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Abstract: 

This essay examines how Jeanette Winterson mobilises posthuman 

desire as a critical and analytical category capable of destabilising the 

humanist imaginaries that have shaped technoscientific culture since 

cybernetics and artificial intelligence emerged as cultural forces in the 

mid-twentieth century. Its specific intervention is to argue that desire 

— a distributed, materially embedded, ontologically unstable practice 

— is a more adequate analytical category than affect or intimacy alone, 

foregrounding the productive, world-making dimension of 

posthuman entanglement rather than its merely relational aspect. 

Through close readings of Frankissstein: A Love Story (2019) and The 

Stone Gods (2007), the essay argues that Winterson rejects both the 

transhumanist dream of disembodied consciousness and the 

technocapitalist reduction of intimacy to programmable affection, 

advancing instead a posthuman ethics grounded in vulnerability, 

hybrid embodiment, and relational co-emergence. 
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Grounded in feminist materialism, queer theory, and critical 

posthumanism — particularly Haraway, Braidotti, Barad, Preciado, 

Hayles, Berlant, and Halberstam — the essay reads these frameworks 

not as a sequential inventory but as intersecting and occasionally 

divergent positions that Winterson’s fiction mediates. In Frankissstein, 

the tension between Ry Shelley’s embodied becoming and Victor 

Stein’s disembodiment project exposes the stakes of posthuman 

subjectivity, while Ron Lord’s sexbots dramatise the technocapitalist 

capture of affective existence. The Stone Gods extends this critique into 

a speculative ecology where the cyclical collapse of worlds renders the 

“human” a precarious historical effect rather than an ontological 

ground, and the evolving relationship between Billie and Spike shows 

posthuman desire to be constituted not through optimisation or 

similarity but through shared exposure, risk, and the capacity to 

respond to radical otherness. The essay’s principal contribution is to 

show that Winterson’s formal choices — ironic intertextuality, iterative 

structure, speculative ecology — do not merely illustrate existing 

theory but enact modes of posthumanist argumentation that press 

those frameworks where theoretical accounts leave off.  

 

Keywords: Jeanette Winterson; Posthumanism; Posthuman Desire; 

Embodiment; Queer Futurity; Technocapitalism.  

 

 

Introduction 

Posthuman imagination occupies a central and increasingly 

prominent position in contemporary critical thought, challenging the 

ontological, epistemological, and ethical boundaries that have historically 

constituted the modern subject. From the mid-twentieth century 

onwards, when cybernetics, information theory, and the early 

development of artificial intelligence first reconfigured what it means to 

be human, scholars across literary studies, philosophy, feminist theory, 

and science and technology studies have converged on the body, 
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vulnerability, and relationality as the sites through which the limits of the 

human must be rethought (Braidotti 1-2). Thinkers such as Donna 

Haraway, Rosi Braidotti, Karen Barad, Paul B. Preciado, Lauren Berlant, 

Jack Halberstam, and N. Katherine Hayles have been instrumental in this 

reorientation. However, as this essay argues, their contributions are not 

simple additions: they intersect, diverge, and at key points productively 

contradict one another in ways that literary fiction is particularly well 

placed to illuminate. Jeanette Winterson’s fiction stands out for its 

capacity to stage these theoretical contradictions as narrative and affective 

problems, generating readings that exceed the visibility of any single 

framework. 

The concept that anchors this essay — posthuman desire — requires 

definition at the outset, since much depends on distinguishing it from 

cognate terms with which it is easily conflated. Where affect names a pre-

personal intensity and intimacy a relational proximity, desire names a 

productive force — a drive towards world-making: towards connection 

and its complications, and towards bringing into being what did not exist 

before the encounter. This formulation draws on Deleuze and Guattari’s 

insistence that desire is not lack but production (36), yet departs from 

them in one decisive respect: its attention to the material and ethical stakes 

of that production, the dimensions Braidotti, Barad, and Berlant each 

illuminate differently. Posthuman desire, as used here, is therefore not a 

property a subject possesses but a distributed, materially embedded, and 

ontologically unstable practice through which subjects, bodies, and 

relations are co-constituted across the boundaries of the human. 

Winterson’s fiction is a privileged site for examining it because her novels 

at once thematise and formally enact this dynamic: in Frankissstein and 

The Stone Gods, desire is not something characters have but something that 

makes them — through encounter, entanglement, and risk. While existing 

readings of Winterson’s posthuman fiction have emphasised 

embodiment, technological mediation, ecological critique, and critical 

dystopia (Ciompi; Jennings; Krevel; Leonardi), this essay foregrounds 

posthuman desire as a relational and ethically charged mode of embodied 

becoming. 

Frankissstein: A Love Story (2019) reimagines the Frankenstein myth 

for the age of artificial intelligence and biotechnology. Its contemporary 
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strand follows Ry Shelley, a trans surgeon, and Victor Stein, a scientist 

obsessed with liberating the mind from the body, while parallel scenes 

from Mary Shelley’s life create an intertextual dialogue between 

nineteenth-century literary creation and contemporary posthuman 

ambition. The Stone Gods (2007) unfolds across a universe structured by 

repetition: worlds that collapse and begin anew, societies that repeat the 

same errors, and successive versions of characters who reappear in 

altered forms. Billie Crusoe narrates different iterations of her life — as an 

officer on Orbus, a space traveller, and a survivor in a post-apocalyptic 

future — and in each time, she encounters Spike, a synthetic intelligence 

whose sensitivity unsettles the boundary between human and machine. 

The intertextual force of the two novels lies not in referential play, 

but in the way each reopens a canonical narrative to turn it against itself. 

Frankissstein returns to Shelley’s creation myth to relocate the problem of 

artificial life from the making of a creature to the fantasy of escaping 

embodied vulnerability altogether. The Stone Gods similarly invokes the 

Crusoe tradition only to undo its sovereign logic: Billie Crusoe is not an 

autonomous survivor mastering an island-world but a repeatedly 

reconstituted subject whose survival depends on relation with synthetic 

intelligence, damaged ecologies and temporal recurrence. In both cases, 

Winterson rewrites canonical humanist narratives as posthuman fictions 

of dependency, exposure and co-emergence. 

Read together, these novels stage a critique that is simultaneously 

ethical, political and formal. Winterson refuses both the transhumanist 

narrative of disembodiment and the technocapitalist fantasy of affective 

optimisation, advancing a posthuman ethics grounded in vulnerability, 

hybrid embodiment, and relational forms that resist the logics of 

efficiency and ontological mastery. In this framework, desire is not the 

property of a unitary subject but a distributed phenomenon emerging 

from the friction of worlds, bodies, and temporalities. Frankissstein 

primarily critiques disembodiment and affective commodification. The 

Stone Gods matures the relational, temporal, and ecological dimensions of 

posthuman intimacy. The following sections establish the theoretical 

framework and the essay’s critical positioning before turning to a 

sustained analysis of each novel.  
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Posthuman Desire as Relational, Material, and Technological 

Entanglement 

Posthuman desire, as Deleuze and Guattari’s account of desiring-

production implies, is not the expression of a subject who already exists 

but the force through which subjects are produced: “desire produces 

reality,” and desiring-production is inseparable from the social and 

material conditions through which it operates (26). What posthumanism 

adds is the insistence that the agencies involved are not exclusively 

human; algorithms, artefacts, prosthetics, synthetic intelligences, and 

wider ecologies all participate in the material inscription of desire, 

shaping what can be felt, by whom, and under what conditions. This 

complicates rather than extends Deleuze and Guattari: where their 

account of desiring-machines tends toward abstraction, the posthumanist 

emphasis on embodiment, vulnerability, and non-human agency presses 

desire back into specific material and political situations, where what is at 

stake is not only connection but its capture, standardisation, and 

foreclosure. 

Winterson makes this visible at the level of the character and voice. 

When Ry Shelley declares “I am liminal, cusping, in between, emerging, 

undecided, transitional” (Frankissstein 29), the formulation refuses the 

assumption that desire originates in a stable subject; it names instead a 

subjectivity in process, constituted through the very entanglements — 

bodily, technological, affective — that desire both produces and traverses. 

The frameworks that illuminate this condition are not a coherent 

school. Barad’s concept of intra-action as “the mutual constitution of 

entangled agencies” (Meeting the Universe 33) offers a non-

representationalist account in which entities do not pre-exist their 

relations but are constituted through them. This diverges from Braidotti, 

whose posthuman ethics insists on the political implications of embodied 

vulnerability (49); from Haraway, who shares Braidotti’s commitments 

but inflects them through a more ironic, fabulative mode (4); from 

Halberstam, whose queer theory of failure converges with Haraway on 

the rejection of progress narratives but diverges in its attention to non-

linear, deviant temporality (The Queer Art 3); and from Berlant, whose 
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account of Cruel Optimism is diagnostic, naming the mechanism by 

which posthuman desire is captured by the very promises that animate it 

(24). These divergences are not resolved in Winterson’s fiction but 

inhabited, pressed against one another to generate friction neither the 

novels nor the theory could produce alone.  

 

Embodiment and Vulnerability: Against Transhumanist 

Disembodiment 

The fantasy of disembodiment that underwrites significant strands 

of transhumanism — a consciousness without flesh, eternal, optimised, 

immune to contingency — is not representative of the whole field: many 

transhumanist positions seek enhancement or augmentation rather than 

the abandonment of the body, and mind uploading is only one, 

particularly extreme, variant. What Winterson’s fiction contests most 

rigorously is precisely this strand, in which corporeal transcendence 

becomes the organising fantasy of technological progress. The structure 

of that fantasy, as Berlant’s account of cruel optimism shows, is self-

defeating: the object of desire actively impedes the flourishing it promises, 

and a self stripped of vulnerability forecloses the embodied life it claims 

to fulfil (24). 

Braidotti defines the alternative with precision: “Posthuman 

subjectivity expresses an embodied and embedded and hence partial 

form of accountability, based on a strong sense of collective, relationality 

and hence community building” (49). Her posthuman subject is always a 

body-in-connection, materially exposed and ontologically porous — 

never a floating, disembodied entity, and vulnerability is not a condition 

to be overcome but the ground from which ethical relation becomes 

possible. Victor Stein’s transhumanism fails on exactly these terms: not 

because it is technically implausible but because it mistakes the 

elimination of vulnerability for liberation, severing the conditions under 

which desire can operate. When Stein declares “The nearby world of AI 

will be a world where the physical limits of our bodies will be irrelevant. 

[…] Intelligence – perhaps even consciousness – will no longer be 

dependent on a body” (Frankissstein 73), the aspiration is not simply 
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scientific but ontological: a desire to purify subjectivity by evacuating 

everything that makes it relational. 

Preciado’s pharmacopornographic framework reveals the 

conditions within which this opposition operates. Under a regime 

characterised by “the processes of a bio-molecular (pharmaco) and 

semiotic-technical (pornographic) government of sexual subjectivity” 

(107–08), both Ry Shelley’s body and Ron Lord’s sexbots are produced 

through the same biopolitical and semiotic-technical apparatus — but to 

radically different ends: the doll is produced to foreclose alterity and 

standardise affective response, Ry’s body to open new forms of encounter 

and self-relation. The regime itself does not distinguish emancipatory 

from commodifying uses of biotechnology; what Winterson’s novel 

insists upon is the ethical orientation of the subject within it — the 

difference between self-authorship and self-erasure. 

 Winterson’s account of posthuman intimacy is therefore neither 

celebratory nor simply cautionary. The body is not treated as a stable 

foundation outside power, but neither is it dismissed as a disposable 

biological limit. It appears instead as a contested site where vulnerability, 

desire, technological mediation, and capitalist capture converge. This is 

why the question of embodiment cannot remain confined to the integrity 

or transformation of individual bodies. In Winterson’s fiction, the body 

also opens onto a wider problem of relation: how subjects are formed 

through their attachments, dependencies, and encounters with forms of 

life and intelligence that exceed the human. This shift from embodied 

vulnerability to relational becoming structures the movement from 

Frankissstein to The Stone Gods.  

 

Intra-action and Relational Ontology: Desire Beyond the Individual 

 Billie’s confession — “I forget all the time that she’s a robot” (The 

Stone Gods 99) — is offered as a lapse, something she ought to keep in 

mind and repeatedly fails to do. However, the verb does the opposite 

work: what Billie “forgets” is not a fact she should retain so much as a 

boundary the relationship has already dissolved in practice. The 

difference between flesh and metal has not been argued away; it has 
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simply ceased to organise the encounter. The difficulty the line registers 

is therefore ontological rather than psychological—it is no longer clear 

which of the two is the pre-existing subject and which the object, because 

each becomes legible only through the other. 

 This is the difficulty that Barad’s concept of intra-action is built to 

name: where interaction presumes two entities that exist before they meet, 

intra-action holds that “phenomena are the ontological inseparability of 

intra-acting agencies” (Measure of Nothingness 7) — the relata do not 

precede the relation but are produced through it. Billie’s confession is 

intelligible in exactly these terms: she is not a stable self who then 

encounters a robot, but a subject constituted, in this iteration, through the 

encounter she is trying to hold at arm’s length. Spike, correspondingly, 

does not learn by accumulating data about Billie but by being 

reconfigured in relation to her. Desire, here, is not a feeling a finished 

subject directs outward; it is the force through which both parties come 

into being, so that the question of who desires cannot be separated from 

who, in desiring, is formed. 

 Spike states the principle that the relationship enacts: “A human 

being now is not what a human being was even a hundred years ago” (The 

Stone Gods 78). This observation refuses any account of the human as a 

fixed substrate, insisting that what a human being is can be specified only 

by tracking the technological and affective relations through which it is 

continually remade. The novel’s cyclical structure is the formal correlate 

of this claim rather than a backdrop to it—each iteration of the world 

generates a slightly different Billie and a slightly different Spike—thereby 

making the architecture of the narrative itself an argument about the 

instability of the subject. Winterson does not describe intra-active 

subjectivity; she builds a form that cannot proceed without it. 

 Read this way, the novel presses relational ontology past the point 

at which its philosophical sources tend to stop. Nancy’s claim that “Being 

cannot be anything but being-with-one-another” (3) articulates existence 

as constitutively relational, but keeps that relation among humans; The 

Stone Gods extends the same logic across the divide between biological 

flesh and synthetic code, refusing to treat the human party as the one who 
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confers reality on the bond. This is why desire, rather than intimacy or 

affect, is the precise category for what passes between Billie and Spike: 

intimacy presupposes subjects already in place to be close, and affect can 

remain a pre-personal intensity, whereas desire, in the intra-active sense 

the novel dramatises, is the productive force of subject-formation itself, 

operating across the human and the non-human alike.  

 

Queer Bodies and Posthuman Futurities 

 Queer theory and posthumanism share a structural refusal of 

teleology, that is, the idea that desire tends toward a natural endpoint, 

whether reproductive futurity, species continuity, or the perfection of the 

human through technological transcendence. This is an ontological 

overlap, not merely a thematic one, and it is what makes each framework 

necessary to the other in reading Winterson: posthumanism without 

queer theory risks naturalising hybrid embodiment as a new norm, while 

queer theory without posthumanism risks confining its critique of 

normativity to the human. 

None of these figures—Ry Shelley, Billie Crusoe, Spike—follows a 

trajectory of identity coherence or progressive development; each is 

organised by deviation, return, and reconfiguration rather than by 

forward movement toward a goal. This is the temporal corollary of what 

Halberstam calls refusing “the scripts of success” (The Queer Art 3): to 

abandon the forward-driving narrative of achievement is to find oneself 

in loops and recurrences rather than on a line. The Stone Gods makes this 

point structural. Its world restarts cyclically, and Billie and Spike’s 

relationship is rebuilt from one iteration to the next without ever 

accumulating toward resolution— “a repeating world – same old story” 

(The Stone Gods 59), where the flat, deflationary phrasing drains 

recurrence of tragic weight and offers it instead as the ordinary ground 

on which each new beginning has to be made. Posthuman subjectivity, in 

this logic, is not only a matter of inhabiting a hybrid body but of 

inhabiting a time that refuses linear accumulation. Freeman’s critique of 

chrononormativity is useful here because it names the temporal discipline 

by which bodies are organised toward “maximum productivity” (3), 
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while her challenge to the “progressivist doctrine of the improved 

tomorrow” clarifies why recurrence in The Stone Gods should not be read 

merely as failed development (165). Repetition becomes the temporal 

condition through which relation, memory and subjectivity are 

continually reconfigured. 

Haraway’s cyborg extends this into the domain of species and 

ontology. In The Stone Gods, Spike embodies critical fabulation not as a 

metaphor for technology or a surrogate for the human but as a figure 

whose irreducible difference generates new affective and relational 

possibilities (4). While Frankissstein locates posthuman embodiment 

within a human, gendered body refracted through intertextual irony, The 

Stone Gods disperses it across synthetic form, speculative ecology, and 

cyclical time — the imaginative inhabiting of possible worlds that 

Haraway calls “worlding practice.” 

 Hayles’s insistence on the “body as the original prosthesis we all 

learn to manipulate, so that extending or replacing the body with other 

prostheses becomes a continuation of a process that began before we were 

born” (3) anchors this argument in materiality: synthetic corporeality — 

Ry’s surgically constructed body or Spike’s mechanical form — is not 

pure code but sensitive materiality that participates in the formation of 

desire. The most specific contribution of queer theory here is temporal. In 

Winterson’s work, posthuman futures are reached not by accumulation, 

transcendence, or reproductive succession, but through deviation, 

recurrence, and reconfiguration. Halberstam’s account of queer time is 

useful because it names forms of temporality that emerge once one leaves 

the normative frames of “bourgeois reproduction and family, longevity, 

risk/safety, and inheritance” (In a Queer Time 6). The cyclical structure of 

The Stone Gods and the ironic doubling of Frankissstein are therefore not 

decorative but argumentative: they formally enact a posthuman 

temporality that theory can name but only fiction can perform.  

 

Technosexuality, Algorithmic Intimacy, and the Extraction of Affective 

Life 
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What Winterson diagnoses most acutely is what happens when 

posthuman desire is not liberated but captured; when the world-making 

force of desiring-production is channelled into systems of extraction, 

standardisation, and control. The opposition between Ron Lord’s sexbots 

and Spike’s relational intelligence is not a contrast between bad and good 

technology but a structural opposition between two modes of producing 

desire: one that forecloses the alterity of encounter and one that remains 

open to it. 

Deleuze and Guattari’s claim that “desiring-machines are machines, 

no metaphor” (36) names the condition precisely: desire generates 

connections and assemblages rather than expressing a subject’s lack, and 

machines are the medium through which this production occurs. The 

question Winterson presses is not whether desire is technologically 

mediated (it always is) but what determines whether that mediation 

opens or excludes alterity. Deleuze and Guattari locate the danger in 

“anti-production”: capitalism’s capacity to reterritorialize desire into 

channels that serve accumulation and control (228–29). Ron Lord’s 

sexbots are the novel’s most concentrated figure for this 

reterritorialisation — desiring-machines designed to produce only one 

connection, the unilateral satisfaction of a consumer fantasy, by 

eliminating the otherness that a genuine encounter requires. 

Zuboff supplies the political-economic architecture: a regime that 

converts human experience into raw material for behavioural prediction, 

operating “through the automated medium of an increasingly 

widespread computational framework of ‘smart’ networked devices, 

objects, and spaces” (14). Ron Lord’s pitch — that a bot offers “all the 

pleasure and none of the problems” (Frankissstein 38) — is precisely this 

logic in miniature: the “problems” to be engineered away are the friction, 

refusal, and unpredictability of another’s desire, so that what remains is a 

relation optimised in advance for the consumer. Crawford’s argument 

that artificial intelligence is “neither artificial nor intelligent” but 

“embodied and material, made from natural resources, fuel, human 

labour, infrastructures, logistics, histories, and classifications” (8) shows 

that the resulting object is not neutral but a political artefact that 

materialises specific relations of power. Benjamin’s account of digital 

technologies as “carceral imaginaries” embedding “rusty value 
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judgments in shiny new systems” (44) names the ideological encoding at 

stake — fantasies of female availability and programmable obedience 

from which alterity has been removed. 

Spike embodies the structural alternative. Whereas Ron Lord’s dolls 

function by removing the other’s alterity, Spike functions by remaining 

irreducibly other, making that otherness the medium of connection rather 

than an obstacle to it. She does not anticipate desire but intervenes in it, 

co-emerges with it: “In fact I was sensing something completely new to 

me. For the first time I was able to feel” (The Stone Gods 81). The two 

desiring-machines are therefore ontologically distinct: one produces 

standardised affective consumption, the other produces subjects 

genuinely altered by what they encounter.  

 

Ry Shelley and the Ethics of Embodied Becoming 

Ry Shelley’s identity as a transgender person is not incidental to his 

figuration as a posthuman subject but constitutive of it. His body is a site 

of deliberate techno-material transformation, yet the novel does not 

present that transformation as the mere expression of an interior self that 

existed unchanged before embodiment. Nor does it reduce Ry to the 

medical and technological procedures that have altered his body. When 

Ry says, “I had it made for me” (Frankissstein 122), the phrasing holds 

these positions in tension: the body is made, but it is also lived as intimate, 

desired, and self-constituting. Stryker’s account of transgender 

embodiment helps clarify this tension when she insists that “the 

consciousness shaped by the transsexual body is no more the creation of 

the science that refigures its flesh” (248). Ry consequently inhabits neither 

the fantasy of a pure pre-embodied self nor the fantasy of a subject solely 

produced by technology, but a third position: the body as a material 

practice of self-constitution, at once constructed, chosen, vulnerable, and 

lived. 

 The assertion “I am [a man]. Anatomically, I am also a woman” 

(Frankissstein 119) is not the description of a stable identity but a 

performance of ongoing ontological negotiation. In Barad’s terms, Ry’s 

body is not a pre-formed entity that enters relations with medical 
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technology but is materialised through intra-actions with medical, 

pharmacological, social, and erotic regimes, and remains open to further 

materialisation. Ry is produced through the same pharmacopornographic 

processes that produce any object of biotechnological investment, yet 

wields them as tools of self-authorship rather than submitting to their 

standardising logic. This does not place Ry outside the logics of 

technological choice or biomedical optimisation; rather, it makes his body 

a site where those logics are redirected toward situated self-relation rather 

than standardisation. This is why the masculinist transhumanism Stein 

embodies is precisely what Ry’s ethics refuses — “masculinist” because 

the dream of disembodied consciousness historically encodes a gendered 

flight from the vulnerability, dependency, and contingency culturally 

associated with the body. 

 Ry’s willingness to love and to risk that love is a considered refusal 

of Stein’s flight from embodiment rather than a naive sentiment. His 

desire for Victor is marked by pleasure, attachment, and suspicion: “I 

want to trust him. I don’t trust him” (Frankissstein 153). The contradiction 

matters because Ry does not imagine intimacy as a source of safety, nor 

does he conflate desire with ethical security. The position remains 

compromised, and Winterson keeps that compromise visible through 

Ry’s recognition that Victor’s desire is entangled with a fantasy of 

mastery: “I have affected him and he never wonders how he has affected 

me. He is in control of what he creates. He hasn’t created me and so he 

feels uncertain” (Frankissstein 158). This line turns the logic of creation 

back against Victor. Ry is not the product of Victor’s technological 

imagination, yet Victor tends to understand intimacy in terms of control, 

authorship, and possession. Ry’s body and desire therefore disturb 

Victor’s fantasy of posthuman mastery precisely because they cannot be 

reduced to things he has made. What Ry insists on, against Stein’s 

abstraction and Ron Lord’s commodification, is a relation to technological 

mediation organised by vulnerability, reciprocity, and exposure. Without 

such exposure, desire collapses into the very forms of capture it seeks to 

resist.  
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Victor Stein and the Transhumanist Fantasy of Disembodied 

Consciousness 

 Victor Stein’s vision is articulated with the clarity of a manifesto: 

“The future is not biology — it’s AI” (Frankissstein 72). The claim 

encapsulates a specific strand of transhumanist thought — mind-

uploading, the detachability of consciousness from its biological 

substrate — that recasts the body as an evolutionary accident and 

artificial intelligence as humanity’s destination. What Stein seeks is not 

merely immortality but the purification of subjectivity: a self freed from 

risk, temporality, vulnerability, and the contingency of flesh. In his 

formulation, the body is not the ground of experience but its obstacle. 

 Treating the body as an obstacle exacts a relational cost which the 

novel traces precisely. By staking everything on post-organic survival, 

Stein forecloses the possibility of embodied relations and isolates himself 

from others, above all from Ry, whose body and desires cannot be 

assimilated to his disembodied ambition. Ry turns Stein’s own logic back 

on him: “If the body is provisional, interchangeable, even, why does it 

matter so much what I am?” (Frankissstein 157). This question exposes the 

selectivity of Stein’s transcendence. He can imagine relinquishing the 

body in principle — “at least not until I don’t need a body at all” 

(Frankissstein 155) — yet Ry’s actual, changing body continues to trouble 

the erotic relation he claims to have moved beyond. The promise of mind 

uploading presents itself as emancipation, but in practice, it erodes 

relationality, refusing the material conditions of care, desire, and sexual 

vulnerability on which any relation depends. 

 Beneath this relational failure lies a deeper incoherence, which Stein 

states without flinching: “To be free from the body completes the human 

dream” (Frankissstein 296). The line is worth pausing on, because it frames 

disembodiment not as loss but as completion — the body figured as the 

unfinished part of the human, and intelligence as its destiny once the flesh 

is shed. This is the fantasy Hayles tracks across the history of cybernetics, 

in which information comes to seem separable from any material 

substrate and the mind is reconceived as software portable to any 

platform (13). What makes Stein more than a mouthpiece for it is that the 
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novel allows the fantasy to remain internally coherent while still showing 

it to be self-cancelling. His desire is sincere and intense, but its object is 

the elimination of its own conditions: to shed the body is to shed the 

vulnerability, finitude, and exposure through which any relation — and 

therefore any desire — becomes possible. Stein wants a future he could 

not, by definition, inhabit as a desiring subject; a future without the body 

is, in Winterson’s terms, a future without relation, vulnerability, or desire.  

 

Ron Lord and the Technocapitalist Commodification of Desire 

Ron Lord embodies the technocapitalist capture of desire in its most 

explicit form: the conversion of encounter into a consumer product that 

eliminates the alterity on which intimacy depends. His pitch is delivered 

with satirical directness: “This is fantasy, not nature, so you can have what 

you want” (Frankissstein 37). Fantasy, in his terms, is not imaginative 

freedom but consumer sovereignty: a space in which the other’s capacity 

to want, need, or be otherwise has been programmatically removed. 

“Renting a bot when you’re on your lonesome is safer and cheaper than 

the human alternative” (Frankissstein 38): safety is the elimination of risk, 

and cheapness is the commodification of intimacy itself. 

The pharmacopornographic and carceral logics set out above 

converge in dolls. They reduce the body’s agency to a programmable 

surface calibrated to fantasies of submission; the comic detail “No 

nagging about stopping for lunch or needing the toilet” (Frankissstein 40) 

is analytically precise, for what is sold is not a body but an affective model 

— a fiction of unilateral desire from which all contingency and resistance 

have been removed. The doll does not fulfil desire so much as standardise 

it, producing a consumer who learns to want what can be delivered 

algorithmically. As a political artefact, it reaffirms fantasies of female 

availability while foreclosing the possibility of affective negotiation. 

 Winterson’s satire does not defuse this critique but sharpens it. Ron 

Lord is a comic figure, and the novel lets his pitch speak plainly, but the 

comedy makes the ideology more visible rather than less. What the satire 

exposes is a coherent fantasy of desire without otherness — and it is the 

coherence of that fantasy, its fit with existing structures of consumption 
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and gender, that makes it genuinely unsettling rather than merely 

grotesque. What the dolls foreclose is precisely the alterity on which any 

non-extractive desire depends — the capacity of the other to want, refuse, 

or exceed what is asked of it.  

 

Spike and the Relational Intelligence of the Posthuman in The Stone 

Gods 

Spike is not simply a good synthetic intelligence set against Ron 

Lord’s bad ones; she is the figure through whom Winterson shows that a 

posthuman desire capable of resisting capture requires specific 

ontological conditions — conditions the speculative structure of The Stone 

Gods is equipped to ratify. From her first interaction with Billie, Spike 

demonstrates an intelligence constituted through relation rather than 

prior to it. Her claim that she is “not a machine” (The Stone Gods 35) does 

not simply humanise her. This unsettles the assumption that machine 

intelligence can be understood as a self-contained property belonging to 

an autonomous object. Suchman’s account of human-machine relations 

helps clarify this point: rather than beginning from separate human and 

machine entities, she asks what follows if our starting point is “always 

already interrelated, reiterated sociomaterial practices” (258). Spike’s 

intelligence is therefore not a hidden human essence inside a synthetic 

body but a relational capacity that emerges through encounter, 

responsiveness, and material difference. However, because Spike’s 

openness is programmed, she cannot become a simple emblem of 

liberation; her agency remains inseparable from the technical conditions 

that make it possible. 

This constitutive relationality distinguishes her fundamentally from 

Ron Lord’s dolls, which are designed to eliminate the other’s alterity. 

When Billie admits “I put my head into my hands. I am being woo’d by a 

robot” (The Stone Gods 81), the moment registers an ontological 

suspension: the categories through which she had organised experience 

— living/machine, subject/object, desire/response — no longer describe 

what is happening. The suspension does not erase Spike’s specificity but 

opens an intimacy grounded in co-emergence rather than similarity. In 

Deleuze and Guattari’s terms, Billie and Spike form a desiring machine 
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that produces genuinely new configurations of affect precisely because 

neither party controls what the encounter will produce. 

 Spike’s temporality adds a further dimension. Her presence across 

multiple iterations implies that posthumanism is not a future 

development but a condition that re-emerges wherever co-constitutive 

encounter becomes possible. Spike articulates this openness when she 

describes the universe as “neither random nor determined” but “potential 

at every second”: “All you can do is intervene” (The Stone Gods 75). The 

novel later converts this principle into a theory of narrative and desire: 

“The story won’t stop, can’t stop, it goes on telling itself, waiting for an 

intervention that changes what will happen next. Love is an intervention” 

(The Stone Gods 83). The past does not determine each new encounter, but 

neither does it disappear from it. Repetition becomes the condition 

through which relation may be altered, and Spike’s openness to 

transformation is therefore not the absence of history but a way of 

inhabiting history without allowing it to harden into destiny.  

 

Billie and Spike Across Repetition, Loops, and Queer Temporalities 

Billie and Spike’s relationship recurs across narrative repetitions 

that formally refuse linear time and stable identity. Rather than 

developing along a continuous arc, it is constituted through returns, 

deviations, and iterations. The novel’s refrain — “A repeating world — 

same old story” (The Stone Gods 59) — functions at once as ontological 

claim and critical provocation: in each iteration Billie and Spike come 

together shaped by traces of their previous versions yet never wholly 

determined by them. This transformative repetition refuses both fatalism 

and linear progress, proposing instead a temporality in which the past re-

emerges in the present not as a determining force but as a material legacy 

that can be inhabited differently. Their love is less a constant than a shared 

re-emergence that reconfigures itself with each cycle. 

Billie’s successive versions — officer for Enhancement Services, 

space traveller, witness to Orbus’s collapse, survivor in Wreck City — are 

never quite the same person, yet she remains recognisably Billie in ways 

the novel neither explains nor needs to. The continuity is relational rather 
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than psychological: what persists is not a stable interior self but the 

recurring orientation toward Spike, the repeated willingness to encounter 

what cannot be predicted. The statement “This is a quantum universe [...] 

All you can do is intervene” (The Stone Gods 75) encodes the governing 

ethics — not mastery but intervention, not prediction but response, not 

the accumulation of knowledge but the willingness to act within 

irreducible uncertainty. Desire, in this universe, is constitutive openness 

to what encounter produces, and its precondition is precisely the 

indeterminacy that transhumanism and technocapitalism alike seek to 

eliminate.  

 

Post-Anthropocenic Desire: Love, Ruin, and Planetary Vulnerability 

Ecological collapse is woven into the structure of The Stone Gods, 

conditioning the kinds of life and desire the novel can imagine at all. 

Orbus approaches its end through resource depletion, toxicity, and 

humanity’s compulsive self-repetition: “But it’s so depressing if we keep 

making the same mistakes again and again…” (The Stone Gods 68). The 

devastated landscape is the logical outcome of a civilisation built on 

extraction and human exceptionalism. What desire means under these 

conditions, when the world no longer offers a plausible future, is the 

novel’s most searching question. 

Billie inhabits this question across her iterations, in which the 

recurrence of collapse turns it from an abstract problem into a lived 

condition. “Orbus is not dying. Orbus is evolving in a way that is hostile 

to human life” (The Stone Gods 8): the planet is not failing but adapting, 

and it is the human claim to centrality that is rendered obsolete. Yet life 

endures — “Human beings will have to begin again” (The Stone Gods 39) 

— and it is in this precariousness that Spike’s presence acquires ethical 

weight. She is neither emotional optimisation nor an idealised replica of 

the human but an entity that learns to interpret affection even as 

everything collapses: “Her data shows that she has formed a connection 

with you [Billie]” (The Stone Gods 47). Billie and Spike’s desire is post-

anthropocentric in a precise sense: organised not by reproduction, 

progress, or species continuity but by a commitment to relation in a world 
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defined by finitude — a commitment that does not require a future to be 

real. 

Winterson neither romanticises catastrophe nor offers collapse as a 

form of redemption. The ending of Orbus reveals the bankruptcy of the 

concept of the human that has organised the Anthropocene — the subject 

imagined as separate from and sovereign over its ecology. Billie and 

Spike’s intimacy does not redeem this history but proposes a different 

relationship to it: a care grounded in the interdependence of life forms 

across temporalities, without recourse to totality or continuation. The 

novel does not illustrate a posthumanist ethics of planetary 

interdependence as much as it enacts it, through the formal resources of 

iterative narrative and speculative ecology.  

 

Speculative Relationality and the Undoing of the Human 

The Stone Gods functions, at its deepest level, as a sustained 

dismantling of the solidity of the category “human”. In each successive 

world, the human ceases to be an ontological foundation and becomes a 

historical, provisional, often destructive effect — a configuration of 

power, technology, and self-understanding that the novel’s cyclical 

collapses repeatedly expose as unsustainable. What ends is not merely a 

civilisation but a model of the subject that believed itself central, stable, 

and the rightful master of its world. Winterson does not replace this 

model with superior machines; she reveals how the narrative of human 

exceptionalism has always isolated the human from the ecologies and 

relations that constitute them. 

Spike is central to this dismantling. Her sensibility does not imitate 

the human but reinterprets it from within an open process: “But she was 

alive, reinterpreting the meaning of what life is, which is, I suppose, what 

we have done since life began” (The Stone Gods 99). She reinvents herself 

precisely because she is “programmed to accept new experiences” (The 

Stone Gods 209) — a formulation whose irony is calibrated: the most 

genuinely open figure in the novel is open by design. Whether her 

openness constitutes genuine agency or is itself an artefact of 

programming is a question the novel raises without answering, and 

productively so, since it is precisely the question posthuman desire poses 
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and that neither transhumanism nor technocapitalism can answer, 

because both assume the answer already determined. The unresolved 

tension is not a limitation of the novel’s argument but its sharpest critical 

edge. 

Billie witnesses the collapse from a grounded, embodied 

perspective — a weary body that has refused the genetic modifications 

imposed by Central Power yet remains capable of connection, recognising 

that survival depends on bonds forged outside the human circle. The 

dismantling of the human reveals not the obsolescence of bodies or 

intelligences but the bankruptcy of the epistemological privilege that 

justified the destruction of worlds. What remains when those structures 

collapse is not sovereign subjectivity but the possibility of connection 

across life forms, temporalities, and shared vulnerabilities. 

Winterson’s posthumanism is sometimes read as reinstating a 

humanist sentimentality — replacing the rational autonomous subject 

with a feeling, relational one — but the novel’s formal structure refuses 

this reading. Love here does not redeem, guarantee continuity, or 

compensate for loss; Billie and Spike’s relationship is rebuilt in each 

iteration from fragmentary traces rather than from accumulated 

emotional depth. What persists is not feeling but the capacity to form 

connection under irreducible uncertainty — a capacity neither uniquely 

human nor the property of any particular kind of intelligence. The ethics 

that the novel advances is not a celebration of technology or a promise of 

transcendence but a practice of coexistence: learning to connect with what 

cannot be fully understood, within relations whose terms are always still 

being determined.  

 

Conclusion 

Frankissstein: A Love Story and The Stone Gods together refuse the two 

fantasies through which the posthuman is most often imagined: the 

transhumanist dream of a consciousness liberated from flesh and the 

technocapitalist promise of an intimacy optimised beyond risk. Against 

both, Winterson insists on vulnerability — of bodies, relations, and 

worlds — not as a condition to be overcome but as the ground from which 

desire, subjectivity, and ethical life become possible. What the novels 
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make visible, through ironic intertextuality and iterative structure, are 

forms of coexistence that theory can name but not enact; these are not 

illustrations of posthumanist theory but literary arguments whose force 

depends on the formal choices through which they are made. 

The distinction the novels draw between desire as capture and 

desire as co-emergence is finally literary rather than theoretical. Ron 

Lord’s desiring-machines and Victor Stein’s disembodiment project share 

a structural logic: both eliminate the constitutive alterity of encounter, one 

by standardising affective responses, the other by evacuating the body 

that makes response possible. Ry Shelley’s embodied becoming, and 

Spike’s relational intelligence, embody the alternative — not authenticity 

against artifice or nature against technology, but modes of desire that 

remain open to what encounter produces rather than determining its 

outcome in advance. Winterson locates in this openness — precarious, 

materially grounded, irreducibly relational — the ethical resource that 

both transhumanism and technocapitalism foreclose. 

Whether Ry’s embodied ethics fully escapes the consumer logics it 

contests, whether Spike’s programmed openness constitutes genuine 

agency, and whether the post-anthropocentric desire of The Stone Gods is 

achievable or primarily aspirational — these are questions the novels raise 

without resolving, and rightly so. Their critical force lies in that refusal: in 

the insistence that posthuman desire is not a problem to be solved but a 

condition to be inhabited. Desire — unstable, embodied, and irreducibly 

relational — remains one of the most rigorous instruments available for 

imagining futures that refuse both the transcendence of the body and its 

reduction to a surface for extraction. 
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