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Gender and the Robot in Matilda Tao’s Twenty-One
Chen-Hsiang Chiu”
Abstract

Matilda Tao’s novel, Twenty-One, presents a future scenario in which Al
robots replace family members so that “it is possible to reimagine a radical
change in family relationships.” However, there is a question we have to ask:
when she depicts a robot as a family member, what is Tao’s cultural imaginary
about the man-made machine? Obviously, the robot in the novel is first
represented as “gendered” (male/female), and therefore humans interact with the
robot according to its gender. But why should robots be imagined as having
genders? Why is it so natural to project our imaginary of gender onto robots?
When feminism has consistently pointed out that human gender is a social
construct, why is the gendered vision of robots in science fiction still firmly
anchored in the male/female binarism? With these critical questions, this
paper—based on Butler’s theory—probes into the key issues about the robot and
gender in Twenty-One.

Keywords : Judith Butler, gender performativity, gender construct, gendered
robots
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2 Chris Barker, Making Sense of Cultural Studies: Central Problem and Critical Debates (London: Sage, 2002),
p43.

% Lin Yu-Ling, “Reading the Theoretical Work of Judith Butler,” Women and Gender Studies 8 (1997),
pp.240-244.
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