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The fantasy of bringing to life the perfect artificially constructed female dates back to the myth of
Pygmalion, most familiar in the work of Ovid. Part of his Metamorphoses—a collection of classic myths

all with the common theme of transformation—the Roman poet describes a protean world in which all
things are rendered digital in the hands of the gods. Pygmalion prays to the goddess Venus to bring to life
Galatea, the woman that he has carved from ivory who is so perfect that he has fallen in love with her.
Venus grants his wish and Galatea becomes flesh; she and Pygmalion are married and the two live happily
ever after. Whether real or imaginary, the artificial female has, since Galatea, generally been read as the
embodiment of a Pygmalionesque desire for either perfection or perfect verisimilitude, in relation to which
she falls into one of two camps—*“failed” and “successful” or utopic and dystopic—reflective of a binary
attitude not only towards women (as either virgins or whores), but towards technology (as either a symbol
of human progress or destruction) (See Huyssen 1986: 65-81). For example, Michelle E. Bloom, in her
essay “Pygmalionesque Delusions and Illusions of Movement,” traces “pygmalionesque desire” from the
“*happily-ever-after’ formula of Ovid’s version” of the myth through its failure within the literature of the
nineteenth century (in which female androids are common, but happy endings are rare) to its metamorphosis
“at the end of the century into ‘illusions of movement’ made possible by the advent of cinema” (Bloom
2000: 291). As she notes, her primary interest is in the “longstanding human desire for the animation of

the inanimate” for which cinema is a privileged site: “even when the Pygmalion paradigm fails in film, the
medium itself succeeds in creating the illusion of movement” (Bloom 2000: 292). Bloom’s thoughtful essay,
however, glosses the “failed Galateas” of nineteenth century literature, as well as the femme-fatale androids
and exploding fembots that became a common trope within twentieth century cinema, leaving the reader to
wonder why “pygmalionesque desire” is so often thwarted.

In contrast, this paper focuses specifically on those Galateas, more properly understood as resistant rather
than failed, who eschew verisimilitude and perfection and whose “mechanicity” is foregrounded. Such
beings express a different set of desires than “successful Galateas,” for they remain a borderline site
suspended between contradictory states—the human and technological, animate and inanimate, perfection
and imperfection, fantasy and reality. I will attempt to shed light on this contradictory state by focusing,

in particular, on an internet fetish community that collectively fantasizes about mechanical humans. While
some members of the group call themselves technosexuals, most refer to the fetish as ASFR, an acronym for
alt.sex.fetish.robots, named after the now-defunct Usenet newsgroup where members originally congregated
on-line. Although today A.S.F.R. tends to be associated most strongly with men who fantasize about robots,
it is, in fact, a blanket designation for a range of different fetishes, which includes sexual attraction to
mannequins, dolls, and sculpture, and even more so to real people acting like mannequins, puppets, wind-
up dolls, or robots, or being frozen like statues or hypnotized. While all of these fetishes were explored on
the original newsgroup, many of their fans later splintered off and founded websites geared to their specific
interests. They do, however, still consider themselves to be “ASFRian” and acknowledge their point of
common interest: the thematic of programmatic control—whether imagined as hypnotism, magic, a puppet
master, or artificial intelligence—of a human object. When taken in this sense alone, A.S.F.R. strikes the
imagination as a technological elaboration of standard BDSM (bondagedomination- sado-masochism)
fantasies, in which one person dominates another for sexual pleasure. ASFRians are, in fact, sensitive to this
interpretation of their fetish, as well as the perception that it represents the reification of normative gender
ideals; for when many first hear about the fetish—myself included—they imagine that, for ASFRians, desire
is contingent on replacing a human subject with a vacant Stepford Wife or Husband, who mindlessly fulfills
the orders of its master, both sexual and domestic. Indeed, it is this common assumption about their fetish
that, according to ASFRians, necessitates its obscurity and keeps its members highly closeted in comparison
to fetishes like the Furries and Plushies (those who eroticize anthropomorphic and stuffed animals and
animal costumes, respectively), who hold dozens of public conventions each year throughout the world.

My own experiences, however, have led me to believe that not only is ASFRian fantasy more complex than
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the desire simply to dominate or objectify, but that it has something to teach us about representations of
gendered robots within popular culture.1

While it is somewhat difficult to generalize about the community (other than the fact that, with a

small number of exceptions, it is predominantly male), the group itself makes a distinction between

two (somewhat oppositional) tendencies, the first indicating the desire for a robot that is entirely

artificial (“built”) and the second devoted to the metamorphosis between the human and the robotic
(“transformation”). There are, nevertheless, certain kinds of images and erotic practices that appeal to both
groups and that appear repeatedly in relation to the fetish. For example, scenarios in which a real person

is acting the part of a robot would likely be of interest to both groups, albeit for different reasons. Indeed,
the majority of the ASFRians that I interviewed described their earliest fetishistic experiences as occurring
while watching actors and actresses playing robots on such science fiction television shows as The Twilight
Zone, Outer Limits, and Star Trek. Moreover, the primary indicators of mechanicity on such shows, which
include silver and gold costuming and mechanical behavioral mannerisms like robotic speech, stilted
movement, and repetitive motion, often enacted within moments of transition (such as when a robot is
booted up, shut down, or programmed) are equally exciting to both groups. A large part of ASFRian activity
revolves around the recreation in private of both the costuming and performances of these actor robots,
giving the fetish a kind of do-it-yourself quality, on which Katherine Gates comments in her book Deviant
Desires. Gates places A.S.F.R. alongside slash fandom as a group that appropriates science-fiction effects in
homemade productions to their own erotic ends; ASFRians often write their own stories, create their own
pictures, and construct their own robot costumes using shiny materials like latex, PVC, and Lycra to which
they attach toys that “blink, bobble, and glow” in order to create the illusion of circuitry.

The emphasis on mechanicity complicates the relationship between ASFRian fantasy and the reality of
artificial companions that achieve human verisimilitude; in fact, the state of tension and liminality—whether
between the robotic and human or between control and loss of control, appearance and interior, motion

and stasis—seems to have greater relevance to the fetish than the robot per se. As Gates notes, unmasking

is a key aspect of the fetish, and many of the most exciting fantasies involve the sudden revelation of
artificiality either through robotic malfunction—in which a human/robot gets caught in a repeat loop—or
disassembly—in which a panel opens or a part is removed to reveal the circuitry beneath the semblance

of humanity. While the latter is difficult to perform, ASFRians either search television and film for such

4 moments (which they then list obsessively on their websites) or they produce disassembly images
themselves in the manner of ASFRian artist Kishin, who either renders them from scratch in a 3D program
or adds exposed circuitry to figures from erotic magazines using Photoshop, a practice that some call
“rasterbation.” When I asked Kishin what it was about such imagery that he most enjoyed, he replied, “It’s
something about the contrast between the cold hard steel and the circuits and the wiring and the smooth skin
and the soft flesh.” The “come shot” for Kishin occurs when a female robot reaches up “to remove the mask
that is her face” because “it’s like a revelation of who she really is”.

The question is: who is she (really)? In his essay “Fetishism” (1927), Freud tells us that in all cases, a
fetish is “a substitute for the woman’s (mother’s) phallus, which the little boy once believed in and does
not wish to forego” (Freud 1963: 205-206). It embodies an ambivalence, a double attitude towards female
castration for which a compromise is struck by which the absent phallus is conjured elsewhere, a new
point of erotic fixation that serves as both an acknowledgement and denial, “a sort of permanent memorial”
that may manifest itself in a single part, like a foot, which the fetishist then worships, or a set of opposing
attitudes that involve both hostility and reverence, such as “the Chinese custom of first mutilating a
woman’s foot and then revering it” (1963: 209). The ASFRian fetish object is, however, less a “permanent
memorial” than a vacillating sign; it is, to use Freud’s analogy, like mutilating one foot while keeping

the other whole, an ongoing reminder that a deformation has occurred. To the extent that it attempts to
assuage the ambivalence around an absence via a displaced presence, it also repetitively restages the
exchange between presence and absence at this alternate location, re-enacting the trauma by which it was,
theoretically, constituted. In this sense, it smacks of the compulsion to repeat that Freud links to the “death
instinct.” Indeed, there is a distinct similarity between the hiding and revealing of the mechanical interior
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of the robot female in ASFRian fantasy and the compulsive throwing away and retrieving of the wooden
reel by the child in the game fort/da, described by Freud in Beyond the Pleasure Principle (1961: 13-14).3
There is, moreover, a correspondence between repetition compulsion and what is being revealed—the
“who she really is” of ASFRian fantasy—that is bound up less in technology per se than in automatism, the
revelation of a force (imagined as programming by ASFRians) beyond the rational mind or conscious will
that controls behavior, and that is brought to the fore in moments of robotic unveiling or breakdown. Gates
argues that the automatism at the heart of the fetish is a metaphor for sexuality itself: “the sense that we
have no control over it; that we respond mechanically to stimuli; and that our sexual programming makes us
helpless. Fetishes, especially, are a kind of hard-wired sexual subroutine” (Gates 2000: 228). In this sense,
A.S.F.R.—as an erotics of automatism—is a fetish whose object is, in part, a revelation of the compulsive
mechanism of fetishism itself.

Read more generally, however, A.S.F.R. not only points to the slippage between the subject and object

of fetishism, but to the ways in which the circuit between them is wired with both biological and cultural
contact points, the exposure of which is potentially denaturalizing (for the object) and self-revelatory (for
the subject). For example, while many ASFRians are fascinated by the film The Stepford Wives (1975;
remade 2004), for many its primary interest resides less in the idea of the perfect housewife than in

those scenes in which the Wives break down or become caught in a repeat loop—scenes beneath which
foreboding music plays and that are intended to evoke horror. These are moments of vertiginous rupture
that not only offer a glimpse of the robotic programming beneath the ideal exterior of the Wives, but also
that throw into relief the cultural norms through which such ideals are constructed. Indeed, in the film,
such scenes serve as feminist commentary on the extent to which real women (and men) have been socially
programmed, and a connection is made in the original film between the domestic scripting of women and
television advertising; many of the Stepford Wives speak as though they’re actresses in commercials for
household products.

It is, perhaps, of no small significance that ASFRians get particular pleasure out of scenes in which
normative gender roles, as shaped by media imagery and embodied by the female android, are short-
circuited. Most of the ASFRians that | interviewed came of age in the 1960s, ‘70s, and ‘80s, and while
their fetish is a product of sf television shows, it is also a reaction to a historical and cultural moment in
which mass consciousness was shaped by the centralizing force of television programming and advertising.
Indeed, if the media in general, and television in particular, tend to codify normative social rules and
behaviors, then science fiction stands out as a site at which the normal rules are suspended and other worlds
are imagined that, in many cases, serve as a critique of and an alternative to the conventions of our own
world. Although one might apply the stereotype of the sf geek to many ASFRians, the shared attributes

that stood out in the men I interviewed were a high degree of sensitivity and self-consciousness coupled
with social awkwardness and difficulty reading social cues.4 Puberty was, for these men, an unusually
fraught time during which they felt both confused by and compelled to conform to the rules not only of
social engagement, but also political correctness. Interestingly, many of the ASFRians that I interviewed
considered themselves to be feminists —after all, many had come of age at the height of second wave
feminism—but they expressed confusion about how to reconcile the way they were raised—i.e., “to respect
women”—with their sexual impulses.

The female robot is, to some extent, a way out of the quandary: she represents the promise of a simplified
playing field in which the rules of the game are programmed in advance, thus sidestepping social politics
and eliminating the anxiety of making social mistakes. Within that simplified playing field, however,
ASFRians imagine endless concatenations of possible moves, the erotic locus of which are moments of
tension and rupture between opposite states—the human and the artificial, control and loss of control,
exterior and interior. Such rupture is, I would argue, both a metaphor for and a condensation of the

eruptive effects of adolescent desire on the socially-regulated body; it is a re-enactment of the tension
between biological and social programming, between the chaotic flux of inner experience and the unified
and controlled self as mandated by the social order. Moreover, to the extent that it is an attempt at their
reconciliation, it is through recourse to a third category that has the potential to destabilize such dualisms as
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self and other, subject and object, and even male and female.

Technology, in this sense, signals both the desire for and identification with an Other, a slippage made
particularly apparent in one of the media examples cited most often as relevant to the fetish, an episode
from the first season of The Twilight Zone entitled “The Lonely” (1959). The story takes place in the year
2046 on a barren and desolate asteroid nine million miles from earth, which serves as solitary confinement
for a convicted criminal named James A. Corry. When the episode opens, a supply ship, which makes
occasional visits to the planet, is arriving, and the captain, who has taken pity on the isolated prisoner, has
left behind a box that he instructs Corry not to open until after the ship has departed. When Corry does open
it, he findsa 7 lifelike female android named Alicia, programmed to keep him company. While at first he
wants nothing to do with her, his need for companionship prevails and he starts to forget her mechanical
nature and eventually falls in love with her. The next time the supply ship arrives, the captain informs Corry
that he has been pardoned and can return home immediately. As the prisoner rushes excitedly towards the
ship with his companion, however, the captain informs him that there is not enough room for the android.
Corry argues with him, insisting that Alicia is not an android but a woman, Ais woman, but the captain
stands firm and, in order to wake Corry up to reality, pulls out his gun and shoots Alicia in the face. In

the final scene, the female android breaks down; her calls for Corry get slower and s-1-o-w-e-r as broken
circuitry and loose wiring shoot off a few last sparks of life through the hole where her face had been.

The narrative climax of “The Lonely” corresponds with the primary visual triggers of ASFRian desire—
breakdown, disassembly, and unmasking. The android’s exposed inner workings are, however, not so much
a revelation as a re-membering; Corry already knew that Alicia was a robot, and thus what lies behind her
faceplate is integrally connected to the mechanism inside him that made him forget or, to put it in terms of
the fetishistic relationship, that sustained his belief that she was a woman despite the knowledge that she
was a robot. This visual reminder of his own psychic split is what Lacan calls the objet petit a or the agalma
(by which he means a hidden yet alluring object that animates desire, but which is, notably, the Greek word
for statue and the root of agalmatophilia, the term used by early sexologists to describe the fetishism of the
inanimate). Lacan associates the objet petit a with the game fort/da, claiming that the spool on the string
can best be understood not as a little mother, but as “a small part of the subject that detaches itself from him
while still remaining his, still retained” (Four 62). Freud associates the return of the once familiar forgotten
with the uncanny, an aesthetic term on which he elaborates psychoanalytically in reference to Hoffman’s
story “The Sandman,” whose climactic scene—in which the eyes of the mechanical woman, Olympia,

are removed and she is revealed as an automaton—bears a distinct resemblance to the climax of “The
Lonely.” Freud, however, dismisses the relevance of the android female in order to link the Uncanny to a
psychological drive that overrides the pursuit of pleasure, which he will call the “death instinct” in Beyond
the Pleasure Principle, a book that served as the impetus for his essay “On the Uncanny” (1919)—the latter
was written between drafts of the former and published the year before. The fetishistic use of the uncanny
android body by ASFRians thus raises questions about Freud’s analysis that have relevance for the critical
understanding of artificial bodies in popular culture both past and present. Moreover, it points towards

the performative power of the body whose humanity is forever deferred, as well as the kinds of human
pleasures it offers.

NOTES Note: This paper is an extract of the longer essay, “Technofetishism and the Uncanny Desires of
A.S.F.R. (alt.sex.fetish.robots)” in Science Fiction Studies Journal, Volume 36, (November 2009), 404-
438. 11In 2001, I made a documentary short about the group, which can be viewed at: <http://www.ifilm.
com/ifilmdetail/2408202>. 2 While a notable portion of the community is homosexual, all of the members
with whom I communicated, are male and heterosexual, and so my descriptions should be considered most
representative of their proclivities. 3 Freud describes a game, invented by his infant grandson for managing
anxiety around the absence of his mother, which involves throwing away and retrieving a spool attached

to a string while repeating “Fort!” and “Da!” (Gone! and There!). 4 It occurred to me more than once that
A.S.F.R. might be related to a mild form of Asperger Syndrome. I was, therefore, not surprised when I read
a passage in Katherine Gates’s book in which she explains the appeal of the android Data on Star Trek:

The Next Generation (whom she claims has gotten more erotic mail than any other Star Trek character,
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Spock coming in second) for a female ASFRian she interviewed by referencing the autistic slaughterhouse
designer and author of Thinking in Pictures, Temple Grandin, who also “feels close to him [Data] in his
clumsy efforts to perform like a human, and in his urge to sort out the mystifyingly inconsistent rules of
human social behavior” (Gates 2000: 228).
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