Howell). John Howell, in “Why Science Fiction
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“science fiction ghetto” with it and was once conceived to distinguish science fiction from fiction
that masqueraded as science fiction.®
Robert Heinlein’s 1941 “On the Writing of Speculative Fiction” is generally understood
to be the first use of the term “speculative fiction.” In that essay (and the speech from which it
comes) Heinlein tackles some of the issues of writing and publishing science fiction, and
provides a broad overview of some of the kinds of stories we tell through the science fiction
genre. Thinking about works of fiction that deal with technology in a particular way, Heinlein
states that the “speculative story” is one that:
embod[ies] the notion ‘just suppose—’ or ‘What would happen if—. In the speculative
science fiction story accepted science and established fiefs are extrapolated to produce a
new situation, a new framework for human action. As a result of this new situation, new
human problems are created—and our story is about how human beings cope with those
new problems. The story is not about the new situation; it is about coping with problems
arising out of the new situation. (9)
Out of this discussion, we get a definition of speculative fiction that focuses on its notable and
unique ability to imagine worlds that do not yet exist. And, as such, speculative fiction becomes
the literature of “What 1f?”” Following Heinlein, in her blog post on the topic, novelist and poet
Annie Neugebauer discusses how science fiction and horror aren’t necessarily speculative—
because speculative fiction relies on the author imagining the result of changing what is real or
possible; not how a character would react to a particular situation. She states: “speculative

fiction is any fiction in which the ‘laws’ of that world (explicit or implied) are different from

Authors Just Can’t Win,” traces Atwood’s—and Kurt Vonnegut and J. G. Ballard’s—distancing strategies from the
science fiction genre label. Also see Peter Watts, “Margaret Atwood and the Hierarchy of Contempt” in On Spec.
5 The “science fiction ghetto” being the stigma and stereotyping that accompanies science fiction works in popular
culture, academia, and publishing.
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ours. This is why the term ‘world-building’ usually goes hand-in-hand with ‘speculative
fiction.”” In this project these What If questions are the following. “What if we searched for a
cure for the violence and abjection that plagues diasporic, decolonial bodies?” asks Junot Diaz in
The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, or “what if we could copy ourselves in virtual space—
what would we need to be us?” asks Greg Egan in Permutation City. Anne McCaffrey and Alex
Rivera each approach questions of labor, bodies, and technology, asking, “what if our bodies
could become machines for state production, and what if those bodies went rogue?” in their
respective texts, The Ship Who Sang and Sleep Dealer. Neal Stephenson asks “what if our minds
really were like computers, susceptible to corporate viruses?”” and Kelly Sue DeConnick asks,
“what if we could excise deviant, “Non-Compliant” bodies from society—where would they go
and who would they—and we—be?”

Thus defined, speculative fiction encompasses fictions from a wide variety of genres,
though does not include all texts within those genres. Not all science fiction is speculative
fiction, just as not all speculative fiction is science fiction.?® But speculative fiction’s unique
relationship to us in real life (IRL)—that it creates impossible scenarios through which new

solutions must be sought—prompts it to be a primary literature of social change.?’ It is

% One example of this is the acclaimed Netfilx series Jessica Jones, based off the Marvel comic of the same name.
Jessica Jones is a superhero fantasy, though the show is not speculative under the definition of the term | present in
this dissertation. Jessica Jones, the show’s title character, is an ex-superhero-turned-detective with superpowers. In
the first season, Jessica Jones uses her powers to battle the primary antagonist, Kilgrave (who also has superpowers)
but the plotline plays out on a mundane field. The superpowers are not an necessary part of the world, conflict, or
resolution and could easily be replaced with different cultural signifiers. The magical elements of the story, that is,
do not produce new world scenarios.

27 To this, we may turn to such writers as Walidah Imarisha who, in the introduction to Octavia’s Brood: Science
Fiction Stories from Social Justice Movements, reminds us: “Whenever we try to envision a world without war,
without violence, without prisons, without capitalism, we are engaging in speculative fiction” (3). Orto Ursula Le
Guin, who in an address to the National Book Awards reminds us that “We live in capitalism, and its power seems
inescapable—but then, so did the divine right of kings. Any human power can be resisted and changed by human
beings. Resistance and change often begin in art. Very often in our art, the art of words.”

Throughout this project I refer to the “real” world—that is, the world that we readers live in—as IRL to distinguish
it from the reality of the characters in their respective worlds.
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speculative fiction’s relationship with social change that makes it a focus of my study: that it
consciously, actively participates in imagining new scenarios and creating new possibilities for
humanity and humankind. Read in tandem with my proposition that narratives may be searched
for cultural attitudes, each of the texts in this project actively engage with social issues of
surveillance and the body and create a transference process that reaches through the fictional
world in the text, through the pages (or screen), and to the world IRL.

In addition to each of my primary texts being, in some way or another, speculative
fiction, each addresses the construction of bodies in surveillant worlds. In The Brief Wondrous
Life of Oscar Wao, Junot Diaz, for example, presents a world where dictatorship and surveillance
are passed down generationally, morphing across colonial borders and creating new forms of
bodily authorship. Also addressing the issues of national borders is Alex Rivera’s Sleep Dealer,
where the U. S. is imagined as a weaponized surveillance camera, and Neal Stephenson’s Snow
Crash, where the U.S. has broken down into a series of corporate franchulates monitored by
weaponized security systems and surrounded by miles of walls. In both of those texts, primary
characters must prove their bodily validity in their respective systems. Kelly Sue DeConnick’s
Bitch Planet takes place on a prison planet—and not only do we see surveillance cameras and
other apparatuses in operation but we become them. And the surveillance technologies in Anne
McCaffrey’s The Ship Who Sang are quite literally built into the body of the novel’s main
character. In Greg Egan’s Permutation City, surveillance is varied: it forms the scientific
research that constructs the digital “Copies” in the novel as well as (briefly) makes those Copies
gods. Though these texts deal with surveillance differently (for example, surveillance in Snow
Crash is a social norm, whereas it is an oppressive apparatus in Sleep Dealer) they all present an

impact on the human body.
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Together, the following chapters constitute my exploration into possible Deleuzian lines
of flight from our current surveillant assemblage, focusing on the possibilities of the body under
contemporary surveillance technologies and practices. Throughout my project | ask the
following questions: Which lives are fostered and which are neglected in the surveillant,
biopolitical productions of each story? How do we see characters within these narratives
navigate surveillant systems or networks of power? And, as many of these fictional texts critique
or reflect on their own role in surveillance states, what is the role of the story or history in
biopower production? How do questions of visibility, invisibility, and hypervisibility shape lives
produced by biopower and how are bodies made visible, invisible, and hypervisible by
surveillance practices? How are the practices of visibility presented in these fictions replicated
in their narrative form? What can reading these texts through the lens of surveillance offer to
ongoing discussions of surveillance and control in our information age?

In my first chapter, | explore Junot Diaz’s 2007 Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao as a
liminal fantasy, utilizing Farah Mendlesohn’s development of the term. As a liminal fantasy—a
type of fantasy that produce doubt in their readers over the existence of the fiction’s fantastic
elements—the novel creates a cognitive dissonance between what our narrator, Yunior, says in
the text and what we see, read, experience, and believe. And we find ourselves in a scenario
where we must determine what to include and what to omit in our understanding of the narrated
text and its world. This reading leads into an examination of the shift in surveillant power in
Diaz’s decolonial world that, through Yunior’s dictatorial power, manages and develops an
idealized Dominican-American masculinity in Oscar Wao. So warned throughout the novel that
the author is, in fact, the dictator, and through writing a liminal fantasy, Diaz develops a theory

of readership to escape the oppressive conventions of bodily authorship.
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In my second chapter | explore two texts, Neal Stephenson’s Snow Crash alongside those
Kelly Sue DeConnick’s comic series Bitch Planet. Reading Snow Crash as a representative of
its time and subgenre, | explore the ways that it presents feminine transparency chic (following
Rachel Hall’s construction of the term) as positive: Stephenson presents the common 1990s
fallacy of the disembodied posthuman as transparency chic and, in doing so, writes the feminine
performance of transparency as enabling safe access to and mobility within in the novel’s world
and across its masculine, corporatized power grids. In Bitch Planet’s world, too, transparency
chic enables mobility and safety—as long as the women in Bitch Planet perform transparency
they may move within the comic’s power structures. But focusing on the interplay between its
narrative and structural presentation of surveillance and gender, | argue that Bitch Planet situates
a theory and politics of representation that fractures or frays the capitalist, heteropatriarchal
surveillant gaze of its world.

In the third chapter, I examine Alex Rivera’s cyberpunk film Sleep Dealer (2008) and
Anne McCaffrey’s fantasy science fiction novel Ship Who Sang (1969), focusing on the
affective, caring labor that the women of these texts perform. Despite differences in time, genre,
and medium, | argue that both texts present the female body as opaque, or obscured from
surveillant apparatuses due its capability of performing such labor. 1 read the ways that the body
is both obscured and, as a result, regulated focusing on the moments of care present in each.

Finally, in my fourth chapter I read Greg Egan’s 1994 hard science fiction novel
Permutation City to explore the ethical impact of digital surveillance practices in the
construction of subjectivity. Egan’s work as hard science fiction, presenting science and its
surveillant technologies as both objective and more real than humanistic presentations of

experience, exposes the stakes of the data body. Those stakes are that the data body, too, is seen
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as more real than the embodied subjectivities it purportedly represents. Its more real status
instead imposes on it the weight of normalization and regulation; its unique construction,

however, implies it exists outside human creation and, therefore, control.
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Chapter 1

Dictating Bodies in The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao

But suddenly the Mirror went altogether dark, as dark as if a hole had opened in the world of
sight, and Frodo looked into emptiness. In the black abyss there appeared a single Eye that
slowly grew, until it filled nearly all the Mirror. So terrible it was that Frodo stood rooted,

unable to cry out or to withdraw his gaze. The Eye was rimmed with fire, but was itself glazed,

vellow as a cat’s, watchful and intent, and the black slit of its pupil opened on a pit, a window
into nothing.

—Frodo seeing Sauron in the Mirror of Faladriel; Tolkien’s The Fellowship of the Ring.

The panoptic eye is no stranger to speculative fictions. Tolkien’s Eye of Sauron,
Orwell’s Big Brother, the Matrix trilogy’s Architect, Bitch Planet’s Fathers (discussed in the
next chapter), The Dark Knight’s Batman, the Cardassians’ Obsidian Order in Star Trek: Deep
Space Nine, and even the Pet Shop Boy’s “Integral” imagine states where surveillance
technologies and architectures are utilized in population management and control. Many of these
fictions script them as world-norms through which particular bodies navigate and benefit. Others
chronicle rebellions against those systems; when they fall, we are to imagine a new, better world
will take place. The new world—or the saved world—is a rising sun across the landscape, lovers
reuniting, and a world where the “little people” are free once again.

All except for Frodo, that is, our favorite Hobbit from J.R.R. Tolkien’s speculative

fantasy trilogy The Lord of the Rings. In Return of the King, the trilogy’s last work, even after
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Sauron and the ring have been destroyed Frodo cannot escape the trauma and violence that
Sauron has wrought:

One evening Sam came into the study and found his master looking very strange. He was

very pale and his eyes seemed to see things far away.

‘What’s the matter, Mr. Frodo?’ said Sam.

‘I am wounded,” he answered, ‘wounded; it will never really heal.” (333)

In the pages that follow, we see that Frodo passes the large red leather bound book to Sam—the
book that Frodo received from Bilbo—and tells Sam that the final pages are for him to complete.
Frodo and Bilbo set out to sail across the sea to the Undying Lands, and Frodo must explain to
Sam why he must go: “I have been too deeply hurt, Sam. I tried to save the Shire, and it has
been saved, but not for me. It must often be so, Sam...someone has to give them up, lose them,
so that others may keep them” (338). In these moments, J. R. R. Tolkien reminds us that his
fantasy stories (here, the ever-popular Lord of the Rings trilogy) are ones of war, violence,
subjugation, and revolt. And that long after the all-seeing eye closes the consequences of that
violence continue, written in the wounded body.

In many ways, Junot Diaz’s The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao (BWL) expands that
brief scene of wounds, history, and violence in Return of the King, asking the question, what
happens in the aftermath of the violent surveillance state, when the panoptic eye has closed?
Specifically, what happens to the bodies that form under its regime? How does the story of that
violence and trauma continue in the stories we pass on, and what role does the story teller play in
the aftermath? Reading the novel through both theories of surveillant, social control and the
relationship between the author and the reader, | argue that Diaz suggests that we move on to

author and replicate bodily control and discipline in new ways, perpetuating the violence that

27



was committed on us to others. This replication is not a new maneuver and BWL follows
generational violence by tracing a line between the novel’s “today” and the creation of the New
World. Diaz positions the transformations that occur in the post-panoptic, decolonial society as
gripped within a much longer, cyclical, violent history of bodily discipline, erasure, and control,
and he crafts characters whose mechanisms of discipline and control take on new life, in new
generations, through old strategies. In The BWL, Diaz chronicles not simply the history of the
Antilles, but the shifting nature of authorial power from the New World to New Jersey. Reading
Diaz’s historical lineage between Trujillo’s panoptic, police state to what I consider to be (his
narrator) Yunior’s decolonial “surveillant assemblage” I argue that Diaz writes a theory of
reading and resistance that contradicts the dictatorial, normalizing, and regulatory apparatuses in
authorship.? Through three key elements—Diaz’s construction of BWL as a liminal, speculative
fantasy, his overarching overlap between the author and the dictator that connects Trujillo and
Yunior, and Yunior’s eventual construction of Oscar (and Oscar’s body) as an ideal Dominican
masculinity—Diaz demonstrates to his readers that the oppressive conventions of the authorial
role preclude the author from real social change or passage beyond violent replication. Instead,
we see the burden of resistance and change fall to our own situated understandings as readers.

By reading BWL to identify these three mechanisms we may locate new structures for

11 use the term decolonial throughout this chapter (and project) in place of the more common term “postcolonial”
(or the like). The term, which Diaz frequently employs in his interviews and lectures, emphasizes the continuous
process of separation from colonization. The term may have appeared in circles of theory and criticism around
Walter Mignolo’s 2007 “Delinking: The Rhetoric of Modernity, the Logic of Coloniality, and the Grammar of De-
Coloniality;” in Mignolo’s 2011 The Darker Side of Western Modernity: Global Futures, Decolonial Options he
defines decolonial as both theoretical and practical “options confronting and delinking from...the colonial matrix of
power” (xxvii). Decolonial as a term is also widely employed in (aptly titled) Junot Diaz and the Decolonial
Imagination, the most extensive and best known book-length study of Diaz and his fiction.

2 This surveillant assemblage in this case is BWL’s narrator’s series of tactics including erasure, misdirection, the
constitution of a historical body in the Watcher, and the construction of Oscar as a data body—an ideal, authentic
Dominican-American masculine identity.
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combatting the cyclical, generational violence of the Antilles and, perhaps, carve new spaces for
decolonial bodies to flourish.
Approach: The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao as Liminal Fantasy

Junot Diaz’s The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao (BWL) emerged in 2007, concurrent
with an academic resurgence of interest and revisionary practice in the studies of surveillance
and biopolitics. However, Diaz’s novel does not directly reflect the impact of living under new
forms of surveillance and control technologies; rather, he creates a world in the process of a
regime change. In BWL, Diaz, through his narrator Yunior, tells the story of Oscar Cabral de
Leon, or “Oscar Wao,” an intelligent, imaginative, and obese young Dominican-American man
with a penchant for all things geek: tabletop RPGs, science fiction, anime and comics, fantasy
literature, and their speculative worlds. His intersecting identities, shaped and accompanied by
the Curse of the New World (the Fukd americanus) position him as an outsider to all his
cultures. This outsider status, combined with his obsessiveness and misogyny, complicate his
ability to find love. Oscar’s brief, wondrous life culminates in a relationship with Ybon, an
aging Dominican prostitute who is also the lover of a member of the Dominican Republic police
force. Before he is killed by Ybdn’s lover, Oscar writes to Yunior to tell him that he believes he
has finally found the cure to the family’s fuka.® The novel takes shape as the narrator’s
reflection and own book on Oscar and the de Leon family as Yunior attempts to write a cure for
their—and his own—curse.

Yunior, the central character of both of Diaz’s collection of short stories (Drown, which

was published before BWL, and This Is How You Lose Her, published after) is BWL s primary

3 In BWL, the fuku is a flexible structure with a long and broad reach. Unfolding in the de Le6n family’s rocky love
life, it has ties with Trujillo’s dictatorship, acts as a metaphor for the legacy of colonial sexual and racial violence
that is “carried in the screams of the enslaved...the death bane of the Tainos, uttered just as one world perished and
another began” (1).
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narrator. For though the story’s narration switches between Yunior (as the Watcher), and Lola,
Yunior’s voice is predominant; in many ways the novel is as much about Yunior’s own
redemption story as it is about Oscar. Yunior tells Oscar’s story through narrating the history of
the de Ledn family—uwhich is also a history of the New World and the Trujillo regime—and by
turning Oscar into a sort of representative, ideal diasporic and decolonial subject through a
complicated web of surveillant and narrative tactics. These tactics, adapted from Trujillo’s, lead
Yunior’s (and Diaz’s) readers into a discussion of story collecting and telling that prompt us to
reflect on our own compliance in and replication of surveillant structures and regulatory norms.
The fukd, or curse, that runs throughout the novel—accompanied by the quest for its
zafa, the cure or counterspell of that curse—is not the only fantastical element of the novel. Nor
is Oscar’s predilection for speculative genres of fiction, nor the inclusion of the Faceless Man or
golden-eyed mongoose. But despite these elements, it seems that the novel spends as much time
contesting or attempting to explain away the above fantastic elements as it does mentioning
them. In this way, Yunior’s own beliefs regarding the mystical elements in his story echo the
beliefs of the novel’s critics. And as such, BWL is often read less as a fantasy or science fiction
novel as it is a novel that uses fantasy or science fiction as a lens through which we may see or
understand the world.* For example, T. S. Miller remarks: we should “no more dub Oscar Wao
a work of magical realism than we should nominate it for a Nebula” (93).° And, it seems, the
(mainstream) science fiction community agrees. Miller’s extensive footnotes in “The Lens of

Genre in Diaz’s Oscar Wao” chronicle the novel’s reception in such reviews as Gary K Wolfe’s

4 BWL has, in fact, been read as magical realism by Richard Perez—and as a historical fantasy by Ramén Saldivar.
It has also been listed as slipstream fiction by Sherryl Vint, who describes the text as “for the most part a realist
novel...[with] slipstream elements through a magical-realist mongoose and the main character’s deep knowledge of
and love for [science fiction] (217).

5 Along with the Hugo Awards, the Nebula Awards are one of the preeminent awards in the science fiction and
fantasy fiction community. The Nebulas are organized by the nonprofit Science Fiction Writers of America
(SFWA).
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review in Locus, Dan Hartland’s review in Strange Horizons, and Henry Wessels’ review in The
New York Review of Science Fiction, focusing on each reviewer’s attention to Diaz’s use of
science fiction as a tool or presenting its protagonist, Oscar, as a pop-culture archetype or
stereotype; neither these reviewers nor Miller, however, consider BWL as science fiction or
fantasy (109).°

Science fiction? Perhaps not. BWL’s story has little truck with scientific endeavors or
technologies of the future; nor is it set in space, an alternative universe, or a different dimension
(all prominent markers science fiction). There are, additionally, no extraterrestrial aliens nor
bionic humans.” But it would be a mistake, as do some of the members of the fantasy subReddit,
to dismiss the classification of BWL as a fantasy or speculative novel altogether and overlook the
ways that the fantastic is brought into the text.® Thinking through the novel as genre fiction (and
not just utilizing genre fictions) is crucial to understanding the dynamics of authorship (and
dictatorship) that Diaz presents to his readers.

In thinking about BWL as work of speculative fiction, we may draw from the organizing
concepts of speculative fiction that I suggested in this dissertation’s introduction: mainly, that
speculative fictions are those fictions that focus on world-building, paradigm-changing, and,
ultimately, renegotiating what is possible. As such, I have (following others) termed it the
fiction of the What If.° And though each of the fictions in this project coalesce under the (loose)

primary What If principle, “What if our social surveillant practices could conjure real, lived

& Wessells, in fact, finds BWL so darn offensive he attempts to turn science fiction writers against Diaz, writing that
those “who dwell and write within the literature of the fantastic” to strike back at Diaz for transmuting the “magic of
the fantastic” into “dull iron” (qtd. Miller 109).

7 Diaz has spoken widely about the racial and colonial underpinnings of science fiction and fantasy, however, noting
in one example that “alien invasions, natives, slavery, colonies, genocide, racial system, savages, technological
superiority...lost worlds—all have their roots in the traumas of colonialism” (Parham).

8 As Mageddon725 does in the forum post titled “The Brief and Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao.”

® Those others being, predominantly, Quantum Muse’s Raymond M. Coulombe, author Annie Neugebauer.
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bodies?” they all approach and further that question in their own unique ways. For Diaz’s BWL,
then, we might see the central What If questions as being: “What if the breaking open of the
New World created a curse that lingers yet today?” And the related: “What if we tried to find
the zafa, or counterspell, for that curse—what form would it take, how would we even recognize
it, and what would its effect be?” In line with this project’s concern with the constructed body,
we might also consider “What If we could break the cycle of dictatorial authorship—what would
our bodies and our love look like?” These speculations—what if there was a curse, what if we
could break the cycle—encompasses and exceeds its metaphorical gestures to the gendered and
sexual violence that it comes to represent in the novel.1® Because the nature of the fantastical
element in speculative fiction is not simply to heighten plot tension (remembering my brief
discussion of Jessica Jones in this dissertation’s introduction), but provide a world in which new
opportunities can present and new knowledges can be gained, encountering BWL as a work of
speculative fiction produces insight into the construction of textual bodies—and it may yet
suggest alternative metaphors to read and structures to examine for social change.

On the surface, BWL is a sort of quest fantasy: Yunior and Oscar both set out on
individual quests to find the zafa for the Curse of the New World. Much like Frodo’s quest to
destroy the One Ring in the Lord of the Rings trilogy, or like Dorothy’s quest to find her way
home in The Wizard of Oz, Oscar’s and Yunior’s quests take them out of their comfortable
spaces to new places and times.!! But as a quest fantasy, the novel fails. Or, at least the story
does. While in the end Oscar may have written to Yunior that he found “the cure to what ails

us...the Cosmo DNA,” Oscar fails to deliver and the package never comes (333). And Yunior’s

10 That is, it is a mistake to simply read the curse in BWL as a metaphor for sexual violence, colonial violence,
colonialism, and fragmented diasporic identity. Instead, we may consider it a structural element to be read.
1 Following Farah Mendlesohn’s definition of the “portal-quest fantasy” in Rhetorics of Fantasy.
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own failure is evident in his failure to say the thing—the counterspell—that takes shape as the

novel’s blank pages and his admission, 12

Fantasy literature, according to Ursula Le Guin, is a “different approach to reality, an
alternative technique for apprehending and coping with existence...a heightening of reality”
(145). We should not feel at home in a fantasy world. And for both Le Guin and Farah
Mendlesohn, fantasy fictions depend on the relationship between the reader and the writer,
channeled through our relationship as readers to the world that the author has constructed. For
Le Guin, this relationship unfolds through our expectations of world-belonging and style; for
Mendlesohn, this relationship unfolds through the position the reader takes in the fiction.
Certainly, readers do not feel at home in BWL s world—there are too many elements that
alienate us—and these alienating elements not only shape our encounter with its fictional world
but establish what I have called above a theory of reading and resistance.

For example, in “Some Assembly Required,” Sean P. O’Brien considers the intertextual
elements of Diaz’s work as that which marginalizes or alienates his readers. Pointing out the
complexity and scale of three different knowledge bases that circulate in the novel: that of genre

literature, the history of the Dominican Republic (which O’Brien reads alongside the novel’s

12 Several critics have written about the failed elements of BWL, especially focusing on the impossibility of the
story Yunior is attempting to tell. For example, Jennifer Harford Vargas writes that the novel must fail, and must
continue to fail due to the novel’s dictatorial critique: “for interrogation is a continual and necessary process as long
as the coloniality of power, and the dictatorial structures and norms it perpetuates, remain...it is a continuing process
of zafa-ing” (26). Diaz, too, in an interview with Paula M. L. Moya, states that “[ Yunior] couldn’t tell the story that
would have tied him in a human way to Lola, that indeed could have saved him” and reminds us that “in the end,
Yunior is left...with not much.”

13 Using a metaphor of camping (with trailers, lawn chairs, modern technologies, and the like) in Yosemite park to
discuss how we might expect to travel into a fantasy world, Le Guin reminds us, “In fantasy there is nothing but the
writer’s vision of the world. There is no borrowed reality of history, or current events, or just plain folks at home at
Peyton Place. There is no comfortable matrix of the commonplace to substitute for the imagination, to provide
ready-made emotional response...there is only a construct build in a void” (154). Mendlesohn argues, for example,
“there is a clear difference between the imaginary society, which we enter riding on the shoulder of the otherworldly
visitor...and the society we encounter as a hidden observer for whom no allowances are made: the first demands—
and usually offers—explanations; the second requires the reader to unpack the intertext” (xiv).
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extensive footnoting) and the Spanish language that Yunior seamlessly incorporates into the
text’s primary use of English, O’Brien argues that we as readers are forced to decide what
knowledges we must marginalize in order to make sense of the text. In the end, my conclusions
on the role of the reader are similar to those of O’Brien’s—that we must make choices based on
what we attend to or what we ignore—though | come to these conclusions not by examining the
various localized knowledges that we come to texts with but through our relationship to the
narrative itself. While it is certainly true that Diaz introduces an extensive litany of references
for the reader to sort through (from relatively well-known science fiction references to the rather
remote or obscure, from documented to undocumented or unofficial histories, and from a
deployment of the Spanish language both international and local) | read these elements as part of
Diaz’s larger world construction that we ambivalently approach and tentatively name.

BWL’s fantastic world, then, is shaped through what O’Brien considers to be its
intertextual elements. But instead of the inclusion of an Elven, Dwarven, or Orcish language
Diaz uses Spanish, in place of fantastic lands such as Rohan, Gondor, and Mordor, he uses the
Dominican Republic, and in place of magical spells and figures he uses those from geek fictions
and history. All of these substitutions, though, take on elements of the uncanny, fantastic, or the
unrecognizable.’* From the novel’s organizing concept of the curse and Oscar’s query “What
more sci-fi than the Santo Domingo,” to the inclusion of the golden-eyed mongoose (whom
“Many Watchers suspect arrived to our world from another” and who seems to accompany the
de Leon family when all hope is lost), the world that Diaz creates is not a mimetic, immersive, or
exact replica of our own (141). Further, BWL s history—reframed, re-spoken, and revised, is not

our history—the official history or the decolonial one. It is, as we will see, what we make it.

1% The listed examples come from the fantasy races and lands of Tolkien’s extensive fictional world.
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The result of Diaz’s world construction, then, is that while we might make choices throughout
the text, such as what to look up and what to skip or what to see and what to name, we must
firstly make choices about what we believe.

It is because of these choices that | consider BWL as a sort of liminal fantasy, drawing
from Mendlesohn’s description of the term in Rhetorics of Fantasy. Liminal fantasies are,
foundationally, those fantasies that produce doubt in their readers over the existence of the
fiction’s fantastic elements. Relying on our understanding of Wayne C. Booth’s “stable irony,”
Mendlesohn writes that it is “that form of fantasy which estranges the reader from the fantastic
as seen and described by the protagonist” (182).1° Genre-crossing and sometimes emulating
slipstream fictions, liminal fantasies position readers in an opposite space altogether than the
quest fantasy | mentioned above, the quest narrative being one where we readers leave behind
the mundane and become a passive companion to the protagonist’s journey.*® And the liminal
fantasy, detouring from O’Brien’s intertextual reading, dwells in what Mendlesohn calls
“knowingness” rather than focusing exclusively on what we choose not to know (as O’Brien

does). X’ Knowingness, then, is the collusion between the reader and the author—and is what

Barthes described as a “shared code” (qtd. Mendlesohn 183). Knowingness in liminal fantasy is

15 Stable irony being verbal irony where the author’s real meaning is clearly implied. In A Rhetoric of Irony, Booth
writes that a stable irony “presents us with a limited set of reading tasks” that require us to reject literal meaning, try
out alternative interpretations, make decisions about the author, and choose a cluster of meanings from the irony (8-
12).

16 Slipstream fiction, drawing from Bruce Sterling’s 1989 articulation of the term, is a “native literature” of cultural
circumstance that produces in its readers feelings of strangeness, surrealism, and the blurring of lined between what
is real and what is fantastic. In Feeling Very Strange: The Slipstream Anthology, editors James Patrick Kelly and
John Kessel quote John Clute’s revised definition of the term. That description focuses on Sterling’s interest in the
fragmented subjectivity present in slipstream fiction, stating that it “abandons the assumption, common to both
realism and science fiction, that the world can be ‘seen whole, and described accurately in words” (xi). E.g., in The
Lord of the Rings trilogy we go with Frodo when he leaves the Shire, but do not participate in the meaning making
of the story in the way that we do with BWL, choosing what elements to champion and what to

17 E.g., in The Lord of the Rings trilogy we go with Frodo when he leaves the Shire, but do not participate in the
meaning making of the story in the way that we do with BWL, choosing what elements to champion and what to
overlook.
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the structure that helps the reader unpack the irony presented by the author and understand the
fantastic elements of the story. Reading BWL as a liminal fantasy points to the ways we are
asked to feel estranged from the novel and asks us what is at stake in this estrangement. All the
while, the practice privileges the relationship between the reader and the author.

In BWL, the fantastic enters the text in numerous ways. As | mentioned above, we may
approach it through O’Brien’s consideration of its intertextual elements—which we might also
see as rather standard elements in fantasy literature. These tropes are BWL s spectacular,
faraway lands (though instead of the Shire we have New Jersey and instead of Mordor we have
the cane fields), racial languages (instead of Elvish we have Spanish), and complex magical
systems of understanding and speaking about the world (the novel’s “geek” shibboleths).® We
may also consider the rupture that is the New World and the curse, demons, angels, and
ambiguous creatures alike who entered through the “nightmare door that was cracked open in the
Antilles” when the New World was created (3). And even note Mendlesohn’s observation that
most liminal fantasies make extensive use of first person narration and “conscious exaggeration
of the mimetic style” in BWL s shifting first person and attention to detail that seems to hyper-
replicate its physical spaces (xviii, xxiv).1°

We don’t necessarily doubt Diaz’s inclusion of fantastic or mystical elements because we
see them as metaphors, or as referential systems—if we read the novel as using genre fiction
rather than as genre fiction. The curse is the legacy of violence, the mongoose is hope, the
faceless man is the bystander—complicit in violence—or is history itself. What we do doubt:

that this is a curse at all, and not the lingering repercussions of colonial violence. And Diaz

18 These latter two falling under Le Guin’s rubric of well-crafted elements of style in fantasy literature in her “From
Elfland to Poughkeepsie.”
19 For example, in the significant location tagging—the naming of colleges, towns, beaches, roads, and so on.
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further enables this doubt through his interviews, lectures, and public explanations of certain plot
elements such as Yunior’s abuse and his frequent public discussion of the blank pages in the
novel.Z% We convince ourselves to see the curse as a complicated symbol, a perspective that
exist in tension with the spectacular violence that the curse, or fuki commits. Like Vint, we see
that “reality [in BWL] can be more perverse and dreadful than [science fiction] could ever
imagine” (217). Or we doubt because despite Diaz’s scripting the Dominican Republic as that
place that one journeys to in order to complete one’s decolonial quest, and despite his inclusion
of the mongoose and the curse and the faceless man, we still believe that Abelard was killed
because he wrote inflammatory material against Trujillo, that JFK did not succumb to the fukd,
and that it is Yunior’s own misogyny and abuse that keeps screwing up his relationships. We
doubt because, following Mendlesohn, we’re “sit[ting] in the subconscious of the point of view

299

character, quietly screaming, ‘But something is wrong’”’ (xxiv). And we doubt these elements
because we doubt our narrator already—there are too many signals in the text that something
isn’t right. That because we don’t believe in magic, or curses, or faceless men we know our
narrator is unreliable, a liar, and a dictator.

Diaz utilizes the liminality he crafts to two ends. The first is to question and further
emphasize the role of the author, which takes the place of the dictator in BWL s decolonial
world. Through creating a sort of cognitive dissonance between what is said in the text and what

we see, read, experience, or believe, he creates a scenario where we are to determine what we

include and what we omit in our understanding of the narrated text and its world. And we are

20 Indeed, we might see the numerous interviews and speaking engagements where Diaz carefully unpacks BWL
(and his two short story collections) for his readers as an interesting attempt to curate a particular kind of
knowingness, following Mendlesohn. Unlike a figure such as Greg Egan, for example, who avoids the public and
speaking engagements in the hopes that his work will “stand on its own” Diaz is continuously curating his readers’
experiences through these interviews.
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positioned as questioners from the beginning pages, beginning with Yunior’s Wizard of Oz
reference: “One final note, Toto, before Kansas goes bye-bye,” Yunior writes before he then
describes to us the zafa, or counterspell element of the curse (6). Toto, a symbol of Dorothy’s
subconscious or inner voice is, remember, the one who revealed the Wizard’s fraud—and we
might similarly understand our role as readers in BWL. It is up to us what we believe; it is also
up to us what we will include in our own revision of the history that we are presented with. But
we must also reveal the lies, half-truths, and misdirections that Yunior presents to us.

The second use value of genre in BWL is related to the revealing we will be asked to do
throughout the text. As we experience the dissonance or estrangement that we do, we find
ourselves placed in a position of naming what we see mythologized or made fantastic in BWL’s
pages. Unlike the crafting of metaphors, however, where we might find a more heavy-handed
parable for the identification of “real” structures of oppression, here we are asked to construct
our own understandings and speak names to things that are unspoken in the text. Take, for
example, Diaz’s discussion of white supremacy in an interview with Paula M. L. Moya:

White supremacy is the great silence of our world, and in it is embedded much of what

ails us as a planet. The silence around white supremacy is like the silence around Sauron

in The Lord of the Rings or the VVoldemort name, which must never be uttered in the

Harry Potter novels. And yet here’s the rub: If a critique of white supremacy doesn’t

first flow through you, doesn’t first implicate you, then you have missed the mark; you

have, in fact, almost guaranteed its survival and reproduction.
In the above passage, Diaz speaks to one of the overarching concerns that shapes BWL and his
two short story collections: the invisible or silent racism that shapes both the characters and the

societies that they exist within. In BWL, this silent racism is accompanied by the equally
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invisible, or silent, legacy of sexual abuse and survivorship. But, rather than speaking these
violences, Diaz makes us do so through reading and interpreting the novel’s blank pages,
moments of estrangement, and (following Mendlesohn) knowingness. And in making us name
(and thereby become implicated in) the novel’s racist and violent systems, by crafting BWL as a
liminal fantasy, Diaz skirts his fear of representing these issues through titillation and
sensationalism.?! Through constructing BWL as a type of liminal fantasy, then, Diaz establishes
a practice of reading that will take us through its narrative: a reading that at once estranges us
from the story while it makes us recognize the social structures that bring it about.
The Author as Dictator

Above, | argued that in reading BWL as a liminal fantasy added to our understanding of
authorship and the uneasy relationship we have with the reality in the novel. By creating a world
where we exist in continuous doubt—not only because of our traditionally unreliable narrator,
but because we are not sure what strange magic to believe—Diaz asks us to name the oppressive
structures that are hidden in the text. The narrative devices that compel us to name are, as | have
posited above, stylistic maneuvers on Diaz’s part to control the sensationalism of the “too blunt
and obvious...moralistic parable” that he muses in his interview with Moya, is “not literature.””??
But as they place us in a tense relationship with the authors and narrators within BWL, they also
establish the novel’s stakes. For BWL to work despite Yunior’s failures, we must be able to
identity and expose what he keeps hidden or silent. Further, we must understand the problems

behind seeing, revealing, and naming so that we do not make the same mistakes as him. The

2L A fear he mentions in his interview with Moya when he states, “But exposing our racisms, etc., accurately has
never seemed to be enough; the problem with faithful representations is that they run the risk of being mere
titillation or sensationalism.”

22 Here, Diaz also seems to be making a tired and faulty observation about the lack of literary quality in science
fiction, a phenomenon that many science fiction authors refer to as the science fiction ghetto. That ghetto is the
underrepresentation in mainstream publishing due to science fiction (and fantasy) not being considered “high”
literature.
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process of identifying and understanding comes down to a question, as we will see, of what to
include and what to omit. | have discussed the first tactic—that of genre fiction—that Diaz uses
to challenge the structural recycling of violent colonial norms, arguing that he creates an
estrangement between reader and narrator. In the following pages, | will explore why this
estrangement is so critical through reading the role of the author in the novel and Yunior’s
construction of Oscar as an ideal Dominican-American masculinity.? For, as Diaz
demonstrates, there is a strong tie between the author and the dictator—one that causes our
author, Yunior, to reenact old forms of colonial violence in new surveillant ways. This recycled
oppression and violence leads to my second point, that Yunior’s construction of Oscar as a
redeemed, but still ideal, Dominican-American masculinity defers his finding a zafa, or
counterspell, for the curse that haunts him, the de Leon family, and the Antilles at large.

In BWL, Trujillo is surveillance—at least a particular kind of it. In his first footnote,
Yunior likens him to Sauron, the primary antagonist from J. R. R. Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings
trilogy. Sauron, the powerful necromancer whose goals included the eradication of man and the
domination of all life is throughout Lord of the Rings and the Silmarillion associated with a
blazing red eye: ‘“an image of malice and hatred made visible; and the Eye of Sauron the
Terrible few could endure” (Silmarillion 280-1). And Sauron, we know from trilogy, sees all—
his burning eye is augmented by scouts and magic that disperses out from his tower into the
countryside. Diaz has been vocal about his construction of Yunior as Trujillo: in a 2009
interview with Katherine Miranda, Diaz mentions:

In this book, you could draw a direct line in Dominican society from Trujillo to Yunior.

Yunior takes the present role of the dictator—in the past Trujillo was the dictator, he was

2 That is, | will continue with my examination of what | consider to be the three key elements of BWL for
understanding the nature of body construction in the novel.
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the only one who spoke. In this novel, in the present, Yunior’s the only one who speaks.

He’s literally the dictator...What’s ironic is that Trujillo is this horror in the book, but the

readers don’t even recognize that the person telling them the story is Trujillo with a

different mask. (37)*
In the above passage, Diaz places emphasis on the role of speaking and, as Jennifer Harford
Vargas describes, ‘plays on the tensions between the two definitions of dictate” (8). And indeed,
words in BWL contain power, insofar as they have the ability to shape history. And the view of
language as shaping, rather than containing, follows Yunior’s desire to provide a counterspell, or
zafa, to the Curse of the New World. Not only is the concept of “word(s) of power” prevalent in
fantasy literatures and RPGs (archives Diaz liberally draws from for BWL), where powerful
wizards rely on spoken components to spells in order to incapacitate their foes and demonstrate
how knowledge may be deadly, but in the hands of the writer, words enforce.?® Our Watcher
recognizes the power of words and the tension between dictate’s two meanings throughout the
novel, appearing in his descriptions of the various terrible fates of authors and their works,
though is perhaps most evident in one of his footnotes:

What is it with Dictators and Writers, anyway? Since before the infamous Caesar—Ovid

war they’ve had beef. Like the Fantastic Four and Galactus, like the X-Men and the

Brotherhood of Evil Mutants...they seemed destined to be eternally linked in the Halls of

24 Several years later, in a 2012 interview in the Los Angeles Review of Books, Gregg Barrios asks Junot Diaz, “I
also see characteristics of Trujillo in Yunior—how he controls information, how he weaves his web with storytelling
and makes himself sympathetic to the reader: ‘I’'m not a bad guy...” —he begins the narrative. | see this in all three
books. Is this far-fetched?” To this, Diaz replies: “Yunior is one of Trujillo’s Children. All of us Dominicans are.
We are as haunted by him as we are our own selves. Of course most of us don’t even know who Trujillo is but
ignorance doesn’t stop history from working on us. As we all know history often does its best work on us when we
don’t know a thing about the past. Oscar Wao makes that same argument—that the present dictator of the novel is
Yunior.” http://lareviewofbooks.org/interview/he-is-a-writer-of-fiction-he-puts-on-masks-for-a-living-an-interview-
with-junot-diaz

% For example, in the The Elder Scrolls: Skyrim RPG dragons use a powerful form of spoken magic called Thu’um.
Translating into “shouts,” battles between dragons in the game are (quite literally) to-the-death linguistic matches.
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Battle. Rushdie claims that tyrants and scribblers are natural antagonists, but | think
that’s too simple; it lets writers off pretty easy. Dictators, in my opinion, just know
competition when they see it. Same with writers. Like, after all, recognizes like.
(97n11)

Trujillo’s systems of surveillance and structures of power in BWL replicate Sauron’s—
both of which, in turn, model Bentham’s Panopticon. Following the statement in the footnote
that “he was our Sauron...a personaje so outlandish, so perverse, so dreadful that not even a sci-
fi writer could have made his ass up” we find that Trujillo was “Famous for changing ALL THE
NAMES of ALL THE LANDMARKS IN THE Dominican Republic to honor himself” (2n1).
The name changing has a similar effect as Sauron’s Eye: surveillance and regulation. While the
act of naming itself both builds and demonstrates one’s power, naming the highest peak in the
Antilles “Pico Trujillo” (as the Watcher points out) certainly symbolically gestures to the height
of Trujillo’s oversight to his people and perhaps even reminds us readers of the imagery of
Sauron’s great Eye atop the Tower of Barad-dir—or, perhaps more likely, the central
watchtower of N. Harou-Romain’s 1840 penitentiary plan that Foucault drew from to discuss
disciplinary apparatuses in Discipline & Punish.?® Similarly, renaming the city of Santo
Domingo to Ciudad Trujillo reinforces that the city’s inhabitants and visitors all exist within the
limits of Trujillo himself.

The genius of Bentham’s Panopticon, of course, was in its twofold vision of power: it
should be visible and unverifiable. In the Panopticon’s scenario, the subject should always have
visible before them the structure of power; this structure should never confirm if the subject is

being observed (Foucault 201). The visible nature of power decoupled from a singularly

2 The image referenced is image #4, found in the middle unnumbered pages between 169 and 170. Foucault,
Michel. Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison. Transl. by Alan Sheridan. NY: Vintage Books, 1977.
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confirmable form results in a system that anyone can operate within as an observer. Ultimately,
this visibility and ubiquitousness transforms surveillance into a societal endeavor where we
equally survey and are surveyed, becoming “neither in the amphitheater, nor on the stage, but in
the panoptic machine, invested by its effects of power, which we bring to ourselves since we are
part of its mechanism” (217). In BWL, Trujillo’s regime extended far beyond his own eyes,
incorporating Trujillo’s seemingly endless close and extended family members, loyal henchmen,
and individuals from the community as spies in his administration. For example, when a school
teacher goes missing after suggesting that, for example, other Dominican women deserved as
much praise as Dofia Maria, Trujillo’s wife, Yunior indicates that it is perhaps the student body
of the school, who catered to “Trujillo’s lower-level ladroncitos,” who turned him in (98n12).
The mechanisms of Trujillo’s power form Foucault’s “disciplinary relays” from atop the
renamed mountaintop, coil into the classroom where students write essays praising their dictator,
and snake through the neighborhood where a simple joke could result in an appearance by the
Secret Police (Foucault 174).

So Diaz writes Trujillo as a sort of panoptic, Eye of Sauron/Big Brother figure, producing
a society wherein docile citizens form through a visible yet unverifiable system of power. With
Yunior, BWL’s dictatorial successor to Trujillo, Diaz scripts a shift in the surveillant power
structures to one that more closely resembles Kevin Haggerty and Richard Ericson have called a
“surveillant assemblage.” And by scripting this shift, he locates new forms of normative
regulation and control that occur in the wake of the surveillance state and are charted on the
decolonial, diasporic body.

In this project’s introduction I explored how our contemporary surveillance state has

evolved from its industrial-era model, pointing to theorists such as Deleuze, Haggerty, and Lyon
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who track its evolution. Notably, the Panopticon—as a model of the surveillance state—has
been challenged, causing theorists such as Haggerty and Ericson to proclaim that it is time to
leave behind the Panopticon, adopting instead the notion of surveillant assemblages; drawing
from Deleuze and Guattari’s definition of assemblages, they suggest formerly discrete systems
have converged, “abstracting human bodies from their territorial settings and separating them
into a series of discrete flows” (606). These “flows” can then be “reassembled” into one of this
project’s organizing concepts: the “data double” or “data body,” an entity that can be targeted by
systems for intervention (606). Haggerty and Ericson’s model of surveillance depends on a
digitized, Western, corporatized society—and it is, perhaps, much more suited for thinking
through texts such as Cory Doctorow’s Little Brother than it is BWL s predominantly pre-digital
world. Still, the rhizomic expansion of knowledge in the novel through Yunior’s data collection
methods (that is, his collection of the de Leon’s history) and the way that bodies are seen to form
within the decolonial, diasporic lineages between Santo Domingo and New Jersey operate along
similar logics to those at the core of the surveillant assemblage: namely, quoting Gilliom and
Monahan in SuperVision, “there is no central force...but a shifting, moving, observation,
presentation, and regulation of self by countless measures in countless locations” (22).

In “Dictating Desire, Dictating Diaspora,” Elena Machado Saez reads the BWL as a
national romance and foundational fiction.?” Reading exactly what kind of fiction BWL
proposes, she locates Yunior’s dictatorial strategies in the ruse of polyvocality he presents.
Pointing out the methods of story collection Yunior uses—firsthand narratives, rumors, letters,

and stolen excerpts from Oscar’s diary, for example—Machado Saez argues that these kinds of

27 And in doing so points to the dictatorial methods Yunior employs. Jennifer Harford Vargas, in “Dictating a Zafa:
The Power of Narrative Form in Junot Diaz’s The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao,” similarly reads the play on
the word “dictate” to compare Trujillo to Yunior.
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rhetorical maneuvers and rationales “speaks to the position of authority that Yunior assumes in
relation to the reader, and by extension, the power that he has over our sense of what Oscar’s life
means” (529). What I find most important in this statement is dual: firstly, she locates the
constrictive power of Yunior’s narrative in Oscar’s body and vitality, and secondly (and drawing
from that first finding), that these stories, rumors, letters, and the like serve as representative
data—data that forms for Oscar a normative and representative data body (and, by extension, a
normative, diasporic, Dominican-American masculinity). The function, intentional or not, of
this data in BWL and for Yunior is to create a system of control that no longer relies on the police
or panoptic state surveillance system but operates through a modular, rhizomal, and
deterritorialized assemblage: one of omission/erasure, construction/definition, and
deceit/deception.

Yunior compiles the stories in BWL not to present them, but to use them—and it is in this
process that they become raw data. Yunior’s research methods are varied, as Machado Saez
points out, and we are directed to his findings through his careful control. For example, though
Yunior is privy to the details of Abelard’s imprisonment, rather than the “thousand tales [he
could tell us] to wring the salt from your motherfucking eyes” he will “spare us the anguish, the
torture, the loneliness...and leave you only with the consequences” (250). Eradicating the how,
that is, we as readers are left with the what. Additionally, Yunior “reveals” Beli’s last days in
the Dominican Republic with language that proposes her story is evidence: “I wish I could say
different but I’ve got it right here on tape. La Inca told you you had to leave the country and you
laughed. End of story.” Here again, the “end” of the story is not its culmination of events but its
use value. And throughout the novel Yunior reveals bits of information to us as readers through

small segments of stories, stories we are then to use as data to make sense of the world: e.g., the
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small detail about the summers the Cabral family spent at the ocean under the “watchful gaze of
their mother, who, unable to risk no extra darkness, remained chained to her umbrella’s shadow”
(161). This is a scene we may remember later, when we encounter the description of Ybdn as
“one whiteskinned relative away from jaba” (279). In instances such as these we are asked to see
the incredible fluidity and the well-guarded nature of race, skin color, and mobility in Dominican
identity. And finally, the novel itself—Dbe it the book that Yunior has written or BWL as a text
crafted by Junot Diaz—serves as data as it locates the de Ledn family in the larger system of
decolonial violence.?® The stories in BWL, as well as the story of it, are pieces in a larger
surveillant assemblage.

Yunior’s surveillant strategies do not rely on collection of information alone, however,
but the erasure or “un-seeing” of, in particular, sexual violence: the tactic of omission I
mentioned above. This is to say, unless sexual violence plays out on the surface of the body for
the most part Yunior quickly bypasses, normalizes, or erases it completely from the story—as do
many of the other characters in the book. These actions leads to an understanding where the
trauma of the violence remains while the act of violence is erased. For example, Lola remembers
her mother’s reaction to her rape: “when that thing happened to me when I was eight and I
finally told her what he had done, she told me to shut my mouth and stop crying, and 1 did
exactly that, I shut my mouth and clenched my legs, and my mind, and within a year I couldn’t
have told you what the neighbor looked like, or even his name” (57). The pervasive erasure of
such violence creates it as a norm; further, its un-interrogated status entrenches it in the

decolonial identity Yunior is crafting.

28 |n the introduction to A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia, Deleuze and Guattari write on the
nature of the book as an assemblage, as it holds no understanding in it without relating to other assemblages.
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From the string of individual failed loves in the de Leon family to the unending inclusion
of named and nameless abused women in the novel’s margins (such as Maritza and the pregnant
hitchhiker), no one in the novel is left unmarked by the legacy of colonial sexual violence. To
extend my above example, our Watcher reveals that Lola was raped when she was a child,
though both mentions are within the first few pages of the book and are met with relative
glibness. Her rape, never called that in BWL, was “common knowledge” within the family and
the community as a subject of “pain, judgment, and bochinche” for her—what we call “victim
blaming” IRL (25). It should, then, come to no surprise that Yunior chimes in on the matter,
offering a possible explanation for her attacker’s focus on her—her hair, noting that it was
“something I’'m sure [he] noticed and admired” (25). The unquestioned sexualized nature of
girls in the novel is also evident in Maritza and in Yunior’s realization that Isis has “her mother’s
legs” (330). Rather than questioning or explaining these events or sexualizations he instead
offers a series of data (time, place, event, and occurrence) in each story that is, evasively,
dictated through same silences that his supervillain counterpart, Trujillo, uses. And the evasion
and dictation strategy he uses frequently produces caricatures of the events he tells. Such
appropriations and caricatures allow Yunior to continue his abusive and misogynistic behaviors
towards the women he is romantically involved with, echoing and perpetuating the colonial
violence he has suffered. It is no mistake, for example, in the novel that the Gangster and Yunior
both repeatedly lie to “their” women, under the guise of “pure intentions,” and demand they be
subservient to their lifestyles (BWL 199). It is also no mistake that both culminate their physical
relationships in aborted pregnancies.

Concluding the dictatorial tactics that Yunior utilizes to form and perform bodies in BWL

is Yunior’s erasure of the sexual violence that happened to him. We as readers do not encounter

47



this violence in the novel; that is, there is no indication he was assaulted in the pages of BWL,
Drown, or This Is How You Lose Her. Rather, we must find out that Yunior is a survivor of
sexual abuse through BWL’s author—not Yunior, but Diaz. At least twice Junot Diaz has
publically mentioned he wrote the character of Yunior as being a survivor of sexual abuse. In his
interview by Paula M.L. Moya, Diaz stated the following:
| always wrote Yunior as being a survivor of sexual abuse. He has been raped, too. The
hint of this sexual abuse is something that’s present in Drown, and it is one of the great
silences in Oscar Wao. This is what Yunior can’t admit, his very own pagina en blanco.
So, when he has that line in the novel: “I’d finally try to say the words that could have

saved us. / ,” what he couldn’t say to Lola was that

“I, too, have been molested.”

And at the Applied Research Center’s Facing Race conference in November, 2012, Diaz
similarly mentioned, “in each book Yunior comes close to revealing that he was raped but never
comes out and says it.”

Yunior, through a series of tactics that rely on disclosing and authoring reproduces an
impossible heteronormative masculinity. And while Yunior’s manipulation of seeing and
authoring is a carryover an of older dictatorial regime, the tactics he employs are unique: rather
than the use of force to silence the speaker and stop the writer as Trujillo does, Yunior writes the
narrative, but his narrow lens erases as much as it includes. And rather than Trujillo’s all-seeing
eye that disciplines those in its gaze, Yunior’s decolonial bodies are shaped and controlled
through what is revealed, what is seen, and what is masked. In BWL Diaz crafts a system of
social organization and control that operates through these tactics, which are able to normalize

and regulate the diasporic body beyond borders and past panoptic, dictatorial regimes. | consider
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this system a surveillant assemblage that relies on tactics of seeing and un-seeing, following
Diaz’s discussion of point of view in his interview with Miranda. Here, Diaz remarks: “As a
writer, what fascinates me is how people ‘un-see.” How societies are trained not to see. In other
words, I don’t think what determines a person is what their point of view is. I think it’s what
their point of “un-view” is. What are the things that you’ve been socialized not to see?”’ (30).
What Yunior does with the fragments, pieces, and datum he collects is assemble: but instead of
a decolonial history, as perhaps Diaz’s critics hope and wish for, he assembles bodies and
identities.?® Bodies that are, in turn, constructed by not only what is there but what is omitted.
The (Data) Construction of an Ideal Decolonial Identity

Machado Séez locates omission in the diasporic Dominican identity in Yunior dictates of
Oscar, arguing that Oscar’s “queer attributes” must be erased or reconciled for Oscar to become
a proper representative diasporic body (534). Backing up her claims is her analysis of the ways
Oscar’s decidedly unmasculine behavior—Oscar’s overall sentimentality, his virginity, and the
act of crying—present a picture of what a proper Dominican-American man is not. Yunior
“corrects” more than Oscar’s queer attributes in the final pages, however, and his “straightening”
of Oscar is but one of many tactics that he uses in his book to produce a masculine,
heteronormative subjectivity—the data body of BWL.

Part of Yunior’s purging of Oscar involves, as Machado Saez points out, his being

“delivered into authenticity through Ybon’s body” (538). This deliverance (through their having

29 Many critics, academic and non-, assert the novel’s attempts to rewrite “official” or colonial history. These
assertions primarily closely following the novel’s 2007 publication and include, for example, Monica Hanna’s
“’Reassembling the Fragments’: Battling Historiographies, Caribbean Discourse, and Nerd Genres in Junot Diaz’s
The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao” published in Callaloo, Kevin Echavirria’s HuffingtonPost article “How
Yunior’s Narrative in The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao Acts as an Archival History,” and the 2008 Special
Session on Junot Diaz at the Modern Language Association’s annual conference. The 2008 session, “Postcolonial
Histories and Intertextuality in Junot Diaz’s The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao” included work by Ylce
Irizarry, Jason Meyler, and Elena Machado Séez, all of which discussed the notion of retelling or constructing
history from the novel.
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sex) seems to be her only function in the story as Yunior only briefly mentions what becomes of
her after Oscar is killed; further Yunior does not indicate if any violence was directed at her
despite his long embellishments about the sexual and physical violence that others in the novel
have sustained. However, Yban is not the only woman in the text that exists for male
deliverance—rather for Yunior, preserving and maintaining proper masculinity through fucking
seems to be a primary function of women in the novel and in constructing a decolonial identity.
Lola, too is placed in relation to masculinity when we first meet Yunior in BWL: we remember
that Yunior notes she “sewed [his] balls back on, and not any woman can do that for a guy”
(168). Even Yunior’s own wife, in the novel’s final pages, is seen as a vessel for proper
Dominican manhood; she is a woman he “does not deserve,” his life with her has made him a
“new man” and she may eventually conduct him into proper heteropatriarchy yet as they “make
vague noises about having children” (327). If women do not constructively contribute to
Dominican masculinity they are as frequently seen as its destructive force. Lola, we must
remember destroyed poor Max’s life by breaking up with him (“What happened was that one day
he miscalculated—heartbroken, I’'m sure—and ended up being mashed between a bus bound for
the Cibao and one bound for Bani”) and in this way she resembles the prostitutes who, Oscar’s
tio exclaims, “ruined my life” (209, 283). Yunior’s “straightening” or normalizing of Oscar’s
masculinity and his portrayal of women as either vessels of personal ruin or deliverance to a
normative heteropatriarchy are maneuvers that Yunior makes as the author of the book of
Oscar’s life. This authorship comes into play in several more instances in the novel, all of which
place him in systems of surveillance and control of proper diasporic Dominican identity. These
mechanisms create Yunior as a gatekeeper as it is through his normative eye that the stories,

pictures, and fragments that make up Oscar’s life and subjectivity in the book Yunior is writing
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must pass and be filtered. And in the decolonial world that Diaz crafts for us they serve as new
forms of surveillant control that replicate state violence without the state.

For example, in addition to Oscar’s physical body being remade (Yunior takes special
care to point out—*he’s also, you might notice...[not] wearing his fatguy coat” when he’s
describing pictures of Oscar during his first trip to the Dominican Republic) his geekishness is
similarly dissipated (275). Though Oscar retains characteristic speech patterns (which we are to
associate with his awkward, geek identity) we readers cease to find him associated with any of
geekish tendencies: gone are the references to Magic cards, Elvish quotes, and X-Men
references. For despite Yunior’s own geek or nerd tendencies (knowing, for example, Tolkien’s
elvish language) and Oscar’s love of speculative genres, in BWL Oscar’s geekishness is a marker
of his otherness for which he is routinely punished.®® In fact, we find him actively rejecting the
speculative worlds that those fictions contained. The Watcher reveals:

He read The Lord of the Rings for what I’m estimating the millionth time, one of his

greatest loves and greatest comforts since he’d first discovered it, back when he was nine

and lost and lonely and his favorite librarian had said, “Here, try this, and with one
suggestion changed his life. Got through almost the whole trilogy, but then the line “and
out of Far Harad black men like half-trolls” and he had to stop, his head hurting too

much. (307)

In these lines, Yunior calls attention to the racist narratives that are foundational to speculative,
science, and fantasy fictions—a sort of “truth” of these fictions that is usually erased or

overlooked by its fans. Though these fictions are ostensibly just that—fictions—they represent,

%0 Early in the novel, Yunior explains: “You really want to know what being an X-Man feels like? Just be a smart,
bookish boy of color in a contemporary U.S. ghetto” Yunior writes, “Mamma mia! Like having bat wings or a pair
of tentacles growing out of your chest” (22n6).
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for Ben Railton, “Oscar’s particular American Dream, the ways in which he attempts to create an
identity and life for himself in the United States” and Railton establishes his claim by contrasting
Oscar’s mythologies with those of his mother, Beli (145). But if the fantasy and science fictions
Oscar draws from do position Oscar in relation to the American Dream, here we also see him,
quite literally, turn away from that dream and the racist, colonial mindset on which it is
founded.3!

By showing us Oscar’s moment of recognition (similar, perhaps, to Achebe’s when he
realizes his own racialized place in Conrad’s Heart of Darkness) Yunior presents a pressing-back
from socially-entrenched colonial racism and produces a decolonial identity in quiet rebellion.
And if we see Oscar’s act of putting down the book as encountering both that book’s racism and
his internalized self-loathing, Oscar does not so much run away (as he does from the recurring
scene in the cane and as Yunior does throughout the story) as he confronts. What he moves
toward, in his listening and confronting, is what Yunior could only name all along: the moments
and spaces of historical silence as abuse and violence. In creating Oscar as a body delivered
from queerness and in rejection of racist norms, Yunior creates a hero who is (mostly) cleansed
of shame and internal conflict—an ideal that not even Yunior, as a survivor and a perpetuator of

sexual violence, can attain.

31 Replacing Oscar’s geek fictions and languages (and further solidifying his diasporic identity) is his Spanish,
which Yunior notes was “good for once” right before Oscar dies (321). Symbolically, Oscar must lose his elvish to
gain his Spanish—an interesting replacement of colonial languages in identity construction, indeed.

Further, I refer us to another of Diaz’s interviews and discussions of science fiction and fantasy narratives; Diaz, in
an interview with The FanBros (DJ BenHaMeen, Tatiana King-Jones, and Chico Leo), states: “Look...if it wasn’t
for the history of breeding human beings in the New World through chattel slavery, Dune doesn’t make sense. If it
wasn’t for the extermination of so many Indigenous First Nations, most of what we call science fiction’s contact
stories doesn’t make sense. Without us as the secret sauce, none of this works...We’re all of these things—erased,
and yet without us—we are essential.”
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Conclusion: How We Lose

In this chapter | have identified three tactics that Diaz utilizes in BWL—the employment
of genre fiction, the collapse of the author and the dictator, and the construction of Oscar as an
ideal Dominican-American identity—in order to propose a theory of readership. This readership,
one that is estranged from the text, must determine what is real, what is wrong, what should
remain, and what should be omitted. Reading BWL as a liminal fantasy, a genre that suggests we
watch our narrator navigate the world silently screaming something’s wrong, | offered that Diaz
asks us to fill in the novel’s stakes. And in asking us to examine the novel’s mystical elements
we must construct the missing end of the metaphors that we are presented with: the curse as the
legacy of colonial sexual violence, for example. Reading Diaz’s scripting of the author-as-
dictator and his presentation of Yunior’s construction of Oscar I examined the ways that Diaz
wrote the transfer surveillant power from one generation to the next, focusing on how that power
shaped and constructed bodies. These understandings—that the author is a dictator and that he
engages surveillant, controlling elements to create ideal subjects—not only link to this
dissertation’s interest in the above topics but, when read alongside the position of the reader in
the text, present a way past the author (or dictator) and toward the possibility of social change.

Diaz’s estranged readers are replicated in the novel’s concluding pages, imagined in the
figure of Isis, Lola’s young daughter. Described as assemblage of the best of them (Yunior
describes: she has her uncle’s—and grandfather’s—curious eyes and is, “if Lola is to be
believed” a reader, not a writer like himself, Oscar, or Abelard), Isis is the novel’s last hope for
breaking the curse (BWL 327). To help her to this end, Yunior has made a room for Isis. “I’1l
take her down to my basement,” he explains, ‘and open the four refrigerators where I store her

tio’s books, his games, his manuscript, his comic books, his papers...A light, a desk, a cot—I’ve
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prepared it all” (330). In this room, Isis is to piece together the counterspell that Yunior cannot
in his own reconstruction. Notable, too, perhaps, in Isis’s readerly reconstruction is that the
notion of silences, gaps, and things omitted shifts from what is lost to time and inaccessible to
what she may willingly omit herself. For Isis shares her name with the Egyptian goddess; one
who is most known for is her reconstruction and resurrection of her brother-husband, Osiris, who
had been murdered and dismembered. (Osiris himself is tellingly linked to cycles; this and his
violent death may remind us of the novel’s timeless and surreally violent cane fields.) Isis
certainly did reconstruct him but, as the story goes, either could not, or elected not to, assemble
him with his penis. And in an interview with Los Angeles Review of Books’s Gregg Barrios,
Diaz muses that he “likes best” the version where she intentionally leaves it out, further
implicating and suggesting the power of the reader in the historicizing process.

In The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, it falls to readers to construct a new text from
the fragments of history, from the blank pages, and from the unspoken words, and from the
untold stories of decolonial violence. And it is our role to, like Isis, decide what parts to save
and what parts to throw away. (lIsis, we may conclude through comparing her to her namesake,
has the potential to omit a violent masculinity in her reconstruction.) No matter what we save
and what we omit, however, we are still implicated with Yunior and in the novel’s systems of
power and surveillance that see and un-see, normalize, and regulate. And, as such, we may
pause to consider the implications of Diaz’s placement of responsibility on us or the reader more
general.

In a 2012 essay on contemporary, ongoing discussions of gender, Roxane Gay concludes
her examination of the problem of gender conversations in mainstream and academic culture

with a review of Diaz’s collection, This Is How You Lose Her (of which Yunior is again the
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primary figure). Noting Diaz’s exceptional style and the intensity of his writing, Gay writes that
she, like those of us who read BWL, experiences a moment where she identifies something as
being wrong. She writes:
We have all been influences by a culture where woman are considered inferior to men
and I would have loved to see what a writer of Diaz’s caliber might do if he allowed his
character to step outside the vacuum he grew up in and that we still live in.
These limited ways in which we talk, write, and think about gender, these vacuums in
which we hold cultural conversations, no matter how good our intentions, no matter how
finely crafted our approach, | cannot but help think, this is how we all lose.
Gay’s subtle critique—that we all lose when our authors do not attempt to move outside the
world in which they are created—presents us with a problem. For though Diaz may have
constructed a theory of readership to confront the problem of authorship, he leaves us with an
ethical problem: that we all lose when our authors fail to imagine new spaces and scenarios of
being. In my next chapter, I’ll pick up on this imagination problem, discussing the issue of
representation in speculative fiction alongside theories of bodily transparency and visibility in

surveillant cultures.
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Chapter Two

Bodily Transparency in Snow Crash and Bitch Planet

If you think compliance is expensive, try non-compliance.

—Former U.S. Deputy Attorney Paul McNutty.

In “Terror and the Female Grotesque: Introducing Full-Body Scanners to U.S. Airports,”
Rachel Hall reads the aesthetics of transparency that has developed in the U.S.’s post 9/11 era.
This aesthetics is driven by, she writes, “the desire to turn the world (and the body) inside out
such that there would no longer be secrets or interiors, human or geographical, in which terrorists
or terrorist threats might find refuge.” Further, she proposes that the objective of this aesthetics
is to “flatten” the body or object of surveillance so that no communication or correspondence is
required to know it (127).1 The surveillant process of flattening the body, however,
demonstrates that some bodies retain a willful interiority that resists knowledge production and,
as such, their interiority is seen and understood as opaque and therefore threatening.? Opaque
bodies, Hall defines, are those produced by “effects [that] raise suspicion by the mere fact that
they dare to present something that is not entirely visually accessible to the viewer or monitor”
(127). Furthermore, it is the opaque nature of bodies that cannot perform the perfunctory

qualifications of transparency (Hall lists the qualifications of whiteness, normative gender, and

113

! We might make immediate connection between the motive behind Hall’s “aesthetics of transparency” and the
motivation of surveillance that Haggerty and Ericson present in “The Surveillant Assemblage.” In that article (and
my discussion of it in this project’s introduction) we find that the goal of contemporary surveillance is to break
down the body into various digestible components and processes for understanding. The process of breaking
down—and reassembling—these components for knowledge, of course, is the process of creating the data body.

2 Hall writes, “Opacity effects visualize a body, geography, building, or institution as possessing an interior, a realm
beyond what is visible. Opacity effects raise suspicion by the mere fact that they dare to present something that is
not entirely visually accessible to the viewer or monitor” (127).
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able-bodiness) that “justifies [the] violent practices” against them. Hall concludes by referencing
Mbembe’s concept of necropolitics, writing that the failure to perform transparency “abandons
[opaque bodies] to the necropolis of indefinite detention” (128).

In the essay, Hall reads the aesthetics of transparency alongside the rise of the full-body
scanners used in airports across the U.S., arguing that the confluence of patriotism and the
“voluntary” repetition of docility mandated by the scanner and its operators creates a “form of
willingness” to open up the body for examination so to not appear opaque and, therefore,
threatening.® In presenting a visible either/or fallacy (that is, one is either transparent or opaque)
that positions white, normative performances as matters of security, the state produces docile
subjects who willingly become transparent so to be apparent from those who cannot perform.
Hall considers and names this willingness transparency chic (131). Transparency chic, then, is
the performance of bodily and subjective transparency for the surveillance or security state and
involves a process of a priori bodily correction and regulation.

I find Hall’s designation of transparency chic a succinct and useful concept in discussing
the myriad ways that we are asked to perform white, heteronormative, cisgender subjectivity
under surveillance and deploy it as an organizing strategy for reading the bodies in this chapter.
Examining the female characters in Neal Stephenson’s postcyberpunk novel Snow Crash
alongside those in Kelly Sue DeConnick’s comic series Bitch Planet, | survey the nature of
transparency in both texts in order to speculate on the current and persistent problem of
representation and visibility in geek fictions. Reading Snow Crash as a representative of its time
and genre, | explore the ways that it presents feminine transparency chic as positive: Stephenson

presents the common 1990s fallacy of the disembodied posthuman as transparency chic and, in

3 Hall emphasizes the value quotes around the word voluntary to “signal the coercive aspects” of the security state
(128).
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doing so, writes the feminine performance of transparency as enabling safe access to and
mobility within in the novel’s world and across its masculine, corporatized power grids. In Bitch
Planet’s world, too, transparency chic enables mobility and safety—as long as the women in
Bitch Planet perform transparency they may move within the comic’s power structures. But
Bitch Planet pushes back at transparency chic: the story primarily takes place on a death-world
sometime in a recognizable future where women who fail to adequately perform transparency for
a surveillant male gaze are imprisoned.* Focusing on Bitch Planet’s rich interplay between its
narrative and structural presentation of surveillance and gender, | argue that the comic series
situates a theory and politics of representation that fractures or frays the capitalist,
heteropatriarchal surveillant gaze of its world. Further, I will demonstrate the pains that Bitch
Planet takes to move that politics of representation outwards from the text and into our IRL.

The issue of representation has, in recent years, been a hot topic—with solid roots in this
decade’s geek communities.> The mounting critique of the rampant misogyny and
accompanying gender imbalance in the tech industry, the crossing over of the #Gamergate
movement into mainstream consciousness, the sabotaging of the 2015 Hugo awards by the “Sad
Puppies,” and the misogynist, white supremacist backlash to anything from an all-woman team

of Ghostbusters to having a black male lead character in Star Wars: The Force Awakens all

4 Like Hall, I too am thinking of Achille Mbembe. In his 2003 “Necropolitics,” Mbembe argues that an examination
of necropower—the subjugation of life to the power of death—is necessary in understanding contemporary
biopolitics. In that article, Mbembe critiques the endless state of terror modern warfare has constructed; this state,
he argues, has led to the creation of death-worlds: “new and unique forms of social existence in which vast
populations are subjected to conditions of life conferring upon them the status of living dead” (40). In Bitch Planet,
we will see the “crime” of deviant gender and race as a terrorist activity; this crime expels them to a (literal) death
world, the eponymous prison planet.

5 Representation is, according to David Barnard-Willis in Surveillance and Identity: Discourse, Subjectivity, and the
State, “the characteristic way a discourse articulates and presents aspects of reality” (95). By the geek cultural battle
for representation, | of course refer to the call from minority or marginalized groups for a better inclusion of
representative characters from these groups in the texts of geek culture: for example, female characters who are not
simply plotlines for male character development, black and brown characters who do not just exist as targets for
violence, and LGBT characters who are more than “jokes” or targets for violence.
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situate geek culture as at war with one another. This is, fundamentally, a war about who should
be visible—who should be included and represented in the texts and communities of geek
culture—and who should remain invisible. Questions of representation, then, might naturally
follow those of transparency: transparency, as it “flattens” the body, makes it invisible—it
reduces it to a series of data to be known and understood.® Visibility, as we will see, is opacity:
the willful insistence that the body be seen and known as itself.

As the push for more nuanced representation of minority characters in geek texts and
culture generally ends up being a discussion of the modes and models of visibility (what
characters are seen, and how) it is also a discussion of surveillance—and, by extension, a
problem of the data body. As we will see below, the modes of representation that shape that the
female characters of Bitch Planet and Snow Crash are linked to the ways that these characters are
visualized and known by the surveillant apparatuses of the novel’s world. That is, these
characters are representations of women IRL as both Stephenson and DeConnick, satirically or
seriously, model and prescribe “proper” behavior for women in their work. And how well these
women perform their proper, prescribed behavior dictates how they are seen in each text. But
the problem of visibility or representation in texts extends beyond these connections when we
consider, much as we did with Junot Diaz in my first chapter, the relationship between the
author, the text, and the reader.

In his 1995 explication of narrative, J. Hillis Miller poses the question, “Why do we need
the ‘same’ story over and over?” concluding that “the answers...are more related to the
affirmative, culture-making function of narrative than to its critical or subversive function” (71).

He explains:

% In the flattening reduction to data, the body is displaced by the data body.
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as its function...the affirmation and reinforcement, even the creation, of the most basic

assumptions of a culture about human existence...We need the “same” stories over and

over, then, as one of the most powerful, perhaps the most powerful, of ways to assert the

basic ideology of our culture (71-2).
As | argued so far—and will continue to do so throughout this project—we gain a better
understanding of the constructed nature of bodies under surveillance by examining the bodies
that are constructed within literature or narrative. And given Judith Butler’s observation in
Gender Trouble that bodies—materialized through a repetition of discourse and acts—are
impossible to fix or demarcate, we find a powerful overlap between the construction of gender
norms with the stories we tell and encounter. Representation, then, repeated in the stories we tell
has the power to solidify bodies and the ideology behind them (as in Snow Crash)—or, as Bitch
Planet proposes, to fracture those ideologies.’

Approach: Reading Genre as a Sign of Our Times

In my first chapter | presented The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao as replicating the
shifting nature of surveillance from a panoptic governmental regime to a decentralized, diasporic
assemblage. In that presentation, | pointed out that despite the shift one constant remained: that
the author remains the surveillant dictator, controlling what bodies are seen, and how. Reading
the text as a liminal fantasy and exploring the ways that Yunior constructs Dominican identity in
the text, | argued that that Junot Diaz places the burden of bodily and historical construction on

the reader, and asks us to construct our own texts. In this chapter I will similarly note a shift in

" This is not to suggest, as Andrew Dworkin does in Women Hating, that fantastic representations the power to form
desire at a structural level in the mind, but rather that the repetitions of norms presented to us impact how we see and
present ourselves. As Butler reminds us in Gender Trouble, “On the one hand, representation serves as the
operative term within a political process that seeks to extend visibility and legitimacy to women as political subjects;
on the other hand, representation is the normative function of a language which is said either to reveal or to distort
what is assumed to be true about the category of women” (1).
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the ways surveillance is imagined and presented, though through a comparison of my two
primary texts.

Snow Crash (1992) is a postcyberpunk novel that asks us to imagine a world where
corporations have taken the place of state or national governance and people both live and work
in fortified and corporatized enclaves. These enclaves are traversed by a network of roads and
highways that literalize the novel’s imagined web- or net-based power system. Echoing the
postcyberpunk genre’s general acceptance and anticipation of new digital technologies, Snow
Crash’s characters also spend time building and navigating the Metaverse, a virtual world,
eventually saving it and humankind from a corporate power (L. Bob Rife) who threatens to
centralize and control it. Further, through the (corporatized) surveillance systems of both the
virtual world and meatspace of Snow Crash, each of the primary characters form, in some way,
data bodies that precede their own movement, enabling passage between the various nodes and
enclaves of the world.®

Lawrence Person begins his seminal discussion of the postcyberpunk genre by describing
how Neal Stephenson, by the 37" page in The Diamond Age, has effectively killed off cyberpunk
when he Kkills off the character Bud. Bud, the “black-leather clad criminal loner with cybernetic
body augmentations” is in fact a really good representative example of the cyberpunk
protagonists who dominated 1980s science fiction. Featuring marginalized loners at the edges of
a dystopic future where technology has drastically impacted human day-to-day life, cyberpunk
fiction dwells in “high tech [and] low life.” In contrast, however, Person characterizes
postcyberpunk as imagining the future—and the people that inhabit that future—in radically

different ways:

8 Meatspace being the physical or IRL world. In Neuromancer, for example, William Gibson makes frequent
reference to “meat” as a metaphor for the “real” or IRL world.

61



Far from being alienated loners, postcyberpunk characters are frequently integral
members of society (i.e., they have jobs). They live in futures that are not necessarily
dystopic (indeed, they are often suffused with an optimism that ranges from cautious to
exuberant), but their everyday lives are still impacted by rapid technological change and
an omnipresent computerized infrastructure.®
Though Person uses Stephenson’s The Diamond Age as a dominant representation of
postcyberpunk throughout his essay, Snow Crash works almost equally well.!® Though our hero
in Snow Crash (named Hiro Protagonist), is a leather-clad loner who lives in a storage cubicle,
he is fully entrenched in his society—a functioning, if corporatized, society that is not altogether
unrecognizable by its 1990s audience.!* Furthermore, he is not only entrenched in that society
but actively works, alongside the novel’s two primary female characters, to maintain its status
quo. This maintenance and upholding of the novel’s world, too, is a primary feature of
postcyberpunk fiction; Person argues that postcyberpunk characters “tend to seek ways to live in,

or even strengthen, an existing social order.” 12

® Similarly, in “The Age of Diamond Age,” Rafael Miranda Huereca writes, “While cyberpunk was stuck with
classic Manichean structuralist dualisms...postcyberpunk suggests relativism, multisignificance, an unbiased
assessment of the power of technology and a poststructuralist-oriented discourse that refuses to explore the
cybernetic phenomena with a binary simplicity” (142).

10 person in fact considers Snow Crash a “mutant hybrid” of cyberpunk and postcyberpunk. While I do concede that
Snow Crash contains heavy elements of cyberpunk, in my specific interests (namely, what social order is imagined
and what social order is imagined as ideal) Snow Crash’s emphasis on upholding the status quo is key. As such, I
will consider the novel from a postcyberpunk angle.

11 The humor of the self-aware name also indicates an element of postcyberpunk: Person points out that opposed to
the grimness of cyberpunk, “postcyberpunk is frequently quite funny.”

The 1990s being that decade when it seems almost every small town got a McDonalds.

12 Discussing the genres of cyberpunk and postcyberpunk in more detail are: Harrison, Katherine. “Gender
Resistance: Interrogating the ‘Punk’ in Cyberpunk.” Frontiers of Cyberspace. Ed. by Daniel Riha. Amsterdam:
Rodopi, 2012), Altintas, Naciye Giilengtil. Postcyberpunk Unitopia: A Comparative Study of Cyberpunk and
Postcyberpunk Unpublished Master’s Thesis, Istanbul Bilgi University Institute of Social Sciences Department of
Film and TV, Istanbul, Turkey, and Beyond Cyberpunk: New Critical Perspectives. Ed. by Graham J. Murphy and
Sherryl Vint. New York: Routledge, 2010.
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As a postcyberpunk work of fiction, Snow Crash presents the interplay between humanity
and technology as a complex, yet ultimately rewarding exchange (it is, after all, worth saving
from corporate media giants), but as a work of speculative fiction it asks questions of the nature
of that interplay. N. Katherine Hayles, in How We Became Posthuman, poses speculative
fiction’s What If question as: “What if people were made to behave as if they were computers?”’
(251). Hayles’ insight is certainly accurate; Stephenson’s collapse of the mind with the web
presents a picture of the human assembled through code. But we humans have long thought of
ourselves as machines—we might only need to think to Da Vinci’s anatomical sketches of the
human body. What is relevant in Stephenson’s—and other cyber- and postcyberpunk views of
the body-as-machine are the technological lenses we use to see the body: here, the web, the
virtual world, and the surveillant apparatuses that police and protect Snow Crash’s corporatized
spaces.

So, as a representative of its genre—postcyberpunk—Snow Crash and its characters
embraces and normalizes the world that Stephenson imagines; their embracing of their world
reflects in the performance of transparency for Snow Crash’s surveillant systems. As
speculative, the novel imagines possible repercussions of viewing and understanding the human
body as if it were an intelligent machine. And as a representative of its time (the last decade of
the 20" century) Snow Crash reflects the technological promise of border crossing, social
advancement through web or net systems, and the promise of posthumanism or cyborg selves
proposed by such theorists as N. Katherine Hayles and Donna Haraway.*® Still, somewhere

between the late 1990s and now, something has occurred. This something is a general awareness

13 In How We Became Posthuman, Hayles summarizes her “dream” of posthuman subjectivity as that which
“embraces the possibilities of information technologies without being seduced by fantasies of unlimited power and
disembodied immortality, [and] that recognizes and celebrates finitude as a condition of human being.
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that that the posthuman was and is still, essentially, an embodied state.!* As Stacy Gillis
comments,

The great promise of the Internet is that it would dissolve gender and sex boundaries,

allowing for a free mingling of minds. There are three versions of this promise: (1) the

consumer relationship has reduced the relevance of demographic complication of sex; (2)

we regard any form of technology as sliding sex; and (3) with the repudiation of the body

in cyberspace, the phenomenological equation of ‘body equals woman’ is erased. (189)
Of course, gender boundaries were not erased by the internet or online anonymity (at least, not
predictably erased—we’re still waiting for transgender discussions situated in the digital age).*®
And the technological and democratic promises imagined in the fictions of the 1990s at large (as
a “cure” for differently abled bodies and as the great equalizer between underrepresented groups
at large) similarly dissipated going into the new millennium. In the middle between then and
now, we remember, is the corporate takeover of the “free” spaces of the internet—incidentally, a
primary concern in Snow Crash—and, of course, 9/11 and the rise of the U.S. security state.

The post 9/11 era has changed not only how we enter, situate, and travel virtual- and
meatspace, but how we are seen, mapped, and monitored in those spaces. As | discussed in my
introduction, theorists of surveillance position the “rise” of surveillance alongside the 2001
terrorist attacks on the U.S. (and subsequent attacks in Europe)—surveillance that utilizes
cameras and visual monitoring systems to a lesser extent than it does algorithmic data

compilation by tapping into and monitoring the world’s telecommunications systems. Coupled

14 Hayles has argued that human embodiment still “matters” for the posthuman, of course, in How We Became
Posthuman. She is joined with other voices, such as Albert Borgmann who argues much the same, though in a
different context, in Holding On to Reality.

15 Gillis cites Kira Hall’s research on gender roles online to argue that instead of “neutralizing gender, the electronic
medium encourages its intensification” (qtd. Gillis 190).
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with the pervasive figure of detainment camps such as Guantanamo Bay—which echo the
quadrupling of the prison population since the 1970s, the 1990s promise of digital freedom has
transformed into a threat of incarceration.

Enter, then Bitch Planet: writer Kelly Sue Deconnick and lead artist VValentine De
Landro’s feminist space-prison comic series. In Bitch Planet’s surveillant-heavy world, women
who fail to perform a transparent, normative femininity are labeled as “Non-Compliant” and are
excised from Earth to an auxiliary prison planet across the galaxy. Drawing from 1970s
exploitation and Blaxploitation films, DeConnick and De Landro’s cultural critique of
surveillance, female (and raced) embodiment, and the private prison industry is as relevant today
as Stephenson’s insights into the roles and promises of digital technology was at Snow Crash’s
inception. With a politics of surveillance and snitching grounded firmly in the “see something,
say something” era of hypervigilant normativity, DeConnick and De Landro’s portrayal of
bodies under surveillance reaches out to not only recent feminist critics’ discussions of
representation in the geek world (such as Anita Sarkeesian’s popular Feminist Frequency video
series, the rise of GeekGirlCon and GaymerX, and so on) but the concurrent BlackLivesMatter
movement that has brought organized pressure to address violence—especially police and
systemic violence—committed against Black people.’® For as much as the series is an
intersectional feminist take on feminine cultural norms, these norms play out almost exclusively

through how the women are seen by a white, capitalist, heteropatriarchal surveillant

16 The Sentencing Project, a program established in the mid-1980s to address reform issues in the U.S. criminal
justice/prison industry, points to the overrepresentation of Black and Latinx people: 1 in 3 black men might expect
imprisonment at some point in their lives compared to 1 in 17 white men and a 1 in 6 Latino representation. For
women, 1 in 111 white women might expect imprisonment, compared to 1 in 18 Black women and 1 in 45 Latinas.
The Sentencing Project further notes that the U.S.’s “war on drugs” disproportionately impacts persons of color,
noting that two thirds of all people in prison today for drug offenses are people of color.
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assemblage. 1’

As a representative of its time, then, Bitch Planet presents ongoing feminist struggles of
bodily visibility and self-acceptance as it narrates an ongoing struggle against a disembodied
patriarchal surveillant system that works to either normalize or erase women. And as a
representative of its comic genre, Bitch Planet makes use of its form to reinforce its themes of
compliance, non-compliance, normativity, and imprisonment, to replicate the gaze of the security
or surveillance state, and to break the fourth wall between it and its viewer/reader.!® In contrast
to the fluid, web-enabled pathways of Stephenson’s postcyberpunk Snow Crash, Bitch Planet is
compartmentalized, fragmented, and often isolating. And rather than attempting to sweep
readers along, as I’ll argue Snow Crash does, Bitch Planet confronts its readers and asks us to
reflect on what is there in print and graphic image and what is not there, sequestered in the
comic’s “gutters” (the space between the comic panels) (McCloud 66). Further, the mere act of
reading a comic draws attention to the ways we as readers must place highly stylized things—
symbols, icons, people, and events—in relation to one another. This relationship-making, of

course, echoes the watchful construction of bodies of knowledge for understanding. Thus,

17 Coined by Kimberlé Crenshaw in her 1989 “Demarginalizing the Intersection if Race and Sex: A Black Feminist
Critique of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory, and Antiracist Politics.” Intersectional feminism
recognizes the white, middle class, and cisgender bias in much of feminist studies and theories; the study of
intersectional feminism involves recognizing what I have referred to as “interlocking oppressions”—the
intersections and relationships between systems of oppression. For example, to state that women only make roughly
80% of a man’s dollar is incorrect. An intersectional study would refer to the 54 cents on the dollar that a
Latina/Hispanic woman makes and to the 64 cents that a Black woman makes.

The surveillant assemblage, which I have written about at some length in this project’s introduction, is Haggerty and
Ericson’s term used to describe the shift from a society of panoptic surveillance (that makes use of the “Big Brother
is watching you” mentality of social discipline) to a decentralized and fluid assemblage or constellation of
surveillance tactics that forms us as data bodies for social control.

18 To break the fourth wall is simply to acknowledge the reader, player, or viewer of the work of fiction, though
sometimes refers to the characters realizing their own fictional construction. Diaz employed fourth wall breaks
when Yunior/the Watcher or Lola spoke directly to us. Other notable examples include the loading screens of Spec
Ops: The Line (that include messages such as, “This is all your fault,” “Do you feel like a hero yet?” and “The US
ilitary does not condone the killing of unarmed combatants. But this isn’t real, so why should you care?”” and that
culminate in “Konrad’s” exclamation that, “This is no game...None of this would have happened if you would have
just stopped.” In these wall breaks, the game and its characters work to instruct the player that the violence they
committed was their fault—that they had the choice all along to break the cycle of violence but chose not to.
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whereas Snow Crash might be said to echo the cultural sentiment surrounding digital
technologies and surveillance in the 90s as an optimistic ordering of humanity along the flow of
network service and mobility, Bitch Planet reflects current cultural sentiments of pervasive
deconstructive surveillance and ordering as racist, misogynistic, invasive, and destructive.
Below I will first explore Snow Crash, situating its politics of representation not only in the time
that it was written but through a feminist, surveillant lens before | turn to discuss how
DeConnick and De Landro present issues of representation as opposed to surveillant structures in
the Bitch Planet series.
Snow Crash’s Hacker Transparency Chic

Neal Stephenson’s 1992 Snow Crash caught the attention of a generation—or, at least, it
caught the attention of a particular group of people in that generation who first started hacking or
gaming on a Tandy 1000. And though it was Lucasfilm’s 1986 beta of Habitat that introduced
the term “avatar” to its contemporary meaning of a digital or online representation of an IRL
person, Snow Crash holds the distinction of popularizing the term through its prescient portrayal
of online interaction (Mulligan 454). Snow Crash’s story features a katana-wielding hacker
named Hiro Protagonist who teams up with two women, a teenage skateboarding Kourier named
Y.T. and his ex-girlfriend and fellow hacker named Juanita to battle a plot hatched by evangelist
and cable TV baron L. Bob Rife to infect the world’s population with a neurolinguistic virus
called Snow Crash. The story takes place on a future Earth where the United States has
dissolved under the weight of corporate and private enclaves, or franchulates, and we find that
government has been reduced to its most basic bureaucratic and inane shell. Much of the
population lives in isolated residential Burbclaves—conceptually extended IRL suburbs that

operate according to their own money, laws, constitution, police force, and borders. These
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burbclaves function frequently as apartheid states enforced with advanced digital surveillance,
weaponry, and nuclear-powered cyborg watch-dogs. Burbclaves, as they provide a space of
escape and safety for their citizens, act as a mirror to the novel’s other escapist setting, the
Metaverse—a virtual reality that hackers and “actors” (or non-hackers) may visit as avatars.
Due to the government’s decline, population management occurs through corporate
technologies that operate within and across Snow Crash’s franchulates. The capillaries of power
that flow through the novel are literalized in the roadway of the Metaverse, the streets of the
Burbclaves and corporate enclaves, in (reaching into molecular biopolitics) the neural pathways
of the brain, and in the novel’s use of water and semen as flow, surf, irrigation, and power
(imagery and metaphors that Stephenson deploys several years later in his 1995 novel Diamond
Age).r® And these systems of power are seamlessly accompanied by complex surveillance
systems of the novel that reinforce the Burbclaves’ literal race-gated (and, to a lesser extent,
class-gated) territories, manage and regulate worker behavior both at the work site and in the
home, and protect the Metaverse from virus-infecting avatars and other undesirables. As | have
touched on above, Snow Crash’s technologies of control operate based on the logic of white,
capitalist heteropatriarchy, and this logic is not challenged in the novel even if Stephenson does
imagine characters who situate themselves ambivalently to it. Below, I will present some of the
criticism surrounding gender and the body in the novel to establish my reading of female
visibility and transparency. Then, | will turn to examine how Stephenson writes the two
prominent female characters—Juanita and Y.T.—as able to hack or access the novel’s network

systems only through performing transparency chic. That is, both woman are permitted to access

19 Rafael Miranda Huereca reminds us that in postcyberpunk “cyberspace [becomes] a series of cognitive
simulations”: the sliding metaphors of capillary power systems, neural pathways, and the net or web are also a
defining feature of the postcyberpunk genre (143).
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power as long as they operate for and remain open and dedicated to capitalist heteropatriarchy,
and they must both demonstrate that openness and dedication by performing bodily transparency.
Snow Crash, then, proves itself to be a handbook for a normative feminine hacking decorum.

Snow Crash is accompanied by a rich history of criticism despite its science fiction
origins, including early critiques rooted in an almost deep-seated fear of the American future
presented in its pages by Richard Rorty (later accompanied by Walter Benn Michaels).? As an
originary text of the postcyberpunk genre that both anticipated and critiques technologies of our
world today, the novel found a resurgence of interest during the latter part of the 2000s decade
accompanying academia’s Second Life craze as scholars drew inferences from its pages relating
to the virtual worlds and avatars of the game. Attending the renewed interest in the novel as an
instruction manual for the new millennial’s cyber-subject were notable critiques of the portrayal
of race and gender in the novel and in its post-American landscape.

Critics of the representation of race and gender in Snow Crash tend to focus on both Hiro
and Stephenson as network gatekeepers despite both protagonist and author espousing the free-
flowing routes of the novel. Additionally, they locate these routes of power as operating on a
capitalist, white, patriarchal logic. For example, Mary Flanagan reads Hiro’s navigation of those
routes as presenting an “idea of cyberspace as an unruly, 00zing place with its own rules: the
‘uncontrolled and implicit danger of contamination to the cyberhero or pirate’ is equated with an
explicitly ‘settled” and feminized ‘matrix’” by reminding readers how Hiro imagines entering
cyberspace as a heterosexual sex act (77). Flanagan concludes: “the mythos of cyberspace as a

place begins by [its] being depicted as a permeable, ‘feminine place’ that must be categorized,

20 In The Shape of the Signifier: 1967 to the End of History and Achieving Our Country, respectively. In The Shape
of the Signifier, Rorty writes: “the problem with Snow Crash is not that it isn’t true—after all, it’s a story—but that
it isn’t inspirational” (74).
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controlled, and conquered” (77). N. Katherine Hayles, in “The Posthuman Body,” points out the
novel’s “white, middle-American consciousness” that presents a racist imaginary of the refugees
(called Refus, a homonym of refuse, in the novel) swarm-like descent on the segregated
Burbclaves (264). Stephenson’s presentation of the refugees in Snow Crash, she argues,
“equated Third World people with automata...[that] only adds insult to injury, for it makes
people of color into pawns in a plot that remains under white control” (Hayles 264) And Lisa
Swanstrom focuses on Hiro’s role in the novel’s power network, arguing that “while he acts to
create a more egalitarian distributed network, he himself, with his special status as a hacker, can
stand apart from this model...He functions within it, a node like any other, but at the same time,
he has creative and authorial control” (75). In her reading of the “circulating subjectivities” in
Snow Crash, Swanstrom points out that Hiro uses his privileged position as hacker to ensure the
status quo he exists within remains and to allow him better access to the corporate-run/capitalist
world he inhabits (76-7).

Hiro Protagonist tasks himself with policing the routes of power and transport in Snow
Crash, and by doing so he ensures his own mobility, space, and security and reinforces a world
where network flow privileges certain travelers over others. He is the self-proclaimed “warrior
prince” of the Metaverse (despite his humble IRL situation) and, in his proclamation, resounds
with every gamer, hacker, cracker, and geek who has ever found their online world more real and
rewarding than their offline one (63).2* Hand in hand with his role as police and warrior prince
is his role in surveillance and intelligence gathering; aside from pizza delivery, Hiro makes a
living in the intel business—posting video and audio recordings, fragments of paper, pieces of

computer documents, and records on cultural events to the CIC database (formerly the Library of

2L As a reminder, | employ gender neutral pronouns throughout this project in the absence of stipulated gender.
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Congress) where others can view and buy them (21-22, 34).22 As controller of pathways and
surveyor of bodies he is not so dissimilar to the novel’s villain, L. Bob Rife who, as overlord of
telecommunications in Snow Crash’s post-America, is also known for the deep surveillance
tactics and technologies he uses to regulate his employees (115). With these understandings in
mind, | suggest that at its heart Snow Crash is a novel where two men—Hiro Protagonist, the
cunning hacker, security expert, and former pizza delivery guy or L. Bob Rife, the corporate
person, mind hacker, and Big Bad—fight over how we will communicate while the novel’s other
characters (namely Y.T., Juanita, and to a lesser extent Raven) attempt to utilize or navigate the
power these men author, protect, and control, in various ways and to various effect.

Hayles,” Swanstrom’s and Flanagan’s readings of race and gender in Snow Crash point to
some of the ways that raced and gendered embodiment still matters in the novel’s world and
reveal both Stephenson’s and Hiro Protagonist’s masculine conception of protection,
surveillance, and control. But as readers, we find these readings work against the novel’s logic
and presentation. For as readers, like Y.T. and Juanita, we too find ourselves swept up and
encompassed by the systems and pathways of the novel. The rapid-fire pace, sarcasm and
humor, and third person narration all work together to create a novel where we are meant to
simply accept the story as truth and Stephenson’s portrayals of the events and characters as
reliable (as opposed to a novel like The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, where we are
challenged by Diaz to question the narrative and its characters). The beginning episode, that of a
ticking-clock delivery that needs to be made, is replicated throughout the novel in various
delivery and chase scenes; the car crash that introduces Y.T., the courier, and Hiro, the

protagonist, is replicated and intensified in the novel’s culminating explosions. Given the

22 Thereby contributing to the surveillant assemblages of the novel’s world.
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novel’s emphasis on traversing the literal roadways that connect the burbclaves and franchulates,
the story is, as reviewers often note, a wild ride for both characters and readers. For example,
Timothy Leary’s blurb in the review pages in the 1992 Bantam publication of Snow Crash
comments that the novel is “a fantastic slam-band overdrive, supersurrealistic comic-spooky
whirl through a tomorrow that is already happening” and Rudy Rucker calls it “fast, dense, deep,
funny.” The excerpt included in the review pages from the Austin American Statesman
combines the wild ride metaphor with a nod to its author, claiming that “Stephenson proves
himself a capable and cunning chauffeur.” The presentation of story and character in Snow
Crash leads us to understand that we, as good—transparent—readers and passengers—Ileave
representations unquestioned. So it is not just the novel’s postcyberpunk plotline, but Snow
Crash’s style that works to reinforce the fictional status quo.

For the women in Snow Crash, this reinforcement means performing and living up to a
series of almost impossible norms. Luckily, Y.T. and Juanita are, in many ways, common
enough figures in speculative science fiction that we know in advance they’ll be able to figure it
out: Plucky, sexually mature teenage girls with enough wit, skill, and tech to break out of FBI
buildings and hyper-intelligent hacker women with enough feminine dignity to not emasculate
their loser sometimes-boyfriends are common enough in male-authored hero narratives.? And

though their characterization might fall into the “strong female character” designation, that

23 Well known examples of the plucky, mature teenage girl includes Buffy, from the popular Buffy the Vampire
Slayer movie and television series, Princess Peach in the Mario franchise, Laura Croft (especially in the earlier
years), and, of course, the “one plucky girl” featured in John Silbersack’s 1981 spoof novella, Science Fiction.
Examples of the latter include Trinity from the Matrix series (whose role as skilled hacker is quickly replaced by her
role as love-interest), WyldStyle’s degradation to Emmet’s love interest in The Lego Movie, Kate/AcidBurn in
Hackers (who even wears a dress in the end so that we viewers understand who really wears the pants in the
relationship), and Star Trek: Voyager’s B’Ellana Torres, who has an inexplicable romance with Tom Paris that
ultimately shapes her acceptance of her mixed-race (Klingon and human) heritage. These are simply the first
examples that came to mind and can only represent a very small tip of the very large iceberg that is “female
representation” in speculative, fantasy, and science fictions.
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designation only comes about through comparison to the other (weak?) women that we see in
Snow Crash.?

Y.T. and Juanita, the only two named female characters in Snow Crash, are both
introduced in Snow Crash through Hiro’s misjudgment of them and their direct comparison to
someone else. For example, when Hiro first encounters Y.T., he mistakes her for a boy: both
her audacity and her penetration of Hiro’s vehicle script her masculinity (the act of harpooning,
or “pooning” a vehicle is likened to the process of—penetrative—hacking throughout Snow
Crash) while her padded orange and blue Kourier coverall mask her body.? Additionally, her
ability to deliver in that scene (she is able to go where Hiro cannot and fulfills what he cannot
do) along with Hiro’s own emasculation (his heart “expands to twice its normal size” and “tears
come to his eyes”) presents a short-lived gender role reversal (17).

In contrast to our plucky young initially-androgynous Kourier, the only other teenage
female characters we see in Snow Crash are the generic “Brandy” avatars, which Hiro takes the
time to point out with an odd and invested class bias for someone who lives in a U-Stor-It unit.
Brandy is an “off the shelf” avatar that one could buy at the local Wal-Mart, and are common
choices for avatars “when white-trash high school girls” go on dates in the Metaverse (37).
Brandy is unquestioningly feminine, with the user selecting from three breast sizes from
“improbable” to “ludicrous” and the avatar only featuring limited number of possible facial

expressions: “cute and pouty; cute and sultry; perky and interested; smiling and receptive; cute

2 In an August 2013 NewStatesman article titled, effectively, “I Hate Strong Female Characters,” author Sophia
McDougall deconstructs the concept of the “strong” female character. Pointing out that the descriptive term
“strong” is deployed to describe otherwise flat female characters who have one dominant personality trait (they kick
ass) McDougall argues that this strength is “an anodyne, a sop, a Trojan Horse—it’s there to distract and confuse
you, so you forget to ask for more.” McDougall concludes that instead of a strong female character she would
prefer a better ration of female to male characters and, importantly, characters who are more than one-dimensional.
% The cowboy at the Hoosegow similarly misgenders Y.T., only realizing his mistake when he scans Y.T.’s bar
code (51).
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and spacy” (37). Brandy, of whom there are enough of to “found a new ethnic group,” is the
younger, digital version of Hiro’s detested bimbos (38). These bimbos (a category of women
that are most commonly known through the vehicle they drive, the “bimbo box,” or minivan) are
known for, above all else, the way that they are wrongly visible either on the roads or to Hiro.
Consider the following passage, where Hiro recalls meeting the former high school prom queen-
turned bimbo some years after their mutual graduation: “She had grown up shockingly fast into
an overweight dame with loud hair and loud clothes...who popped her gum and had two kids
that she didn’t have the energy or foresight to discipline” (58). The descriptions of her body and
“loud” clothing and hair suggest that she is too much. Her noisy gum popping and unruly
children suggest that she spills out into others’ spaces.?® And that she cannot discipline her
children (to, one imagines, the proper cute invisibility well-heeled children maintain while they
are in public) reinforces her undisciplined nature.

We are introduced to the bimbo when we first meet Juanita, a comparison through which
we are to see Juanita as the normative ideal of hacker femininity. We first see Juanita through
Hiro’s eyes —as a “dour, bookish, geeky type who dressed like she was interviewing for a job as
an accountant at a funeral parlor” and who has a “flamethrower tongue that she would turn on
people at the oddest times”—and we must wait for further assessment of her personality for
several more pages (56-7). In those pages, Hiro describes his first impression of her and the
work that she did with him on avatar construction for the Metaverse. Juanita, who was in charge
of creating realistic faces and facial expressions, was undermined by the all-male power structure
of the company, was according to Hiro the victim of an “especially virulent type [of sexism]

espoused by male techies who sincerely believe they are too smart to be sexist” (57). Itisn’t

2 Similarly, Brandy imposes on others’ spaces: her eyelashes, about a half an inch long, “are rendered as solid
ebony chips. When a Brandy flutters her eyelashes, you can almost feel the breeze” (37).
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until after this explanation, followed by a lengthy description of girls who “knew their place” and
moms with “generous buttocks in stretchy slacks” who went out of their way to hide their
intelligence that Hiro recognizes Juanita for the “elegant, stylish knockout” she is (58).

Stephenson does not garner any feminism ally points (should feminists keep points for
their allies, somehow) for his observation of sexism in the tech industry. By establishing a
comparison between Y.T, Juanita, and the Brandys and bimbos of Snow Crash’s world
Stephenson falls into an appallingly boring yet persistent misogynist distinction that generally
seeks to elevate one (or two) women over the rest who are assumed to be dumb, loud, unsightly,
or vapid.2” Further, in the false dichotomy of women that we are given in Snow Crash,
Stephenson’s attempt to portray or represent a hacker femininity merely reflects a revised form
of expectations from our IRL that persists today: that “geek” girls aren’t like other girls, and that
what is traditionally feminine is too coarse, too visible, and therefore bad.?® Transparency for
Y.T. and Juanita, then, operates on the revised terms that Stephenson (through Hiro) sets for
them: that they move unseen and unnoticed in the power systems that they tap into.

In these revised terms of transparency, it follows that the only times Y.T. and Juanita are
noticed by their respective surveillant systems are when they become visible to them, which

causes a sort of system lag or drag on network flow. And for each woman, their transparency

2" McDougall reflects on the persistence of this comparison, writing: “of course, normal women are weak and
boring and can’t do anything worthwhile. But this one’s different. She is strong! See, she roundhouses people in
the face.”

28 For example, the story of Oberlin senrion Elizabeth Bentivegna made national news when she revealed she was
turned down from an employer for not dressing conservatively enough. According to an article on TheMarySue,
Bentivegna was wearing a black shirt, black tights, a black cardigan, and a red knee-length skirt. Similarly, a March
2015 article on Medium discussed the “disbelief” that women get when the tell people they are computer
programmers because they dress in feminine clothing. In that article, Trach Chou, an engineer at Pinterest relates
that when she wore a dress to a technical conference, other programmers brushed her aside, telling her “You
wouldn’t understand.” The next day she wore “a nerdy tshirt and jeans”—and didn’t face the same gatekeeping
strategies.
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and lag or drag takes shape through computer program metaphors. For Y.T. this metaphor is the
computer virus; for Juanita it is the interface.

When we first meet Y.T., she is not only misgendered but likened to a parasite—a
description Hiro gives to describe her job as a Kourier. He reflects: “The parasite is not just a
punk out having a good time. It is a businessman making money...Like a bicycle messenger, but
a hundred times more irritating because they don’t pedal under their own power—they just latch
on and slow you down” (Stephenson 14). Failing to subscribe to Hiro’s own Protestantesque
work ethic of volition and industry, Y.T. decomposes into a “parasite” and an “it”—and models
computer viruses that latch onto benign programs in order to spread. Reflecting on Y.T.’s
circulation, Swanstrom writes that “the act of connection enabled by the harpoon is subversive,
threatening the rules of fragmentation, isolation, and encapsulation that otherwise govern the
network of traffic flow” (60-61). In her observation, Swanstrom pinpoints the underlying
compartmentalization necessary to capillary structures. Specifically, encapsulation in computer
programming refers to restricting access to code by “hiding” its details from the public—they are
the codes’ instructions that make programs “read only” for example.?® In the novel’s literalized
spaces of networked power, encapsulation refers to those restricted spaces within the network of
power: the private and corporate enclaves that require proper documentation to visit, the elite
spaces of the Metaverse, and even the much-despised “bimbo boxes” that pathetically slog along
the streets. These restricted spaces all require transparency chic—in the form of the proper

documentation—to access. Restricting access just as computer code does (and often enforcing

2 JavaTpoint explains that encapsulation is a “process of wrapping code and data together in a single unit” and
reminds us that a capsule of medicine is several mixed medicines in one package. Encapsulation is meant to provide
control over data.
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that access restriction through computer and digital surveillance technology) these enclaves
position who is and who is not restricted from access.

Y.T., however, always comes prepared; visibility is a danger to her and so she wears her
transparency chic (almost) literally on her sleeve. Readily complying with enough rules
necessary in order to gain access to the various franchulates, enclaves, Burbclaves, and other
quarantined spaces of the novel, in performing transparency “Y.T. has a visa to everywhere”
(32). The barcodes she wears across her chest, granting her access, serve a dual purpose,
however—not only does do they open up spaces for Y.T., but they open up Y.T.’s personal life,
turning her “inside out” to the guarded and gated Burbclave nation-states into which she passes.
Hall reflects that “transparency chic celebrates self-exposure for the sake of secure mobility”;
here that mobility is safe passage between franchulates. The tradeoff, self-exposure, is
embedded in the contracts that allow access are stipulations that revoke privacy—as Y.T. wears
detailed records about herself on her clothing.

As such, we come to associate visibility as Y.T.’s only truly disruptive act (we see
something similar with Juanita, below), committed when she initially hacks into a system. On
these moments, Y.T. reflects:

A Kourier has to establish space on the pavement. Predictable law-abiding behavior lulls

drivers. They mentally assign you to a little box in the lane, assume you will stay there,

can’t handle it when you leave that little box.

Y.T. is not fond of boxes. Y.T. establishes her space on the pavement by zagging

mightily from lane to lane, establishing a precedent of scary randomness. Keeps people

on their toes, makes them react to her, instead of the other way around. (53)
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Y.T.’s zagging echoes her activities as Kourier: she hacks the routes between powerful enclaves,
be those enclaves cars or franchulates and gains access to those enclaves. Discipline, staying in
one’s lane, and being a law-abiding driver is part of operating Snow Crash’s routes transparently;
Y.T. willingly breaks those laws and, in doing so, becomes visible. In the novel, her visibility
and labor are positioned through a rhetoric of labor and the virus, and it is this rhetoric that
“allows” Y.T. her brief and deviant moments of visibility. Specifically, in Snow Crash, we may
come to see Y.T. as a specific type of computer virus: the worm. A piece of software that
exploits system vulnerabilities in order to spread across a network, a worm consumes network
resources but rarely causes harm on its own. Instead, the worm’s real threat is its payload—the
portion of the virus that executes malicious activity. Y.T.’s job as Kourier furthers the analogy
of her as worm: in the novel, her primary goal does seem to be to deliver. Her Kourier status
creates allowances for deviant zagging and annoying visibility as those in power are able to
benefit from it. Lest we forget, Y.T.’s lone job in Snow Crash is to deliver for a series of
powerful men.

Juanita performs transparency through different means than Y.T., but the performance
has much the same effect: movement within the masculine lines of power in the novel, and to
bypass its surveillant structures. Juanita may be overlooked, at least initially, by Hiro, but she
performs transparency chic throughout her life and finally attains it when she becomes Ba 'al
Shem—a neurolinguistic hacker. For Juanita, transparency accompanies language of interfacing
and communication: in Snow Crash, just as the U.S. interstate highway system connects the
various states via roadway, so do interfaces connect computer systems; that is, interfaces are
points where two systems meet. That point on a computer might be between the operating system

and the user, in the ports that connect devices, or within a program it might be the site at which
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the various programming languages and codes communicate. In gaming, the interface, or Ul,
also establishes mood and immersion, providing relevant information while being as unobtrusive
to the game world as possible. And just as an aesthetics of transparency “force[s] a
correspondence between interiority and exteriority” so does an interface bring to the forefront
relevant information. As Sharon Stockton writes, speaking of the impact of female presence in
cyberspace, “she is information that talks back...both the subject and object of information, both
the matrix itself and lethal action within the matrix” (598).

Juanita’s work on avatars for the Black Sun project were attempts at transparency and
pure communication, but her quest truly begins during her work on an interface for a “baby-
killer” grant. Here, she remembers an incident where her grandmother is able to find out private
information just by watching her:

I was coming up with all kinds of elaborate technical fixes...then I remembered my

grandmother and realized, my God, the human mind can absorb and process an incredible

amount of information—if it comes in the right format. The right interface. If you put

the right face on it. (Stephenson 60)

If Juanita operates as an interface then we might consider what systems she connects.
Her examples are all of human communication, be they of grandmother and a fearful teenage girl
or avatars conducting business in the Metaverse. Until she becomes Ba 'al Shem, however, she
focuses on the faces of the interface and the ways that the surface of our bodies convey
information. After, she is able to move past that which she considers fallible and into the body
as neurolinguistic hacker. That connection, we might remember, is the same one that allowed L.

Bob Rife to brainwash thousands in preparation for taking over the world.
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Performing transparency chic allows Juanita proximity to the object of her desire—
Enki’s tablets. Juanita’s interests in the tablets create a proximity negotiation written through the
language of immunity and exposure. Explaining to Hiro why she hasn’t succumbed to the
metavirus despite being wired into L. Bob Rife’s network, she states it “doesn’t work on me. It
sort of did, for a while, but there are ways to fight it...Look. Your brain has an immune system,
just like your body. The more you use it—the more viruses you get exposed to—the better your
immune system becomes. And I’ve got a hell of an immune system” (Stephenson 429).
Immunity, we see here, is related to proximity through exposure—exposure, which I will argue,
is related to visibility. In order to build immunity, Juanita must become susceptible to the
various me that accompany religion: the memes, “viral ideas” and earworms that proliferate
religious ideology (399). As such, many of her life practices provide proximity: her movement
into and out of religion, her devotedness to the Black Sun project and her retraction from the
Metaverse altogether. So Juanita’s “proper” geek femininity, along with her immunities, grant
her varying forms of transparency to the systems in which she operates.

Neither the virus nor the antivirus, Juanita metaphorically represents the system interface.
And not invested in transmitting me or nam-shub, (and remembering her work creating realistic
and emotion-conveying avatars and her opting out of the Metaverse almost entirely because, she
believes, it distorts the way people communicate with each other) what Juanita seems to seek
most is clear and transparent system interactions (Stephenson 64). And in this way her goal is
eerily similar to what Hall considers is the goal of the surveillance state: to do away with the
tricky opacity of human interiority and eliminate the need for communication. To facilitate her
goals she must build immunity (so that she does not submit to the infectious me) by exposing

herself to them. Immunity is not invisibility (much as transparency is not invisibility) but rather
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the elimination of communication between the virus or infection and the body. So Juanita’s
exposure grants her a type of transparency within the system she navigates—she is left alone or
to her own devices on the raft—and allows her to escape being fully overrun by the metavirus.

Juanita hacks into network flow in Snow Crash much the same way Y.T. does—through
“surfing” between religions, jobs, and family nodes. Also, like Y.T., Juanita disrupts network
flow when she becomes visible; her presence comes to be associated with lag spikes and
overloaded systems. We make this link first when she meets Hiro in the Black Sun’s bar in the
Metaverse as she hands him a hypercard that creates a massive lag spike in his system. The
metaphor of an overwhelmed system neatly accompanies Hiro’s reaction upon encountering
her—Juanita is a preliminary neurolinguistic hacker who is shown to value emotional
connectivity—and establishes her presence in a the network the same way the click of Y.T.’s
harpoon does. And her ability to disrupt reaches beyond Hiro as we see her shut down opposing
refugees on L. Bob Rife’s massive raft.

But regardless of her moments disruptive visibility, Juanita remains entrenched in the
novel’s patriarchal systems. Hiro’s—and perhaps Stephenson’s—Ilack of concern might be
because though Juanita is left with all this power at the end, she is fully incorporated within the
novel’s power grid, a system whose safeguards might destroy even the immunized body. For
though she severs the wire and covers her ears so she is not exposed to the metavirus’ nam-shub,
her story in Snow Crash ends when she agrees to be Hiro’s “girl” (Stephenson 432). And Hiro,
acting as regulatory warrior of the network’s flow interfaces with this dangerous body, can rest
confident as he has access to Enki’s tablets, which contain the nam-shub and effectively act as a

kill command.
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In my examination of Snow Crash, | argued that Y.T. and Juanita were allowed hack into
the novel’s capitalist, heteropatriarchal routes of power by performing transparency chic through
various means, arguing that their only deviancies were moments where they connected to their
respective systems, becoming visible to the network and its surveillant assemblages.
Transparency chic, then, allows Juanita and Y.T. some moments of disruptive visibility and to
pursue her own (moderated) aims but none that significantly restructure surveillance or power in
Snow Crash’s universe and, in the end, simply allow them to “pass through” those systems
unscathed and unnoticed. Further, in scripting the visibility and servitude of these women to
Hiro and his mastery of the novel’s network systems, Stephenson’s representation of these
women falls back on tired clichés and tropes of female characters: the “free-spirited” or
“plucky” Y.T. is only free to operate in her limited domain and must return to the domestic space
of the “bimbo box” and her mother’s care in the end; Juanita serves as a model for proper or
normative geek femininity through her physical description and her juxtaposition by Stephenson
to the “bimbos” that Hiro seems to encounter everywhere: real geek girls, as we see in the text
and IRL, are those cool, introverted, low-key yet still normatively sexually desirable women who
don’t wear a lot of makeup and don’t rub it in their boyfriends’ faces when they beat them at
their own game. In the following section | will examine the aesthetics of transparency from a
different angle, focusing on bodies that fail to perform it and its compulsory compliance.

Bitch Planet: Representation as Critical Opacity

Despite its relative newness, Harvey-nominated Bitch Planet has caused quite a stir on
the comic scene. An intersectional feminist reinterpretation of classic science fiction and
exploitation cinema, the series is masterfully assembled by writer Kelly Sue DeConnick and

illustrated by a team led by artist VValentine DeLandro. In its fictional universe, women who are
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deemed “Non-Compliant” by Protectorate standards are sent to the Auxiliary Compliance
Outpost—colloquially, “Bitch Planet”—Dby the governing body known as the Fathers. Non-
Compliance, a catch-all term for any number of crimes including murder, “marital withholding,”
obesity, having or providing an abortion, “patrilineal dishonor,” “distribution of gender
propaganda,” “ego dysmorphia,” and so on, forms the bulk of the data for the NCs (short for
“Non-Compliants” or prisoners) data bodies and serves as a basis for the prison’s reconditioning
program (n4 p2-3). (The name alone is telling, the NCs are reduced in name and body to their
crimes.) The story thus far—as of writing there are 5 issues published out of a planned three
year run—centers on Kamau Kogo, or Kam, a former Megaton athlete who is tasked with
assembling a gladiatorial team to represent the prison in a corporate, televised match while she
attempts to find her sister who is suspiciously absent from the prison’s records. Along the way
we as readers meet other NCs (prisoners) and learn their stories of non-nompliance; all while we
take on shifting roles as readers—shifting our viewpoints between the judgmental, patriarchal
Fathers, the prison’s surveillance cameras and the NCs.

As a science fiction comic it addresses the modes of visibility that women participate in
in surveillant societies; as a work of speculative fiction it asks the question, What If we lived in a
world where those who failed to perform proper transparent femininity were excised from
society? What if we branded those women and what would those brands mean? What would
happen to those women? What kind of society would we have left without them? In Bitch
Planet, all compliant women in the comic’s universe perform transparency chic, modeled by the
smiling, servile, hypersexualized, thin, and white women in the series who adhere to the Fathers’
capitalist, heteropatriarchal norms for femininity. And from these models we are to compare all

Bitch Planet’s Non-Compliant women—these are the women who fail transparency by becoming
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socially visible in the wrong ways. The comic’s structures of control and discipline, presented as
a white supremacist, capitalist heteropatriarchy’s ideal world, operate through an aesthetics of
transparency whereby women and persons of color are disallowed interiority (as interiority forms
one marker of their opacity, reminding us of Hall’s statement that “opacity effects visualize a
body, geography, building, or institution as possessing an interior, a realm beyond what is
visible” (127)). By positioning the reader as surveillance cameras in the series, situating the
prison’s traveling bookcart as an invisible, hacking Non-Compliance, and presenting Penny
Rolle’s visibility as “fraying” the surveillance systems that produce docile bodies, I argue that
Bitch Planet suggests that representation, as politics of visibility and communication, provides a
counter for an aesthetics of transparency. In this way, the comic imagines Deleuze’s lines of
flight within the prison system. In the following pages | will unpack the ways that, in Bitch
Planet, opacity operates as a narrative of representation, enabling productive resistance to white
heteropatriarchy’s surveillant, normalizing gaze.

Following from the logic of transparency that | have presented in this chapter, opaque
bodies are those who possess an interior that does not submit itself to surveying forces. Opaque
bodies raise suspicion, Hall concludes, “by the mere fact that they dare to present something that
is not entirely visually accessible to the viewer or monitor” (127). In this section I will examine
the notion of opaque, inaccessible bodies in Bitch Planet as they inspire criminality and,
therefore, control. The comic positions its readers as complicit viewers in capitalist,
heteropatriarchal systems of power and situates us as compliant and as the prison’s surveillance
camera; through these tactics we come to understand the charge of Non-Compliance as rooted in
visibility politics: that is, in Bitch Planet our compliancy and gaze as readers leads us to locate

sites of difference in the NCs (the prisoners), reading them as deviant and as opaque. But from
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these opaque bodies, DeConnick crafts a narrative that argues for female visibility and
representation in social and cultural institutions. Below, | will establish our complicity (as
readers) in the comic’s heteropatriarchal, disciplinary universe as it relates to our understanding
of the role of the text in positive representation and a politics of visibility. Our compliancy and
positioning in the text demonstrate some of the ways that we, too, perform and demand
transparency chic. Following this demonstration, | will turn to explore the ways that we are then
instructed to examine these practices of compliancy through the comic’s politics of
representation. For unlike Snow Crash, whose readers were passive passengers along for
Stephenson’s postcyberpunk ride, Bitch Planet encourages its readers to reject the narrative that
has been given to them through demanding opacity and “wrong” modes of visibility.

As | have mentioned above, readers of Bitch Planet take on different roles throughout the
comic series and within each individual issue. Facilitated by the comic’s structure and content,
we become both the judge and the judged, an active participant and a passive viewer. For
example, in the first issue we are incorporated in the Fathers’ chastising history lesson as
deviant; later, however, our compliancy is cemented by our inaction and imagination when
Marian is killed. In the beginning pages, our incorporation is presented as we, too, are cast from
Father Earth into the “warm embrace” of space, instructed that: “For your trespasses... your
gluttony... your pride... your weakness.... and your wickedness... are such that you are beyond
correction or castigation. Like a cancer you must be excised from the world that bore you. For
the well-being of us all... lest your sickness spread” (nl p2-3).

Emphasizing the instructional recording’s cancerous, infecting metaphor are the text’s
accompanying images which instruct us on the ways female bodies fail to perform state

mandated transparency. Sprawled across two pages are six pink and bruise shaded panels, each
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depicting a woman singularly contained in a spaceship’s cryogenic holding cells who are all on
their way to the eponymous planet. Their postures within these cells represent their
transgressions: for example, Penny, who we will meet later in this chapter, represents gluttony
and her body does not fit in the narrow white-framed space allotted to her. Pride’s body is
unashamed—a side angle presents her with her shoulders squared back, her back arched, her
breasts and chin high. Wickedness squares off in the frame, her shoulders and hips stretch across
the width of the panel; as she is tilted slightly back and her thighs are slightly open, her labia
form the visual center of the frame. Their bodies, visualized such in these frames, locate how
they are wrongly visible, or opaque: each lack a visible quality of shame, humility, and
demureness. Penny refuses the father’s mandates for thin, white bodies; Pride’s body, emulating
the process by which pride as an affective state, swells the body, rather than retracts is as shame
does, similarly takes up too much visual space, and Wickedness’s opacity is that she is sexual,
rather than hypersexual—the focus on her labia visually indicates her bodily desire and calls
attention to her own sexuality rather than presenting her as an object to be fucked as traditional
hypersexualized imagery of female bodies do. Overall, the gradient coloring reminiscent of
injured tissue and the gelatinous quality to the cells simultaneously evoke fetal imagery and that
of a tumor. Laced around the NCs’ arms, legs, and face are umbilical-like cords or, recalling
Foucault’s governmentality, capillaries. These cords that oxygenate them and connect them to
the ship remind us and Bitch Planet’s NCs that though non-compliant and quarantined from the
world, they are still and always will be held within its systems. Though we view these deviant
bodies from a third person perspective, the narrative of the excising and partitioning Father is

delivered to us, too. Using the second person in the story’s introduction—Yyour trespasses, your
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gluttony—DeConnick initially positions her reader as one of the ncs to be instructed—and, most
importantly, instructs us on what we should not be.

However, we do not immediately understand our compliancy; both our conditioned sense
of “how things work” in fictions such as these and the comic’s initial framing of the story seem
to set us up for this. The issue’s main plotline, relaying the story of Marian Collins’ professed
innocence against the charges of marital Non-Compliance brought against her, are presented to
us in such a manner that we naively assume she will be released from the charges. We assume,
or are to assume, this in part because her confession to the multi-faced Warden (this time taking
holographic form as “The Catholic”) demonstrates that she is a “changed woman” as she
performs transparency: after confessing that she “drove” her husband to infidelity, she exclaims,
“But I changed! I changed! | took responsibility for my part and | forgave him” (nl p17). As
most every mainstream princess tale has taught us, Marian’s evacuation of self and emotion
should be rewarded with a prince. Cultural conditioning aside, however, we may also assume
her release is imminent because of the alternating panel layout that comic critic Chris Sims
appropriately notes is an element of “structural twist. These panels feature both Mary and John
Collins telling their sides of the story—she to The Catholic, of course, and he to the head of the
prison, Mr. Solanza, in what appears to be a plea for her release. John appears shaken and upset
over the circumstances and at one point he concludes, “Just like that it was fixed! And it was
like starting over. We put the ugliness behind us. Moved on” (nl p17). Marian performs a kind
of transparency to the Catholic by confessing her sins, but unlike Snow Crash’s Y.T. and Juanita
she is punished for her brief disruption of heteropatriarchy. Our unwitting compliance is made
visible and cemented in the following pages. Here, we are visually placed with the other NCs as

we watch Marian be taken away by guards who will not tell her where they are taking her. One
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NC proposes that she’s “going down there...to do something. To not stand up here watching...”
and she and several others engage the prison guards (nl1 p18). We, however, follow Marian as
she is being led by Kam out of the riot and into safety (as one of the chiefs of security receives
some sort of message, we suppose, from Mr. Solanza about her charges being dropped). Of
course, we are mistaken. At the turn of the page we find that the police arrested the “wrong”
Mrs. Collins—accidentally taking in the woman John Collins had an affair with and
subsequently married after paying to have Marian shipped off to Bitch Planet. As courtesy to
John for the “mistake” (and the bribe money John gave him) Mr. Solanza orders his guards to
kill Marian and we, still following the narrative and not yet part of it, only “stand up here
watching.”

However, we do not simply stand watching with the other NCs; Marian’s murder occurs
outside the comic’s artistry. Scott McCloud, in Understanding Comics, reminds us that the acts
committed on paper by comic artists are aided by a “silent accomplice” or “equal partner” in the
construction of the narrative (68). This partnership is especially evident when a death occurs in
between panels, as Marian’s does. We see a shadowy figure with a knife approaching Marian
and Kam from behind, we see a splatter of blood across a panel and see Kam turning in surprise
to see what has happened, and then we see the blacked out figure of Marian, her mouth open in
shock and a bright red, bleeding stripe across her neck. There, in the “limbo of the gutter”
McCloud writes, the “special crime” of the reader is filling in what happened in the story.
McCloud emphasizes:

I may have drawn an axe being raised in this example, but I’'m not the one who let it drop

or decided how hard the blow, or who screamed, or why. That, dear reader, was your

special crime, each of you committing it in your own style. All of you participated in the
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murder. All of you held the axe and chose your spot. To kill a man between panels is to

condemn him to a thousand deaths. (68-9)

Our compliancy in Bitch Planet, then, is as much about the things we see in our own minds—the
things we envision in the “gutter”—as much as it is how we are narratively incorporated in the
comic’s story. Marian, to McCloud’s logic, is killed again and again by Bitch Planet’s readers;
we are her executioners as surely as the prison guard that commits the crime.

Despite our complicit, surveillant gaze DeConnick provides a means for readers to
participate in the Non-Compliant, anti-heteropatriarchal sentiments of the comic series.
Accomplishing this participation by allowing us to spy on the viral, hacked bookcart that allows
the ncs to subversively communicate within the prison, the fourth issue of Bitch Planet presents
the text (both the book in Bitch Planet and Bitch Planet itself) as a site of deviant potential that
operates on notions of opacity and the subterfuge and invisibility that opacity might provide. By
introducing readers to Bitch Planet’s traveling bookcart, DeConnick locates resistance in the
circulation of texts that promote female visibility and representation through invisible means.
And in doing so, DeConnick pushes her readers to consider our role in the reproduction and
disruption of cultural visibility norms as she crafts a scenario where the process of purchasing
feminist comics operates much like that of the traveling bookcart. So even despite our complicit
gaze we, too, may participate in Non-Compliant, representative production.

The first panel of issue #4 places us in the role of the surveillance camera and, as such, as
the surveyor of normalcy. In the image, Kam is in her cell sorting through her fellow NCs’
official records and the panel is visually constructed by four layers of text. Layer one: at our
forefront, is Kam in her cell; she is sitting cross-legged and leaning against her bed. Our gaze

begins at her muscular legs and scans upwards to her pensive face, resting on her chin, framed at
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the top by her large afro. Kam, here, is scanning just as we are—she is reading over the master
list of the ncs. Layer two: spread out around Kam are various personal files of the women on
the list. We are not privy to these individual files but we can clearly register the large red Non-
Compliant stamps on all of them, chronicling each of the ways that the women are wrongly
visible. Layer three: small typeset print covers the backdrop. The print is the NCs’ files
extracted and splayed out across the panel, acting as a mirror of the individual files to us as
readers. Here we are able to glean some information on Bitch Planet’s NCs and their various
crimes of Non-Compliance, including Distribution of Gender Propaganda, Ego Dysmorphia,
Cyber Infidelity and Marital Neglect, Obesity, Patrilineal Dishonor, and Fetal Murder. Most
notable of the crimes, one that | will return to in a moment, is that of Criminal Literacy and as we
scan the list of crimes, we might locate one (or several) that we, too, are guilty of. Layer four:
offset from Kam’s left leg is a tiny notebook and pen; they are her own notes compiled from the
master list and official files. Again, just as we survey Kam, so does she survey her fellow
NCs—judging their capabilities, strengths, and, possibility, their transgressions as potential
candidates for the Megaton team she is to assemble.

Kam is not only compliant in part because, like us, she surveys her fellow NCs but
because her participation in the Megaton tournament demands her to perform transparency. We
understand that she and the Megaton team she is to assemble willingly participate in their own
objectification and spectacle, terms of visibility that gesture toward the male gaze that anticipates
the female athletes. (Some, not Kam, participate in the hopes that they may produce their own
form of visual effect, only known to readers at this point in the series through engineer and
fellow NC Meiko’s vague, subjunctive “if something happened” on the ship that is to host the

Megaton game.) Finally, we see Kam’s compliance not simply in her failure to save Marian
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(though she did try), but in that her failure ushered her into an official working relationship with
the Bureau of Compliancy and Corrections. And from the comic’s pages we are to assume that
Kam voluntarily came to Bitch Planet in search for her sister. Having already established Kam,
the other NCs, and our compliancy throughout the first issues of the series, in this issue
DeConnick soon turns to instruct both the readers and Kam on how to actually be the thing we
are all presumed guilty of: Non-Compliance. DeConnick does this by introducing a traveling
book cart to the prison—an operation that provides the means for the women to communicate
“invisibly,” or unseen under the Father’s surveillant eyes. This traveling cart, ostensibly carrying
prison-approved texts and, most notably, the Bible, allows the NCs to transmit their own
messages and stories; in this issue overall, it is the NCs knowing, calculated performance of
transparency that allows them to operate invisibly. As such, the NCs and the traveling bookcart
perform the ruse of transparency and allow the women instead to maintain their interiority and
bodily opacity.

The instructional component of the fourth issue’s story, that teaches our complicit gaze to
locate sites of ambivalence along the lines of power that it navigates, is, “how to get the message
across?” As readers watch Kam’s own story of compliance we are alerted again to the capillary
power structure that runs throughout Bitch Planet’s social body and are incorporated into its sites
of ambivalence. Here I return to a pervasive issue in this project—that of the link between the
stories we tell and the discursively created bodies that are created for us—as the notion of the
story is integral in DeConnick’s discussion of power. By examining the notion of Criminal
Literacy in Bitch Planet and following the pathways it conducts itself on I will conclude my
discussion of visibility and viral bodies before I turn to examine DeConnick’s presentation of

Penny Rolle and opacity as subversive, representative visibility.
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The “message” Kam is supposed to get in this issue and through the traveling bookcart is,
at least on the surface, that she is sending the Megaton team she is creating to their deaths. But
of course Kam understands this. The underlying message, that we must balance the things we
are willing to die for with stories that give us a reason to live, plays out through the compliance
story of Renelle and Fanny, who we learn keep their romantic relationship secret by allowing a
guard to watch them have sex in the showers. Most important of all, though, are the means by
which both of the above messages are made possible: the note that Kam is to meet Renelle and
Fanny in the back of the showers. Kam receives this message by a scrap of paper pasted in the
pages of a Bible.

“Criminal Literacy” is most certainly a nod from DeConnick to her audience. Butitis a
term to be unpacked, especially considering how the fourth issue demonstrates how the women
of Bitch Planet survive the stories that are placed on them by secretly creating and circulating
their own. The stories that Renelle peddles—they are our stories, she emphasizes to Kam—rely
on opacity and viral mechanisms that relate and relay them (n4 p5). As the travelling bookcart
moves through the prison’s capillaries it ostensibly functions to bring the word of the Father(s of
the Protectorate), like oxygen, to the NCs. But the word—its code—has been hacked many
times over: the thin Word of God is peppered throughout with messages from one Non-
Compliant woman to another; these messages are superimposed on the book’s pages,
interrupting the book’s message with disorganized, fragmented ones of their own and reveal the
inner lives of the NCs in a way that the beginning page’s official files cannot. These are, we
may conclude, the opaque and near illegible files of the NCs’ data bodies. And in these pages,
Renelle is Bitch Planet’s priestess—Ilike Snow Crash’s Juanita she has hacked the Father’s

words. We might also see in Renelle a bit of Y.T., too, as she “surfs” the major routes of
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heteropatriarchy. Instead of the jumpsuit that Y.T. wears, however, with its badges and bar
codes that allow her entry to everywhere, she has the master text.

Criminal Literacy in Bitch Planet’s fictional universe could be broadly applied: does the
charge implicate particular works or genres? Does it create a reading ability barrier through
which women aren’t supposed to pass (echoing our IRL history of illiteracy as a form of
control)? Is it related to other charges such as Gender Propaganda, Gender Treason, or Political
Incitement? Whatever the charge might encompass, criminal literacy becomes a practice,
accompanying a practice of Non-Compliance. As we watch a woman of color roll a bookcart
through a prison library we operate as a surveillance camera—we are still fully compliant in our
gaze—metaphorically, we are the guard, “Tommy Peepers,” who gets off watching Fanny and
Renelle have sex in the showers. But we are conducted into the story’s frames through its
dialogue. Renelle’s insistence that the story she carries, the one masked by the Word of God, is
spoken in a first person “ours” that reaches out through the pages. Criminal Literacy, in this
instance at least, is the creation and circulation of our stories hacked into the Father’s narrative
and may remind us how we first came across the book in our hands.

Purchasing a new comic—especially an “indie,” feminist comic—is a sort of viral
situation. There are no flashy TV advertisements for them, nor are they widely presented,
discussed, or taught in traditional literary venues. We may instead hear about a new comic from
a friend, from an online review, or by recommendation from our comic shop’s owner or
employee. Or a friend may lend us their copy of a favorite issue to get us hooked. So we might
see how the traveling bookcart in Bitch Planet is also a nod to the process of encountering the

comic and texts like it: these are our stories, hacked into a domain that is largely culturally seen
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as masculine, and they push us to reflect on our own compliance, Non-Compliance, and
narratives of visibility. And just as the stories are ours, so is the charge of Criminal Literacy.

In Sister Outsider, Audre Lorde famously writes: “For the master’s tools will never
dismantle the master’s house. They may allow us to temporarily beat him at his own game, but
they will never enable us to bring about genuine change” (112). Speaking about a feminism that
does not take into consideration differences across American women—including class, race, age,
and sexuality—she speaks a scathing critique against those who would speak over voices and
erase bodies that are essential to overturning patriarchy. This statement has been commonly
misapplied since Lorde spoke it, however, and was especially prevalent in the logic of the
Occupy movement.®® Taking it to mean anything from “we can’t use capitalism to dismantle
plutocracy” to moral purity arguments against voting in major elections, a scenario of resignation
and hopelessness forms from such arguments. Criminal Literacy, as an act of revising a
patriarchal narrative, is not the use of a master’s tool of language against him but is, instead, a
disruption of an oppressive logic. The hacked words in patriarchy’s Bible gesture not to a
language toolset to be utilized but to an opaque and viral web of stories in which we as readers
are incorporated in compliance and Non-Compliance. In opposition to the criminalized body
that Bitch Planet’s white, capitalist, heteropatriarchy mandates, the stories of the women on
Bitch Planet present a rich discursive life ambivalently situated in Non-Compliance. Above |
have explored the ways that DeConnick positions her surveillant readers in the comic through

notions of transparency and compliance. Arguing that it is from within heteropatriarchy that we

%0 For example, in Mica White’s “The Master’s Tools: The Wisdom of Audre Lorde,” White discusses the
misappropriation of Lorde’s text. Refuting the “chorus of naysayers” who claim “But you can’t use
capitalism/money/advertising to dismantle consumerism/globalization/mental pollution” he suggests we think of
Lorde as asking us to draft an ethical principle to overturn the status quo. Further, drawing from Deleuze and
Guattari, he reminds us that, no matter the tool, in all likelihood “the dominant powers appropriated from us
first...Just because we are forced to sell our creativity does not mean that it constitutes the master’s tools.”
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might disrupt it, she again first places her reader in the role of the complicit, surveillant eye
before she shows us how telling our stories does more than simply surf the systems and networks
of power in our worlds—it hacks and, as we will see below, frays them. Below | will read
DeConnick’s character Penny Rolle and her backstory in Bitch Planet’s third issue,
demonstrating that it is Penny’s demand for interiority, accompanied by a storyline where she
refuses hypervisibility for visibility, which forms her deviance and Non Compliance; it s, |
argue, her demand for visibility and self-representation that act to fray the lines of power that
seek to control her.

“I can’t see you, but I feel you...” Penny growls on the first page of No.3. She is
standing alone in an interrogation cell, feet spread, fists clenched, brow furled, and her gaze is
searching to the right of the page for her captors (n3 p1). Evoking imagery from the first time
we meet her, Penny’s Black, plus-size body spreads across the square glass panels behind her
and looms above the neat rectangular floor tiles she stand on. Penny, we are to see immediately,
simply does not fit in the boxes we have created for her. Her rumpled orange prison garb
emphasizes her frame against the blue-grey background and the page’s layout causes us to sweep
our eyes down her body and to the panel in the corner. Here, we assume the gaze of the
surveillance camera and realize we have just given Penny a visual “up-down” just as she calls us
out on it: she lets us know she sees us “...judging [her]” (n3 p1). The small panel in the bottom
right corner of the page that contains this dialogue bubble zooms in on Penny’s left eye and brow
where she, finally locating her captors, looks directly at us. The white frame of the panel
containing her eye, along with the motif of Penny as unable to fit in the panels given to her, set

the terms of our judgment: she is too big, too black, too angry, and too opaque.
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Turning the page, these terms are spelled out for us as the feed switches on and the glass
panels that surround Penny transform into monitors, each of them containing a single man seated
at a desk. These men, of whom there are around 100, are mostly white and mostly older and they
read a list of charges to Penny as our viewpoint swivels around the room and zooms in.
Replicating the actions of a surveillance camera, we are to capture Penny’s flaws as they are
listed to her by the Fathers and passively watch as the Fathers speak. Rounding out her chart is

29 ¢¢

insubordination, assault, “aesthetic offences,” “capillary disfigurement” and “wanton obesity”
and the Fathers’ disgusted faces accompany their interrogation of Penny. “What have you done
to yourself?” one Father asks, then explains: “Penelope, your Fathers love you. It pains us to see
you like this” (n3 p2-3). What the Fathers really mean is that Penny is visible, rather than
appropriately (to them) transparent. And as we’ll see below, Penny’s range of “aesthetic
offenses” aren’t even her true crime—nher lack of shame about them is. The conditions of her
visible body colludes, presenting the “love” that they feel as not for Penny at all but desire for
the sexual body she is supposed to (by the Fathers and her social structure) have. Notably,
DeConnick writes Penny as failing to perform transparency, however this transparency she is to
perform for the Fathers is one of hypervisibility and hypersexuality. In taking control of her own
visibility, she rejects the erasure that they attempt to impose on her and symbolically distorts the
power that they have over her.

Of hypervisibility, Audre Lorde, in “The Transformation of Silence into Language and
Action”, writes:

Within this country where racial difference creates a constant, if unspoken, distortion of

vision, Black women have on one hand always been highly visible, and so, on the other

hand, have been rendered invisible through the depersonalization of racism. Even within
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the women’s movement, we have had to fight, and still do, for that very visibility which

also renders us most vulnerable, our Blackness. For to survive in the mouth of this

dragon we call America, we have had to learn this first and most vital lesson—that we

were never meant to survive. Not as human beings. (42)
Lorde exposes the contradiction of Black female visibility: it is, at once, highly visible and
erased. Manifesting in white public view predominantly through criminalization or
hypersexualization (commonly as either the Reaganite “Welfare Queen,” or as deviant, desirous
bodies for male usage), in our IRL Black women are simultaneously erased from public
discourses of police brutality, sexual assault, and non-violent health issues such as diabetes and
heart disease. Indeed, Kelli D. Moore demonstrates how even the institutionalized, flash
photographs of battered women obscures the wound and incorporates Black women into a
“regime of domestic violence governmentality,” transforming them into objects of white
sexualized gaze (113). Black girls receive similar treatment: according to a Center for
Intersectionality and Social Policy Studies/African American Policy Forum report headed by
Kimberlé Crenshaw, “Black Girls Matter: Pushed Out, Overpoliced, and Underprotected,” Black
girls are six times more likely to be suspended than white girls for the same infraction (Black
boys are three times as likely as white boys to be suspended in the same scenario, for reference)
and between ten and twelve times more likely to be expelled (19-21). I highlight suspension and
expulsion rates here to press the issue of visibility: seen as criminals and deviants, black girlhood
is erased. This erasure leads to further and heightened erasure as they are removed from school
and denied the opportunity to learn and socialize.

Lorde’s statement that “we were never meant to survive. Not as human beings” here

compels us to examine what Black women were meant to survive as, if not human. Myths such
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as the Welfare Queen perpetuate and further the disenfranchisement and life instability of Black
women while simultaneously creating mythologies of proper (white, middle-classed)
motherhood and faulty divisions among working class people. Myths such as the Jezebel or Fast
Tailed Girl cause the abuse and sexual violence against Black women to be obscured within
layers of victim-blaming. At the heart of hypervisibility, then, is the creation of a body for white
social surveillance and consumption. As such, when Black women step outside these roles in
popular culture, challenging the body and the roles that have been given to them, they are
frequently met with backlash. These hypervisibilities and hypersexualizations of Black women
exist in Penny’s world, too, demanding particular performances of the body. We see this first in
Penny’s exchange with the Mother, before she is sent to Bitch Planet, as the Mother instructs
Penny on how to perform transparency for the Fathers.

In the issue’s second flashback, a high-school aged Penny Rolle is chastised by the
blond-haired, blue-eyed Mother who asks her why she can’t control her “violent impulses” as the
Mother, after donning a pair of surgical gloves, “fixes” Penny’s hair (n3 p11). Penny’s hair, like
the rest of her, “refuses to behave” prompting the Mother to menacingly wield a blistering-hot
straightening iron in Penny’s direction. (n3 p12). Both Penny’s hair and her “violent impulses”
(again, she is “angry,” drawing from the stereotype) mark her body, making it opaque and
therefore subject to correction, in Bitch Planet’s world. As for her correction, the clinical setting
of the Mother’s office (equipped with surgical gloves, a tray of hair products laid out like the cart
of instruments in an operating room, and a swiveling, doctor’s office-style overhead lamp) works
with the Mother’s carefully-chosen words to create a precise, surgical, shaming operation.
Responding to Penny’s question, “Why folks gotta say what I am, Mother? Ain’t it enough to

know who I am?” the Mother simply states: “No, Penny. It doesn’t work like that. You need to
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learn to see yourself through the Fathers’ eyes” (n3 p12). Penny, pointing out the distinction
between subject (who | am) and object (what | am) provides a historical context to the
criminalized, hypervisible, deviant myth of Black girl- or womanhood: she is the one who
challenges patriarchal modes of visibility. And questioning who versus what further displaces
Penny from transparency: what as an object implies it can be seen, whereas who suggests that
she must be known and, as such, requires communication. In asking on the difference, then,
Penny is able to pinpoint the problem—that the objectification she faces is meant to eradicate her
humanity by flattening her out—what is a surface categorization but who implies interiority—but
cannot counteract such objectification until she wrests the visible condition of her body from the
surveillance state.

The Mother, attempting to enforce Penny’s compliancy through shame, seeks only to
transform Penny’s visibility from deviant to both submission and hypersexuality. We understand
the Mother’s attempt at guiding Penny from deviant to sexualized through further discussion of
Penny’s hair. In an extended conversation that falls again to notions of Penny’s transparency (or
lack thereof), the Mother points out that Penny’s hair, just like Penny herself whose father is
white, is not “black or white, good or bad. Folks...don’t know what it is” (n3 p12). The
mother’s decision to straighten it, after considering that her options are to make it “either curl up
or lay down” not only remind us that Black women’s hair is subject to white ridicule and
regulation but the choice of language, “lay down,” sets us up for the discussion of Black women,
compliance, and hypersexuality in the issue’s next flashback (n3 p12). Because the Mother is
attempting to “teach” Penny to see herself through the Fathers’ eyes, her choice to make Penny’s
hair “lay down” presents as instructional to her. In seeing herself through their eyes, Penny is to

change parts of herself that are displeasing to them; the Mother, as facilitator of that
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transformation, understands that Penny must be as sexually appealing to them as possible.
Penny’s hair, her attitude, and her sexual self, must lay down for the Fathers’ approval.

While we see Penny struggle with her self-worth in the second flashback, she solidifies
her deviant visibility, or opacity, in the issue’s third and final flashback. Here we find a grown-
up Penny working in her state-sponsored muffin shop, Born Big. Initially, the flashback reminds
us that proper womanhood is a combination of transparency and sexual availability; it is from
this establishment that Penny crafts her visibility. The comic’s discussion of the supposed
hypersexuality, and related hypervisibility, of Black women is picked up again when one of
Penny’s customers, a white man in his mid-twenties, questions his friend about the type of
person who would find Penny attractive. “Skins,” his friend replies, “They like ‘em big like that.
It’s in their animal nature—big asses, big lips. You ever fuck a skin? Wild” (n3 p18). The long
history of white people viewing Black women as “wild”” and having an animalistic “nature” in
our IRL, also often accompanied with the term “exotic” and aligning with white dehumanizing
discursive practices, carries over to Bitch Planet’s world. And contrasted with the three young,
thin, white women who are also seated in the shop, by this point in her life Penny shows she has
clearly failed at performing transparency chic by normalizing thinness and femininity. She has
gained weight, her muscles are defined by her work with dough, and she is now wearing her
unruly hair in twists that are kept in place by a bandana. As Penny attempts to take out her
frustration with the racist, misogynist customer, she—and we—also overhear the conversation
the three women are having. While the male customer continues to liken Black women to sexual
beasts the women undertake a vacuous exchange about how much they are able to “evac” in a

day (of course so as to not gain weight; the women are also splitting a sugar-free, salt-free, and

100



gluten-free muffin); in the background of this scene a news anchor on the feed speaks with an
expert on celebrity dieting about the new craze: a gastrointestinal parasite.

Transparency as proper or compliant womanhood in Bitch Planet is reinforced by this
process of purging—quite literally turning oneself “inside out” for the all-seeing Fathers. From
learning to empty out one’s vision of one’s self so to see through another’s eyes, to evacuating
the body in a continuous cycle of shame and failure, to the emptying out of their selfhood
through naming conventions (as all compliant women, after they marry, are referred to only by
their husband’s name (as in Mrs. Cecil Buffett, the expert on celebrity dieting) female
transparency chic is linked to a vanishing body and vanishing self. The parasitic “diet,” a
material implant of patriarchal ideology, operates as an internalized form of self-control. But
Penny has, somehow, resisted the issue’s most apparent internalized control mechanisms—
apparent not only after she assaults the misogynist, hypersexualizing customer and awaits the
police who come to arrest her, but also in the issue’s final pages.

Read alongside these flashbacks, each which provide insight into Penny’s visual and
criminal non-compliance, the Fathers’ language of “pain” at seeing her “like this” rings of
hollow patronization, shame, and the promotion of self-evacuation. Working in tandem with the
language of compliancy, throughout Bitch Planet we find that its women come into
subjectivity—or, what we may instead here call discursive life—through violence, injury, and
depletion. With this subject-production in mind, I recall Judith Butler’s query in Bodies that
Matter: “If one comes into discursive life through being called or hailed in injurious terms, how
might one occupy the interpellation by which one is already occupied to direct the possibilities of
resignification against the aims of violation?”” (123). This question, how does one at once risk

occupying an injurious interpellation and still mobilize the power to change the parameters of
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that interpellation, seeks at its heart to interrogate the terms of legitimacy. Butler reads moments
of failure of the hegemonic forms of power’s quest to establish loyalty; this failure, she proposes,
stems from “sites of ambivalence”—nexus-sites where a collective “we” can neither be refused
nor followed (124). Between an interpellating call and the self articulated by it will always be a
type of reproductive failure, a gap, or a misunderstanding that exposes the performance of what
is perceived to be real. Penny’s ambivalent site, one of criminalization and hypervisibility, is
established when she replies to the person who calls the police after Penny’s assault: “Good!”
she exclaims, to the statement that her life is over, “I didn’t much like this one anyway” (n3
p20).

Through her assault on her customer and through the words she uses to reply to her
informant Penny acknowledges her implicatedness by choosing to end her unacknowledged life.
Her criminalized status is inevitable, though her choice to enter the official institution of
compliance is paradoxically her most criminal act. And by recognizing that her old life as a
hypervisible, fetishized, Black, female, state-sponsored muffin shop entrepreneur may be less
preferable to the life awaiting her in the state’s penal system, Penny is able to force moments of
confrontation that she might not be able to do otherwise—perhaps that resistance comes best
from within. These moments culminate in her “treatment” via the Cerebral Action-Potential
Integration and Extrapolation Matrix (CAPIEM), a “mirror” that, when linked to Penny’s
nervous system, can “take what you ‘see’ in your own mind and put it on the screen” (n3 p13).
The objective of this treatment is to help Penny prioritize how others see her; the vision Penny is
to imagine is of her ideal self. As such, the mirror operates as a kind of ultimate surveillant
biometric, “flattening” out the body and exposing its ideal interior. The ideal self who she is

supposed to see, we understand, is a body that performs transparency chic.
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By forcing confrontation Penny represents herself—and it is this self-representation that
destabilizes Bitch Planet’s capitalist, heteropatriarchal surveillance systems. And Penny forces
us, her captors, to see her on her own terms—an act that is both visually legitimizing for her and
instructional for her compliant captor-readers. Though we readers might assume that Penny
won’t project a feminized, emaciated, and docile body into the CAPIEM (or that we won’t see
that body in her ideal self) we do see her struggle against the technology. In response to the
Father’s question of how long has it been since Penny has prioritized how others see her, she
replies that she wishes “you could see me...the way I see myself” just as the mirror is unveiled to
her (n3 p22). The Penny we see in the mirror is exactly the Penny we see from our swiveling,
camera’s eye viewpoint—but in the mirror she is laughing. Penny’s ideal self, we realize, is
shamelessly who she already is. Penny’s crime, then, isn’t so much that she is obese, now with a
half-shaved head and “born big” tattooed on her arm—it’s that she likes herself this way.3!

Shocked and confused, the Fathers looking in on the operation from the feed propose the
only reason they can think of for the malfunction in the treatment: the wires that connect Penny
to the mirror must be damaged. This notion of damaged wiring at once recalls the connections to
power we see the women (held within the ship’s cryogenic cells) having in the series’ beginning
pages and the structures of power as they occur throughout this project. If we may say that Snow
Crash’s Y.T. surfs those wires and that Juanita becomes an interface of sorts we see that Penny’s
visible situatedness within these capillaries frays, or damages them. Bitch Planet creates a world
where women who fail to perform transparency are excised from society altogether lest their

opacity become infectious.

31 Here, we may be reminded of Deleuze and Guattari’s observation of The Pink Panther in Thousand Plateaus:
“The Pink Panther imitates nothing, it reproduces nothing, it paints the world its color, pink on pink; this is its
becoming world, carried out in such a way that it becomes imperceptible itself, asignifying, makes its own rupture,
its own line of flight, follows its ‘aparallel evolution’ through to the end” (11).
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Conclusion: Representation Matters

In this chapter I have explored issues of transparency and representation across two
different texts—a 1990s era postcyberpunk novel and a contemporary feminist comic series. In
my exploration, | located the ways that each text reflect its concurrent cultural sentiments or
anxieties surrounding the relationship between digital surveillance and the surveilled body.

Snow Crash, | argued, creates and proposes a representative female body that operates according
to transparency chic in order to access and maneuver along masculine routes of power and
encourages its readers to “go with the flow” of digital surveillance and technology. Bitch Planet,
written in the post-9/11 era security state instead offers female visibility and representation as a
confounding practice to surveillant state mandates of normalcy and transparency. Moreover, |
argue, Bitch Planet’s social reflection extends to its readers differently and asks us to take action
IRL and in our everyday lives.

Critics and reviewers of both Snow Crash and Bitch Planet have made note of how each
text crafts a world that is like our “real life.”3? And the 1990s certainly saw the rise of the soccer
mom, the minivan, the internet, and new forms of digital surveillance that relied on passcodes
and bar scans. That same decade also saw the decline of women entering STEM related careers,
especially those related to computer science.®® To the extent that Snow Crash reflects our IRL,
perhaps we witness in the novel a lingering reason for that decline: the industry’s opposition to a
visible, “normal” woman—those loud, gum-popping dames—and acceptance of their transparent

female counterparts. With Bitch Planet, we see an almost absolute reversal of female visibility

32 Indeed, even the blurb on the back of Snow Crash’s Bantam Books edition remarks that the novel is “a mind
altering romp through a future America so bizarre...you’ll recognize it immediately.”

33 According to a July 2014 report, “There’s a Big Problem with Science, Engineering, and Technology Jobs in the
U.S.,” published on Mic.com, women in STEM careers overall began to decline in 2000; the National Public Radio
podcast Episode 576, “When Women Stopped Coding” places the decline several years earlier.
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and transparency than the one proposed in Snow Crash; we might reflect this decade’s frustration
with the rising prison population, the institutionalized murder of Black people, and the pervasive,
ubiquitous surveillance that accompanies the security state culminates coalesces in the comic’s
anger and intersectional feminist statements. That is, whereas Snow Crash was, in many ways, a
call to embrace digital technology and the cultural impact that it had, Bitch Planet is a call to
arms against those same technologies’ applications of oppression and silence. That call to arms
IS representation and visibility.

Bitch Planet’s thematic of representation does not end with its character development,
however (or in the development of nuanced female characters who, in turn, argue for better
representation). The comic form itself reaches out to incorporate the reader into the world that it
has created. From the succession of captioned images that compose the comic book, creating a
series of gaps that we are readers are obligated to fill in, to the essays by prominent feminist
writers that conclude each issue, to the Bitch Planet themed mail-order merchandise customarily
placed on the back cover, the comic book series that is Bitch Planet interpellates its reader and
challenges us to be seen, to be visible, and to be non-compliant.

| originally came across Bitch Planet after the third issue came out in print, and my own
traveling bookcart was an online feminist gaming community. Despite how great the concept of
Bitch Planet sounded (who wouldn’t be drawn in with a description like, “it’s like an
intersectional feminist take on prison drama and exploitation film that’s set in space”?) it was
really a Tumblr post by run/away/dog that drove me to buy the first issue. In her post, she tells a
story of a recent visit to the doctor for a general exam after gaining enough weight to go up a size
in clothing. In her story, run/away/dog recounts that though the doctor, an obese man, gave her a

clean bill of health and did not discuss her weight with her, the report of her exam included a
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brief statement: “Please decrease sugar intake and increase activity. Having 3 meals a day and
two protein snacks is a good way to keep from overeating. Develop a 5 days a week exercise
plan and build up slowly on intensity.” There was, run/away/dog indicated, no further
instruction.

As it turns out, the statement on run/away/dog’s medical record was automatically
generated, appearing when her height and weight were entered into the computer system. In The
Politics of Life Itself: Biomedicine, Power, and Subjectivity in the Twenty-First Century, Nikolas
Rose explores how biometrics and biomedical technologies operate as surveillance technologies
to locate normalcy and deviancy in the genetic and chemical makeup of the biological body (a
claim I will build on in the next chapter). Examining race, citizenry, genetics, and neurochemical
selfhood alongside medical tools that survey and correct, Rose concludes that corporeality has
become “one of the most important sites for ethical judgments and techniques”—but that that site
constantly must navigate a minefield of bodily correction and enhancement (254).
Run/away/dog’s opacity—she was “seen” by the computer system and flagged for her
deviance—operates through a politics of “life itself” and creates in her a sense of shame as she is
unable to pass invisibly through the computer’s system: ‘“this automatically generated comment
that didn’t know anything about my lifestyle other than a set of numbers...made me feel like
shit.” However, she continues, speaking of the moment Penny, too, was interpellated by
biometric surveillance:

when the mirror was revealed, when Penny sees herself exactly as she is I couldn’t

believe it. | re-read the issue...I couldn’t believe it. Because when I look in that mental

mirror, [ don’t see myself as [ am. There I’m thinner, [ look more muscular. I look like I

could kick you in the face while we’re both standing, which is incredibly stupid because I
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can already do that. But I don’t look like I can. Somewhere along the way that became

more important to me and that has got to stop.”

Within the complicated tangle of visibility and the discursively produced body, run/away/dog
locates Non-Compliance. Though she loves and cosplays Captain Marvel, she mentions, the
muscular and thin Carol Danvers is not a suitable role model because of her ensured
transparency: “because Captain Marvel is fit. Captain Marvel is thin. Captain Marvel doesn’t
get anonymous notes on her yearly physicals that tell her to decrease the sugar intake and work
out more.” She reasons, though, that, “Penny Rolle does. And Penny Rolle does not give a
fuck”; she concludes that before she can believe she is Captain Marvel she “needs to be Penny
Rolle first.”

While Stephenson reintegrates Y.T. and Juanita back into the heteropatriarchal, capitalist
surveillance states—represented both in the meatspace and the Metaverse of the novel—
DeConnick extends the conversation of transparency and opacity into one of visibility and
representation, arguing that opacity and interiority as representation, in opposition to a
transparency chic, holds significant potential against surveillance state practices. Representation
and opacity, modeled in the character of Penny Rolle and the traveling bookcart reach out from
fictions and stories into our everyday lives, just as they did for run/away/dog, reminding us that

representation matters.
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Chapter Three

Caring Labor, Surveyed Bodies in Sleep Dealer and The Ship Who Sang

Likewise, ye husbands, dwell with them according to knowledge, giving honour unto the wife as
the weaker vessel, and as being heirs together of the grace of life;
that your prayers be not hindered.

—Peter 3:7, King James Edition of the Holy Bible.

In the short-lived SyFy series Stargate: Universe, Chloe Armstrong’s body is taken over
by blue humanoid aliens, a virus that those aliens concocted, several members of the U. S.
military, a quadriplegic physicist, and a human rebel fighter from outer space. Oh, and an
extraterrestrial tick. We may, rightfully so, conclude that she spends a majority of her time in the
show “possessed” by one entity or another. Her continuous bodily possession by outside forces
similarly forms the majority of her character arc. This is, perhaps, because Chloe has no real job
aboard the Destiny—the interstellar spaceship that Chloe and others find themselves on,
thousands of lightyears from home adrift in uncharted space.

Instead of having a formalized job as the other crewmembers do (either military rank or
civilian, thereby providing security, food, ship systems management, social order, and so on),
Chloe is initially represented as useless, a characterization that repeats itself throughout the
series.? In lieu of an official job, she aids others: sewing baby clothes for a pregnant medical

officer, hosting yoga classes, and providing comfort, support, and care for her shipmates.

! For example, in the fourth episode she speaks with Eli, mentioning that she’s “the last person” who should be on
the ship; in the fifth episode she states: “Being a senator’s daughter isn’t going to help anyone survive on that
planet.” It is only later in the series, after Chloe’s intelligence has been increased by the alien pathogen that she
starts to participate in the ship’s maintenance and project more fully.
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Mistaking care with weakness and vulnerability and erasing the labor that is affective, caring
labor, Chloe is not a unique representation of caring labor in speculative work. Nor is the
convergence of her labor with her susceptibility to being overtaken by outside forces. As we will
see throughout this chapter, embodiment and the type of affective labor Chloe performs are
united—presented in works of fiction that span genres, decades, and national borders.

In my first chapter | explored the ways that Junot Diaz, in The Brief Wondrous Life of
Oscar Wao, wrote the character of Yunior as deploying a number of surveillant tactics to
produce an idealized diasporic, Dominican-American identity. To produce that identity, |
discussed how he relied on the women in the novel—Lola, Ybon, Isis, and others—as vessels
through which men may be delivered into authenticity and proper masculinity. Neither Yunior
nor Diaz, however, were the first to consider the female body as such; the view of women as
patrilineal vessels has been a longstanding staple and old, tired chestnut of Western cultural
imagination and literature. More recently we see the repeated figures of monstrous wombs and
possessed women in horror film, as Barbara Creed demonstrates (these figures and her critique
carry over to fantasy and horror video games), the trope of the “Spaceship Girl” in science
fiction (wherein a spaceship has, through Al or other means, taken on the personality of a human
woman), and in the common use of women as disposable objects for male character
development. The “disposable woman” trope, where women only appear in the plot to be killed
or raped so that the male hero has something to fight for, scripts the death of her body as its

“ability” to channel and usher men to masculinity.> Though neither Helva nor Luz, the two

2 One infamous example is of Alexandra DeWitt, the Green Lantern’s girlfriend, who was killed and stuffed into the
Green Lantern’s refrigerator by his nemesis, Major Force. This example, and the almost innumerable other
examples of the “disposable woman” in fiction and fan fiction prompted comic writer Gail Simone to develop
website titled Women in Refrigerators that honors all the women killed in comics for male character development.
The popular feminist video game critic Anita Sarkeesian also brings up this trope in her April 2011 video analysis,
“Tropes vs. Woman 2: Women in Refrigerators.”

109



female characters I'll be reading throughout this chapter, are killed for male character
development, they both perform caring labor to facilitate male growth or usher the men of their
respective texts into heteronormative masculinity. Their deaths are not literal, but figurative, as
their plotlines are consumed by those of the male characters.

In this chapter | read two texts that similarly draft their female characters as vessels—
potentially dangerous and possibly infiltrated bodies who must be surveyed, supervised,
corrected, and controlled so that they may participate in the fulfillment of heteropatriarchy. Both
of these texts, Alex Rivera’s 2008 dystopian film Sleep Dealer and Anne McCaffrey’s 1969
science fiction romance The Ship Who Sang, feature female characters who, under the watchful
gaze of their respective surveillance states, metaphorically and quite literally become vessels for
others: through futuristic technologies that preserve and write memories and through becoming
interstellar spaceships. Further, not only are these characters literalized forms of antique
misogynistic tropes but, as vessels, they both perform a type of affective, caring labor that is seen
as potentially dangerous to the states that they exist within and provide service for. Examining
the ways that their labor works through theories of affective labor presents us with a picture of
the female body that is disruptive to surveillance state apparatuses. Such labor “obscures” bodies
under surveillance, as we will see, making these bodies difficult to monitor and to control.

Following my discussion from last chapter, wherein | examined the ways that the female
characters of both texts manipulated their bodily visibility within surveillance systems to varying
effect, we might conclude that the work of care makes the body opaque, “raising suspicion by
the mere fact that they dare to present something that is not entirely visually accessible to the
viewer or monitor” of the body in question (Hall 127). As such, these bodies are continuously

considered to be suspect, or sites of terrorism; it is only when they are purged or otherwise
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emptied out that they may be admitted back into their proper place in their patrilineal society.
Examining these women’s labor and how their care and affect at large is managed indicates the
bodily nature of such obscurity or opacity and gestures towards moments of productive
resistance and lines of flight, even if only momentary, for these characters against the demands
of their heteropatriarchal societies.

If the notion of affective labor—as work that produces or modifies affects, emotions, and
senses or states of being—gained a peak momentum in the 1970s alongside socialist feminism,
the concept’s originary force came from C. W. Mills’ 1951 White Collar: The American Middle
Classes. In this text, Mills analyzes the immaterial labor that forms the (then rising) white collar
job, focusing on the shift from manipulating things to the handling of people. Socialist
feminism’s introduction of caring labor (especially that which occurs at the home or within the
household), combined with the dual meaning of reproductive labor, built into the discussion of
immaterial labor its gendered and affective or emotional component. This gendered component
of affective labor is discussed at length by Arlie Hochschild in her 1983 The Managed Heart:
The Commercialization of Human Feeling. Significant to Hochschild’s work is the notion of
“pink collar” labor, an active, skilled emotional labor that “requires one to induce or suppress
feeling in order to sustain the outward countenance that produces the proper state of mind in
others” (7).> While I will certainly examine what that work of suppression is to the women of
this chapter, as it dictates the manner in which they all become vessels for their respective
heteropatriarchal states and nations, it is Michael Hardt’s acknowledgment of the difficulty of

dislodging affective labor’s potential from patriarchal constructions of reproduction that shapes

3 For example, a waitress smiling through the sexual harassment she receives in the name of service and not getting
fired, a retail clerk operating under the policy “the customer is always right,” or the teacher who, having a bad day,
must suppress their negative emotions for the welfare of the class.
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my concerns throughout. That is, | am interested in the process these texts come to in order to
reinforce heteronormative state reproduction by viewing women’s bodies as caring, and therefore
dangerous, vessels. In both of the fictional worlds in this chapter, the female characters who
perform affective labor are compelled to labor in the service of patriarchy, acquiescing to their
respective surveillant systems as they must recognize the peril of doing otherwise.

In “Affective Labor,” Hardt reads the biopolitical production of affective labor as one
aspect of immaterial labor in global capitalism. Drawing from socialist feminism’s concern with
caring labor, affective labor is, for him, that labor which produces collective subjectivities, social
networks, and “ultimately produce[s] society itself” (89). And through acknowledging the
communities and social networks that affective labor produces, Hardt argues that affective labor
holds biopolitical potential from a “bottom up” approach (opposed to Foucault’s “biopower from
above” as a “prerogative of sovereign power”) (98). A “bottom up” approach to biopower
through affective labor entails, for Hardt, untangling affective labor from its essentializing
mythologies. To this end, Hardt reads the biopolitical production of affective labor, proposing
affective labor is ontological—it has power over the creation of life. The ontological nature of
such labor (“it reveals living labor constituting a form of life”’) exposes, he writes, two primary
problems: the identification of women and nature alike “risks naturalizing and absolutizing
sexual difference” and provides a “spontaneous definition of nature itself” (99-100).* As both
essential notions of sex/gender and nature are patriarchal constructions, we may already see part
of this difficulty. But it is affective labor’s social production that causes it to be a useful
organizing concept in this chapter. Neither of the women that I will discuss below in this chapter

are situated as maternally reproducing bodies (at least, not in the biological sense of the word

4 Indeed, we might think of the erasure of trans men from discussions of maternal labor.
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“reproduce”) but, rather are considered to be producers of society; as such | will examine what
both text imagines a “from below” biopolitics looks like as the counter to the desired state.

For the central characters of this chapter, the performance of caring or affective labor, as
it is shown to produce, reproduce, and potentially disrupt the communities, societies, and states
its women exists within, draws scrutiny from those states as they obscure the boundaries of their
laboring bodies and enable dangerous communications.> And the literal ways affective labor
takes shape in this chapter provide a map for us to explore surveillant concerns. Reading the
affective labor performed in both of these texts situates the performing bodies in their surveillant
societies and, as such, allows us to search for Hardt’s “potential” of affective labor:
“autonomous circuits of valorization, and perhaps liberation” (100). Just as frequently, however,
reading affective labor allows us a glimpse into the perception of such labor as national or
communal threat. Focusing on Ship Who Sang’s Helva and Sleep Dealer’s Luz, I will read
moments of such labor alongside the fear it produces in their respective states, paying special
attention to the ways that the female body produces and reproduces community through affect
and the labor of it. In the following pages, | argue that the literalized labor of care in both of the
primary texts of this chapter threatens surveillant societies because it obscures the caring body—
that care, otherwise put, collapses bodies, subjectivities, and perspectives, making the body
illegible or opaque to the surveillant gaze. In order to fulfill state expectations and be properly
reinserted into state or community heteropatriarchy, both woman must be purged of such deviant

care and return to their role as a patrilineal conduit. The purging process, which clears their

® Throughout I will use the term “care” or “caring” labor alongside affective labor. While the term affective labor is
useful in understanding the structures behind the labor that these woman perform, | wish to place some distance
between the term as it is performed IRL and how it is performed and embodied in each text’s fictional worlds.
Further, the labor of care (opposed to affective labor) indicates the distance between official and unofficial labor for
the (corporate) state.
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bodies for patrilineal control, additionally involves these women to manage and regulate their
own affective states and emotions (remembering the “suppression” that Hochschild chronicles in
The Managed Heart) for the promotion of a heteropatriarchal community that both erases and,
simultaneously, demands increasingly more labor from them.

Though both texts present a literal account of affective labor, they do it through different
means: we are, after all, delving into the realm of the speculative and the fantastic and, as such,
care can and is imagined literally and metaphorically in the body. In the following pages | will
set up each of the primary texts, paying special attention to the ways that the women in them
come to embody affective, caring labor before I turn to explore the ways such labor is considered
and then regulated by the prevailing normative society it is performed within. These normative
societies do not form states in a federated or sovereign sense but take shape as revolutionary,
idealized societies. What they do form are societies with a vested interest in the surveillance and
correction of the female body that performs caring labor.

Approach: Dystopic Futures and Social Control

Both Ship Who Sang and Sleep Dealer approach women’s bodies and the affective labor
that they perform from the same narrative tropes—women as vessels and disposable women—Dbut
they also rely on their individual presentations of utopia and dystopia to reinforce their
positioning of gender roles and gendered bodies. Of note, McCaffrey’s Ship Who Sang presents
a seemingly utopic world that breaks down when we look closely at it; Sleep Dealer, however,
presents an overtly dystopic world. In seeking to rectify each texts dystopia, however, neither
author finds promise nor progress in their women. As such, even Sleep Dealer’s proposed

resistance simply replicates Western neocolonial standards of embodiment and subjectivity.
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Below I'll introduce each text and their dystopic genres to situate the female body in each before
turning to read the dangers of affective or caring labor in social construction.
Ship Who Sang

Dubbed “a feminist version of Cinderella” by Robin Roberts, Anne McCaffrey’s 1969
The Ship Who Sang gathers in novel form a series of episodes surrounding Helva, a child born
far in the future to a human species that has developed interstellar travel (67). As Helva is born
physically deformed—with “crabbed claws” and “clubbed feet”—her parents were presented
with a choice by the prevailing government, Central World: Helva may either be euthanized or
enter into a government program where she will be gradually be transformed into the “brain” of
one of the Central World’s spaceships or cities, working off the cost of the process in indentured
servitude over a number of years (1). Her parents chose the latter. Early in her transformation,
Helva was designated to become a scout ship and underwent connection to increasingly complex
cybernetic and mechanical extensions while her body’s growth was chemically stunted and
encased in a titanium shell. Despite the moniker, “scout,” in Ship Who Sang, Helva is just as
frequently used by Central World to transport people and human embryos: she is a vessel in a
precise sense and, as we will see, it is her function as a ship to perform affective and, especially,
caring labor in the service of the state. The novel’s central plot revolves around Helva’s
adventures as a ship for Central World, beginning with her first assignment with a man she chose
to be her “brawn”—the mobile, physical, counterpart to the ship’s brain, and how she grows as a
person and deals with his death which occurs relatively early in the text. This growth comes
through various means that is through her interactions with subsequent brawns both male and
female and through her own initiative and skillset; it culminates with Helva’s decision not only

to remain a ship after being presented with the opportunity to be “transplanted” into a
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normatively-able human female body and, furthermore, to remain a part of the Central World
fleet after paying off her indenturement. This decision comes due to the promise from the Central
World that her f.t.I. (faster than light) drive would receive revolutionary upgrades allowing her to
travel further than any Central World ship has traveled before. As a work of speculative fiction,
the novel asks, What If we could forge new bodies by integrating humanity with technology?
What If we could transform our citizens into ships? What would service look like? What would
love look like? But read as a dystopic fiction, we might ask a slight variant: What If we used
advanced technology to enforce that all bodies labor for the state? What If all bodies had to be
nationally productive bodies?

Though the novel doesn’t portray many of the traditional elements of a dystopic science
fiction or fantasy novel—barren or urban wastelands, toxic air and water, mass poverty and
imprisonment, the rise of machine overlords—elements suggesting dystopic society are still
prevalent and, as we will see, reinforce a heteronormative patriarchy. For one, Helva’s mere
existence attests to the eerie notion of mandated productive citizenry: one either has value or
dies, just as Helva’s parents are faced with turning over their daughter to the Central World
government or having her killed. And sometimes death occurs in the process of becoming useful.
While Ria Cheyne reads this and other similar moments in the novel as utilizing “narrative
technique...[that] encourages the reader to pass over them without registering the story being
told” I instead read the continuous repetition of them as a statement generated through the
rigorous, surveillant mental conditioning that exists in the novel’s world (147). In the first two
pages of the novel, the only description of the transformation process from person to ship in the
story, the possibility of Helva’s death occurs five times and death is demonstrated as possible at

each stage of her becoming. But despite death looming at every stage, willful death is not
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permitted by the Central World. Population growth overall is tightly controlled through the Race
Conservation Agency’s seed bank; accompanying heterosexual partnering; supervision of all of
Central World’s citizens, be they ship, city, or “regular” human comes in the form of tight-knit
surveillance, spying, and gossip (56). So haunted by eugenics and the criminalization of agency
over one’s own body, Helva’s world is slowly revealed not as an ideal, but instead the perverse
mirror image of the perfect, utopic, world. McCaffrey’s frequent mentioning of “conditioning”
and instances thereof in the novel alongside Central World’s ubiquitous and invasive
surveillance methods (that link Helva’s ship body and human brain directly to Central World
telecommunications systems as well as present Helva as the continuous object of surveillance
against the threat of her “going rogue”) present Helva’s world as highly monitored and regulated
for deviancy and normalcy.

Helva’s conditioning is introduced innocuously: as a necessary precaution so that she and
others like her would not “run rogue or insane with the power and resources Central had to build
into their scout ships” (2). This conditioning, described at first as a “patient drone of the
subconscious-level instruction,” gradually betrays its more sinister applications over the course
of the novel (3). But not only is Helva “programmed” to be incapable of going rogue, she is also
programmed against curiosity about her family history (reinforced by the fact that the Central
World named her, not her parents) (13), and on wondering what it would be like to have
“normal” human mobility—effectively cutting her off from her body and establishing the state as
her lineage (147). And Ship Who Sang demonstrates that it is not just Helva who is conditioned:
for example, the narrator describes the conditioning of Helva’s first brawn Jennan, whose father
was also a scout ship’s brawn; a man who received “massive doses of scout-oriented

propaganda” and from age 7 knew he was to follow in his father’s footsteps (16); her third
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brawn, Kira, came from a similar legacy (58). Furthermore, individuals who have somehow
managed to break in some way their conditioning are sometimes reintegrated through two
mechanisms listed in the book: a “block,” or memory erasure, and through other forms of
“therapy,” the concept of which is mentioned several times, unveiling it as insidious and
subconscious training or re-conditioning.

The result of Central World’s conditioning is a citizenry that either demonstrates its
compliance with the government’s propaganda and conditioning or one who has gone rogue or
dies, as is the case with Ship 732, the troupe of actors who defected to Corviki, and Xixon. There
are no alternatives presented (it seems that no one may walk away from Omelas) just as there are
no viable alternatives presented for disabled persons. For Helva, this means that, “in theory,
once a shell-person had paid off the massive debt of early care, surgical adaptation, and
maintenance charges, he or she was free to seek employment elsewhere. In practice, shell-people
remained in the service until they chose to self-destruct or died in the line of duty” (10). Indeed,
we see this in the example of Amon, another ship, who required repairs after a space-debris
storm and owed Central World years’ worth of labor due to it. And of course we have Kira, who
I will discuss at some length below, who the Central World “couldn’t erase, only inhibit;”
through surveillance, therapy, and conditioning she is re-integrated into proper citizenry (68).

Sleep Dealer

Despite welcoming critical reception, Alex Rivera’s 2008 Sleep Dealer languishes in
relative obscurity outside a small, dedicated fanbase due to early issues with the film’s
distribution company.® Re-released in 2014 through a Sundance film initiative, the film is now

widely available on Sleep Dealer’s website, through iTunes, Amazon, and by other online

& This process was chronicled by Carolina A. Miranda in The Los Angeles Times article, “Border Drones and Labor-
Bots: Alex Rivera’s Prescient Sleep Dealer.”
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streaming services; this makes Sleep Dealer’s IRL circulation now metaphorically align with the
nodal economy and border-crossing that its plotline espouses. Continuing the initial concept of
remote labor that Rivera first developed in his “Cybracero Systems”—a multimedia website
project imagining a fictional tech company that has developed a system that neurologically
connects workers in Mexico to robotic counterparts in the United States via nodes, or cybernetic
ports in the human body that the factories’ technologies plug into—Sleep Dealer and the
Cybracero Systems project tackle neocolonial subject production and labor through a cyberpunk
fiction that bleeds into our IRL world. The Cybracero Mission, “to get all the work our society
needs done, while eliminating the actual workers and all the difficulties that workers imply:
health benefits, housing IRS, INS, union conflicts, cultural and language differences” imagines a
technology that allows US companies to exploit manual and immaterial labor without immigrant
or migrant bodies as it physically connects the human body to remote robotic technology that
“stands in” for the human that operates it. And as Luis Martin-Cabrera points out, that several
US companies contacted Rivera about the technology indicates that “the capitalist unconscious is
driven, among other things, by white supremacist fantasies built around the possibility of
extracting maximum of labor from workers of color, without having to deal with the materiality
of their bodies, their rights, their culture, and above all, their presence” (590).

Sleep Dealer’s thin near-future plotline follows the story of Memo, a young man who
travels from a small farming community in Oaxaca, Mexico, to Tijuana in order to work in the
border city’s infomaquilas (infofactories, these digitized sweatshops are also called sleep dealers
in the film due to the long shifts the workers are to put in there) after his father is killed by a US-
led drone strike. On his way to the “city of the future” he meets Luz, a biomedia journalist and

coyotek who makes a living by selling the stories she collects to TruNode in her travels.
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TruNode is an online, connected marketplace where individuals may sell their true-life
memories, events, and stories. Luz posts her encounter with Memo on TruNode under the
document title “A Migrant from Santa Ana del Rio” allowing Rudy, the pilot of the drone that
struck Memo’s family home, to locate Memo in his search for redemption. Rudy travels to
Tijuana, literally and symbolically disconnecting from the US military complex after he uses his
military access for one last drone run—to destroy the dam that severs Memo and his family from
a future farming the land. The film concludes as Memo acknowledges that neither he nor Rudy
could return home but that there was work for them in the film’s growing anti-globalization
resistance movement: “maybe there’s a future for me here, on the edge of everything. A future
with a past, if I connect and fight.” As such, the film’s speculative questions form: What If our
technology allowed us to eliminate “seeing” Other, laboring, bodies? What If our physical labor
could be outsourced so that we could retain a white nationalist purity? And What If we could
also use those same technologies to fight back against that nationalism?

Most academic criticism surrounding the film focuses on the film’s dystopic discussion
of borders and labor, frequently reading Memo’s labor in the sleep dealers as an example of
immaterial labor’s function in replicating neocolonial subjugation (Memo chronicles after
receiving his nodes, ““I could [now] connect my nervous system...to the other system. The
global economy”). Such readings thematically center on the rivers and oceans of the film to
discuss futurity, mobility, and power; exploring our relationship to technology as addictive,
alienating, and connective; and critiquing US neocolonial fantasies of borders and bodiless labor.
Furthermore, critics often also acknowledge the film’s heteropatriarchal frame but stop before
assessing the work that Luz performs. For example, in “Future Histories and Cyborg Labor:

Reading Borderlands Science Fiction after NAFTA,” Lysa Rivera situates Sleep Dealer as a
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borderland narrative that causes US viewers to “acknowledge the invisible (because
disembodied) labor that makes consumerism affordable for the American middle class” and
envisions using the technology of the maquiladoras against US oppression but only speaks of
Luz’s work in relation to Memo’s (425). And in “The Potentiality of the Commons: A
Materialist Critique of Cognitive Capitalism from the Cyberbracer@s to the Ley Sinde,” Martin-
Cabrera argues that oppositional agency (articulated in Rudy and Memo’s collusion against the
Del Rio Water company and its dam) is “not immanent to the development of the capitalist
forces of production” but must come about through a “political decision to struggle from within
the system.” Martin-Cabrera goes so far as to point out the Sleep Dealer’s reliance on the
stereotyped La Malinche for Luz’s character development and the erasure of labor done by
women in the borderlands but does not consider its impact on the film overall (595).

Leaving Luz’s role in Sleep Dealer unexamined results in a gap between the film’s
anticolonial critique and what Hardt proposes is the “potential of necessary affective labor”—
perhaps aptly so Luz is the film’s central connective node (100). Scripting Luz as node, Sleep
Dealer locates resistance in the moments of connectivity that occur from her caring labor,
simultaneously creating the body—Luz’s body—as a potential host. Thus, Luz’s position in
Sleep Dealer is conflicted: she is both a hypersexualized, duplicitous vessel and the necessary
node through which viral anticapitalist, anticolonial communities connect. This is because
though Sleep Dealer attempts to locate the revolutionary potential of affective labor in the film’s
dystopic, militarized, and surveillant world, it does so only by reincorporating Luz and her work

within a heteropatriarchal, masculine narrative.
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Ship Who Sang and Sleep Dealer: Labor as a Potential Threat

In both of this chapter’s primary texts, women perform a literalized caring labor aided by
futuristic technologies that capitalize on misogynistic views of the female body as an empty
vessel to be filled and as a conduit for masculine development and patrilineality. As conduits,
these bodies serve only in the negative—as we will see, the “container” that they are seen as
being only holds shifting relevance in their respective texts depending on what those containers
are filled with, not what they consist of. Here, we may remember my discussion of Bitch
Planet’s Penny Rolle who insisted on being seen by the Protectorate Fathers as who she is, not
what she is. And as the labor of care in both texts metaphorically equates the filling of the body
with another person (either physically, subconsciously, or with their memories and stories), what
care is performed, and especially to whom, becomes of interest to the societies they serve or
potentially damage.

Ship Who Sang

Helva’s position as a scout (and transport) ship indicates the nature of her affective labor
for Central World. The services that she performs for her passengers, including adjusting the
interior of her (ship) body for them falls largely under the umbrella of hospitality—she equips
herself with necessary personal comforts, adjusts the temperature, and gravity, and she and other
brain ships are trained and conditioned in etiquette, cordiality, and “proportion,” or humor, to
please their occupants (5). The first instance of her care in the text, however, produces fear and a
militaristic response by Central World to ensure Helva is brought back “in line” with their
practice. And, notably, this labor of care is performed between two women, Helva and Theoda,
following Helva’s loss of her first male brawn and object of romance, Jennan. Central World’s

fear and their response is the result of Helva’s perceived ejection from their heteropatriarchal
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lines of power and surveillance and by her feminine affective identification: as her ship’s body
is emptied of male inhabitance, her labor turns to serve feminine healing and recovery, a process
that Central World closely monitors. Her labor, however, eventually causes her to be cut off
from Central World surveillance altogether for a brief time and it is here where we see the act of
care obscuring the surveilled body.

Central World sees Helva and the other brain ships as being in constant threat of breaking
their conditioning and going rogue. As such, they take measures to “fill”” the ships with
brawns—those who act in the interests of Central World heteropatriarchy and ensure a proper
connection to Central World lines of power and surveillance. In “‘She was born a thing’:
Disability, the Cyborg and the Posthuman in Anne McCaffrey’s The Ship Who Sang,” Cheyne
suggests that brawns “function not to partner the ships but to police them, monitoring for signs of
rebellion” by “providing a focus for [the ships’] attention and affection, and discouraging them
from forming bonds with other shell people” (150). Her insights come from reading the role of
the (mostly) male brawns in the novel as they are written to be exceptionally attractive,
intelligent, and self-aware as Jennan was. And we see Helva’s policing play out in the text when
we see Jennan charmingly manipulate her (the other potential brawns conceded to Jennan when
he proved to them that he could manipulate her time) and patronizingly chastise her (warning her
not to lose her “sweetness”) in the few pages we meet him before his early death (11, 14).
Helva’s second love interest, Niall Parollan, is similarly able to manipulate her; additionally the
one instance when we see Helva going against his wishes (when she chooses a brawn he does not
approve of) she is, in the chapter titled, “The Ship Who Dissembled,” captured by pirates and
dismantled. Her failure to take his instruction about what brawn she should take proved to be a

warning sign to her about her (in)ability to make decisions (specifically, decisions about what
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male body should fill her) and he plainly forced her to acknowledge her error to him: “so you
admit” he states, “I was right about him?” (196). These incidents, alongside Cheyne’s discussion
of the policing that brawns enact, highlight the ways that Helva’s body is considered to be
threatened and threatening based on who and how she is inhabited.

The threat her body, as a vessel for heteropatriarchal state use, poses is made clear in the
pages surrounding Jennan’s death, which occurred during a rescue mission where he and Helva
were to pick up a group of women living on a convent planet that would soon overheat due to its
sun’s impending supernova. In their hasty retreat, Helva could not get away from the exploding
sun fast enough; Jennan, trapped in an airlock, was not shielded from radiation or heat. As soon
as she notified Central World of his death, en route to deliver the surviving passengers to safety,
Central World sent two brain ships to escort her. In these pages, we see that their concern with
Helva’s grief is not altruistic, but rather lies in the possibility that she will “turn rogue” or break
her conditioning and depart the indentured servitude she performs for the state. Her grief is
initially evident when Helva realizes one of the ships, Sylvia (or MS-422 according to Central
World’s naming system), was sent in specifically to “test” her. Sylvia explains: “Had to.
Orders. Not even Psych knows why a rogue occurs. Central’s very worried” (23). Once Sylvia
confirms to Central World that Helva is not a threat of going rogue, Helva is immediately
reassigned by the government. Her next appointment is a new temporary brawn; however this
brawn is still (if unwittingly) part of Helva’s surveillance and continued conditioning by Central
World.

Helva’s interactions with Theoda, Helva’s appointment following Jennan’s death, form
the center my reading of affective, caring labor in Ship Who Sang as it situates Central World’s

surveillance fear of caring labor in bodily opacity. Though Helva’s rigorous conditioning is
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supposed to bulwark her from reacting negatively from grief and trauma, it is unable to repair
what damage has done to her by Jennan’s loss. The result is that her conditioning inflicts another
form of trauma on her beyond Jennan’s death that she later reflects on in a broader scope,
concluding: “They encase us in titanium shells, place the shells in titanium bulkheads and
consider us invulnerable. Physical injury is the least of the harmful accidents that this universe
inflicts on its inhabitants; it is soonest mended” (164). And throughout the chapter following
Jennan’s death Helva reflects on the inability to bodily feel the emotions she experiences,
indicating a trauma or rupture of her body and her mind. (For example, reflecting on the horrors
the plague victims must suffer, McCaffrey writes, “’To have cried...” gasped Helva, ‘to be able

299

to weep’” (39)). Still, the trauma that she experiences in this chapter plays out through a
discussion of the disconnect of the mind and emotional state from the body. This discussion
metaphorically reaches out not only to repair the trauma she experiences as she considers
Jennan’s death a failure of her body (to shield him, to go fast enough) but to the trauma of her
two bodies (ship and human) and to the trauma of being disconnected from Central World’s
heteropatriarchy through the loss of her surveillant, policing brawn.

The plotline of the chapter following Jennan’s death, “The Ship Who Mourned,”
chronicles the work that Theoda and Helva do for the victims of a peculiar space plague on the
planet known as Annigoni IV. The plague, which had decimated several planets in its path, left
its victims either dead or trapped and going within their paralyzed, sensory-deprived bodies—an
imprisonment that led to the mind’s destruction. Theoda, a physiotherapist and one of a few
surviving and unaffected members of a planet devastated by the plague, has been summoned to

study and perform an experimental therapy on Annigoni’s plague victims; the therapy she

performs is an attempt to “repattern” the mind and reattach it to the body (42). Concurrently,
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Helva is assigned to transport Theoda to Annigoni as Central World anticipates the trip will
ensure that Helva’s own disconnection is repaired. Theoda’s caring labor extends not only to the
child she eventually saves but, as her own trauma and guilt at losing her friends and family to the
plague on her homeworld is similar to Helva’s, she is able to perform a similar reconstructive
therapy on Helva, too.

We learn in the third chapter, “The Ship Who Killed,” that Central World carefully
selects the brain ships for their missions, not simply for exemplary performance but to reinforce
their conditioning and, if need be, to recondition (67-68). So we may assume that Helva’s
assignment to Theoda and the plague-stricken Annigoni is a carefully-planned conditioning
exercise for Helva to repair her connection to Central World through a therapy that attempts to
repair the trauma of Jennan’s loss. Despite the labor of caring being that which eventually
ushers Helva back towards Central World’s patrilineality, it is precisely that care that causes
their further concern. This is because before Theoda’s care effectively “heals” Helva’s trauma,
Helva’s own caring labor establishes her as a threat to Central World. Here, recognizing the
commonality between her emotional trauma and that of the plague-stricken Annigonian, she
performs the labor of care for Onro and his young son. This labor takes the form of verbally
comforting the boy and setting him at ease, as well as participating in the therapy itself through
timing the procedures and observing for signs of improvement (46, 44). But in order for the
therapy to work, Theoda requires seclusion and uninterrupted time, leading Helva to lock her
ship’s body from outside boarders, cut the audio to the areas where Theoda is working, and sever
her surveillant, communicative technologies. However, in Central World’s eyes, Helva has not
simply “gone rogue” but she has done so with Theoda—one empty vessel tempting another to

unprincipled behavior outside the confines of Central World control and conditioning—while
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kidnapping the child and his exhausted and sleeping father. These actions and that perception
causes Central World to send in a Service Craft, prompting Helva to reflect that she “will be
forced to open or risk damage to the ship, which I am conditioned to avoid” (45). That she must
open herself to be penetrated and judged by the (again, male) service ship’s brawn precisely
because she has been brainwashed into preserving her ship’s body against any potential damage
for Central World reeks of what we speak of roughly 50 years after the novel was written as
“rape culture:” the normalization of assault on the female body caused by tenacious social
assumptions and attitudes toward women. And in this way we may make connections between
surveillance cultures and rape as a mechanism of control for opaque bodies. But in creating this
metaphor, the threat of rape also demonstrates the dangerous potential of care as a force that
produces bodily opacity.

Helva’s care works by granting Theoda a quiet space to connect the plague-stricken boy’s
body and mind, a connection that Theoda, as we will see below, will later help Helva make
herself. But Central World’s fear of Helva’s opacity (as an act of going rogue) stems from the
novel’s central concern with interiority, opacity, and their dangers. Caring labor in Ship Who
Sang is connective labor: as I explored in the beginning of this chapter, it creates sociality and
is, therefore, within the realm of biopolitics. But care in the novel requires a manipulation of the
body and the perspective: when we act in or perform care we may “see” through another’s eyes,
a process that in the novel takes shape through blurring the boundaries of one body to the next
and makes impossible the act of surveillance. Theoda’s therapy for Helva similarly operates
through such blurring and provides my last example of the potential threat of caring labor in the

text before it is turned to reestablish and reinforce connection to the state.
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Central World is only appeased when Onro discusses the situation with the brawn Central
World sent to “open” Helva: that is, the scene that establishes Helva’s compliance to Central
World plays out between the two men. Despite the immediate threat of her going rogue being
over, however, Helva is not fully reincorporated into Central World yet. In the beginning of the
chapter we see Helva’s apathy toward her job (she had “no desire to move anywhere” and,
against her training, failed to perform the necessary hospitable, affective labor that would make
Theoda feel comfortable when she first boarded Helva (25, 26-27). As such, she must be
compelled to labor compliantly for Central World once again. (The plotline of Helva returning
to proper labor is echoed in Theoda’s statement to the boy: “Child, I know you can hear. We are
going to work your body to help you remember what your body could do. Soon, we will have
you running under the sun again” (44).) So the caring labor that Theoda performs with Helva
does not so much connect Helva to her body as it does connect Helva to the body of the state.
The connectivity between the two plays out in a carefully controlled environment wherein
Theoda may briefly blur, or obscure, their bodies before such obscurity is seen again as a threat.

Helva’s recuperation through Theoda’s caring labor comes after Onro, the brawn that
Central World sent, and the plethora of bystanders have cleared out, leaving Theoda and Helva
alone for a moment. Theoda reflects that though she knows that she couldn’t have stopped the
plague on her homeworld, she still can’t forgive herself. And Helva, “turn[ing] Theoda’s words
over in her mind, le[t] them sink into her like an anesthetic salve” (49). Still feeling guilty over
her inability to save Jennan, she pauses, then finds Theoda crying:

“Thank you, Theoda,” she said, finally, looking again at the therapist. “What are you

crying for?” she asked, astonished to see Theoda, sitting on the edge of the bunk, tears
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streaming unheeded down her face.

“You. Because you can’t, can you...?”

Helva stared at Theoda, torn with a variety of emotions: incredulous that someone else

did understand her grief over Jennan; that Theoda was, at the moment of her own

triumph, concerned by Helva’s sorrow. She felt the hard knot of grief coming untied. (50
As Helva is cut off from an embodied human experience of pain, Theoda’s body becomes the
necessary organ through which Helva can experience that pain in order to heal. But as an act of
care, it works to further my proposition that the labor of care collapses bodies, distorting them
from the surveillant eye. And as such, it becomes a suspect act: Onro, interrupting an affective
space carved by two women for the second time in the story (the first being when he “crashed”
into the quiet, grieving atmosphere in the first pages of the chapter), reestablishes bodily order by
separating the two women and redirecting their emotions toward him. Onro, “shout[ing]” at
Helva to open her ship’s body to him as she and Theoda talk, bursts in the cabin, asking: “What
on Earth are you crying for? Don’t bother to answer...I promise you can cry all you want to,
once you’ve given me the therapy routine...Then I’ll lend you my shoulder” (50). Unconcerned
with Theoda’s emotional state (“don’t bother to answer”) he resituates Theoda back to the labor
she is to perform when he requests the routing; his final statement, that he will grant her his
shoulder further shifts the moment from one of care to one of sympathy and boundary
reinforcement. The “lending” is a temporary act that does not require Onro to actually give up
something—as the expression usually concludes with the notion that the body will be cried upon,
not through as is the case with care, there is no bodily obscurity.

Onro’s intrusion similarly resituates Helva back to her labor for Central World—the

mission they had given her is successful in its reconnection and in Helva’s reconnection to the
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state. The final few paragraphs of the chapter has Helva signal the Regulus Base alerting to the
mission’s success and has her ready, once again, to work.
Sleep Dealer

Most of Sleep Dealer’s primary characters are, at least initially, complicit in American
colonialism in some way. Memo’s life before his father’s murder presented him as desperately
dreaming of a more technologically connected life working in the infomaquilas; his narrative
voice over at the beginning of the film starts with him reminiscing that “Santa Ana was a trap.
Dry, dusty, disconnected” and his interest in the ham radio he has built is because it connects
him to the outside world and to the workers of the infomaquilas. His brother, we know, is
“addicted to American hi-def,” and, of course, Rudy is generationally complicit with the
American military-industrial complex as he follows in the footsteps of his Mexican-American
family by becoming a drone pilot. Luz is wrapped in a seductive relationship with technological
connectivity—a relationship that uses her body and labor in multiple unsettling ways. Neither
Memo nor Rudy, however, occupy the same critical space as Luz, who is not only seen as
complicit but dangerously so—because whereas both Rudy and Memo are both able to recognize
their role in the perpetuation of the U.S. war machine and capitalist colonialism on their own and
create a space of ambiguity in which to operate against its interlocking oppressions, Luz only
recognizes her misdeeds in relation to Memo and only through a romantic sub-plotline. Despite
her actions and labor being those which facilitate the film’s main plotline and those that enable
its climax, Luz’s own development as a character remains relegated to the male characters’
development and to the realignment of her loyalty to them.

Above | mentioned Martin-Cabrera’s proposition that Rivera aligns Luz’s

characterization to La Malinche, an infamous figure of Mexican history. La Malinche, also
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known as Malintzin or Dofia Marina, is frequently portrayed as both a mother weeping for her
lost children and as a villainous, scheming, “ethnic traitress” (Candelaria 1). La Malinche,
moralistic mythologizing aside, was born around 1502 and, after her father’s death, was sold into
slavery by her mother at a young age (Candelaria 2). Traveling widely throughout the region in
which she was sold, in the process La Malinche learned to speak multiple Mayan dialects and,
eventually, Castilian Spanish in addition to Nahuétl, the language of her birth (Candelaria 2).
She was given to Cortés after his conquest of Tabasco along with 19 other slave women as was
the custom of the area; it is La Malinche’s linguistic ability that may have been, according to
Candelaria in her work reexamining La Malinche’s life and mythology, what drew Cortés to her
(3). She soon became his mistress, translator, and sometimes advisor, bearing him his first son.

Indeed, we will see below how Rivera positions Luz’s duplicity as traitorship through her
selling of the stories she collects. Like the myth of La Malinche, Rivera writes Luz to capitalize
on her intelligence, language, and sexuality in order to “trick” Memo out of his stories for her
own profit and for the profit of U.S. neocolonialism. Notable in the link between La Malinche to
my reading of Luz is her status as a translator between Cortés and the Aztec people—a role that
positions her as a conduit between worlds. This role, emulated in Luz’s character is one that
articulates sociality through affective and, as is the case with Luz, caring labor. Below I will
explore the role that Luz plays in Sleep Dealer, paying special attention to the ways that her
caring labor as storyteller and cultural positions her as a sexualized, duplicitous La Malinche
figure—in her compliance with U.S. neocolonialism and U.S. surveillance practices.

We first see Luz when she boards a low-tech bus, casually fending off the sexual
advances of the armored police who body scan her before she boards. Her boarding provides the

setting for a narrative switch in the film as point of view shifts from Memo’s recorded narration
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looking back to Luz speaking in present day. Her confident demeanor both towards the
overstepping police and Memo when she first encounters him establishes her as worldly and as a
traveler and her soft, sympathetic facial expressions during her conversation with Memo endears
her to us. But the first words she speaks at the bus stop, directed to a stranger sitting beside her,
“Nice to meet you...,” set her up as someone who collects stories and, combined with her
association with the surveillant guard at the bus stop, leads readers to wonder in retrospect if her
sly smile in this scene suggests Luz may have had Memo “pegged” as having a marketable story
from the get-go. But we are not informed of Luz’s duplicitousness until we first see her plug
into TruNode. And despite Luz’s joke to Memo that her mother worries Luz’s nodes are only for
sex, we—well, we come to associate her nodes with sex. Sitting down at her computer and
uploading Memo’s memory to TruNode, Rivera sexualizes both Luz and the connection: She,
glistening with sweat, prepares her body for the connection: after boiling water for tea she then
pads across her apartment in pajamas (making sure that viewers get a shot of her swaying ass as
she does), settles into her chair, and lifts her long hair from the back of her neck and shoulders.
Even the message Luz receives—from the Institute of BioMedia, an announcement that her
student loans are in severe default and that she risks having her belongings confiscated in
recompense—is met with a pronounced lip pout. The actual connection, occurring at sites on her
wrist and at the base of her neck, furthers the scene’s sensuous imagery. The lighting across her
neck and back accompanied with the sweat sheen and camera angle produces standard imagery
for almost any sex scene in any film, and her fingers slightly and softly curl with desire at the
completed connection. The sexualized nature of her connection scene not only establishes the
act as sexual but works alongside her deceit and inner struggle—Dby scripting this scene as sexual

Rivera establishes a love triangle of Luz, Memo, and the global economy.

132



TruNode technology allows Luz to upload her memories to the internet, resulting in an
account of them that is visual and audible: indeed, both viewers of the film and Luz’s TruNode
readers are to experience her stories through her eyes as the stories take shape in short, filmic
segments from her point of view. That is, when her readers view the stories that she has posted
they do not see her but rather see through her; this relationship performs a symbolic act of care.
As Luz tells Memo, it “let[s] people out there see what [ see.” And unlike the labor that the
(predominantly) male workers perform in the infomaquilas wherein the laborer is separated from
the labor through their bio-techno-robotic exchange, Luz’s body is obscured, ever present and
yet hidden from view by TruNode’s technology. To Memo’s questioning, she even claims, “but
my story’s not that interesting”—though the snippets that Rivera reveals to us suggest
otherwise—suggesting further obscurity. As obscured yet ever-present, the method through
which we see her stories unfold, she serves as a surveillance camera; an entity through which
objects are seen and analyzed. Accompanying these images, is her narrative voice over which,
through monitoring some sense of her emotional state, detects if she is lying. The biometric
polygraph employed with the TruNode technology acts to expose what Luz’s otherwise obscured
body might hide, ensuring that she provides a “tru(e)” narrative of what we see on screen
following what Kelly Gates, in a different context, considers “police media labor”—the
integrated cultural and technical immaterial labor that police perform when they wear body
cameras, promoting an embodied labor that channels what is seen to be as an objective truth
through the perspective of the body-worn device (3). As Gates points out, the body camera
systems recursively monitor those whose jobs it is to survey, and create the police body as an

intersubjective site between police and the encounter they capture (11).
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Rivera demonstrates that Luz’s labor benefits the wrong side in his presentation of the
stories she has told versus those she has sold; she becomes, effectively, an unwitting police of
rebel activity. Or, as Thomas Prasch notes, “she becomes, essentially, a spy, sharing Memo’s
story to an unknown Internet consumer without telling Memo what she is doing” (52). For
example, Luz has no sales on the stories titled “The Struggle Over a Well” and “A Witch
Doctor,” presumably because they are of no interest—and in particular, of no interest to
militarized surveillance. Her interview with the rebels has garnered two sales, however; given
the pervasive presence of militaristic surveillance state U.S. neocolonialism in Sleep Dealer
(evident as Rivera symbolizes the United States as a weaponized camera) and the evidence that
Rudy, as a military operator, had the foresight to look for evidence of Memo’s family’s potential
terrorist activities on TruNode, we may consider that the stories and the TruNode site are
monitored for by the U. S. in locating insurgencies.

Furthermore, Luz’s body, in correspondence with TruNode technology, translates
memories for her reader; it is in this way that she is most like La Malinche—a duplicitous icon
and the founder of a new sociality. Not only does she act in the interest of the surveillance state,
but Rivera presents Luz as further duplicitous when he has her profit from her stories at the
expense of the people she tells stories of. For in Sleep Dealer, it is not the potential abuse of her
stories by the U.S. that angers Memo most (and that which she must ultimately atone for) but it is
her insertion into global capitalism: when she attempts to tell Memo about her work, he replies
with visible discomfort, telling her that it is “a little weird,” and when he finds out that she has
been selling his story, he replies with disgust and anger (never minding that he entered her
apartment without her permission), and leaves Luz to reflect and repent on her digressions. Luz’s

betrayal is, therefore, dual: she performs caring labor for the wrong people and for wrong
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reasons. Her stories may be unwittingly used by the U.S. surveillance to locate insurgency but
we are to understand that it is her choice (student loan default be damned) to sell her stories. As
such, her narrative arc returns her to masculine lineage, facilitating what we will see below as a
community of men that erases the cultural and affective labor that the women of the borderlands
perform. Her repentance—that she acknowledges the mistake of her labor—echoes Helva’s in
Ship Who Sang: Luz’s body and the labor it performs must, like Helva’s, be properly “aligned”
with heteropatriarchy (in this case, with the “proper” heteropatriarchy, that of decolonial
Mexico).
Ship Who Sang and Sleep Dealer: Labor to Uphold Heteropatriarchy
Ship Who Sang
In Ship Who Sang, Central World’s fear of Helva going rogue plays out through a
narrative that places the work of care as potentially dangerous to its power as it blurs the
boundaries of bodies and makes them illegible to Central World. In this way, McCaffrey,
writing Helva quite literally as a vessel in the service of the heteropatriarchal, surveillant Central
World, initially positions her allegiance as dependent on who fills her. After losing Jennan, thus
being metaphorically severed from Central World’s heteropatriarchal oversight, Central World
both tests and carefully reconditions Helva so that she may return to her work for the state. Still,
Helva’s loyalty to the state is tested several more times in the novel; each time this testing plays
out through a consideration of her body as either empty or full and centers on the affective and
caring labor that she performs for her Service. In the third chapter, “The Ship Who Killed,”
Helva performs a type of affective labor for Central Worlds in her therapy of Kira, emptying

Kira of her desires and reestablishing her allegiance to Central World; in the fourth chapter,
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“Dramatic Mission,” Helva, demonstrates her loyalty to the body that she has been given,
eschewing the transcendence she is offered by the energy beings of Beta Corvi.’

In “Ship Who Killed” Helva, herself recently reconditioned by Theoda to labor for
Central World, is sent on an extended mission with Kira, a young female brawn and Dylanist—a
social activist who uses music “as a weapon” to inspire, stimulate, and produce social change.
Dylanism, a type of affective labor against Central World (as the music produces a jarring
affective state that “knock[s]” a “chip...off the solid block within) destabilizes Central World
conditioning of its subjects and speaks out against such matters as the state’s reproductive
policies and other humanitarian concerns that are quickly dismissed by Central World in the
novel’s pages (70, 67, 217). Their mission, to pick up 300,000 fertilized ova and deliver them to
Nekkar for planetary population, gets off to a bumpy start when the two are sent to a planet that
has been overtaken by a brain ship that has gone rogue after the death of her brawn. The ship
manages, with the help of some hallucinogenic gas and the death cult that resulted from these
events, to kidnap Kira, forcing Helva to Dylanize the cultists’ song in order to free Kira and save
the embryos.

Central World’s primary concern with Kira is not her Dylanism—this they easily control
by restricting the planets she is allowed to visit due to planetary law or “embarrassment to
Central World Service” (63). Most troublesome to Central World, however, is Kira’s attempted
suicide and longing for death. Following the death of Kira’s husband and compounded by her

infertility, Central World has attempted for years to control and to suppress her depression and

" As Susan Bordo, Donna Haraway, and others point out, Western philosophy allows men the fantasy of bodily
transcendence. Just as women are trapped by biological dualism into their permeable, penetrable, and bloody body
through sex acts, menstruation, and giving birth, men are able to, according to Haraway in Simians, Cyborgs, and
Women: The Reinvention of Nature, “leap out of the marked body into a conquering gaze from nowhere” (188).
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suicidal tendencies. This suppression that they enact on Kira is performed through an
assemblage of tactics: she is under constant surveillance, the planets she may visit are restricted
to those where no ritualistic suicides are permitted, and we are led to believe that she has been
the subject of repeated reconditioning attempts before her mission with Helva. (65-67). What
eventually “cures” Kira of her suicidal desire is the disgust in Helva’s Dylanist song, a process
that purges Kira of her own desire and reinstalls that of Central World’s. Thus the affective
labor that Helva performs in this chapter is that of disgust; this disgust leads to two separate
caring moments between the women that reflect on their situations within Central World control.
If the labor of care is, in this chapter, an ability to identify or transport one’s self into the
place of another, disgust is in many ways the abstraction of the self from another that operates
both on the surface and inside. Helva’s initial assessment of Kira was both irritation and disgust.
Kira had, according to Helva, been “wallowing” in sorrow, a word that suggests not grief but
indulgence in grief, not loss but indulgence in loss, and speculates that perhaps Kira has not
actively attempted to change her situation. Wallowing, too, suggests dirt: as a noun a wallow is a
muddy pit in the ground where non-human animals go to rest and play and through this word
choice Helva demonstrates an active desire to purge the body. Also a feature of disgust, such
purging generally takes shape through an attempt to physically distance or pull away from the
disgusting body, though in its most prominent form disgust prompts the desire to physically
purge oneself of the contaminating other. The purging in disgust most often takes shape in the
notion, “X disgusts me...it makes me sick!” wherein sick refers to the queasiness of the stomach

and the promise of vomit.® Helva, however, does not experience bodily disgust (she is cut off

8 My understanding of disgust comes from Sara Ahmed who, in The Cultural Politics of Emotion, writes that disgust
is a performative emotion and “involves a relationship of touch and proximity between the surfaces of bodies and
objects” (85).
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from physical sensation) and instead returns such purging to Kira herself in her thoughts on
blocking.

Though disgusted, Helva’s conditioning positions her to indifferently accept her
assignment. Realizing that she is the tool to “get the job done” Helva and Kira do reconcile
somewhat as Kira realizes that Helva did not wittingly accept the assignment for re-conditioning.
It is here where we find the first movements toward care as Kira “laid a slim hand on the
bulkhead, on the square plate that was the only access to Helva’s titanium shell within the
column” (69). Helva interpreted Kira’s action as one of “apology and entreaty,” though it is
more than that (69). Echoing the thin web of scars on Kira’s wrists, the seams that demarcate the
square access plate on the column reflect the impossibility of bodily escape, not its possibility.
As we understand that both Helva and Kira are conditioned for self-preservation, these seams
and scars are not for them but for others to see. They mark the women’s permeability, interiority,
and their dangerousness. Kira’s placing of her hand, held up by her scarred wrist, onto the scar of
Helva’s bulkhead is an act of recognition of their similarities, their locked and monitored bodies,
their existence as two shells, and demonstrates Kira’s own care.

Once the two reach Alioth, the planet held in thrall by the rogue ship, Kira is almost
immediately taken prisoner by the death cult and Halva begins her Dylanized chant. Beginning
in a “deep, caressing baritone” she begins to sing “Death is mine, mine forever” before turning
her song into one “tinged with scorn” (83-4). McCaffrey writes:

“Death is mine, mine forever.
Let me sleep, let me rest, let me die.”
The last word became a vibrant crescendo of derision, diminishing to a mocking whisper

long after the supporting chorus had completed its cry on the augmented seventh. (84)
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Helva’s Dylanist version of the chant turns it from a “yearning tenor” to one of mockery, scorn,
and derision as she hopes that the disgust layered within the song will prompt Kira to expunge
not only the immediate effects of the gas but Kira’s long-held desire for death. The disgusted,
contemptuous tone of the chant, however, does not come solely through desire to break the hold
of the cultists and the gas, however, but from Helva’s own disgust at Kira which we encountered
previously in the chapter.

That the disgust of the song is an echo of Helva’s own feelings toward Kira is evident
through examining the power dynamic intrinsic to disgust. Disgust shares a relationship with the
surface or boundaries of the body that seeks to reinforce bodily perimeters while controlling the
interiority of that perimeter. For disgust, this is the act of purging and pulling away; here, the
disgust in Helva’s chant is meant to drive out Kira’s own desires through reshaping her as the
perimeter of her existence.® It is only then that Helva can finish reconditioning Kira through
Central Worlds’ biopolitical mandates, reinstating her back into the proper order things. Purging
Kira’s desire to autonomy, that is, reestablishes Central World’s control over her and re-places
her in their patrilineal society.

Accompanying Kira’s purging is the rise of both Helva and Kira as women. (Helva’s
initial observations of Kira position her as a girl, at best, as Helva comments on the maturity of
her actions, at worst “an ancient fantasy creature” (62). And several times throughout the chapter
we see Kira as cat-like or child-like, though viciously quick to anger.) Kira’s becoming a woman
comes in the story after she and Helva escape the death cult on Alioth. Here, Helva proposed
that Kira uses the “seed” of her mother and Thorn’s father to produce a child—fulfilling both her

body and her requirements to Central World. Helva’s becoming comes in a self-proclamation,

® Ahmed writes, “Disgust pulls us away from the object, a pulling that feels almost involuntary, as if our bodies were
thinking for us, on behalf of us” (86).
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“us[ing] the word proudly, knowing that she had passed as surely from girlhood to women’s
estate” by “giv[ing] birth to 110,000 babies at one time” (93). Properly purged of her interiority,
Kira may now adequately perform her maternal labor in the service of Central World.

Finally, the congruence of Helva and Kira entering womanhood by fulfilling the RCA
duty of motherhood is accompanied by physical contact and care as once again we find Kira
reaching out to Helva’s access panel. Framing the two women’s relationship, the physical
gesture looks much the same: both instances occur with the same amount of delicacy and
lightness and it is not a gesture meant to penetrate (as Parollan’s is, later in the novel). But what
is different is the “core” that is immersed in the other during the moment of care. In its first
occurrence, Kira’s touch signals apology precisely because Kira feels care for Helva. Though
initially we see this as apology for her anger, Kira’s gesture only follows finding out Helva was
not aware she was to be Kira’s “nursemaid” and responds that she will “absolve” Helva of the
“guilty crime of psychotherapy” (68). What care Kira feels here for Helva is one of being a
puppet of Central Worlds control, a control that has been formed into their very bodies. Kira is
able to declare this to Helva because she recognizes that many of the same restrictions encase
each. In the final instance, we are aware that Kira has been fully assimilated back into Central
Worlds control. The care Kira experiences in this scene is perhaps less cynical, but certainly
more troublesome considering the world in which the novel exists: one wherein both their bodies
are purged and filled by Central World’s conditioning. And by touching her scar to Helva’s, Kira
notes the points of incision for Central World’s therapeutic procedures.

Helva, demonstrating her allegiance to Central World Service and adherence to the
conditioning she has received throughout her excursions in Ship Who Sang is rewarded by

Central World with further indentured labor. Her escapades in the previous chapters lead up to
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her paying off her debt to Central World with almost unprecedented swiftness; this, combined
with her proven loyalty prompt Central World to make her an offer she cannot refuse: continued
service to them in exchange for the advanced f.t.l. drive. In a moment of rare self-reflexivity,
Helva considers her options:
Now Helva could see that the subtle, massive conditioning she’d received in her
formative years was double-edged. It made her happy as a shell person, it had dedicated
her to her life in Service, and it made pay-off a mockery. What else could a BB ship do
but continue as she had started...in Service. (205)
Helva’s service—the affective and embodied labor that she performs for Central World—
establishes her “in line” with Central World’s governance but, as we explored above, it also
places her in heteropatriarchal order. And whatever misgivings she might have about her
indentured labor for the state, she overcomes them to be properly re-placed in that order.
Helva’s re-placement comes about in two ways: one, in that one of the stipulations she makes in
her renewed Central World contract is that Niall will serve as her brawn; two, by having the
advanced f.t.l. drive installed she will absolve herself of her guilt in being unable to save Jennan.
Of her guilt, Helva muses: “But to have such a power...enslaved to her requirements?
“She had to have it. An inner nova to expiate the crime of the outer. Hammurabian justice at its
purest!” (214). Emptied of any self-investment, Helva longs for fulfillment through Central
World. Her crime is that she was unable to save Jennan, who died because her ship’s shell was
unable to protect him from a sun’s supernova. But the crime of the novel is that she is not able to
escape the vertebral, masculine dominance of Central World control and may only navigate
within the pathways they set for her and through their “filling” of her body with that “inner

nova.” It is because of this that the novel is not one of joyous emancipation as critics often
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suggest. For in a different context, Cheyne admits, “the real power lies...with Central World”
and we may just see how that harnessing the power of an exploding sun would pale in
comparison “to the organization responsible for transforming infants into cyborgs, determining
which assignments are offered, and who profits from their work” (145). Finally exculpated from
her guilt surrounding Jennan’s death, Helva is free to move back into Central World’s patriarchal
lineage that is entrenched in the brawn/ship relationship. This process not only ensures that she
is properly placed, but serves, and ushers Niall into manhood.

Niall, who is too short to become a brawn for Central World, became a supervisor of
them—a role that causes his superiors (who are all men) to reflect, that he is “wasted” in (234).
As a result of Helva’s request that he become her brawn, he quits his post as supervisor,
becoming an independent contractor and shedding the authority of the men over him.
MccCaffrey, to further solidify his transition into manhood, additionally writes him as selling off
his belongings and having an uncharacteristic wild, booze filled night that culminates at the
Vanishing Point, a brothel “notorious for the variety and ingenuity of its entertainments” (235).
Still, his behavior is shown to be, in part, a ruse: we as readers find that he has remained faithful
to Helva and, before the novel’s final romantic turn, McCaffrey returns to the labor that they are
to perform. Earlier, Niall had already warned Helva that “I’ll make you work your ass off for the
Service. I’'ll make you take assignments you don’t want because they’re good for you and the
Service...” (172). In the end, he sets out to prove that this is true as Helva realizes that Niall’s
former boss “could never work Niall as hard as he’d work himself...and her.” Helva, having
demonstrated her loyalty to Central World Service, is rewarded with continued and tightly

regulated affective service.
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Sleep Dealer

In Sleep Dealer, Luz’s decolonial redemption begins when she returns Memo’s story to
him (downloaded onto some sort of device), acknowledging to him in a letter that “I lost my
way.” By positioning her as lost, Rivera presents Luz to do what Central World feared Helva
may do: Luz has, effectively, “gone rogue.”® And in placing her own interests above those of
the men she is to serve, she profits from the sale of what Rivera views as the property of
decolonial heteropatriarchy: the stories of the people that she meets. These stories, once meant
to connect, serve as means through which she effectively “spies” on those Rivera suggests she is
meant to serve, namely, Memo and the other exploited workers and citizens of a Mexico under
the rule of a surveillant, militarized American neocolonialism. Luz’s redemption comes not
when she returns Memo’s story (symbolizing that she will no longer capitalize on it) but when
she helps Memo connect Rudy to the factory where he can control the drone to destroy the dam.

In fact, her personal plotline is simply erased from the moment she writes Memo and
(symbolically) returns his story (to him). Her erasure is perhaps because in her affective
purging, a process similar to that which Helva causes in Kira, transforms her into a what, rather
than a who. Closely following the trend of the objectification of women we have seen
throughout the fictional texts of this dissertation, the surveillant processes of the national or a
communal project produce for Luz a transparent, docile idealized body to which she must aspire.
Shamed by Memo’s disgust (evident as he mentions his discomfort with the “weirdness” of her

actions selling her stories) and his bodily withdrawal from her (a common bodily reaction to

10 This notion of “going rogue” is reinforced by the film’s symbolic use of the milpa. Luz explains, “I read that the
beans wrap around the corn...and the two plants help each other grow, right?” In Sleep Dealer Rivera positions the
milpa as a metaphor for technology and being connected—Dbut it is also a metaphor for gender relations in the novel.
As a metaphor for gender relations, the “wrapping” suggests that women need something to cling to in order to
grow. We will see this notion creep into the next chapter of this project in my examination of neurochemical
transcendence—which, perhaps unsurprisingly, is disallowed to the primary text’s female characters.
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disgust) Luz must empty herself of her individual, and therefore deviant, actions such as selling
her stories to pay her student loans. In doing so, she is able to “reconnect” to the film’s proper
heteropatriarchy, that of a decolonial Mexican rebellion, and affectively labor in their service.

Luz’s last action in Sleep Dealer is to connect Memo and Rudy—the two men then
perform the “real” immaterial, decolonial labor of blowing up the dam. In the process of
connecting them, Luz effectively becomes a bridge or a conduit for male bonding and character
development. (Rudy can retaliate against his lineage and complicity in the U.S. military
industrial complex and Memo can retaliate against his father’s murder and the environmental
injustice done to his home.) Luz functions as such a conduit when she first connects Rudy and
Memo through her story on TruNode and again when she connects Rudy to the infomaquila so
that he may pilot the drone and blow up the dam. And although her first act was mired in
duplicity and secrecy, her redemption came when she learned the terms of proper connectivity
and could connect Rudy to his character’s fulfilment as an aquaterrorist. Rivera presents this
connectivity, or conductance, as caring labor as Luz bodily negotiates and connects the men’s
points of view: Luz’s caring labor allows Rudy to, at first, empathize with Memo (as he found
out that Memo’s family is not the terrorist organization he thought it was) and, secondly, to
enable him to fulfill his own return to the film’s ideal decolonial society.

Memo’s last spoken lines in the film echo the ambivalent space of technology and
connectivity in Sleep Dealer, though the film displaces all of its decolonial guilt of that
connectivity on the female body. Memo narrates, speaking first of Rudy: “He could never go
home again. Neither could I. But maybe there’s a future for me here. On the edge of
everything...If I connect and fight.” I would like to point out that by this point in the film and

unlike Luz and Rudy, Memo has not actually done any physical or embodied labor toward the
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resistance—and has, instead, only labored affectively. Notably, the immaterial labor that he
performs takes place in two ways: he comes up with the idea to blow up the dam using Rudy’s
access codes and he wrestles narrative control of the story back from Luz. (It is his voice that
provides the voice-over narrative in the beginning of the film, until we meet Luz and she begins
to tell her story of meeting Memo in the voiceover’ he “recaptures” narrative control when her
plotline is erased.) Neither of these forms of immaterial labor require him to internalize
otherness—that is, he does not perform caring labor—and remains, in the end, unsullied by the
connectivity that he proposes. The work of caring labor and its connectivity remains Luz’s job,
proposing that while she may now serve the proper heteropatriarchy she is (perhaps like Helva)
still suspect. Like La Malinche, Luz symbolically ushers in a new society through her labor and
her body—all the while her labor is erased and her body is recaptured in a masculine narrative.
Conclusion: Labor, Social Production, and Lifestyle

The message of each text, for their female characters, seems to be: accept the prison that
is your body as its labor produces the nation. Know that you are dangerous and must be
controlled for all of our safety. And remember that you must control your own affective state in
order to produce the proper, patrilineal society. The affective labor that both women perform,
due to the nature of care and their own constructed bodies within their respective societies,
makes them opaque to their respective surveillant systems, forcing a purging of their interiority
and selfhood so that they may submit and labor for their heteropatriarchy. Their process of
purging in order to affectively labor, requires suppression of their individual desires and affective
states: heteropatriarchy, like the customer, is always right. Helva’s affective suppression,
through the rigorous conditioning that excavated her self-curiosity and produced her as a docile

laboring body, keeps her aligned with Central World command. Luz’s suppression of personal
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desire and her accompanying shame similarly produce her as a silent laborer. IRL, the
mechanisms of affective suppression that align women to white capitalist heteropatriarchy form a
surveillant assemblage under the general term “lifestyle.”

The notion of lifestyle in a biopolitical context has been taken up by various disciplines
and to differing ends. In Moving Beyond Prozac, DSM, and the New Psychiatry: The Birth of
Postpsychiatry, for example, Bradley Lewis proposes that new biopsychiatric treatments erase
the social aspects of mental illness, especially depression. Providing a scientific solution to what
IS seen as a biological problem, medical treatments such as Prozac erase the social aspects of
depression (which Lewis argues includes racism, sexism, and poverty). Christopher Mayes
forthcoming book The Biopolitics of Lifestyle: Foucault, Ethics, and Healthy Choices examines
the use of lifestyle to regulate personal choice in the name of public health. Ronnie Lipschutz
explores lifestyle and carbon-burning to conclude that normalizing a low-carbon lifestyle is
necessary for ecological health and Frederico Boni explores the growing number of self-help
articles in men’s lifestyle magazines in “Framing Media Masculinities: Men’s Lifestyle
Magazines and the Biopolitics of the Male Body.” And Nikolas Rose devotes a portion of his
Politics of Life Itself: Biomedicine, Power, and Subjectivity in the Twenty-First Century to
examining the notion of the neurochemical citizen—that is, how psychopharmacology and
Western capitalism work together to control populations.

Lifestyle enters into the context of affective labor when we consider the emotional
curation and suppression that women do in order to perform proper docile femininity
(transparency chic) for the home and in the workplace. But methods of affective control need
not be psychopharmacological; we need only to look towards Pinterest’s “inspiration” boards

and the managerial quotes, printables, and take-aways that reside there. Or towards Instagram
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and to its #plannerselfies, #planneraddict, and #plannerchallenge. And, of course, into domestic
spaces where affective management takes place in the various signs and slogans that are now
popular throughout the home. In each of these examples, various life mottos and acrostic
philosophies define family, love, patience, and remind women to be kind, to smile more, and to
understand that “we” choose our lives. Often accompanying a variety of habit trackers (where
women might track any habit or necessity from prescription medication times to bottles of water
consumed, hours of Bible study performed, white bread eaten, and times they made the bed that
week) and gratitude journaling or lists (which, in accordance with the name, list the things that
women are grateful for each day). What is most troublesome about these activities are,
following Lewis’ critique in Moving Beyond Prozac the erasures of real, lived, social issues that
might underlie the negativity, bitterness, depression, and poor health decisions that these women
struggle with. Further, the study gestures towards the race and class erasure that occurs in the
biopolitics of lifestyle: close—or even quick—examination of these spaces betrays them as the
realm of white middle class heterosexual cisgender women whose privilege allows them to
propose what we have come to call “choice feminism” (loosely, the notion that “I choose how I
live my life as a woman” that is promoted by a fallacy that women have already attained social
equality).

The methods through which women obsessively track what goes into their bodies and
utilize to purge themselves from negative emotion, “choosing” to be happy in an unequal white
capitalist heteropatriarchy, is a form of affective labor. That is, these practices enable women to
create feelings in themselves toward others in the process of social construction. In this way,

those “choices” and practices enable them to perform transparency chic—to operate without
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conflict in their (in our) white, capitalist, surveillant heteropatriarchy and to reproduce normative

ideals in the home, in the community, and at their workplace.
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Chapter Four

Real and Material Bodies in Permutation City

| suspect that we’ll recognize that living systems are far-from-equilibrium molecular systems that
are carrying out very specific sophisticated physical patterns and have some ability to sustain

themselves over time...Thinking about it that way makes me go beyond a black and white notion
of ‘alive’ to a more functional perspective—living systems are those which self-sustain. Our

goal is to aggregate more of the biological processes we know that help the worm to self-sustain
than have ever been aggregated before, and to measure how close out predictions of behavior

match real living behavior, more than it is to shoot for some pre-conceived notion of how much

‘aliveness’ we need.

—Stephen Larson, co-founder and project coordinator for the OpenWorm project.

In a rare and recent interview with Karen Burnham, author Greg Egan relates why he
writes hard science fiction:
If I’'m pleased with one general achievement, it’s to have contributed something to the
very small subset of literature that engages in a meaningful way with the full context of
human existence. The fact that we are part of a physical universe whose laws can be
discovered through reason and observation is the most profound and powerful insight in
our history, but most literature—including a large portion of [science fiction]—either
ignores it or trivializes it.
Throughout the interview—and the book it was published in, titled Greg Egan—both Burnham

and Egan make the point that hard science fiction is a “genuine engagement with reality” (Egan,
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qtd. Burnham).! Taking on the view that our embodied, situated human experiences are only one
aspect of reality, the major continuous theme in the interview and its surrounding text seems to
be that hard science fiction tells the whole tale of what it is to be human.

Hard science fiction, though at one point hailed as true or real science fiction, currently
receives less cultural and critical attention than its softer sibling.? Placing enormous narrative
effort in the scientific accuracy of the world it develops, hard science fiction attempts realism or
mimesis at the level of science, technology, and mathematics—Gary Westfahl writes that firstly,
“hard [science fiction] is committed to avoiding scientific errors in stories” (162). And while,
on the surface, hard science fiction might appear to contradict the definition of “speculative” that
I have employed throughout this project, the What If scenario of speculative fiction is not in the
extent of the fantastic elements of the text, but rather in the application or intent of its inclusion.?
That is, hard science fiction utilizes scientific fact, theory, and hypothesis to explore complex
questions of humanity and the vast universe that humanity travels. Following this logic of
speculative fiction, we may conclude that the science in Permutation City does not preclude, but
rather enables, its speculative aspects. As such, in this chapter we might consider the What If
questions as being: What if we could digitally copy ourselves and live in virtual space? What if
we could create and evolve other forms of digital life and sit back and watch them grow from
afar? And the extensions of these questions: What if our concept of reality was no longer tied to

our current notions of physicality? Or, What if we decouple material reality (atoms, protons,

! Earlier in the interview Egan also mentions, very similarly, that the kind of literature he writes “truly engages with
reality” (3317).

2 In “’The Closely Reasoned Technological Story’: The Critical History of Hard Science Fiction,” Gary Westfahl
attributes the rise of hard science fiction in the 1960s to a sort of nostalgia for a falsely imagined scientific
awareness in science fiction texts of the pre-war era.

In contrast to hard science fiction, “soft” science fiction is that which explores social issues or forsakes scientific
accuracy for plot development, characterization, world development, and so on.

3 That is, does the fantastic simply allow for another way for what is already understandable to play out or does it
create new problems to explore? Speculative fiction, of course, performs the latter.

150



neutrons, and the like) from their physically tangible or corporeal qualities and consider reality
strictly from a mathematical or algorithmic understanding? What, then, might we learn about
ourselves and our universe?

I use the idea that hard science fiction is a mode of “genuine engagement with reality” as
a steppingstone to read what is generally considered to be Egan’s most popular work: his 1994
hard science fiction novel Permutation City. And | read Permutation City’s complicated ideas of
real, material, and virtual in order to examine and engage with the reality that he presents within.
Namely, taking into consideration the novel’s complicated plotline (that chronicles the creation
and evolution of two distinct forms of artificial intelligence, or Al) and its construction as hard
science fiction (Egan attempts to write a mathematically possible world), | suggest that the novel
presents readers with unique scenarios of embodiment and raises new ethical questions that take
shape across a spectrum of material and real bodies relevant to bodies under surveillance. These
questions, in turn, lend weight to my continued concern with the algorithmically constructed data
body and its relationship to the materialized, discursive body. By the end of this chapter I will
have made the argument that the structures of scientific creation formed within Permutation City,
through the interplay of embodiment and mathematics, provides insights that we might bring
outwards to “in real life” (IRL) systems and structures of seeing and surveying the body.

To reach these insights, | begin with the following questions: What relationship does
Egan present between the material, the discursive, the virtual, and the real? How do
presentations of realness and the creation or construction of real in the novel challenge the
discursive or the material? Or, in a more situated question considering this project’s investment
in the constructed or discursive aspect of the human body and that body’s relationship to the data

body: what can an understanding of mathematical structure and realness add to my ongoing
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conversation of surveillance, control, and the body? Through examining Egan’s designation of
hard science fiction as a sort of whole truth of human existence against the varying levels of
realness, physicality, race, and gender that he builds into the two forms of Al in the novel, |
conclude with three points that Permutation City makes about the constructed nature of bodies:
that some bodies are seen and perceived as more real than others, that race and gender still
matter, and that what is “objectively” mathematically constructed threatens what is discursively
produced or performed. Egan, in Permutation City, presses the concept of the data body and the
human body to its limits. And by doing so he exposes some of the cultural and situated
understandings behind the supposedly objective science that creates those bodies. These
understandings we uncover, in turn, become valuable tools in thinking through the surveillant
aspects of scientific knowledge production IRL.
Approach: Hard Science Fiction and the Limits of Scientific Objectivity

Permutation City, set in near-future Earth, follows the story of Paul Durham.* Durham is
a man obsessed with creating a singular, linear, and unending timeline for himself to stave off the
fragmentation he experienced through testing his dust theory. He attempts to create this timeline
by developing code for a virtual world, Elysium, which is capable of existing outside the
limitations of existing and future technologies. That is, by surviving in the “dust” of the
universe, Elysium is intended to be an infinite and indestructible universe. Durham and the other

inhabitants of Elysium exist there as Copies, or complex avatars of their human forms.> Finally,

4 Science fiction is often categorized by its temporal relation to our contemporary time. “Near future” science
fiction is simply that which occurs in a future time that is still predominantly knowable and recognizable to us.
Permutation City, for example, was published in 1994 but begins in 2045. Though in Permutation City technology
is more advanced, it draws a clear line to past technologies and its social issues (global warming and superstorms,
economic crisis, crumbling national infrastructure, and so on) is differs from, say, the far future we see in H.G.
Well’s famous The Time Machine or Arthur C. Clarke’s Against the Fall of Night set in 800,000-30 million AD and
10 billion AD, respectively.

% Permutation City’s Copies resemble Caprica’s Zoe-A, discussed in this project’s introduction, in many ways.
Sentient, resembling the individual they were copied from, and formed from an amalgamation of data formed from
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in order to stave off boredom (infinity is, of course, a long time)—and provide an alien or racial
Other from which the Copies can distinguish themselves from—Durham conscripts digital life
researcher Maria Deluca to design a type of digital “seed” for the Copies to “grow.”® This seed
IS meant to be capable of evolving into an entire planetary system that can foster and hold digital
life and introduces the primary conflict of the novel. This conflict occurs when the denizens of
the seed planetary system do grow and evolve, eventually and ultimately rejecting the
circumstances of their creation. The rejection of the creation myth given to them by the Copies
prompts the physical laws of the Lambertian world overtake those of Elysium and the novel ends
(spoiler alert) when the Copies must flee the Lambertians and relaunch the Elysium universe
program.

On the surface, it is almost a sly joke that Egan constructs within his novel a
(theoretically) mathematically possible world—whose inhabitants create a particular kind of
mathematically possible and accurate digital life—in a genre of fiction that itself strives for
mathematical accuracy, if not possibility. That is, the notion of scientific accuracy seeks to
define the world Egan creates in the novel as well as to explain the possibility of both of its
forms of digital life. This mathematically possible world and the forms of life that inhabit it take
shape through what Egan calls dust theory.” This theory is, in Burnham’s words, the theory “that

in any amount of material an infinite number of patterns persist” (2011).8 Further, the central

biometrics and biomedical technology, the concept and execution of these entities is largely similar. 1 will explore
the composition of the Copies at length below.

® Durham explains to Maria: “Humanity is going to find other life in this universe, eventually. How can we give up
hope of doing the same [in Elysium]? Sure, we’ll have our software descendants, and recreated Earth animals, and
no doubt novel, wholly artificial creatures as well. We won’t be alone. But we still need a chance to confront the
Other...And what could be more alien than Autoverse life?”” (205).

" Permutation City in fact extends Egan’s short story, titled “Dust.” Following Durham’s initial experiments with
dust theory, the short story was adapted for the beginning chapters of the novel.

8 Egan, in his interview with Burnham, describes dust theory as being: “that every single mathematically coherent
structure that would contain observers is real—there’s no extra “fire” that needs to be breathed into the equations,
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principles of this theory precede and enforce what physicist Max Tegmark calls the mathematical
universe hypothesis. Tegmark’s mathematical universe hypothesis puts forth the premise that all
structures that exist mathematically also exist physically—or, as Tegmark writes, “our physical
world not only is described by mathematics, but that it is mathematics: a mathematical structure,
to be precise” (6). To add plausibility and accuracy, the digital universe in Permutation City is
further made possible and launched through a Garden of Eden configuration of a cellular
automaton and Egan makes mention of several other IRL programming and mathematical
concepts throughout.® That the “hard” aspect of this hard science fiction has to do with the
mathematical structure of the novel’s universe and the bodies it contains (opposed to, for
example, it being the inner workings of an advanced technology or the geography of a distant
planet) provides inroads to the novel’s other creative systems and structures—namely, those that
form bodies and readerships.l® In the following pages | will discuss the implications of the hard
science aspect of Permutation City in order to establish my discussion of real and material before
| turn to examine these often conflicting concepts in a more direct reading of the novel.

Adding to his emphasis on scientific accuracy, Egan’s retrospective, self-published FAQ
on Permutation City lends insight into what Egan sees as the role of science fiction and the

novel. These insights, in turn, begin our exploration of the constructed nature of both material

you just need the equations to imply the existence of someone who gets to experience what the particular universe is
like.”

% In the novel, Maria (who we will meet below) explains a Garden of Eden configuration as: “the state of the system
that can’t be the result of any previous state. No other pattern of cells can give rise to it...you have to start out with
it—you have to put it in by hand as the system’s first state” (200). A cellular automaton is a mathematical model of
a system of cells that evolves based on a set of rules dictated by the state of neighboring cells. For more in-depth
and contextual explanation I recommend The Nature of Code: Simulating Natural Systems with Processing by
Daniel Schiffman.

10 For example, Kim Stanley Robinson’s Mars trilogy (1993-1996) describes in detail the terraforming of the red
planet, Tau Zero (1970) by Poul Anderson narrates the mathematics behind a spaceship that can’t stop accelerating,
and Arthur C. Clark’s The Fountains of Paradise (1979) provides some IRL math behind an elevator built into
space.
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and real bodies that I will present throughout this chapter.!* In the FAQ, Egan discusses many of
the possibilities and impossibilities present in Permutation City and expands on the mathematical
and philosophical theories presented within. Most notable for this discussion is his inclusion of
the question, “What do you regret most about Permutation City?” and, of course, what he writes
in his response. Interestingly enough, he describes his regret as not located in any of the
potential errors that make the novel (again, a work that endeavors to describe a mathematically
possible virtual world) potentially inaccurate, but in his “uncritical treatment of the idea of
allowing intelligent life to evolve” in the virtual reality setting he crafted. He concludes:
This is potentially an important issue in the real world. It might not be long before people
are seriously trying to “evolve” artificial intelligence in their computers. Now, it’s one
thing to use genetic algorithms to come up with various specialized programs that
perform simple tasks, but to “breed,” assess, and kill millions of sentient programs would
be an abomination. If the first Al was created that way, it would have every right to
despise its creators.
Why would Egan have such a concern about the evolution of artificial intelligence (Al)? Or, at
the very least, why would he consider it his primary regret or shortcoming in the construction of
the novel? For that though implied in this statement is the realness and aliveness of the Al it’s
not as if Egan actually constructed any—even if we assume dust theory (or the mathematical
universe hypothesis is correct, there are no equations in Permutation City to assemble this Al in
the universe somewhere; Egan is left with bloodless hands. Is it that Egan, as an author, might
have exaggerated his ability to sway the morals and ethics of his readers? Even then, and though

| have argued in this project that speculative, science, and fantastical literatures have long been

11 The FAQ was published some 13 years after the novel on his personal website, www.gregegan.net.
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situated as the literatures of social change, what scale of change might possibly result from
further exploration of this topic? From Star Trek’s Data to Robin Wayne Bailey’s “Keepers of
Earth,” Isaac Asimov’s Robot series to Mass Effect’s Geth, and the rest of the almost impossible
to count number of science fiction authors and texts that have dealt with ethical concerns of Al
creation, evolution, embodiment, enslavement, and revolution, certainly enough other authors
have written about the ethical questions of developing Al to a point of sentience to give Egan a
quick out on this one.

Furthermore, Egan’s own statements on the function or role of his work in society seems
to downplay the importance of ethical concern in his fiction. For example, in his interview with
Burnham Egan insists that his work is not to be read as an allegory or metaphor for “our times”
(he remarks, “My worst nightmare would be for some literal-minded gender studies academic to
get hold of this book [Orthogonal] and start trying to map everything in mundane terms”’) and
that it “has never been [his] goal to predict the future.” And in a 2009 interview with David
Conyers for Albedo One, Egan explains that “when I write [science fiction] I’m almost never
trying to map out the future in the manner of someone giving sober advice about real-world
challenges ahead. | take it as given that in the real world, people know broadly what they ought
to be doing.” Put together, his remarks indicate instead that Egan views the role of science
fiction as that which explores and speculates on human or technological possibility, precisely
because they are rooted in what is real and possible. If Egan assumes that we—now and in the
future—already have a sense of guiding ethics, why is it still important to situate in fiction?

| argue that the question of ethics in Permutation City becomes a structural concern—one
that leads us to examine his statement about the “moral bankruptcy” of those who would

uncritically evolve digital life. Given Egan’s implied trust in his readership (in his statement
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above that we “know...what [we] ought to be doing”) to have already developed a stable sense
of ethics in our IRL encounters with digital technology, we might conclude that the omission of a
moral challenge to the uncontrolled creation and eradication of sentient Al in Permutation City is
an omission of realism. But, most importantly, the omission enables an additional and

uncounted What If scenario. What if we do not consider the moral and ethical implications of
creating digital life? What assumptions and values instead shape human action in Permutation
City?

Devoid of a moral or ethical concern about creating digital life, embodied scientific
understanding reigns as the novel’s primary guiding principle. And the trust and belief in
science as both a way of seeing and experiencing the world, which is embedded in the novel’s
hard genre, extends into the pages of the book to situate its characters’ beliefs, morals, ethics,
and activities.> These roles, in turn, are tightly linked to their varying embodied states, ranging
across a spectrum of real and material or physical. Both of Egan’s primary characters (Durham
and Maria) in Permutation City—as well as the Lambertians (again, the species of digital life
that Maria creates)—are scientists; further, their role as scientists shapes their ways of seeing,
inhabiting, and experiencing the world around them.*®* More specifically, Egan presents
Durham, Maria, and the Lambertians to his readers as beings driven by their logical or scientific
pursuit of higher order and understanding. But their roles as scientists do not simply shape their

perceptions; for each, their bodies shape how they come to their scientific and world

12 Remembering Egan’s remarks on scientific reason and observation as engaging with human existence.

13 Burnham points out that the majority of Egan’s primary characters are scientists, an identity trait that consumes
most of their other identity markers: “male or female, gay or straight, Indonesian or Persian, embodied or
software...This attribute so overwhelmingly dominates their character that they tend toward a certain sameness”
(786). Burhnam continues on to defend this “sameness,” adding: “And when one looks at online communities
today such as sci.physics (to which Egan occasionally contributes), it is easy to imagine that an Indian scientist and a
British scientist may have more in common with each other than with a random selection of their fellow nationals.”
Though I Burnham’s final premise a particularly short-sighted one, | include it as a statement to keep in mind

LT3

throughout my discussion of Haraway’s “situated knowledges” below.
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understandings. These understandings and their drives unfold in three different ways: Durham
wishes to better understand the mathematics of the universe’s dust, Maria wishes to better
understand the mathematics behind emergent life, and the Lambertians’ desire to understand the
mathematics behind their species’ existence. In turn, each of these individual drives and
perspectives is reflected in the characters’ respective relationship to space, objects, and matter.
Briefly:

1. Durham’s drive to understand the mathematics of the universe’s dust paradoxically presses
him into his mission to create a continuous, linear, and infinite digital world. Realizing the
central theory of the novel, “We perceive—we inhabit—one arrangement of the set of events.
But why should that arrangement be unique? There’s no reason to believe that the pattern we’ve
found is the only coherent way of ordering the dust...We’re but one possible solution to a giant
cosmic anagram...but it would be ludicrous to believe that we’re the only one,” Durham’s
scientific understanding underscores that our reality is but one of many (148). However, this
understanding comes with a price—Durham’s mental stability. Eventually, Durham kills off
each of the many Copies that he has made of himself and, finally, his human body in order to
exist in the virtual world he has created as a unified and whole self. Scientific understanding in
terms of embodiment rests on the paradox between the infinite universes he knows to exist and in
his desire to attain a unified, single body.

2. Our first introduction to Maria is through Egan’s discussion of her relationship to her home
space, which is then replicated in her at her work. Her home, a 140 year old building that is the
“lone survivor” to the effects of urbanization, is “oddly proportioned” and reflects her belief that
“houses were meant to be thought of as vehicles—physically fixed, but logically mobile” (21).

Only pages later we see her work in constructing digital life as much the same: the rules of the
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work she does are physically fixed and spatially compartmentalized due to the laws of physics
she works with and the way that she must interact with the “building blocks” of the computer
program (she physically “enters” the program when she works), but are “logically mobile”
because of the unpredictable behavior of constructed digital life when compared to that life’s real
or material counterpart. The digital life that the computer program generated didn’t “necessarily
behave like its real-world counterpart...though, that was the whole point” (30). Egan presents
scientific understanding, then, for Maria as invested in the gaps between what is tangible and
spatial, and what is actual or real.

3. Though we readers are not privy to the Lambertians’ perspective in the novel (they are not
point of view characters nor does Egan narrate their thoughts) we do see the Lambertians, quite
literally embody scientific practice. This practice comes in the form of a performative dance in
which the Lambertians physically replicate the mathematical models of their universe. Scientific
understanding among the species is not only a way of seeing and experiencing, but is an
embodied and physical quality.

Of key importance to my discussion of science, real and material, and science as a mode
of seeing, understanding, and approaching the world, is that each of the above forms of scientific
understanding among Egan’s characters appears in opposition to his own discussions of science
and scientific objectivity. That is, for Egan science is objective and disembodied, and in Greg
Egan Burnham takes great pains to address the many ways that science is, both IRL and in
Egan’s fiction, universal, objective, and the “preeminent mechanism for knowledge gathering
and human advancement.” In the section Burnham titles “Postmodern Silliness,” she chronicles
Egan’s reaction to the “overblown rhetoric” of cultural relativism in academia in the 1990s (the

decade Egan wrote and published Permutation City) that “got out of hand.” Using evidence
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from Egan’s “satirical frustration with some of the intellectual fads among academics” she
utilizes various passages from his work to prove the objectivity of science at the time. For
example, she cites a passage from Egan’s 1995 Distress to both demonstrate Egan’s politics and
solidify her point:

“It seems to me that your whole approach to these issues reflects a male, Western,

reductionist, left-brained mode of thought...How can you possibly reconcile this with

your struggle as an African woman against cultural imperialism?”

Mosala said evenly, “I have no interest in surrendering the most powerful intellectual

tools I possess, because of some quaint misconception that they’re the property of any

particular groups of people...As I said, the history of science is one of convergence

toward a shared understanding of the universe—and I’m not willing to be excluded from

that convergence for any reason.” (qtd. Burnham)
In this example, Egan writes into existence an African woman scientist to prove his point about
the objectivity of science—and that the practice of science is, overall, working toward a shared
understanding.” However, though that objectivity is betrayed somewhat as Egan includes the
implicit power dynamic (in his use of the term “surrender”) that causes Mosala to speak through
the language of science in the first place. For in the above quote, Egan attempts to turn the
popular critique of scientific objectivism on its head. It is not that science belongs to white men
(that is a “quaint misconception”)—instead, Egan states, science belongs to all of us. Even
African women who must use a particular universal toolkit in order to not be excluded.

Snark aside, we might see the above passage from Distress presents a separation of
scientific understanding and the body that simply does not exist in Permutation City. The

universality of the toolkit that Mosala adopts enables her to enter into a conversation; however,
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in Permutation City, because of the differences in embodiment between Durham, Maria, and the
Lambertians, scientific understanding breaks down into three separate and irreconcilable
perspectives that leads to the novel’s climax. And as we will see below, it is precisely because of
the differences in embodiment—in the varying levels of realness and materialization that stem
from each entity’s mathematical composition—that the notion of objectivity is betrayed
altogether. In this way, Egan’s characters somewhat perversely model what (feminist academic)
Donna Haraway has called situated knowledges: embodied objectivity that rejects a view of
scientific and surveillant knowledge as disembodied and from nowhere.** Though this modeling
is certainly imperfect—we must attempt to separate what gendered, raced, and embodied
understandings Egan actively writes into his characters from the cultural assumptions and
structures of race and gender that seem to carry over our IRL—reading scientific objectivity in
Permutation City as a fact of hard science fiction betrays surveillant systems behind our
conceptions of real and material.

Finally, because of the tension between objectivity and situated or embodied objectivity,
reading Permutation City in this way is rather like trying to see light as particle and wave at the
same time. That is, we may take Egan’s word that Permutation City, as a work of hard science
fiction, engages in an absolute and whole objective picture of our human existence—or we may
push back against the text and look to the ways Egan wrote against his own logic. For, as Randy
Schroeder reminds us in The Influence of Imagination, “readers and viewers are not passive

consumers, but active participants in the field of ideological distortion, at once taking and

14 In “Situated Knowledges: The Science Question in Feminism and the Privilege of Partial Perspective” Haraway
argues that our reliance on “primate” seeing and its technological enhancements (from magnetic resonance imaging
(MRI) to satellite surveillance systems) disembodies vision and seeing. In her proposition of situated knowledges,
she writes, “I would like to insist on the embodied nature of all vision and so reclaim the sensory system that has
been used to signify a leap out of the marked body and into a conquering gaze from nowhere” (581). This leap out
of the body, she explains, is one that predominantly only white male subjects can attain; in response Haraway’s
situated knowledges is a feminist objectivity.
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making meaning” (13). Egan’s premise that hard science fiction is a whole view imagines a non-
interactive or standalone text—one that asks its readers to passively accept its laws and view of
the world—while erasing the encounter (between reader and text) that produces literature in the
first place. And in erasing the reader’s role in world construction, Egan simultaneously
replicates the erasure of the body that occurs in discourses of scientific objectivity and common
1990s postmodern views of the body.*®

My discussion below of real and material bodies, situated within the novel’s hard science
elements and mathematical reliance, will take two parts. In the first section I will discuss
realness and materiality through the ways that the Copies and Lambertians differ mathematically.
Demonstrating how the Copies are “less real” than the mathematically sound Lambertians, I
present two ways that mathematical realness may contribute to our understanding of how bodies
are seen. Firstly, I make the claim that culturally-formed discursive bodies are presented as “less
real” than are the ones formed through scientific discourse. Secondly, I propose that the human
body is perceived as less real than the body compiled through data, algorithms, and “objective”
vision. In the second section, and again at some points reading Egan against himself, I discuss
realness and materiality through the lens of gender as | examine what roles Durham and Maria
ultimately take in Permutation City. Presenting conflicting accounts of gender (and its
relationship to mathematical realness) in the novel I present a lingering problem we struggle with

regarding IRL scientific objectivity and gender—a problem Egan actively denies.

15 Stacy Gillis writes that: “The great promise of the Internet is that it would dissolve gender and sex boundaries,
allowing for a free mingling of minds” and provides three versions of this promise. The first has to do with
consumer relationships, but the final two are of particular relevance: that “we regard any form of technology as
eliding sex” and that “with the repudiation of the body in cyberspace, the phenomenological equation of ‘body
equals woman’ is erased (189).
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Permutation City’s Copies and Lambertians

As | mentioned above, Permutation City explores two different types of digital universes
and life. The Elysian universe—and its inhabitants, the Copies, are contrasted to the Autoverse
universe and their Lambertian occupants. These universes differ based on the physical law that
organizes them and enable my reading of real and material in the pages to follow. Because of
the differences in their (digital) physical composition, examining the construction of the Copies
and their Other, the Lambertians, may establish our initial foray into the question of realness as it
is seen and imagined in the novel.

In Permutation City, Egan takes as given the notion of the Copies as sentient and takes
pains to demonstrate that sentience to his readers. In the novel’s non-virtual world—in its IRL
world—Copy politics are framed in terms of human rights, for example, and Egan, through
Durham, goes to some length in the first chapter of the novel to work through the usual
explanations of Al sentience in science fiction.’® And after the initial pages of the lengthy novel
we readers simply come to see the Copies as human. (Eventually, the Copies simply assume the
role of the human in the novel—or otherwise put, after a point Copies are the only characters in
the text that are not alien to us.) As such, we find that Copies, even in their digital state, are
sentient, conscious, and capable of rational and emotional growth or adjustment. Their bodies,
however, are less clear cut and Egan (along with Durham and Maria) indicate that Copies are

simultaneously biological and yet not real. Ad hoc simulations that rely on images from

16 These lengths include the usual lengths to prove Al is sentient in science fiction: an initial questioning of self-
awareness, an understanding of program termination as death and a desire to live, a distinction between thinking Al
and reactive Al, and a declaration of selfhood.

I have previously discussed my inclusion of the popular IRL acronym in the introduction to this project; as a
reminder I have used it throughout to separate the text’s digital or imagined world from the “real” world that we
readers exist in. However, in the case of Permutation City the novel itself, much like Stephenson’s Snow Crash or
River’s Sleep Dealer, contains a “real” and a “virtual” world. In this case the term instead gestures toward the
worlds that the characters themselves inhabit.
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disparate surveillant biometrics and biomedical technologies, the Copies are both biological and
discursive. Egan writes,
A Copy was like a high resolution CAT scan come to life, linked to a medical
encyclopaedia to spell out how its every tissue and organ should behave...walking
around inside a state-of-the-art architectural simulation. A Copy possessed no individual
atoms or molecules; every organ in its virtual body came in the guise of specialized sub-
programs which know (in encyclopaedic, but not atomic, detail) how a real liver or brain
or thyroid gland functioned...All physiology, no physics. (29)
In a different section, Egan explains: Though the “brains” of copies are meticulously and
molecularly generated, other functions, such as digestion, are “faked from a patchwork of
empirical rules, not generated from first principles” and in the process of chewing and digesting,
for example, “there were no individual molecules being dissolved from the food torn apart by
enzymes—just a rough set of evolving nutrient concentration values, associated with each
microscopic ‘parcel’ of saliva” (10). Following these descriptions, copies are both biological
and discursive because they understand the body and its physiology through language. Egan’s
repeated use of the term “encyclopaedia”—a language-based repository for factual
information—indicates that the Copies programming describes but does not build human biology
into the entities. The result of this is an awareness on the part of the Copies (that will come into
play in later pages) that they can excise, adapt, or manipulate their digital bodies (that is, their
programming) to suit their desires.}” And though Egan explains that many Copies preserve the

majority of their human characteristics (gender preservation is implied and demonstrated in the

17 For example, in the first chapter we learn that Durham chose to excise the human biological need to urinate and
defecate: “His bodily wastes would be magicked out of existence long before reaching bladder or bowel. Ignored
out of existence; passively annihilated” (11).
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pages as well) some do not—excising emotions, changing physical features, morphing into
different species altogether, and undergoing mitosis and meiosis.

In “Attempting Immortality: Al, A-Life, and the Posthuman in Greg Egan’s Permutation
City,” Ross Farnell points out the novel “raises serious doubts, however, regarding the exact
nature of the Copies’ subjectivities...if the subject and his/her Copy are not deemed to be the
same subject, then the ‘immortality’ offered by the process of copying is an empty illusion”
(emphasis in original 74).18 Farnell continues, positing that because the Copy is not the same
subject the artificial/real distinction is elided by producing simultaneous realities (74). However,
to question their subjectivity (are they the same person as the one they were copied from? Are
they a different person?) is not to question their realness nor their sentience. Additionally, the
question of who they are is less relevant to this project than the question of what they are (quite
the reversal of Penny’s argument in Bitch Planet from my second chapter).’® And in many ways,
the Copies do resemble their human counterparts, at least on the level of action: we humans alter
our neurochemistry through pharmaceuticals and our bodies through corrective and cosmetic
surgeries, our appearance through tattoos, makeup, and fashion, let alone the myriad of other
ways we claim and make our bodies as our own. Furthermore, Copies share at a conceptual level
a construction that is discursive. Not that we (humans) and they (Copies) are both simply

constructed with words, of course, but rather that we both come to our bodies through multiple,

18 The novel reflects this in two separate passages: the first where Francesca, Maria’s mother, attempts to explain to
Maria her hesitancy to be copied: “I do believe that Copies are intelligent. I just wouldn’t say that they are—or they
aren’t—’the same person as’ the person they were based on...Being scanned wouldn’t make me feel any better
about dying. Whatever a Copy of me might thing, if one was ever run” (93). In the second passage, a Copy named
Peer questions his link to David Hawthorne, the human from whom he was created. He wonders, “Was that kernel
of invariants—and the more-or-less unbroken thread of memory—enough? Had David Hawthorne, by any other
name, achieved the immortality he’d paid for? Or had he died somewhere along the way? (143). Another of
Permutation City’s secondary characters, Thomas Riemann, also touches on the problem of simultaneous reality
(174-5).

19 Zoe-A, too, struggled to describe who she was in relation to her human counterpart, Zoe. And again | argue that |
am not so interested in her subjectivity (which | take as given) as | am in her arrival at selfhood.
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overlapping, and sometimes contesting, discourses, following my project-wide adherence to the
theory that bodies have always been both objects of knowledge and culturally situated
performances. As such, they are materialized, following Judith Butler’s use of the term.

In Bodies that Matter Butler explores how the repetition of social norms over time
produces boundaries on—and materializes—bodies. At once defending her argument from
Gender Trouble, in Bodies that Matter she explains how gender is performative: “What I would
propose in place of these conceptions of construction is a return to the notion of matter, not as a
site or surface, but as a process of materialization that stabilizes over time to produce the effect
of boundary, fixity, and surface we call matter” (9). For the Copies, materialization occurs from
the repetition of scientific norms and understandings: the liver “should behave” in this way, the
production of serotonin “should behave” in this way. Quickly we begin to see the threads of a
crucial distinction between real and material in Permutation City. Copies are not matter in a
physical sense (they exist as digital entities in a virtual world) but they are, arguably, real (they
are sentient and possess humanity). Additionally, they are materialized (or material) as they are
assembled from the norms and repetitions of scientific discourse.

And in this way, too, Permutation City itself is a type of Copy, returning us to the sly
joke of Egan’s creative power. For despite Burnham’s insistence that Egan leaves “mathematical
anatomy intact” in his fiction, in the “Hard Science Fiction” chapter of the Cambridge
Companion to Science Fiction, Kathryn Cramer reminds us that when scientific principles are
utilized in a text, that text becomes intertextual; science becomes mythology (1919). Cramer
writes: “Before science can be incorporated into hard [science fiction], it must be stripped of its
mathematical bones, so that—no matter how accurate the text—science is used as mythology.

What science gives to hard [science fiction] is a body of metaphor that provides the illusion of
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both realism and rationalism” (188). Permutation City is hard science fiction; it is not a series of
mathematical equations. As a narrative, a story, the science within operates as descriptions of
functions, evident in the many diegetic moments in the novel. The descriptions are most evident
in the extended explanations of the Copies and Lambertians, the passages clarifying dust theory,
and in the physics of the Autoverse—the program that Maria uses to build the Lambertian seed
planet. For example, Egan explains the physics behind the Lambertians’ solar system:
There were also some fundamental differences. Since the Autoverse had no nuclear
forces, the sun would be heated solely by gravitational energy—the velocity its molecules
acquired as the diffuse primordial gas cloud fell in on itself. In the real universe, stars
unable to ignite fusion reactions ended up as cold, short-lived brown dwarfs—but under
Autoverse physics, gravitational heating could power a large enough star for billions of
years...Similarly, although Planet Lambert would lack internal heating from radioisotope
decay, its own gravitational heat of formation would be great enough to drive tectonic
activity for almost as long as the sun shone. (154)
Diverse and multiple mathematical theories of the universe and of the human body combine in
narrative form to create a discursive body, each theory and description materializing a discursive
body of fiction. Here, though science is used to explain how the world operates in, it is a second-
order semiotic system (drawing from Barthes’ Mythologies) that speaks as much about science
itself as it does about what that science is attempting to explain. So in Permutation City, science
is more the signifier of reality or realism than it is a real structure or understanding.
In comparison to the all-body and molecular Lambertians, the Copies are a digital mess.
Copies, piecemeal assemblages of discourses, are contrasted to the Lambertians by mathematical

composition and code. A monogendered, insectoid species who inhabit the solar system Maria
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constructed, the Lambertians are “conscious, self-aware, and highly intelligent” (270). And as I
mentioned above, the Lambertians are formed using a simplified physics—rather than assembled
through encyclopedic description (like the Copies and Zoe-A) they are instead created from the
ground up. Egan explains that this simplified physics allowed “several thousand bacteria to fit
into a modest computer simulation, with a consistent, unbroken hierarchy of details existing right
down to the subatomic scale. Everything was driven from the bottom up, by the lowest level of
physical laws, just as it was in the real world” (30). The result of this ground up construction is
that the Copies see the Lambertians as “more real” than the Copies are; further, we readers may
see them as more locked to their physical bodies than we see the Copies.

Though the Lambertians and their planetary system exist according to dust theory and the
related mathematical universe hypothesis, they do not coexist with the Copies: they are a sort of
computer program within a computer program. And it is this separate program—called the
Autoverse—that translates the simplified physics into the Lambertians and the other organic and
inorganic elements of the planetary system. (That is, the Lambertians do not simply exist in a
digital version of a petri dish, but rather they inhabit a rich eco- and solar- system, existing as the
dominant species of that system much like we envision ourselves doing here on Earth IRL.

And though much of the novel chronicles the events leading up to the construction of the
virtual universe that the Copies and the Lambertians both inhabit (as opposed to focusing on the
world after it is created) we do witness the Lambertians’ world some 3 billion years after its
creation. By this point in evolution, according to Durham “there are six hundred and ninety
million species currently living on Planet Lambert. All obeying the laws of the Autoverse. All

demonstrably descended from a single organism which lived three billion years ago” (274).
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Egan’s above statement that “everything [is] driven” by physical law reinforces a mathematical
or scientific view of the world, encompassing not only (digital) physical structure, but systems of
feeling and experiencing. Additionally, even behavior and culture in Lambertian society is
closely linked with and explained through their bodies, further linking the mathematics and
science behind them. For example, their language, science, and theories of the world around
them are generated and conveyed in bodily movements that the Copies call “dance.” Lambertian
cosmology, for example, is known through the “dance” of the swarm; the stability of their dance
reflects the stability of their theory—and the dance for a theory in which Planet Lambert is fixed
and the cosmos revolves around it is observed by the Copies as less “harmonious” as the dance
corresponding to a heliocentric theory (310). But as the Lambertians have no technological
apparatuses to advance discovery or knowledge, this dance functions as cultural logic toward
finding their physical/mathematical and chemical origins.

Additionally the Lambertian language, based on numerical models, is seen by the Copies
as a form of algorithmic predictions and mathematical descriptions. These predictions and
descriptions bypass our human linguistic reliance on signs and signifiers and our need for
technology to serve as a focusing lens for discovery. But as we understand that these entities are
quite literally materialized data bodies (algorithmic predictions and mathematical descriptions
themselves) we see that even their language is formed from their bodies and from the code that
Maria wrote for them. As a result, the Lambertians have no cultural diversity or creational
mythology; both of which are generally considered aspects of the “mind.” Copy researchers of
the Lambertians conclude that Lambertian belief in myth, “any type of vague, untestable pseudo-
explanation—would have been like...suffering hallucinations...[and] rendered them completely

dysfunctional” (311-2). And given the above examples, we see that not only are the Lambertians
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“all body” but they appear to have no discursive constructedness or performative materialization
to their body. For the Lambertians, bodies do not materialize through repetition of norms or
discourses, but rather through cold, hard (objective and rational) science.

Permutation City’s conflict comes about when it becomes clear that the laws of the
Lambertian universe begin to overtake the laws of Elysium. Durham rebels against the roles that
the Copies created, that they will contact the Lambertians only when they reach sufficient social
and scientific advancement to have figured out that they were created, to gather a team of Copies
to prematurely enter the Lambertian universe and attempt to convince them of their origins. His
hope is that this will halt the erosion of the Elysian universe; he is, however, disastrously wrong.

The clashing universes and their respective laws play out on two fronts, both of which are
relevant to our discussion of materiality and realness. The first front is one of subjectivity and
otherness, and my discussion here is indebted to Tamara Leaver’s work in “latrogenic
Permutations: From Digital Genesis to the Artificial Other.” In that article, Leaver reads the
novel through the lens of posthumanism, embodiment, and Otherness, with an objective to
“address some of the anxieties” of digital embodiment that came about in the late 1990s and
early 2000s (425). In a brief discussion of what he calls the Lambertians’ “informatics bodies”
he unpacks how the virtual and the posthuman might not lead to “radical break with existing
structures of knowledge and power” and argues that the novel presents Otherness as “a
construction with destructive tendencies.”?° Certainly Lever is correct with his final statement:
the Lambertians (inadvertently) destroy Elysium with their superior realness. But what is most
vexing, however, is what this superior realness is composed from: a conception of racial

realness. The problem with this racial realness is, on the surface, a semantic one that plagues

2 A claim that N. Katherine Hayles, in “Refiguring the Posthuman,” furthers when she suggests that the outcome of
Permutation City “reinforces rather than challenges coherent subjectivity” (316).
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science fiction—Dbut the semantic problem masks the far more insidious and sinister problem of
raced bodies both in fiction and IRL.

When science fiction or fantasy authors employ the word “race,” it is often meant to
distinguish members of one species from another: humans from orcs, hobbits, elves, and dwarfs
in Tolkien’s world, or humans from the Ferengi, Klingons, Vulcans, Bajorans, and so on in Star
Trek’s world. However, these fictional species often draw from IRL racial stereotypes. Orcs in
fantasy literature, for example, are often depicted through racist African and Black American
stereotypes—they are tribal, warlike, unintelligent, and are often portrayed as unable to control
their animalistic urges. Elves, on the other hand, are more often than not fair, lithe, intelligent,
and portray white humanity at the heights of civilization.?* By linking race (not species) with
particular characteristics, science fiction and fantasy literature falls into the same trap as science:
materializing a notion of real bodies from traits that are social constructs. And science’s history
of this has a long reach—e.g., we may recall how phrenology was used to justify slavery and the
inferiority of Black people, to studies of criminality in people with Klinefelter’s or XYY
syndrome that attempt to place criminal cause on an extra Y chromosome, to popular culture’s
reporting of scientific attempts to find a “gay gene” and assert the genetic abnormality of LGBT
persons. Each of these scenarios writes Otherness as real, as scientific or mathematical rather
than as constructed.

S0, t0o, is the realness of Lambertian racial Otherness, linked to the second front upon
which the clashing universes in Permutation City play out: that of mathematics and the laws of

physics. That is, the Copies see the Lambertians as more real because Lambertian mathematics

2L For an excellent introduction to the problem of race in science fiction I refer you to Isian Lavender’s edited
collection of essays, Black and Brown Planets: The Politics of Race in Science Fiction, which considers “the role
that race and ethnicity plays in science fictional scenarios on the design and direction of alternate or futurist high-
tech societies” (6).

171



are transparent, knowable, and, therefore, more real. And Egan establishes their mathematical
realness as that which enables them to overtake the Copies’ universe. For example, when
Durham explains the problem of the Lambertian universe overtaking the Elysian one, Egan
writes:
Maria balked. ‘That’s...like claiming that a [virtual reality] environment could alter the
real-world laws of physics in order to guarantee its own internal consistency. Even with
thousands of Copies in VR environments, that never happened back on Earth.’
‘No—»but which is most like the real world: Elysium, or the Autoverse?...Our bodies are
ad hoc approximations. Our cities are indestructible wallpaper. The “laws of physics of
all the environments in Elysium contradict each other—and themselves—a billion times a
day...if there’s any conflict between the two versions of reality, we can’t rely on our own
version taking precedence.’” (328-9)
Otherwise put, the mathematical structures that compose the Lambertians “matter” more than
what has been materialized or constructed by and for the Copies (referring us back to Tegemark).
And that what is scientifically or mathematically considered more real than what is seen as
constructed impacts how we see the body. In this view of what is more real, more valid, and
more precedent is the assumption that mathematical underpinnings are all that constitute the
body (perhaps reminding us of the objective of surveillance—to turn the body into pure
information), an assumption that negates (if not the soul) the social impact of lived, embodied
reality. The view of the body as mathematically understandable—and the view that the
mathematically understandable body is the more real body—is reinforced by Egan’s statement in

his interview with Burnham. There, he remarks: “human beings belong entirely to the material
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world, and we’re ultimately amenable to the same kinds of investigation and manipulation as any
other physical system.”

Throughout Permutation City and in the above quote, Egan’s view of the body and
mathematical realness reveals conflicting, if interesting, notions of embodiment and Otherness.
Refiguring our IRL conception of race as necessary for human subject formation into a question
of bodily realness in the text, Egan indicates that what is mathematically constructed or real is
threatening to what is discursively produced or performed. And in doing so he both bolsters
conceptions of threatening racial Otherness while he suggests that discursive, materialized bodies
are less real than those understandable through surveillant, scientific and mathematical means.
The problem of realness and embodiment that Egan establishes in the interactions between the
Copies and the Lambertians carries over, too, to his presentation of gender in Permutation City.
For, as we will see below, though Egan utilizes scientific understanding to reverse the gendered
roles of reproduction in the novel—ostensibly allowing his characters to skirt the edges of
Christian creation myths—Egan’s content structures of physicality, materiality, and realness
reinforce our IRL gender and body norms in the novel.

Maria, Durham, and the Problem of Gender

In Permutation City, the Lambertians reject the story of creation that the Copies attempt
to present to them. That story, the one that we watch unfold, is that Maria facilitated an
unprescedented spontaneous adaptation in the Autoverse’s bacteria strain (named A. lamberti)
that opened up the evolutionary potential of the strain. Durham, assembling the program for his
infinite Elysium universe, contacted Maria to develop the code for not only the Autoverse
bacteria, but a whole universe in which A. lamberti could grow, evolve, and flourish. And that

they did, eventually evolving into the Lambertians we meet in the novel’s concluding chapters.
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The narrative of Maria’s involvement in Lambertian creation, myth or reality, at once situates her
body as a problem that she cannot transcend. Further, despite her work in the Autoverse, Egan’s
presentation of Durham’s suicide (of his human, not-Copy body) presents him as the body that
gives birth to the species. Together, these elements work to reinforce gendered embodiment in
the novel, despite Egan’s descriptions and arguments of scientific and technological erasure of
gender norms.

In this chapter’s introduction I established Maria as both spatially and physically bound,
through descriptions of her in her home and work space. And the long descriptions of her
involvement in the “creation” of the Lambertians reinforces that she is problematically bound to
her physical body.

When she is working in the Autoverse we see that Maria cannot get her body to withdraw
far enough for her to feel comfortable with the procedures she is performing. This is most
evident in a scene where Maria is working on A. lamberti. The rules of the Autoverse, at least
initially and in the IRL, require human intervention for biological genesis and evolution—again,
this is where the initial disciplinary coding takes place—and Maria is mulling over “handling
rules” or method of information input, of Autoverse work (26). She reflects how she had, in the
past, thought about designing a “more authentic” method of information input and interaction
between the IRL world and the Autoverse but decided against it. She explains:

If a molecule obeyed only Autoverse physics—the internal logic of the self-contained

computer model—then how could she, outside the model, interact with it at all? By

constructing little surrogate hands in the Autoverse, to act as remote manipulators?

Construct them out of what? (emphasis in original 26)
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Maria cannot solve the problem of biogenesis/abiogenesis in the Autoverse just as scientists
today have not bridged the gap between amino acids to cells or chemical evolution to
biological.?? Her ideas to obfuscate system intervention—to model “little surrogate hands”—
raise the problem of their own creation (of what would they be created?) and conceptually works
to alternatively extend her body into the space of the Autoverse, not to remove it further. This
leads her to conclude that there is “no joy in simply shifting the point where the rules were
broken—and the rules had to be broken, somewhere” (26).

The rules of the Autoverse, at least initially and in the IRL, require human intervention
for biological genesis and evolution. A. lamberti does not nor cannot exist without the digital
coding that writes and assembles it, let alone without the myriad other coding and the physical
technology that allows the Autoverse to exist. And because of the problem of unsolved
abiogenesis (life spontaneously arising from the non-living), Maria and other Autoverse
researchers are resigned to accepting themselves as orchestrators and facilitators of Autoverse
life. Her resignation is evident especially when later in the novel Maria again rationalizes this
problem away, stating she wished to explore the origins of the gas cloud from which the
Autoverse universe in the TVC world would arise but concludes that “the project would never be
finished if she kept lobbying Durham to expand the terms of reference. The point was to explore
the potential diversity of Autoverse life, not to invent an entire cosmology” (154). Not only able
to rethink a means to abstract herself from modeling in the Autoverse but lacking the means to

establish a self-originating universe, Maria instead establishes the parameters for heavens and the

22 To date, scientists have been successful in creating a living organism with artificial DNA (and have published the
results in the open access journal, Nature), and have created organic compounds (beginning in the 1950s with the
famous Urey-Miller experiments) but have not created life from non-living material.
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earth, notably leaving “unanswered the question of whether the seed organism—or life of any
kind—could have arisen on Lambert, rather than being placed there by human hands” (156).
Both moments highlight Maria’s desire to further withdraw from the process of creation
in the Autoverse, demonstrate the impossibility of that withdrawal, and fall back to discuss her
bodily engagement with the project through the repeated imagery of hands.?® In these passages,
Maria’s body is a problem that she cannot transcend, erase, or eliminate, and she is forced to
accept her body’s involvement in her creative Autoverse actions. Her body continues to be a
problem throughout the novel—a problem that follows her into the virtual world of the Copies.
In the Elysian universe, Maria experiences a sort of body dysphoria—she is unable to
reconcile her Copy self with the ways she inhabits the world. In order to combat these feelings,
she returns to her Autoverse research, as it “was the one thing in Elysium which connected with
her past life” (306). Still, her feelings continue throughout the remainder of the novel,
concluding in Durham’s statement at the end, when Maria pleads with him to follow her into the
next iteration of the Elysian universe: “You really do need someone, don’t you” Durham asks,
“who knows the old world” (374). Logical and scientific, locked to her body and her history,
Maria’s characterization demonstrates a singular or individual embodied view of science that
enables her to reject her own creation narrative. Still, her continued embodiment throughout the
novel cannot be disassociated from her gender. And while Egan’s characterization of Maria is
perhaps more complex (and Egan presents her female gender as more nuanced than, say,
Stephenson’s presentation of Juanita), it still falls into the same tired understanding of “woman”

as forever locked to her body. And Maria’s locked embodiment is especially evident when we

23 Hands, of course, are linked to imagery of Godly creation in many religions.
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compare her to Durham’s ability to transcend not only his gender role in the novel but his body,
a privilege granted in our reality predominantly only to white, cisgender, heterosexual men.

In Durham, Egan writes a character that retains what is traditionally conceived to be a
masculine ability to transcend his body with the reproductive capability generally narratively
relegated to female gender and embodiment. For despite the fact that the Elysian Copies refer to
Maria as the Lambertian’s creator, the “birth” scene in the novel place that burden on Durham.
In this scene, we also witness the beginning of Durham’s bodily transcendence. After Durham
launches the code for the Elysian universe, he and Maria have sex, then he commits suicide. We
encounter this scene through Maria, who awakes from a dream where she was giving birth—to a
child that “had turned out to be nothing but a blood-stained statue” while a midwife coached her
to “keep pushing” (247). The language and imagery of that birth carry over to Durham, who
stabbed himself in the stomach. Maria notes: “It was Durham she’d heard screaming through
gritted teeth, shaping her dream. And it was Durham who’d kept pushing, Durham who looked
like he’d tried to give birth” (248). Unable to leave a mortal, embodied self behind in the novel’s
“real” world so that he could live out in a continuous, uninterrupted timeline, Durham killed
himself. But the act, linked to giving birth, also links him to the act of creating both Elysium and
the Lambertians. So on one hand Egan interestingly wrests reproduction from its link to female
bodies and genders, while on the other hand he must destroy Durham’s body to do so. Durham
must shed his physical, “real” body in order to realize his goals (again, the infinite timeline); this,
however, is not the final scene where this shedding and ultimate transcendence occurs. In the
novel’s final pages we learn that it is not enough for Durham to shed his physical body (to fully

become a Copy) but he must also shed his conceptions of what a body is.
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Egan presents the desire to transcend in the Copies, though especially in Durham,
throughout Permutation City—and this desire is certainly most evident in their endeavor to exist
infinitely. But it is through his male characters that the majority of the transcendent language
and imagery occurs. Durham, along with two minor male characters, Peer and Riemann, each
specifically discuss the expectation of immortality regarding the process of being made Copy.
The transition to analog Copy in the Elysian universe seemingly attains this goal both because of
how the universe self-perpetuates but also through means echoing our IRL sentiments towards
digital memory preservation: photographs in cloud storage, Facebook pages turned memorials,
and the like are each digital imprints that (we hope) allow us to “live on” after our bodily death
just as we memorialize to not forget.2* But ascendance or immortality into an infinite universe is
simply one aspect of the Durham’s wish, another aspect wrestles with the notion of the self and
subjectivity. Egan explains the draw of the Copy by scripting the moment Durham first learned
about the process:

It was as if every dubious promise technology had ever made to transform human life

was about to be fulfilled, with a vengeance. Longevity would only be the start of it;

Copies could evolve in ways almost impossible for organic beings: modifying their

minds, redefining their goals, endlessly transmuting themselves. The possibilities were

intoxicating. (48)

The possibility of ascendance, here wrapped in the language of evolution that surpasses what the
physical human body is capable of, is accompanied with a sense of self that is plastic and
rhizomal—posthuman. For Durham, the process of becoming posthuman occurs over the course

of the novel, beginning with the Copies he ran while his physical body was still alive—and it

24 Even the physical photograph, a collection of hand-written letters, or a box of trinkets works in much the same
way
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continues 7000 years into his final Copy’s decision to relaunch himself in the Garden of Eden
configuration at the end of the novel. For example, early on we witness a Copy of Durham
awake in his universe, and, “shrugging off the surrender to normality,” (10) eat breakfast and
drink coffee as if he were a physical human being. Gradually, he begins to reflect on the nature
of his digital body—cutting his arm with a knife and reflecting on the production of blood and
“wondering if there was any good reason, moral or otherwise, to continue to be a vegetarian”
(57). However, it isn’t until he confronts the notion of his Copy self as transmutable and non-
linear that he sheds the vestiges of his human body.

In the novel’s concluding pages, Durham is forced to compromise the linear timeline he
sought to establish by creating the Elysian universe in the first place. Faced with having to start
over again in the new Elysium, Durham immediately balks, urging Maria to continue on while he
stays behind. He initially questions, “What is there left for me to do?...Wake up wondering if
I’'m really nothing but a discredited myth of Planet Lambert’s humanoid alien visitors?” (373).
His question, exposing the fragility of his constructed selthood, simultaneously references the
irony of creation under the circumstances—not only is Durham not a creator of his Other, the
Lambertians, but that Other is endangering his personal mythology of continuousness and
infinitude. And his uncertainty causes him to finally reflect and ask, “All my certainties have
evaporated. Do you know how that feels?” (374). In the end, however, and in response to
Maria’s goading, Durham finally makes adjustments to his programming, recalibrating himself
to, specifically, “childlike wonder” (374). When he makes adjustments to his program, he
willingly breaks apart his notion of a unified self and finally sheds the vestiges of his human self

and body in preparation for his “next life” (375).% Maria, on the other hand, remains locked to

25 Maria observes that he “reshaped himself, rebuilt himself” (375).
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her body and linear selfhood and yet requires a link “to the old world” of materiality and
embodiment (374).

In “Bodies that Matter: Science Fiction, Technoculture, and the Gendered Body,” Kaye
Mitchell observes that despite radical reconceptions of the body due to rapid technological
developments—reconceptions evident both in Permutation City’s thematic concerns and in the
overarching concerns of technology IRL in the 1990s to today—that the goals of bodily
transcendence have been unevenly applied. She writes, arguing that gender still matters, that
“neither sex/gender nor the body is so easily transcended; but this is not to claim that the
relationship between sex and the body is either natural...or determinate. In fact, ‘the body’ itself
IS subject to a certain intederminancy and contingency...and our understanding of what is meant
by the body is a product of...history” (111). Her argument, overall, is that the body is not so
easily transcended and the persistence of the notion of the body prevents the move beyond
gender. In my concluding points I will extend Mitchell’s observations as they relate both to the
novel and persist in the notion of scientific objectivity (that which Egan founds his narrative of
the body on).

Conclusion: The Stakes of Mathematical Realness
In this chapter, | argued that there are three points we might take away about the

technologically produced body in Permutation City:

1. That some bodies are perceived as more real than others, based on an idea of scientific
and mathematical accuracy and objectivity that carries over to our surveillance practices.

2. That race and gender still matters at the level of the body.

3. That what is mathematically constructed (and is therefore considered more real) threatens

what is discursively produced or performed.
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But what are the implications of the above? Egan proposes that there will come a time when we
will be held accountable for our constructions—evident in the destruction of the Copies’
universe by the Lambertians—but cannot imagine past a certain point. This is, perhaps, because
of a crucial paradox: Although Egan insists that science and scientific understanding is
objective, he scripts his characters as having to perform that scientific understanding through
their various embodied states. As such, neither Egan nor Durham cannot move beyond the
structures he clings to in order to enter the structures that he imagines.

The best example of the ways that scientists use lenses of understanding comes, perhaps,
when we return to Egan’s statement that “it might not be long before people are seriously trying
to “evolve” artificial intelligence in their computers.” In fact, since his FAQ was published we
have seriously attempted to create and evolve Al by building simple forms of life through our
knowledge of physical law—very similar to what Egan proposes in Permutation City.
Examining these forms of Al enables a slightly different approach to the problem of scientific
objectivity and embodiment, introducing the role of metaphors to our structures of seeing and
understanding in science and surveillance that I introduced in my proposal that science fiction
always creates metaphors of science.

The OpenWorm project is an open source work in progress venture to code the
biophysics of the C. elegans, or nematode worm, by building it from the “ground up”—Dbased on
our knowledge of the creature’s physics and biochemistry which researchers transfer into

computer code.?® The Open Worm Project’s proposed end result is a detailed simulation of each

% As “ground up” emulation software it is constructed in a similar way as the two ongoing brain mapping programs,
the Blue Brain Project (EPFL) and the Human Brain Project (HBP). The technology behind the artificial pancreas
also utilizes technology similar to the OpenWorm project. Utilizing SAAM Il modeling software developed by the
Epsilon Group, the artificial pancreas relies on differential equations based on the patient’s physical attributes that
model the patient so that an algorithm can determine proper the proper doses of insulin.?® At their heart, the
OpenWorm and brain projects are models which attempt to build molecular models from which we may find
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of C. elegens roughly 1000 cells made possible following the creature’s completed genome
sequencing in 2002. If we remember back to how the digital Lambertians are constructed—
based on physical laws and built “ground up”—we may see some similarities. By developing the
code for the digital worm in such a way the researchers involved hope to produce a model that
will act as its IRL counterpart does, including not only locomotion and reaction to stimulus but
more complex behaviors such as eating and mating.

With the Open Worm team recognizing the limitations in our knowledge of C. elegens
and our understanding of the fundamentals of cell or neural activity, for example, they offer that
existing digital worm is still very much a piecemeal of expectations and physics (“How Does a
Worm Crawl”). As such, the team has had to develop its own set of rules to bridge the gap
between physics and code. One example of this is in a recent Open Worm Journal Club entry
titled, “How Does a Worm Crawl?” where developers of the Project spoke with Netta Cohen and
Tom Sanders at the University of Leeds about their groundbreaking work on C. elegens
locomotion and what that work means for the process of digitizing the worm. The condensed
version of their findings is that where we once thought that C. elegens’ two ways of getting
places—crawling and swimming—were entirely different forms of movement, they are in fact
two extremes on one continuous spectrum. This discovery has led the developers of the Open
Worm to craft a mathematical model of the worm’s movement that is itself a spectrum and
follows a dynamic analysis of behavior and biology implemented through algorithms that rely on
metaphor. A subtle reminder that we cannot get away from linguistic description even in

mathematical and scientific models.

discrepancies and norms; the artificial pancreas works similarly through norms as it regulates blood sugar in the
human body.
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One developer of the Open Worm project explained, “all models are wrong, some models
are useful.” This is true in part because models betray that which they are based upon,
overturning our assumptions, challenging our speculations, and exposing breakdowns in the
language we use to translate “artificial” and “real.” They rely on metaphors, instances brought
into view for comparative value and analogic understanding. And because of this, digital models
and their artificial life kin, when encountered as objects of equal value, shed light not just on
how our human assumptions play out but on how they drive new assumptions that further prompt
us to activity. In my final example I’'ll demonstrate this drive through a quick look at the
evolution of anti-malware software.

Malware, of course, is malicious, invasive software that functions to gather information,
gain access, or restrict or disrupt computer use, and is combatted through the use of anti-malware
programs that remove or quarantine malware from the infected computer. In the ongoing battle
against malware, increasingly complex forms of surveillant anti-malware software rely on
sandboxing—providing a controlled space for programs to run in—that can analyze and
quarantine the program (Vigna). Because malware doesn’t want to end up wasting away its life
in virtual reality it’s becoming increasingly evasive and able to discern whether it’s in a sandbox
or a real computer (Vigna). To do this, invasive programs often try to find subtle markers, like
coding semantics, the speed of its environment, and even look for mouse or keyboard attachment
and movement—any indication that a human is at the helm of the computer (Vigna).

According to Giovanni Vigna, this cycle of detection and evasion is leading up to
malware mimicking the behavior of benign programs—a situation that will make malware
incredibly difficult to detect. In a recent lecture, “Now You See Me Now You Don’t: Chasing

Evasive Malware,” Vigna calls for a move away from detection of invasive programs and toward
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elicitation: actually providing an environment that will trigger “bad behavior”—something we
aren’t quite able to do yet. His talk draws on a self-acknowledged metaphor, the television show
Dexter, and suggests the process of triggering is akin to putting someone who appears “the
perfect normal guy” in an environment that causes him to “reveal [his] behavior.” Similar
systems are often called “honey pots” or honey users, and we may also know this as a term in
spy movies or other such fiction for a woman who seduces a man for money, secrets, or loyalty.

Similar to the metaphorical honey pot, a many layered image that describes the trap-
making process of anti-malware software, Vigna crafts the metaphor of the “psycho” (his word)
to understand and convey the process of eliciting he hopes to see in malware detection.
Examples such as the “psycho” and the “honey pot” serve to remind us not only how damaging
assumptions of normalcy circulate in our society but refer us back to self/other distinctions
through a process that crafts metaphors of our experience to explain digital objects and
technologies. Recognizing this, we must look beyond what the initial imagery of the metaphor
conjures and into what views and assumptions they enable. Such as how we assume “bad
behavior” lies dormant within individuals and, given the right environment, can be drawn forth.
The rhetoric of the “psycho” or the “honey pot” doesn’t just expose longstanding norms of
human behavior: it catapults new suppositions as it sticks to and describes new objects.

Even in our attempts to encounter objects, we may only do so through our modes of
seeing and through the limitations of our (signifying) language. Every encounter is one of how
we apply our human language to things in order to convey ideas about the world around us.
Specifically, each example of artificial life operates as metaphor for our lived experiences in the
increasingly digital world: metaphors that can only be of our human conditions, experiences, and

perspectives. Further, such examples serve to remind us how normative, Western assumptions of
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embodiment and subjectivity shape our scientific endeavors. As such, metaphors such as “honey
pots” and “psychos” don’t just retell yet another way we’re still using sexist and ableist
assumptions in our descriptions of things but also expose that we’re encoding that misogyny and
ableism in digital objects we endeavor to understand. Together, these examples and Permutation
City remind us that what we consider to be real, mathematical, and objective is always situated,
performed, and constructed. We all can only ever be Egan’s Copies, piecemeal assemblages of

understandings materialized over time.
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Conclusion

Bland: Why am | being arrested?
Encinia: Turn around!

Bland: Why won't you tell me that part?
Encinia: I'm giving you a lawful order. Turn around ...
Bland: Why will you not tell me what’s going on?
Encinia: You are not complying.

—from the transcript of Officer Encinia’s dashcam recording of the arrest of Sandra Bland.

| have argued throughout this dissertation that the stories we tell both reflect and shape
our perspectives, our experiences, and our lived realities. That these stories, too, model and
anticipate social structures and systems of understanding, ordering, and being. And that
examining structures of these stories alongside the structures and assemblages of Western
surveillance provides key insights into the construction and management of bodies in our current
information age. The structures in our fictional stories, in particular, can help us find Deleuzian
lines of flight in the institutionalized and social oppressions perpetuated through surveillance
tactics and technologies. And in my chapters | have demonstrated how each work of fiction
therein reaches out to imagine and address events, issues, and social problems IRL, focusing on
the deviant bodies that form under surveillance. In my concluding pages | would like to turn to
address some of the fictional narratives we recite as a nation—fictions that do not anticipate, new
worlds but seek to control the one that we currently exist within. As with the speculative fictions

that | have discussed throughout, these national fictions both structurally and thematically
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address life under surveillance. The three narratives | will explore are those of threat,
compliance, and gratitude.

Common rhetorical backlash against Black Lives Matter activism often goes as such:
“Well, they should have obeyed the law in the first place!” It’s a trick, of course—a
misdirection—from the practice that Rachel Hall calls transparency chic, a concept | explored in
the second and third chapters of this project. Transparency chic, we may remember, suggests
that if we just perform compliant whiteness appropriate to the gender we were assigned at our
birth, we can avoid such fates as being shot and killed by the police for playing with a toy gun in
a park or choked to death for selling loosies on the street.> But, as we know, not all bodies can
perform such transparency. Some bodies are too brown, too Muslim, too feminine (or
masculine), too big, too sexy, to thuggish, too embodied.? These bodies resist being reduced to
pure information. They demand communication and correspondence. So to validate them we
call attention to the horrific discrepancies in racial representation among prison populations, the
relative impunity that police seem to get in killing civilians; we call out the media for
perpetuating bigoted or misogynistic stereotypes through their rhetorical and visual presentations
of individuals, and we press for legislation that tracks police killings and make police wear body
cameras. We attempt to wrest the process and mechanisms of surveillance from the surveyors,
wrongly misunderstanding the complicated power dynamics and systems behind seeing,
surveying, controlling, and embodiment.

On March 16", 2014 Albuquerque, New Mexico police shot and killed James Boyd, a

homeless man who had been illegally camping in the mountains. Boyd, who had suffered from

1 As Tamir Rice, a 12 year old boy from Cleveland, OH and Eric Garner, a 43 year old man from Staten Island,
were, respectively.
2 Thug being the new, politically correct racist way for white people to describe Black people.
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schizophrenia, held two small camping knives in hand but appeared to be gathering his things in
compliance with the police before he was shot at six times with live rounds (hitting him in three
places across his back and arms). He was then was shot several more times with bean bag
rounds as he lie face down on the ground, then was attacked by the police dog at the scene. Two
Albuquerque police officers, Keith Sandy and Dominique Perez, were eventually brought up on
charges of second-degree murder and manslaughter; both men, according to a KRQE News 13
article, are free awaiting their August 2016 trial. Evidence for both prosecution and defense
resides in the video footage captured from a camera mounted on one of the officers’ helmets.
This footage, released to the public by the Albuquerque Police Department, has raised the ire of a
local and global public—though the APD has stood by the footage as effectively demonstrating
the danger Boyd caused to the public and to the officers.

Mass calls and petitions for police to wear body cameras assume that they operate as a
sort of reverse Big Brother, wherein “the people” are now the monitors of the US police force.?
But, as Kelly Gates points out in her recent work on body cameras and police media labor, the
body-worn camera and its related technologies might also help police “manage the perceived
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‘uncontrolled visibility’” caused by the increased use of cell phone cameras and social media
sites for distributing user-generated content. Wearing cameras, Gates argues, discussing the dual
forms of surveillance that cameras perform, is work; companies such as TASER (that
manufacture police body cameras) enlist and instruct police to incorporate the cameras and their

related practices into their professional activities and persona to market the use of such

technologies.

3 The ACLU, for example, has called for wide-spread deployment of police-worn body cameras in the 2013 “Police
Body-Mounted Cameras: With the Right Policies in Place, a Win For All.”
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We see elements of incorporation in the police narration of James Boyd’s apprehension.
The graphic video recording, widely available on YouTube, begins close to three hours into the
standoff between Boyd and the police and with the expression, “Down at a bar or a bus stop I
have the right to kill you right now.” This statement is said by a police officer who refers to the
knives Boyd has is his possession. “I worry about safety,” the officer continues, “I’m not a
murderer.” Narrative framing of the encounter and eventual shooting continues as the officers
diligently shout orders to Boyd (such as “put your hands up” and “drop the knife”) but also
chronicle police movement and perception. Gates writes that the self-representing nature of
policing while wearing a camera turns action into a “mediated performance” that produces
content that is “a representation of the embodied, intersubjective relationship” between police
and those they encounter.*

What I find most revealing in Gates’ work on body cameras and police media labor is the
interplay between visibility and narrative. Gaining control of policing imagery from the hands of
the cell-phone wielding bystander and wrapping it in police-composed point-of-view, the body
camera makes the bodies invisible as it embeds them in circuits of systemic power: literally, as
the positioning of the camera places the officers’ bodies out of view in the image frame, and
narratively. Gates points out that from a media-studies perspective, the increased capacity for
police to narrate their interaction with the public (such as with James Boyd) “invites viewers to
occupy and identify with the police gaze” and its “encouraging” interpretation of police
interaction at an individual and societal level (11-12). Indeed we see this in the Boyd case.

Boyd is the threatening other—his motivations are unclear, his actions unpredictable, his body

4 Like Junot Diaz, who warns us that we cannot simply reverse systems of surveying and dictating bodies, Gates
explores complex webs of identification, intersubjectivity, and narrative accuracy while she calls attention to the
roles we play as readers and viewers of atrocity.
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unreadable. Sandy and Perez, though both armed and armored, are the threatened bodies. The
scenario overall is a horrifying symbol of the U.S. security state and its fearful citizenry.

Transparency chic: the construction of a body willing and open to erasure through
surveillant informational or data gleaning so to not end up eliminated as the threatening Black
bodies, homeless bodies, trans bodies, and female bodies who fail to comply are. In Gates’
above example, the individual body is displaced by the police body as we are asked to see what
they see; it is driven into displacement through visual and narrative framing of Othered bodies as
threatening, alien, and resistant to a social norm. It is, then, perhaps no surprise that the requests
Black Americans and many other underrepresented groups have been making (stop killing us,
imprisoning us, erasing us) have been met with not just the rhetoric of “obey” but with the rise of
gratitude or positivity culture and a more general biopolitics of lifestyle. Both compliancy
culture and conceptions of healthy, grateful lifestyles operate off social narratives that are
embedded in surveillant assemblages (frequently corporate surveillant assemblages) and work to
control and regulate individuals “freed” from panoptic docility. That is, these cultural
mechanisms and narratives are part of oppressive social surveillance tactics; as such they help
produce, replicate, and sustain Deleuze’s “societies of control.”

The analysis of lifestyle biopolitics has come about in academia through multiple
disciplines. In my third chapter | touched on some of the mechanisms through which women are
asked to suppress their own emotions and desires for the good of the community they produce as
they affectively labor and cited some of these disciplines: sociology, political science,

environmental studies, communication, psychology...the list goes on. And studies of lifestyle
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have focused on every topic from carbon emissions to cancer patients.® Intrinsic to the
biopolitics of lifestyle is the notion of individual choice. Gratitude culture, in turn, pinpoints one
particular aspect of lifestyle’s emphasis on choice—the notion that we may find success in life if
we choose to be happy, positive, and grateful for our life, possessions, and the events that befall
us.® At its best, gratitude is a tool for surviving the exploitive aspects of our contemporary
world. At its worst, is masks the oppressive structures that script it in opposition to rights we
once argued were universal, based on our life as human beings. Originating in a corporate world
unwilling to provide job security and living wages, gratitude culture tells us that we should be
thankful for what we have and to not ask for more than we have.” Those who demand more than
what they have are socially considered to be of an entitlement mindset: millennials, Black Lives
Matter activists, people on welfare. Those who feel entitled to social norms (paid labor and
affordable housing; livelihood; cultural, culinary, and technological participation, respectively)
are open to surveillance by the “judges of normality” that Foucault mentions in Discipline and
Punish (304).

How bodies are seen, surveyed, and constructed—»by Foucault’s judges and the systems
and technologies that form our surveillant assemblages—relies on these narratives of threat,
compliance, and gratitude. Conveniently overlooking structural and institutional oppression,
cultural narratives of surveillance and control isolate individuals and, in doing so, make their

bodies easy targets for state correction. We may fight these narratives on every front, but until

® For example, Kristen Bell’s “Remaking the Self: Trauma, Teachable Moments, and the Biopolitics of Cancer
Survivorship” explores how surviving cancer is frequently turned into an opportunity for self-growth; | have
previously mentioned Ronnie Lipschutz’s “The Governmentalization of ‘Lifestyle’ and the Biopolitics of Carbon.”
6 For example, personal development blogger and producer of many-a trite uplifting viral messages, Steven
Aitchinson, writes that “successful people have a sense of gratitude. Unsuccessful people have a sense of
entitlement.” Another viral quote, generally attributed to North Carolina megachurch pastor Steven Furtick, claims
that “gratitude begins where my sense of entitlement ends.”

" And in this way it is tied to the U.S.’s revised bootstrap mythology.
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we replace them with new stories that are able to imagine past the fear that organizes us into an
obedient society we may never transform them into tales of a bygone era. Speculative fictions,
as part of a larger endeavor to reimagine our world and facilitators of social change, can present
us with worlds we struggle to bring into being today. And in doing so they provide not only new
visions of the future, but hope, solidarity, and resilience. They allow us to identify with those
deemed other in our surveillant, security state and blur and muddle the boundaries of the human
body. Further, they provide new ways of encountering old structures of seeing, examining, and
constructing. And, like Caprica’s portrayal of Zoe-A, they point us to the revolutionary

potentials of data bodies operating within the systems they are produced.
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